Ops was busy, but then, it was always busy. Young techs scrambled between consoles, getting their superiors to initial reports - most of which would end up on her desk within the hour. If there was one thing that never changed, it was the rate at which paperwork piled up on the unit commander's desk. She shook her head and lingered a moment in the doorway to Ops before stepping fully inside.

"Admiral on deck!" Someone barked. Folk snapped to attention. The formality of most of the newer staffers was something she was still working on getting used to, after the informality of almost two decades of service.

The admiral managed a nod. "As you were, people." She moved toward one of the consoles near the huge windows that overlooked the tarmac, where shuttles were starting to set down not far from the full wing of starfighters - some old, some new - were lined up in orderly rows. She glanced toward one of the techs nearby. "Any word from Wayfarer?"

The tech nodded, offering her a report on a viewer. "Admiral Wood reports that supplies and personnel have come in as scheduled. She appended the transport schedule to her message - looks like the first batch should be arriving soon, ma'am."

"Good." Her eyes skipped over the message, which was brief and to the point - so much like Karen Wood's style of communication, to be that way. "She append personnel rosters as well?"

"Yes ma'am, though she reports they may be incomplete because there were some stragglers arriving from shore leave."

The unit commander nodded. "Very good. Thank you, chief."

The chief saluted quickly, then returned to his duties as the unit's commander forged onward, heading toward her office.

She stepped into her office, unsurprised to see their newly assigned Commander of Sector Intelligence standing idly near her desk, hands clasped behind his back. "Admiral."

She inclined her head to him as she sat down. "Colonel. Something I can help you with?"

"No, ma'am. Just wanted to confirm for you that elements of Allegiance are, in fact, on maneuvers in the sector and pose no security threat to any ongoing operations."

She nodded. "Very well. Thank you, Colonel."

He nodded back. "You're welcome, Admiral." He started to turn to go, pausing and turning back. "Oh. Will you express my congratulations to your son on his promotion to full lieutenant? No mean feat, getting it so fast out of training."

The admiral smiled. "Which one? And what about Mary? She's been assigned to Eagle Squadron as XO."

The colonel grinned. "Easier for me to talk to pilots than engineers, Admiral. Please, express my congratulations to Davil."

"I'll do that."

The intelligence officer snapped off a quick salute and departed the office quietly, the door whispering shut behind him.

Indiana Bridger turned slowly in her chair, staring out the window, toward the tarmac, where shuttles were coming down. Nearly twenty years, with the unit, ninety-five percent of them as its commander. A great deal had changed...and yet, a great deal had remained the same.

She closed her eyes for a moment. The Kartuiin Sector was a solidly New Republic region these days, still governed out of the frigid world of Kartuiin, where forces had been stationed for years now. The war for the region was long over, though the hot-spots had taken some dousing before it had truly ended. Still and all, the region had made a good home for the force under her command, still called Aurora even after all these years - Aurora, capital of the Minos Cluster, the city the unit had been named for, the city the unit had been designed to take, had not been a city of concern for more than fifteen years.

Men and women who had served with the unit and in the sector had come and gone. Many were long retired, some of them living still living on Xenen, though others had moved to Conceli VIII or out of the sector. There was still a place for a Jedi Council here, in the esoteric tradition created by the varied traditions unearthed by members of the military unit called Aurora - it was more a Force Council than a Jedi Council, as it were, considering the membership of Jeffrey Taliesin, Trosa Aldair's Knights of Dawn, and, at least nominally, the Guardians.

Yes. Much had changed - the unit, and the base that it called home, was larger now - but much remained the same.
Mercifully, she sometimes thought.

There was a light rap at her door before a tech came in with an armload of files. "Ma'am, here's the status reports, intelligence reports, comm chatter from the fleet relayed from Wayfarer..."

Indy smiled wryly. It was going to be a long day, not unlike any other.
<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><>

"How's your mother?"

Corsem Losoda made a face, glancing over his shoulder at his XO. "Not the same since she retired, but I guess that's a good thing. She's gotten to spend more time with my brother, which helps her, I think." He sighed and shook his head. "She still cries about it, Mare. Dad and I can't make that hurt stop, no matter how much we wish we could. Heavens know I've been trying since I was five."

Mary Bullian nodded from where she was perched on the wing of her starfighter. "So she's been a little better since she retired?"

Her commanding officer shrugged. "I guess so. There's not the constant reminders anymore, which does her good - 's what Dad says, anyway. He's happy that she's home. Said she should've given Airen Cracken her resignation years ago." He leaned against the fuselage of his fighter. "I just don't know, Mary. I don't know what to do about it anymore. I don't think any of us do."

Mary shook her head. "She just seems...I don't know, sad all the time. The way Mom used to get when Dad would go away, until she finally got past it all."

The young captain sighed, nodding. "I know what you mean." With a shake of his head, he straightened, turning their conversation back to marginally more important matters than the mental state of the former head of intelligence for the sector. "What's the word on our pilots? They're due to ship in today, right?"

"That’s what I was told. I'm sure they'll start rolling in soon, and it's not like we're in the wrong place to see them roll in, right?"

Corsem made a face. "They didn't give us a time frame?"

"If they did, you'd have it, wouldn't you think?" Mary shook her head. "That's Starfighter Command for you - disorganized as always."

Corsem grunted and shook his head. "Well. I'm getting a cup of caf. You want some?"

"Please."

With that, the young commander of the newly commissioned Eagle Squadron nodded and headed for the squadron's ready room to grab a couple mugs of caf.

~ Indy

"DADDY! GENADY WONT LET ME IN MY ROOM!" Ami called out from down the hall. 

"Oh these off days I have..." Nicolai shook his head and got up from the desktop he was working on some bureaucratic nonsense with. He walked up to his 10-year old daughter who was standing in front of her room. He pounded on the door once.

"GENADY! OPEN THE DOOR AND STOP BOTHERING YOUR SISTER!" Nicolai shouted. 

The door opened, and the 14-year old son stood there, with a look that definitely reminded Nicolai of himself in his glory days...

"I'm not bothering her." Genady replied.

"Yeah, I'm sure. Now play nice with your sister." Nicolai said.

"Why cant I just go hang out..." Genady protested, but Nicolai cut his son of with a glare.

"Because I said so. Press it, and I'll keep you here for the rest of the week." Nicolai replied. Genady sighed, and looked over at Ami.

"C'mon..." Genady said.

"I wanna go on the trampoline." Ami said.

"Fine...whatever..." Genady said, and the two went into the backyard. Nicolai walked over to the kitchen and made a glass of water, watching the two of them outside, and then over at the clock.

"In the fifteen years we've been married...she still runs on some other system's increment of time..." Nicolai said to himself, laughing a little bit to himself. It was those little things that were annoying, but nothing to destroy a marriage. Especially one like this.

He watched his son and daughter bouncing on the trampoline, mentally keeping track of how long it would be before he had to send Genady to his room. It was kind of like clockwork...but that was due to the fact he had picked up his father's fighter pilot nature...like being cocky, brash, reckless and defiant towards authority, not to mention the ever famous Corellian stubbornness, although it wasn’t nearly as strong in him as it was in Nicolai.

Their twin daughters, Ami and Kerri, were both more of the friendly, open types. They seemed to be somewhat opposite from Genady, although they too had a slight stubbornness to them, again from their father.

But regardless, both he and Katrina loved all three of them with that same deep love that most parents share with their children, supportive unless it was illegal or immoral, scolding when rules were broken, and everything else in between.

Things had been so much different back when he was that 25 year-old cowboy-ish soldier, who pulled childish pranks for the heck of it. Now, 40 years old, married with three kids, some of his brashness seemed to disappear, but he still remained with the unit. Frankly, he had nowhere else to go, as tensions had worsened between him and his remaining family, and he walked away from them all when they blamed him for his younger sister throwing herself off of a building in Cornet City 7 years ago. He had nothing to do with that, but he was an easy scapegoat...

Just at that time, the door opened. Nicolai turned around and Kerri ran up to her daddy, and was met with a hug.

"Daddy, mommy got me a new dress." Kerri said.

"That's neat. Can I see?" Nicolai asked. She showed him. It was certainly cute, but then again, even after these years, his fashion sense seemed to still remain with his uniforms. Katrina walked up to Nicolai and the two hugged, and kissed each other.

"Hey honey." Nicolai said.

"Hey. The kids playin' nice?" Dr. Katrina Alistar Ginovef asked.

"Yeah. Hang on." Nicolai turned and slid the window open.

"Hey, Genady?" Nicolai called out.

"Yeah?" Genady replied.

"Make sure your sister is off this time before you do any of those flips of yours. One of you getting hurt is bad enough." Nicolai said.

"Yeah." Genady said, and began to tell Ami to get off so he could show her some kind of new jumping trick he could do.

"So, what else did you find that you HAD to have?" Nicolai asked with a sideways grin.

"Oh yeah, and you HAD to have those models?" Katrina asked with a grin of her own.

"Yes, Doc, I did." Nicolai replied. He followed her into the living room, not even realizing that in his romancing, he hadn’t touched his water.

Capt. Nicolai Ginovef

Of all the things that had happened to her in her life, she had not expected to come back here again. As her ship dropped out of hyperspace, she looked down on the world below her. It was a rock. It always had been. Hardly any greenery to be found. But it had once been a rock with a small but important base on it. It had long since been abandoned, left in a hurry after the team had been disbanded. Apparently, there had been attacks and raids on the place since then; it was in ruins. Still, she needed something from down there, from inside the dust and the rubble. And so she landed the ship at the remains of the landing pad. It was still there; she was sure. Her dear friend, Starbow, would have hidden it well. She knew exactly where it would be.

It was a sorrowful, sobering experience to see the base she had once called home in disrepair this way. She succumbed to nostalgia, and walked around the place for a few moments. The mess hall was largely untouched as she entered it. She was surprised that the glowpanels came on when she pressed a button near the door; she had been expecting the power to be out all over the base. The lighting was not at full power, of course, but it provided enough ambiance that she could see. She looked at the appliances there, left to disrepair. Some of them were making attempts to boot up. One in particular, a small red box, caught her attention. It lit up brightly for a moment, but then its lights dimmed. She walked up to it, staring, as memories came back. The machine's rudimentary AI circuits scanned her as well, seeming to make a recognition. "Hello," it said. The voice was raspy; the speaker was obviously corroded. "How are you this morning? Can I offer you a fine grilled bread product?"

She smiled, memories flooding her. This machine had pushed bread on her for years. But this time, the poor thing did not deserve to be fought with. "Please," she said to it. She had to help it, by lifting the bread-lowering lever up gently. The springs for this action had long ago corroded. She took the warmed bread and patted the machine on its top.

"Thank you. Have a nice day," it said. Then its lights fluttered again, and it returned to powersave mode.

She walked through the rest of the base; power plant, hangar, theater, and finally crew quarters. She found the room she was looking for, but right behind her was another of interest. Despite the dim light she could read the name on the door. She forced it open, and entered it, shining her light around. The room was sparse; she would have expected that from him. The book shelves still held the prized possessions of their owner - Rebel Squadrons Handbook Volumes 1-24. They were organized in a neat little row, perfectly aligned, as he would have kept them. Of course, they were much dustier than he would have liked. She often wondered what had ever become of him. Of course, he was dead now. But there had been so long that she had been out of touch with him. Had he stayed with this small group so long? It hardly seemed like he would have been able to tolerate it.

There was not much time to lose, she reminded herself. She had to get what she came for. She did not know why she felt compelled to come retrieve it after so long. But something had drawn her back. She left the room and entered the one across the hall. She knew where the hidden chest was. And there, lying under a piece of fabric, was it.

Her lightsaber.

She had asked Starbow to hold onto it. Starbow had agreed, under the condition that it only be until she was ready to take it up again. At the time, she had been adamant that such a time would never come. But, as is the way of the Force, sometimes it leads to unexpected outcomes. So here she was, reclaiming it, though the people behind the memory were long gone.

She ignited the blade, and winced as the red hue illuminated the dark room, casting an eerie glow over everything. She was reminded, all too painfully, of her tryst with the Dark Side. How close she had come to causing these people so much pain.

Yet, in a way, she had caused this. He had sacrificed himself for her. Without losing their CO, the unit might have continued for a long time. As she stared at the blade, she got a sense of what she needed to do.

I have a lot to atone for before I can face anyone I've hurt. Her words came flooding back to her, as if there were someone else in the room speaking them. I've talked to Joel--I can't face the other Katarns. Not now... maybe not ever. That chance, to talk to them and make things right, was long gone. But just because many of the people were no longer there, it didn't give her any out. It was time, now, to start the atonement.

She went back to his room, searching for anything that might tell her what her next step should be. She found it in a datacard on his desk. He hadn't stayed with the Katarns. In fact the mission to rescue her - his last - had marked his return after several years. Before that, he had server for many years with the Aurora Force.

That name sounded familiar. Yes, Joel had worked with the Commanding Officer there. Bridger. Indiana Bridger. Perhaps she could be found. Perhaps Amanda could start to repay the debt she owed for all the pain she had caused there.

And perhaps someone would know what had happened to him in those interim years.
* * *

The trip did not take long at all. She arrived in orbit of the planet Xenen, and was being called on a local frequency within moments of her arrival.

"Unidentified transport, this is Wayfarer station," the voice said. "We haven't got you on our flight plan."

"I didn't know I would be coming, until today," she said. "I urgently need to speak to Brigadier General Indiana Bridger."

"General? You mean the Admiral?"

Of course. Simply because she had been away didn't mean time stood still. "The Admiral, yes," she said.

"The Admiral is very busy," the voice said. "You'll have to wait in orbit until you get clearance. However, I will forward your request."

"Thank you," she said. "Tell her my name is Amanda Lance. She worked with my cousin. And she was also acquainted with my fiancé - Alextravia Grentarii, in the years leading up to his death. Please tell her that, if she has the time... I would like to hear about him."

~Amanda Lance

"STATUS REPORT!"

The ship lurched again as it came under fire. Cay Bel Iblis, newly-minted Captain of the Five-Star Legacy, gripped the arms of his command chair as he waited for the reports.

"Fire in the aft torpedo room, counter-measures activated."

"Hull breeches on decks 6 and 7."

"They're coming around for another pass!"

The Acclamator-Class transport shuddered again as the pirate raiders came around for another attack run.

Cay swore quietly under his breath as he lurched to his feet, standing there in a uniform that consisted of mesh metal armor, reminiscent of the armor of Echani warriors, centuries past.

"Accept a new command, Cay. It'll be simple, Cay. Just go out to Grassus and escort the convoy back, Cay. Visit your dad and pick up your new ship all the same trip.."

He shook his head, clearing the cobwebs, and turned back to the situation at hand. The Legacy had been escorting five cargo freighters from Grassus to Xenen, loaded down with harvest grains to be distributed to the other New Republic worlds in the sector. The gargantuan transport had barely cleared the asteroid field surrounding Grassus when two attack ships, so heavily-modified that Cay couldn't even tell what they'd been originally, had blind-sided them and opened fire. 

"Alright, people. Time for a plan. Helm, put us between those raiders and the convoy. Turbolasers target the closest attack vessel. Laser turrets, stand ready.   Something tells me."

"Captain! Six starfighters emerging from the asteroid field! Uglies, by the look of them."

Cay grinned. "As I was saying, Laser turrets, target those uglies and blow them out of the sky."

The chief engineer, Lieutenant Freeman, looked up from his board. "We have to get out of here! We're no match for either of those cruisers, let alone both of them!"

"Lieutenant, there are civilians on those freighters. We don't leave until they're safely away."

The lieutenant nearly spat in disgust. "You're willing to sacrifice all of our lives for some damned grain!? I see the apple doesn't fall far from the tree."

Cay's eyes flashed, but he shook his head. "Activate the shield array."

The lieutenant looked at Cay as though he were insane. "They draw too much power. We activate the shields, we might not be able to make the jump to hyperspace! We should just go!"

Cay was about to answer him when the ship took another round of fire. The console in front of him exploded, showering his torso with sparks and shrapnel as Cay fell. The bridge, as one, stopped breathing until he dragged himself to his feet, standing there with a cut on his cheek and his armored jacket gleaming. "I said activate the damned shields."

The lieutenant did so, looking away from the captain. The Auyn Warriors were decidedly more than rumors, but few enough of them existed that it was still unsettling when faced with one of the Aurora Force's elite warriors. The shields activated, a series of overlapping, constantly shifting shield layers that automatically shifted to cover the ship where it needed it most. But as the lieutenant said, it was a terrible strain on engines that had served the military for four and a half decades. The lights on the bridge dimmed.

"Captain, freighter one and two have entered hyperspace. Three and four are making the run now."

"Good, turn us into the attackers. All batteries, open fire. Stand firm, people."

Cay looked out as two of the uglies spun into each other without any help at all from the Legacy. The pirates were becoming more and more desperate, as their supplies ran lower and the targets became fewer. The end of the war in the Kartuiin Sector had meant the end of choice targets, and they'd been slowly starving to death for 15 years. Their ships were falling apart, and they were running out of options, hence the attack on a ship as well-defended as the Legacy, even if it didn't seem like such a bad idea right now.

"Sir! Freighters are away! Freighters are away!"

"Helm, get us out of here! Set course for Wayfarer!"

"Roger that, sir, setting course for Wayfarer beacon."

"No! Set course for Wayfarer!"

The helmsman blinked and set in the new coordinates.   The Legacy turned its back to the attackers, and moved for the same jump point the freighters had used. As they approached the jump point, the Legacy dropped her shields and the hyperdrive motors spun up, sending the ship into the swirling maelstrom that is hyperspace.

A little known fact about the Acclamator-class transport is that it has the fastest hyperdrive of any capital-class ship, almost as fast as some military-grade light freighters, like the Millennium Falcon was. That being said, and considering the relatively short distance between Grassus and Xenen, the Legacy arrived almost before the freighters.

Wayfarer station was nothing short of an engineering marvel. Like a giant metal spider, the station hung in orbit directly over Quis base, large enough for even the largest Aurora Force ship to dock with it. Permanent home of the Home Guard Fleet, and headquarters of Aurora Force Fleet Command, these days there was never less than two Star Destroyers or other capital-class ships docked with the massive pylon arms. Today, the Imladris and the Dashan, the premiere vessels of the Aurora Force, had that honor.

So when the Legacy dropped out of hyperspace right on top of Wayfarer, due to the new coordinates Cay had given the navigator, the wedge-shaped transport found itself on a collision course with the two capital ships.

"Starboard maneuvering thrusters, full burn! 180-degree axial rotation! Now!"

The thrusters fired, sending the Legacy into a spin on its axis, turning the ship to slide between the two larger ships with bare meters on either side to spare. And then, the reason for his course correction became clear, as the two pirate vessels dropped out of hyperspace right on top of the station also, following the Legacy's hyperspace route like the trail of bread crumbs it was. The rail guns on the station roared to life, registering the hostile contacts, and the pirate ships simply ceased to be.

Cay settled back into his chair with a sigh. "Contact Wayfarer. Get us docking clearance so we can get this damned grain out of our hold. And Lieutenant Freeman?"

The lieutenant looked up at the younger man, swallowing. "Yes, sir?"

"You're fired. I want you and your belongings off my ship five seconds after we dock."

- Captain Cay Bel Iblis
   Commander, Five-Star Legacy
   Auyn Warrior

Engines carrying a ship low overhead interrupted birdsong and the gentle rustling of leaves on the trees outside. Through an open window Janet Wyler caught a fleeting glimpse of a small fighter, then hurrying to a skylight, looked up in time to identify it before it disappeared beyond the treetops, heading for an open field that served as a landing area. Grumbling over this unexpectedly early arrival, she set aside the restoration plans she had been working on for the oldest part of the house, and hurried to the courtyard in search of Mark. 

“They are together, in the north garden,” a Zehdekian servant informed her as he glided past on his way to bring the speeder around to pick up their guest.

“Thank you, Tharis,” she said over her shoulder. He needn’t have said anything; through the uncanny connection she had had with her son from even before the time of his birth, she could always sense where he was, like a signal on a scanner.

Following dapple-shadowed stone paths winding around mounds of flowers and gurgling fountains, she found Mark with a dejected look on his face, sitting on a bench with a pruning tool hanging loosely from a gloved hand, his work interrupted. Upon hearing the ship pass over, he knew the time of parting was at hand. Standing beside him was their son, eyes fixed expectantly upon the point where Janet appeared, having been as aware of every step of her approach as she for where he was. In his hand was an open journal of the late Leslye Skyy, Janet’s father, from which he had been reading aloud to Mark as he worked, becoming fluent in the language and history of his family and home planet.

“Les,” Janet said, “Trevvik has arrived.”

The boy closed the leather bound volume of his grandfather’s words with silent respect.

“He’s early.” Mark sighed loudly and stood up, grasping his cane. “I’ll go clean up a bit,” he said, passing Janet on the trail with a slight limp in his gait. Les watched him go, then gave Janet a worried look.

“Is he going to be all right?” he asked. “Is he upset with me over all this?”

“When has he ever been mad at you?”

Tucking the book under his arm, he joined his mother and they began weaving their way back to the house. “I don’t think he wants me to go.”

“Do you want to go?”

He breathed deeply in rebellion to the tightness forming in his chest that always showed up whenever it came time to leave the loving arms of his parents. “Yes and no.”

Janet nodded. “I understand. An adventure is set before you, but separation in order to meet it is always hard.”

“Unless you’re a maverick like Uncle Vik,” he said with half a smile. Janet chuckled.

“Besides,” he pointed out, “it’s not like I’m going to be gone a very long time.”

“That depends on your point of view,” she said as they passed beneath the archway leading back through the house and into the courtyard once again. Her heart grew heavy at the thought of the emptiness of these halls without Les among them.

“Maybe you could come to see me.” The suggestion brightened her; it wasn’t the first time that had come up, and the prospect of seeing Xenen again, maybe even getting back into the game, stimulated the adventurous spirit that still ran in her veins.

She smiled and put her arm around his shoulder, reminding her of how tall he was getting to be. “Maybe this time we will.”

“There’s my scurvy nephew!” 

Trevvik’s loud, gravelly voice cut through Arradan’s serenity like a jagged knife through a beautiful work of art. He emerged into the courtyard with great strides, grinning, arms wide open to embrace his nephew.

“Uncle Vik!” Les ran up to meet him and got swallowed into Trevvik’s big arms as they wrapped around him and squeezed him tight enough to lift the boy off his feet.

“Black bones, kid!” he said as he let go to give him an inspection. “Lookit how tall you’re getting!” Les’ grin was large on his smooth face. “But we’ve gotta start putting some meat on them bones, boy.” He ruffled Les’ black hair, loosing strands from his ponytail and revealing it for the unruly mop that it was.

“Uncle Vik,” he moaned, hurriedly smoothing it down while Trevvik stood there laughing at him.

“How old you getting to be now?” he asked, the obligatory question.

“Fifteen, sir. Well, almost.”

He roared with laughter. “Wait until you get as old as your old Uncle Vik. You won’t be looking forward to those birthdays quiet so much.” Turning to Janet, he gave her a wink. “And how’s my brother’s fair bride been lately?”

She crossed her arms. “As well as can be expected, considering that we’re placing our only son in your hands.”

“Hey, I’m just toting him across the galaxy. Surely you can trust me that far.”

Janet gave him a mockingly skeptical look.

“What could possibly happen?” He shrugged, spreading his palms. “It’s me!”

“I wouldn’t trust him as far as I could throw him.” They turned to face Mark as he emerged from the house. “Which wouldn’t be very far.” He gave that a moment to worry his brother, then let a grin spread across his face. Trevvik hugged him with far more gentleness than he had Les.

“You seem to be getting around pretty well, your lordship,” Trevvik commented.

“This place has been good for me.”

Trevvik’s eyes explored the house surrounding the open-air courtyard. He nodded. “Pretty fancy digs, yeah.”

Mark glanced over Trevvik’s uniform. “Don’t they hand out promotions in the AF anymore?”

“Well, you know, they keep shoving these offers at me, for, you know, fleet admiral, base commander – and I just keep turning ‘em down. I mean, who wants that kind of pressure?” He laughed, then, “Captain Wyler – it’s just got that certain ring to it.”

“That it does,” Mark answered, nodding. He hadn’t budged from the rank of Captain since Alex died, and he suspected that had something to do with his refusal to move up; a type of homage to his revered leader, by whatever logic Trevvik lived by. The flicker of understanding that passed between them seemed to make Trevvik uncomfortable, and he cleared his throat, shifted from one foot to the other.

Tharis broke the uneasy silence that had followed, as he entered the courtyard. “My master,” he said in Atadi, “I have taken the liberty of setting a table, in the east wing.”

“Thank you, Tharis; yes, that’s very nice,” Janet replied, then looked up at Trevvik, who was trying to decipher what had just transpired. Mark nodded toward the departing servant. “I hope you can spare a few minutes more.”

“Well…” he began, looking at his chrono. But as he saw the faces of the little family, hopeful for just a few more moments together before parting company, he acquiesced. “Sure, why not?”

 

Trevvik’s appetite, as always, was voracious. None of the rest of them felt very much like eating, so mainly they watched him stuff his face, enthusiastically sampling everything the table had to offer, while spilling all the latest Shay Memorial gossip. Les sat up straight and still, observing everything with sharp, alert eyes. Janet listened with interest, but Mark kept looking distractedly out the window, occasionally combing his fingers through his graying hair, eyes shifting often from the scene outside, then back to his son.

“Well,” Trevvik said at last, standing, wiping a mouth across his uniform sleeve and belching loudly, “guess we’d better head on out. You ready, kid?”

“My things are being loaded into the speeder. I’m ready to go.” He stood, and Janet followed suit.

“You sure you can’t stay longer?” Janet asked. “There’s plenty of room here, you could stay a few days, however long you like.”

“As much as that appeals to me, I’ve gotta be getting back. I’ve been far too liberal with my leave lately. I hope that offer will extend to another time, though.”

“It never expires, Trev. Not for you.”

He smiled, basking in the familial bond, something he hadn’t enjoyed but rarely in his life, a fact for which he had only himself to blame.

“Yeah, well, have a nice flight,” Mark said, standing as abruptly as his joints would allow. “I’ve, uh, got some things to, um, get done around here. Excuse me.” He turned and hobbled from the room and outside. From the window they followed his progress out into the courtyard, where he stopped to lean against a tree, his back to them.

Les gave Janet a questioning look. She nodded to indicate that he should go to him, which he did immediately. In a moment he was at his side, putting a hand on his shoulder. Mark put an arm out and drew his son to him, holding him close and giving him a fatherly kiss on the forehead.

“What’s his problem?” he said, concerning Mark. “He still sore about…”

“No, no,” Janet replied, shaking her head. Trevvik exhaled a sigh of relief. She began walking the length of the shaded colonnade as they made their way to the foyer, with Trevvik at her side. “That’s all under the bridge,” she lied, knowing that deep in Mark’s heart, even though he’d never admit it, perhaps not even to himself, that he still held his brother somewhat liable over certain losses suffered long ago. She sighed. “It’s the distance. There’s that lingering memory of terrible things befalling loved ones separated by so much of it – surely you can understand that.”

“Aye, sis,” the Alderaanian said, nodding his head. “Maybe you two should close that gap and return to Xenen.”

Janet nodded towards Mark, who, they could see, was engaged in a heart-to-heart discussion with his boy. They stopped to gaze out at them. “This land is a place of healing for him – for both of us. As much as he’s ensconced himself with this place and the care of father’s gardens, you’d think he was back on the Raven. But, you know,” she said, thinking, “perhaps he could be persuaded.”

“His back bother him very much?”

“The longer we’re here, the better he gets around.”

“I’m telling you, his place is in a cockpit, at the controls of a ship he’s built up with his own hands.” He looked her earnestly in the eye as he urged, “Come back to Xenen, both of you. We could use two seasoned veterans such as you. You’ve not outlived your usefulness to the cause. Not by a long shot.”

Janet laughed.

“What?”

“You. Talking about dedication to a cause.”

He chuckled along with her. “Yeah, yeah. I know. Well, at least think about it, OK?”

She nodded. “All right, you old pirate. I will.”

At that moment Les came walking up, basking in whatever encouragement Mark had inspired in him, his eyes lit with the excitement that comes with the commencing of a journey.

“Your cloak, Master Wyler,” said Jaqi, wife of Tharis, as she stepped up to the trio, holding the garment up for Les to shrug into. Draped across the Zehdekian’s arm was a belt with a lightsaber clipped to it, which he took from her and fastened around his waist. He would have looked like a young Jedi, were it not for the bright Atadian blue color of the robe, and the silver lettering along the edges.

“Thanks, Jaqi,” he said, then did something the alien probably deemed highly inappropriate considering their stations; he shook her slender blue hand as one would a friend. Jaqi received this with a Zehdekian’s impassivity, then offered the traditional Atadian bow, with fingers touching the crest affixed to the left shoulder of her cloak, wished blessings on his journey, and departed.

Les turned to Janet, who embraced and held him for a long moment, cherishing these last few moments of nearness to her son before the Malady would bear him away and put so many dark, airless lightyears between them. Fighting back tears for his sake, she said, “You be a good man; learn a lot; mind all that Master Katarn teaches you.”

He smiled, knowing all she struggled with though she strove to hide it. “I will, Mom,” he assured her, then laughed. “It’s not like I’m never coming back, you know.”

“Of course.” She took this uneasily, knowing that in this galaxy, even with things settled between the Empire and the New Republic, there were no sure things. “Give Jinx our greetings.”

“I will. Tell Asya goodbye for me.”

“All right. I love you.”

“Love you too, Mom.”

She stepped away, and Trevvik put a hand on the boy’s shoulder. The handoff had been made. “Now away with you,” she said. “The sooner you go, the sooner you return.”

They turned and walked away together, not looking back.

“I’ll always be with you,” she said softly as Tharis took off with them in the speeder. In her mind, she felt him reply, with a smile placed within the thought, “I know.”

 

Mark was sitting upon the bench on which she had found him earlier, his back against a tree, eyes closed. Smoke rose languidly from the pipe between his lips. Janet sat beside him and slipped her hand into his. He opened his eyes to look at her, and gave her hand a squeeze.

“He’ll be fine,” she said.

“Oh, I have no doubt about that,” he said.

Momentarily they heard the whine of the Malady’s engines. The ship’s shadow fell across them as Trevvik gave Les a flyby of the house. The sound faded into the distance, was gone.

“Oh, my dear Janet,” he said, heaving a great sigh. “It’s getting harder and harder to let him go.”

“He’s an exceptional young man, intelligent beyond his years; on top of that, he’s very gifted – a gift that should be developed, expanded upon,” she reasoned, as much to herself as to him. “There, well, we can’t help him.”

“I know, I know, I know,” he said, sounding as helpless as he felt when it came to the ways and workings of the Force.

“The time will fly by; you’ll see,” she said, though she didn’t feel it at the time. “Besides, he’ll be well looked after; you know this.”

“Mm-hm,” he agreed as he drew from the pipe. “Jinx is a good man. Wouldn’t trust his Jedi training to anyone else.”

“Maybe,” she speculated, “we’re just beginning to understand that it won’t be much longer before he’s grown up – he really will be gone, out of our hands. With the end in sight, time becomes all the more precious.”

They sat there for a while, both lost in their own thoughts as they watched the flowers grow.

“You know,” Janet said, “we could, maybe, dash over to Xenen sometime. It has been awhile.”

“Whatever for?” he asked with a touch of amusement. As usual, he saw right through her.

“Visit Les, first off. Then, I don’t know, look up old friends on base – whatever ones are still there.”

“It’s so far away.”

“Not any farther than it used to be.”

Mark was silent for a long time.

“What do you think?” she asked.

He leaned over and kissed her on the lips. His long moustache tickled her nose. “I think you’re wonderful.”

“You know what I’m talking about.”

He put an arm around her. “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe,” was his reply. Janet sighed and laid her head on his shoulder, closing her eyes as she enjoyed his closeness, and the scent of naccau blossoms on the cooling breeze of the late afternoon.

“Think about it?” she asked.

“Hm?” he hummed distractedly. “Oh. Sure, all right.”

She smiled, detecting in his voice the little clue that told her that if she was patient and persistent, he could be won over. 

--Skyy

As the latest class of would-be padawans stepped off the shuttle, Kiara Aldair couldn't resist a slight smile. The dozen-odd, mostly humanoid group reminded her of the class she'd joined on her first day at the Knights of Dawn Advanced Training Center. She'd been amused then, too, by her classmates' reactions as they'd first experiences the Academy grounds.

It wasn't fair, of course. She'd known what to expect. When the last of the students had cleared the ramp, Kiara stabbed a control and sealed the shuttle again. She'd get it back to the hangar in a minute, but she wanted to watch this.

Her father was already waiting for the students outside the entrance to the training center. To the padawans, of course, it seemed like they were standing in an anonymous patch of forest. They'd built the academy underground, leaving the thriving flora and fauna above mostly untouched.

"Stretch out your feelings," Trosa Aldair urged them. "Try to taste the life around you." He paused. "Feel anything?"

A few awkward moments; then, a couple of people shook their heads. Trosa had told her he could always pick out the students with the greatest potential this way. The brightest ones, he always said, were the ones who admitted failure first.

Trosa smiled. "I didn't think so. Get used to it, boys and girls. Welcome to Myrkr."
----------------------------------------------------------------

Like her father, Luke Skywalker had built his own training center in middle of an ocean of life. Like Myrkr, the jungles of Yavin 4 offered lifetimes' worth of study for the curious Jedi student.

Unlike Yavin 4, though, they'd have to undertake that study without the abilities which--in most people's minds--set a Jedi apart. Actually, nobody would be using the Force for anything while they were here. 

Trosa Aldair had grown up on Myrkr, where the fantastic creatures called ysalamiri blocked adepts from access to the Force. He hadn't even known he'd had the power until leaving the world as a pilot for a smuggling ring. That, of course, was just what his parents had intended.

*Well, not the smuggling ring part,* Kiara reflected wryly.

But the Jedi Purge had made it necessary to hide children with such abilities even from themselves. Today, such secrecy wasn't needed; Kiara hoped it never would be again. That wasn't the reason that Trosa Aldair had returned to Myrkr.

The Knights of Dawn were not like the traditional Jedi Order, new or old. They had an Academy (two, actually, this Force-free center in the Mid-Rim and a Basic Training facility in the Unknown Regions where the students mastered their powers) and a headquarters in Quis; but the Jedi did not live there as they had lived in Yoda's Temple. There were very few full-time Knights; even most of those who worked at the facilities were only serving temporary service terms. After graduating from the training program, students were asked to take "normal" jobs and lead "normal" lives, settling down wherever they'd been living before, or in new places where the Force (acting as a conduit of the Maker's will, Trosa always insisted) directed them. 

They weren't any less dedicated than Skywalker's Jedi. They had just as many heroes in their ranks; many of the Knights, after all, were members of the galaxy's armed services--the New Republic military, the Hapan Royal Guard, the Chiss Ascendancy Defense Force--even a few, rumor had it, lived and worked quietly for the Imperial Remnant. But wherever they were and whatever they did, Trosa was insistent that they not "clump together" and separate themselves in any way from the mainstream of the galaxy. That, he said to anyone foolish enough to get him going on the subject, was why Yoda's Jedi had fallen. It was a mistake he feared Skywalker would repeat.

Which was why he brought his students to Myrkr for advanced training. Here, Trosa pushed them to master themselves and their surroundings without their Force abilities. In fact, many of those who came to Myrkr didn't even HAVE Force abilities, and Trosa refused to treat them as anything other than full-fledged Knights.

Kiara brought her shuttle in to land in the Knights' vehicle bay in Myrkr's chief city. After powering down, she found a speeder that would take her back to the training center. She hoped Trosa would be finished orienting the newbies. Her own service term would be up in three days, and she wanted to spend some time with her father before she had to be back on Kartuiin.

--Trevor

She was on her morning jog around the station, listening to the fleet ops chatter through an earpiece, when her link beeped. Karen Wood hissed out a breath and thumbed it to active, cutting off the ops chatter. "Wood."

"Five-Star Legacy reports secure, Admiral. Bel Iblis just finished his walk around of the ship. Lieutenant Freeman is screaming, ma'am, about being fired."

Karen sighed, coming around a corner. "Still? I'll deal with it when I speak to Captain Bel Iblis." Indy was right - nothing regarding that family is ever simple. "I want him in my office in twenty."

"Yes, ma'am. Should I tell the lieutenant?"

"Let him stew. I want to hear from Cay first before I make any decisions." The AFFC's commander stopped outside of her quarters and punched in her code, stepping into the room. "Twenty minutes, Johnson, that's when I want him. If I beat him to my office, something's gone haywire in the universe."

"Aye, ma'am, twenty minutes. I'll tell him."

"Thanks, Johnson." The door to her quarters clicked shut behind her. "Going off headset now, back in ten."

"Aye, ma'am. Ops out." The transmission clicked off, and Karen removed the earpiece, tossing it onto a side table where it slid to a stop against a holo of her husband, Jeff. Jeff Sparks was captaining a ship out near the borders of the sector, probably seeing about the same amount of action there that her station had seen today.

What in the nine hells convinced Cay Bel Iblis that jumping into the system right on top of the station was a good idea? She smiled wryly, shaking her head as she stripped down on her way to a quick shower. Probably the same thing that made his father turn the Vormar system into a binary one. She shook her head as she turned on the water. Either way, she was going to get an explanation soon, regarding that and the issue with Lieutenant Freeman.
<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><>

Indy was staring blankly down at a fairly classified engineering report from the intelligence post aboard the casino ship Silent Prayer (she'd never asked Tag about that one, back during the time when Tag would have responded well to such questions. All she knew was that the Prayer was captained by an old friend of Tag and Kingston Taylor-Drake, and that the operatives aboard could be trusted) when ops beeped her. She reached across a pile of paperwork to activate the link. "This is Bridger, go ahead."

"Admiral, we have a request relayed from Wayfarer - an Amanda Lance asked for you? Must have been out of touch for a long while, ma'am, because she missed the memos about your promotions past Brigadier General." There was a pause. "She claims that you worked with her cousin, and that she was supposed to marry Alextravia Grentarii?"

Her brow furrowed as she leaned back in her chair, crossing her arms across her chest. "Have Wayfarer clear her to come down, and tell the Colonel I want a shadow on her when she gets here."

"Aye, ma'am." The line clicked off.

Indy glanced out the window again, toward the tarmac. She didn't actually think she had anything to worry about from whomever this Amanda Lance was - worked with her cousin? Who? Only Lance I ever worked with was Joel, in Phoenix, and that was damn near seventeen years ago - but it paid to be careful. After all, with Mike off with his fleet wherever the hell he was, there weren't many other people for the kids these days, if they needed someone. She especially worried about Arilyn, who was off gallivanting the galaxy, as usual, despite her medical condition. The admiral massaged her temples. Sometimes, she wished her eldest daughter would just come home and sit still long enough for her to see if there was anything she could do about it. Coleric's Syndrome had almost claimed Indiana Bridger's life early on, but somehow the healer had lived. Now, her daughter suffered, but wouldn't sit still long enough to be treated - probably because most thought that her case would, in fact, be fatal where her mother's had not been, and Arilyn was determined to get as much living in as she could before the inevitable end came. Indy wasn't willing to accept that her daughter was going to die, but she couldn't exactly keep her on Xenen when she didn't want to be kept. Ari had always argued that she had a job to do, and she'd do it until she couldn't do it anymore. Ari was a Hunter, and that wasn't going to change, she'd declared.

Indy closed her eyes for a few brief moments, then turned back to the piles of work on her desk. It would need straightening, she thought, before her guest arrived. 
<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><>

The flame-haired girl was perched on one of the hanger rooftops when she got the call. Her commlink vibrated against her hip, and she answered it promptly. "Bridger, go ahead."

It was the Colonel's voice. "Admiral has a guest coming down that needs a shadow - just to make sure she doesn't try anything funny. You're at the tarmac?"

"Always, sir." Ashlyn Bridger grinned a little. Finally, something to do other than watch Mary and Corsem do a whole lot of nothing! "What is the target?"

The colonel rattled off the shuttle specs - probably based on the feed from Wayfarer, she assumed. "ETA is about ten minutes," he added.

"Right, sir. I'm on it." The young intelligence officer smiled, standing up and heading for a spot where she could climb down from the rooftop.

"Very good." The line clicked off. Ashlyn couldn't stop smiling.
Finally! Something to do. 
<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><>

Karen Wood strode with an even stride into her office, hair still damp from her shower. She offered a brief nod to Cay Bel Iblis as he stood in front of her desk, waiting for her. "Take a seat, Mr. Bel Iblis, and start explaining yourself." Karen dropped into her chair, raking a hand back through short-cropped hair just beginning to show threads of silver. "That was quite a stunt you pulled, and I want your full accounting before I decide to bounce your rank cylinders right off you or if I should give you leave and start finding you a new engineer." 
<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><>

Ashlyn silently followed the woman who had identified herself as Amanda Lance to the techs at Wayfarer, staying just out of the woman's sight. She would have been surprised, though, if the other woman couldn't feel her - Ashlyn had realized quickly that the woman had no small amount of Force talent herself, something she'd not been prepared for. Ash had decided that the Colonel had put her on this detail as a test, to see how she would react to the unexpected development of Amanda Lance's Force sensitivity - he had to know, after all. It seemed like the chief of intelligence knew everything. He'd learned the game well from his predecessors, and his longtime superior officer.

Ashlyn stopped not far away from the door to her aunt's office, the door through which Amanda Lance disappeared. She licked her lips and reached out through the Force to touch the mind of her commanding officer. *She's made it to the Admiral's office. Should I stay?*

She could feel the older man's smile. *Not necessary, but you can stay if you'd like.*

*Aye, sir.* Ashlyn smiled and leaned against the wall to wait. 
<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><>

Indy's desk had been tidied up quite a bit by the time Amanda Lance stepped into her office. She rose and extended her hand. "Miss Lance, my name is Indiana Bridger. You wanted to speak to me?"


~ Indy

Cay Bel Iblis nodded to Admiral Wood in acknowledgement of her order as he sat down, shifting slightly to get his armored jacket to settle properly.

"First of all, Admiral, the intelligence briefing I received on Grassus was correct. The pirates ARE getting more desperate for supplies, and consequently, more bold in their attacks. And my stunt, as you put it, potentially saved lives."

Karen arched a brow at him across the desk. "Oh really now? Would you like to tell me how you come up with that assessment? The way I see it, a lot of things could have gone wrong and could have seriously put those lives in jeopardy."

Cay cleared his throat. He'd been prepared for this question. "The pirate raiders were going to follow us into hyperspace. I made sure of that. If I hadn't, they might have been there the next time a convoy came through, and a ship like the Legacy might not have been escorting them."

"Alright, I'll grant that you knew the pirates were following you, but nearly landing right on top of the station?"

"Established Home Guard patrol routes put the Loagor and the Celebration too far away from the hyperspace beacon to intercept the pirates before they could have fired again on the Legacy or our convoy. We wouldn't have been able to activate the shields again in time. The automated station defenses, on the other hand...."

"Are designed to handle anything shy of an ImpStar, I know. How's your cargo?"

"Four crates broke open during maneuvers. I've got the maintenance droids recovering the grain now."

Karen nodded. He had an answer for everything, just like his father. And just like his father, he made everything seem perfectly logical, even as he was ordering you to fly into a black hole. "Now tell me about Lieutenant Freeman."

"There's nothing to tell, Admiral. The man refused a direct order while we were under fire. That sort of lapse can't be tolerated in a battle situation."

More or less what she'd suspected, but she still had to give the crewman the benefit of a doubt. "Cay, you're the captain of an armored transport. It's not like you're going to be leading assaults with the border patrol."

"Admiral, don't you think today proved that NO ship in the fleet has the luxury of thinking that way?"

"And what about Lieutenant Freeman's accusation that you're dismissing him for a comment he made about your father?"

"I have nothing personal against the man, I promise. But I have no patience for a man who argues orders while the lives of others are on the line."

"Alright, alright. So, I guess I need to find you a new chief engineer?"

"Actually, I already have someone in mind, Admiral."

Karen smirked to herself. Of course he does, he's his father's son. I wouldn't be a bit surprised if Derik saw me in THIS chair when he made me XO of the Imladris all those years ago. "And who do you have in mind?"

"Davil Bullian. He's just been promoted to full lieutenant, and he's more than qualified to keep a ship like the Legacy running."

"He's a bit young, don't you think?"

Cay grinned, looking just like his father for a moment. "It just means he won't have to worry about serving under a captain younger than him."

Karen sighed, admitting defeat. "Any other requests, as long as I'm performing miracles?"

"I'd like Dorrin Drake, as well. He's been back-up navigator for the Valinor for the last six months. I'd like to see how he handles a big ship."

"Cay, you've been back on the grid for what, two weeks? Do I even WANT to know how you're up-to-date on personnel records so quickly?"

Cay grinned again. "Probably not, Admiral."

Karen sighed again. "I'll take care of it, but it's going to take a couple of days to unload your cargo and get these transfers processed. Your stunt may have saved lives, but it still broke regs. Consider yourself suspended without pay for the next three days. Coincidentally, that just happens to match the three days of shore leave your crew is getting."

Cay nodded. "Of course, Admiral."

"Go on, get out of my office."

Cay jumped up from his chair and marched out, as Karen sat there shaking her head. "Bel Iblis personality matched with the determination of those damned warriors. Garan, what HAVE you done?"
====================================================

Cay headed for the shuttle bays after relaying the shore leave orders to his XO. There was someone he needed to see, and the duty board said she was on Xenen right now....


- Captain Cay Bel Iblis
   Commander, Five-Star Legacy

"Unidentified ship, Xenen Control. Please identify yourself, over."

The man at the controls chuckled to himself. They knew *exactly* who hewas, but Control insisted on going through the exact same dance each year, for nearly fifteen years on end. It was a joke, of course; if there was *any* ship that the controllers on Wayfarer would recognize, then it was his.

Even the new crop, if they bothered to study the unit's history.

"Xenen Control, this is the *Peregrine's Claw*, respectfully requesting permission to enter Shay Memorial airspace and land, over."

"Copy that request, *Claw*. Standby for transponder verification."

"Running a tight ship, Control?"

"Had a bit of excitement earlier, *Claw*," the controller responded conversationally. "A couple of pirates chased in a transport, and- ah, looks like you check out. Welcome back to Xenen, General, and you are cleared to land."

"Thanks, Control," General Carlos DeLong, GDFCO, replied. "Heading in."
---

It was still a beautiful view, Carlos reflected as he stood atop the mountain. That particular clearing, where he'd proposed to her, hadn't really changed much. The twin views of civilization and wilderness where still, uncluttered and unhindered by the great trees, and he couldn't stop himself from slowly turning around to catch both sides of the view.

Then he stopped, and knelt down upon the ground before the one part of the clearing that had changed: the single, simple headstone that stood there with its back to the wilderness and its face towards the base and the city.

As he'd done each year, on the anniversary of the day she'd died, Carlos
DeLong had returned to Xenen to lay flowers upon his wife's grave.

He reached out first, though, and cleared away some moss, and a few rogue weeds, that were encroaching upon that ground and obscuring the words on the stone. The weeds he pulled out carefully, and set aside; their flowers were a gentle green color, and he decided that it would be best to replant them somewhere else in the clearing. They were beautiful, and she'd always loved beautiful things, the things that man could make no less than what existed in nature.

That, in part, had been why her will had specifically stated that she be interred within that clearing. 

He smiled as he ran his fingers over the now-clear letters:

JANICE DELONG
LIEUTENANT
BELOVED


As per her homeworld's traditions, the dates of her birth and death weren't recorded upon the stone. 

"I'm back," he began quietly. "Johnathan wanted to come, but he's out on a mission with the GDF Marines, chasing down some pirates. He sends his love, and says that the misses you.

"You'd be proud of him, Janice. The promotion board told me that there'll be First Lieutenant's bars waiting for him when he gets back from this mission.

Don't worry, I didn't have anything to do with it; what's he's done, he's earned all on his own. The kid even kept the surname 'Playbird', just to make sure there wouldn't even be the hint of nepotism."

Carlos shook his head and laughed at the thought of his adopted son. Johnny had come a long way from the Imperial prison that he'd found him in.

"I'm still the same as last year, still running the GDF, and still missing you terribly. There's a sea-change coming in the galaxy, love. I don't know what it is, but even without the Force I can feel it, and I just wish that you were still here to see it.

"But maybe you do see it. Wouldn't surprise me if, right now, you're seeing it all a lot better than I am, especially not after what I saw when you...well, and along with what happened on the Insidious...

"I miss you. So much, you don't even know... I don't know if that'll ever stop. It hasn't yet, but..."

He shrugged, and blinked away a few tears. The sting, the ache he'd felt in those first days had mostly left him, but at times...

At times he was still there, holding her hand after the vision, watching her chest rise and fall, rise and fall, rise and fall...

Nevermore.

"But like I said on the Insidious, I've made my choice... and I'm continuing with that choice, until I see what the last chapter of this story is. After that...

"After that, I know that the last chapter will lead me back to you." 

At that he reached into the inner pocket of his jacket (it was rather chilly atop that mountain), and pulled out two roses: one red, one blue. These he lay side by side at the foot of the headstone. Then he stood, folding his hands in front of him, and he remained there in silent meditation for a good, long while.

"I thought I'd find you here."

The quiet voice from the trail interrupted his wandering thoughts, but it didn't surprise him. Much like the clearance dance with Control, this had become a welcome part of his yearly pilgrimage back to Xenen.

"Hello, Robert."

Carlos turned and grinned as his older brother stepped into the clearing- alone, this time, and in civilian clothes, not his usual armor. Robert DeLong, as the Guardian representative to the Council, had elected to remain on Xenen after the victory at Kartuiin, and was currently raising his family on that world.

"Where's Talia?"

"She's watching the kids, teaching them some new tricks. The youngest just received his ring last month."

"The two of you are churning 'em out pretty quickly, Robert," Carlos remarked with a roguish grin, one that turned all the more evil when he saw his normally toughed-and-stoic brother blush. "Certainly a lot faster than Mom and Dad did."

"Yes, well, I didn't have a Sith Lord overthrowing the government and killing off the Jedi around the birth of my first-born, so Talia and I could concentrate on... other things. Anyway, speaking of Mom and Dad..."

"Just called 'em last week. According to Dad, they're still on Lynne, enjoying what he calls a "well-deserved retirement". Enjoying, that is, in the sense that they're attending Lady Senator Emily Pynage's dinner parties, and attempting to keep His Lordship Ruddyr Aeliron out of too much trouble."

"You sure that last isn't the other way around?" Robert said with a light chuckle. Carlos was pleased to hear it, as he figured that meant his brother's old demons still weren't resurfacing. Force knew that he and Talia both had their share of them, but they seemed to be holding steady.

"Wouldn't surprise me, actually," Carlos replied with a laugh of his own, as he kept his ruminations to himself. "You and I both know that those two can't seem to stay out of trouble... must be where we get it from. Still...he also said that they're making progress in restoring the Library."

"Just now?"

"Well, that sector took a while to settle down, so they've only recently had a chance to do anything about it. He's not optimistic, but they might be able to get something out of it all..."

They carried on like that for a while longer, discussing their kids, their sister (who was now a full NR Space-navy Captain in her own right, as the CAG on a Star Destroyer), and several other common friends and family. In the end, Robert helped him replant the green weeds on the city-side of the clearing.

And when all was done, they both stood silently before her grave.

"You still come back here," Robert observed after a while.

"So long as this world and I last, I still will."

He knelt once more, knowing that it was time, and once more he ran his fingers down the cool, smooth stone.

"'Till we meet again, love."

Then he stood, took one last look around, and started back down the trail.

General Carlos DeLong
Golgan Defense Force CO

Mary was perched on the wing of her fighter, poking at one of her engines with a screwdriver, when the shuttle touched down. Corsem was seated in his cockpit, running down some checklist or another with the help of his R2 unit. Neither of the two pilots paid much attention - why should they? Any new pilots for the squadron would find them, not the other way around. 

She smothered a yawn, staring almost blankly at the compartment. She couldn't even remember why she'd cracked it. Just as she opened her mouth to ask her 'droid, Gemini, why she'd done it, a familiar voice spoke below her, tone dry.

"So the engine on your X-wing is more important than I am, huh?"

Mary squeaked, her eyes widening. She practically vaulted down from the wing of her fighter, dropping to one knee in front of him before squashing him in as tight a hug as she could muster.

Cay Bel Iblis did his best to look serious. "Well. I guess you didn't miss me at all, did you?"
She smiled a lopsided grin her father had mastered long ago. "Shut up and kiss me." With that, she leaned in and started to do just that.

~ Indy

Les smiled as Atad’s atmosphere melted away into darkness. With the cockpit lighting turned low, the stars shone bright in his eyes. That emergence from thin air to starry blackness always filled him with wonder, and remained his favorite part of space travel, with reentry coming in close second. No, third.

Above all would be the times Mark would take him along with him, mainly back when they lived back on Xenen, to carry out performance checks on whatever he’d been working on. Many times he would take the time to let the ship drift in orbit, kick back and watch the planet go by, and try to pick out various landmarks from so far away, or watch storms on the night side of the world, crackle and flash with lightning like a fireworks show. It was especially fun when Mark got into a talkative mood, and would tell Les stories about growing up on Alderaan, different worlds he had visited, and hair-raising tales of missions and narrow escapes from back in the Katarn days.

“You want to make the jump?” Trevvik asked, craning his neck to look back at his passenger.

Les snapped out of his reverie. “Could I?”

“Go for it,” he replied, removing his hands from the controls and folding his arms across his chest. “You’ve been taught by the best, so let’s see how you do.”

“I could never presume to fill those shoes,” he said, taking the controls and entering numbers into the nav computer.

“Ha!” he snorted derisively. “You’re just as good, I’d bet the fleet on it.”

“AF command might not take too kindly that you just gambled their fleet away.” He grinned along with Trevvik’s laughter as he engaged the hyperdrive. Stars stretched, became elongated, and his homeworld fell rapidly behind them.

“What happened then?” In a little bitty foldaway chair set up to a little bitty retractable table in what passed as the Malady’s main hold, Les sat across from Trevvik, riveted by another tale from his pirate days.

“Well, the sonofa- …that is, that scabby scoundrel was so mad, he bit off the end of his own tongue, but that didn’t stop him from cursing the Cap’n any more than before. And smooth ol’ Cap, he’s just standing there, lookin’ at him, not saying a word, just letting him swear and bleed all over the deck. Course, this guy’s got no more claim on the Shooting Star than my great aunt’s black canary. Well, Jace has us pack his men into a big crate in the loading bay, release the catches holding it down, then strap this rascal to the outside of it. He sees his end is near, see? So he’s screaming so loud we can hear him even through those thick windows, and he’s saying, ‘Captain Jhaysh’ – he’s got this weird lisp now, right? – ‘Captain Jhaysh, I cursh you and your entire crew! I’ll haunt you all until you cursh the day you were born, I shwer it! I’ll never leave this schip – never!’ Then Cap just laughs and activates the outer doors, flushing them all to hell.” He took a swig from his mug. “Or, so we thought.”

Les’ eyes were wide.

Trevvik chewed his unlit cigar for a moment before going on. “After that, well, weird things started happening. Tapping and scratching on the hull, from the outside; faint screams coming from the cargo area, lights blinking on and off, all kinds of things malfunctioning,” then added dramatically, eyes twinkling like shiny black marbles beneath his lowered brows, “and lisping whispers behind your back when no one is there.”

Les’ expression went from suspense, to skepticism, to amusement.

“Is that really true?”

“What, you mean the part about the mutineers, or the whispers…”

“Any of it.”

Trevvik sat up straight. “What, you don’t believe me?”

Les folded his arms and awaited his answer.

“Don’t trust me, eh? What’re you gonna do about it, probe my mind?” He closed his eyes and took a meditative breath. “Go ahead, Jedi boy. I’m ready.”

“Now, there’s a scary idea,” he mumbled.

“You’re not gonna do it?” he asked, opening his eyes. “Come on, show me a Jedi trick.”

“How about another pirate song?”

“Humor me.”

“A round of sabbacc?”

“Come on, kid – make something float in the air.”

With effort, Les kept his eyes from rolling, but couldn’t suppress a sigh. “Are we there yet?” he asked.

At that, Trevvik raised his hands in surrender. “All right now, if you’re gonna start that – hey, I give.”

“Tada!”

“‘Tada,’ what?”

“Just performed a trick for you. Don’t tell me you missed it.”

“What?” he asked, totally lost. “What did you do?” His eyes danced about the room, looking for something out of place.

“Turned a pirate into a pushover.”

Trevvik’s face went blank. “You did that?”

Les nodded hesitantly, not daring to say a thing, wondering what Master Katarn would think of him kidding around about the Force like that – it was such a little fib, so small a matter, but Jinx might not think so. He took things so seriously sometimes, especially when it came to the Force.

“Oh, wow,” he said, impressed by his ‘powers.’ “Do you think you could use that persuasion trick on your parents, get them to come back to Xenen?”

“They seem pretty happy at Arradan.”

“When’s the last time your Dad’s flown his ship around?” he challenged.

“We go on holiday to the mountains sometimes; Mom often goes to Atadia as an advisor to our governor – ”

“I’m talking off-world, boy. Does his lordship ever tinker with things like he used to, take the ship out among the stars to put her through her paces?”

“Not in a long while,” he confessed. “He’s not much for traveling anymore; pretty much sticks close to home.”

Trevvik sank into a rare sullen mood; which, knowing him, wouldn’t last long. His concern for his brother’s welfare would have been all the more touching had Les not known it was in truth a selfish gesture; to assuage his own guilt.

“Well, you try that mind thing on him. Maybe you can convince him to get back in the saddle.”

“Right,” he said, sounding like a co-conspirator, but only to end the subject. He had no intention of playing mind tricks on, least of all, his parents. Hugging himself, he sank his head to his chest, missing them. He played at being sleepy so his uncle wouldn’t accuse him of being a ‘mommy’s boy.’

“You getting the nods? Don’t blame you – space travel makes some people sleepy. Can be pretty boring at times. All right then, you grab a couple of winks; I’ll go up to the cockpit and check on our progress.” Trevvik mussed Les’ hair and left him alone, clomping off to the cockpit – and his flask. To his credit, he spared Les the sight of his drinking, but he must think him still a child to think he didn’t know that he was really going after a swallow.

To ease his homesickness, he laid his head on his folded arms atop the table and used the Force to slip into a dreamless slumber. There he remained until Trevvik’s voice on the intercom awakened him.

“Hey, kid, wake up – Xenen ahead.”

Knuckling the sleep from his eyes, he climbed back into the cockpit, to see the planet closing in on them. The sight of it was as much home to him as Atad; only without Mom and Dad there, it seemed empty. 

Settling into the copilot chair and strapping himself in, he determined to focus on what lay ahead, not behind. Soon he would become a Jedi Knight. He had always imagined that being on the edge of this milestone would be purely exciting, but something lurked in the shadows he had not expected: Fear.

--Skyy

Amanda sighed as she shook Admiral Bridger's hand. "Yes," she said, sitting down. "I want... need... to know about... my fiancee. I understand he was stationed here for quite a while."

"Ten years," Indy said, nodding.

"What was he like?"

She was quiet a moment, trying to think of something nice to say. "He was an able commander," she said. "But a bit... rules-happy."

She smiled. That was the Alextravia she knew. "Was he... happy?"

"Happy? I don't recall seeing... wait. Yeah, I remember this one time, when he had confiscated some illegal material and was throwing it in the incinerator. Yeah, he had a huge smile on his face that day -- all day. It was kind of funny." Amanda smiled at hearing that. The admiral shook her head "He was always very quiet about his personal life. Except when he was 
complaining, of course. What happened between you two?"

Amanda sighed. She was going to have to deal with this conversation a lot, if she wanted to hear from people who knew him. "Alex and I were engaged to be married. And I was training to be a Jedi. Joel was teaching me, and so was another Jedi in the Katarns. I was angry, though. I wanted to take on the injustices of the galaxy alone. I thought I had the power. I was wrong."

"So he broke it off with you?"

"I wish it were so, for it would have been far less painful. No, it was something... much more morbid. It was when Alex told me that the New Republic had used people as pawns... it brought back memories of my own home world, Tyshaphal, which was destroyed in the Purge. I broke. I tried to kill my friends, and ran away. Joel came after me, of course, but he didn't find me for years.

"By that time I'd already gotten quite a following. But I remember there were others there, pushing me on to greater evils. So, when we found out that Alex and the Katarns were coming in for a meeting with High Command, I got it into my head... or they put it into my head... that I needed to finish the job and kill them. We mined the major hyperspace routes, and attacked them when they arrived at Coruscant.

"The Katarns boarded us, and made it up to the bridge. Two fallen Jedi and I, against my cousin, my fiancee, and some commandos. Joel and I sparred, and the rest of the Katarns tried to take the Dark Jedi. 

“Something happened to Alex on that bridge. Something changed in him. It was as if all the damage that had been done to him over all those years...melted away. He ordered the Katarns to retreat, and we let them go. Joel and I were in a saber lock. The other Jedi were ready to cut him down. But Alex did something he hadn't done for a long time. He smiled, and he talked. And while he was doing that, he walked around the bridge, finally resting against the viewports."

"What did he say?"

"He parodied the last words I had said to him when I left all those years before... 'Of course, you wanted me to give up, didn't you, Amanda? That would have made this easier on you, wouldn't it? If I quit, or gave in, you would know you were right. You always knew, at some point, you would force me to choose between my relationship and my duty to protect others. Amanda, I have chosen.' And he blew the detpacks he'd hidden in his vest. The viewport exploded, of course. The Dark Jedi who were rushing him came out the hole, with the explosive decompression. And as the viewport's blast doors sealed, something changed in me. I collapsed into Joel's arms. I don't know how or why I was redeemed. But he had something to do with it.

"The next thing I remember was waking up in the Katarns base, with Joel over me. I explained everything to him. And I realized I was going to have to do some self-discovery before I decided upon my path in life. I didn't talk to the Katarns... didn't feel I could atone for my actions. But I have been training in the Jedi ways, and have been trying to suppress my anger. I know that I will always be susceptible. But something brought me back. I have lost many of the Katarns... some are dead, I'm sure. Others have moved on. But I still need to atone for what I've done. I just... I needed to know about him. What happened to him after I left?"

Indy sighed. "I didn't know him all that well...but there're some people still around who did. Trevvik Wyler and he were pretty close... and I understand Mr. Wyler will be here soon--that's what they tell me, anyway. Maybe you should try to talk to him, anyone else you can find."

"Thank you," Amanda said. "I believe I will avail myself of the opportunity; that is, if it's not too much trouble. I don't want to be in the way."

"We're getting new personnel in, and that's going to continue for the next few days at least. You shouldn't be in the way during the adjustment period."

"Thank you for your time."
* * *

Far, far out, beyond the outer rim, an automated drone was collecting scrap metal to take back to the mining station on a local asteroid. It encountered a strange metallic object. Or, to be more precise, what looked like several objects that had been melded together by extreme heat. It shoveled the mass into its cargohold and set course back to the mining facility.

--Alex

The later afternoon sun beat down on the side of Jinx's face, wrapping it's warm embrace around him while a gentle breeze tickled the back of his neck. He closed his eyes to enjoy the moment, folding his arms while stashing his hands in the sleeves of his Jedi robes. The robes were old now…tattered on the cuffs, discolored on the elbows with a couple of random spots scattered throughout. The once soft feel of the fabric had become rugged and coarse, and with a calm sigh he reflected on how symbolic that was in relation to himself.

A small tickling sensation sprouted to life in the back of his mind and Jinx knew that Les Wyler would be landing soon. This break had been the longest his pupil had been away from the boy-nearly ten months now--and while it gave him some deal of concern for Les' training he understood how hard it had to be for Mark and Janet to be away from him. He had contemplated talking them into returning to Xenen or allowing him to move to Atad where he could be much closer to him. There had been a change in the Force recently, growing steadfast over the last year, which gave birth to his concerns. 

Something was coming, and soon. The Force whispered to Jinx constantly throughout his days, like an old friend that just enjoys hearing their voice heard rather than saying anything of great importance. Sometimes they would discuss Les' future, other times those in the base that had once been his comrades. He understood now why it was so common for Masters to disappear in the old days of the Jedi for years at a time. It was soothing...it was self-discovery in a way he had never thought possible.

He had long ago moved away from the base, into the hills where he could just barely make out the base's shape on a clear day. It was a move made at first out of haste. Jinx had been emotional then, ruled much more by those emotions that his rational thought. Wanting to clear himself of attachments he fled to the hills, using the vast fortune he had tucked away to construct what many jokingly called a Castle. 

Much like the antique Jedi Starfighter he owned, the home was built with only those who could use the Force in mind. The halls were like a maze in his home, doors hidden in the wall that could only be slid open through the Force. In all there was just a little over thirty different rooms hidden in the house, accompanied by the common rooms any visitor was meant to see…guest rooms, kitchen, sitting areas. There was a small landing pad behind the home at the foot of a long staircase, and a much larger one hidden away from sight.

A shrill whine became noticeable in the air, morphing into a low rumble as Jinx opened his eyes and looked up to see Trevvik's ship approaching. Jinx turned around, reaching into his AV-21 landspeeder and turning on its large engines. She roared to life instantly, exhaust billowing out the back and distorting the warm orange glow of the sun.

Landing gear came out of its hiding places, snapping into position just moments before connecting with the tarmac. Jinx allowed himself a smile-something that grew more and more foreign to him as time passed-and waited to see the loading ramp drop from the belly of the transport.

Jinx could feel an added warmth spreading over his skin as his Padawan's presence in the Force joined his own. It was a strange sensation, certainly not something he had ever expected to experience. The bond through the Force between Master and Padawan was strong-he knew this just from his studies and the wild tales and rumors discovered over time…yet it couldn't prepare him for the bond he would share with Les. When the boy was near, Jinx felt revived…like he had taken a long, hot shower after an aching day of physical labor. His senses felt sharper, his mind quicker. Through meditation over the bond he came to believe it was a natural instinct a Master would rarely develop through the Force…protective in nature, like a Mother and her infant.

Les came stomping down the landing ramp, a duffel bag slung over his shoulder and his belt-clipped lightsaber bouncing off of his thigh. It was uncanny how much he looked like Janet yet with Mark's wild & thick black hair. The silver lining of Les' tunic glittered in the light as Les turned back up the landing ramp and shouted something back inside. 

Their relationship would seem strange to outsiders…Jinx had always known and expected this, and to some degree enjoyed the strange looks he would often take notice of when the two were seen together. Les was unusually strong ability to affect the minds of others led Jinx to believe he could read the humorous reactions just as well as him. Perhaps he even enjoyed the unspoken joke as well? 

Les turned and smiled at Jinx from across the way, Jinx aware of the emotional turmoil inside of the boy. He allowed a slight smile with a nod towards Les, noting their first exercise in the morning would be meditation on one's emotions. Puberty was a difficult time for a Padawan, as silly as it sounded-the flux of chemical imbalances as the physical form changed required a degree of self-control far more severe than usual. It would prove an excellent trial for his Padawan.

Trevvik came stammering down from the ramp, closing it up and moving quickly to catch up to Les. He whispered something to the boy, who smiled as his Uncle's only response. "Hey there, Jinx," Trevvik said with a wave.

"You look well, Captain," Jinx replied in a soft yet deep voice...his Coruscant accent surprisingly thicker than he remembered. Had it been that long since he had heard his own voice? "I trust your journey went well."

"Eh, can't complain," Trevvik said with a shrug.

"Well, we best be on our way, Uncle Vik," Les said, tossing his bag into the speeder's backseat. "Please let my Mom know we got here okay for me?"

Trevvik gave the puzzled look he had been waiting for, Jinx stifling a laugh by looking over his shoulder only to find Les was trying not to laugh as well. "I…uh…alright, then. Take care of him," Trevvik said.

Jinx bowed his head, then pulling his hood up to cover his graying hair. "Good evening," he replied, then climbing into the speeder's seat and accelerating away.

A few hundred meters away, Les looked to Jinx and they both started laughing. "I had a feeling you felt other's reactions when we do that," Jinx sighed. 

Les grinned, looking out across the sprawling valley around them. "I'm surprised, Master…I didn't think you found that as funny as I did."

"Nothing wrong with a good laugh every now and then, young one. So…how are you?"

Les shrugged, scratching the back of his head. "To be honest...it felt like it was much harder to leave my family this time, Master."
                 Jinx frowned in his mind, showing no emotion on his face. Could it be Les felt the disturbance growing as well? It would not be surprising, he was very strong in the Force already. "You may be away a bit longer than you are used to this time, perhaps you had already sensed that."
                 "I did, Master," Les replied. There was a long moment of silence. "I'm to become a Knight during this trip, aren't I?"
                 This time Jinx allowed the surprise to wash over his face, then smiling the way any teacher would of their top student. “That remains to be seen, Padawan…it really depends on how well you can display your control now, does it not?" 
                 "Yes, Master. I didn't mean to be-"
                 Jinx held up his hand. "You've done nothing wrong, Les." More silence as they sped along, the hillside fast approaching with the looming Castle ahead. He did his best to stay true to the Code, to follow the ways of the Jedi Order from long ago and keep from displaying his emotions too much in front of his student. Jinx looked forward to Les becoming a Knight for it would be the day that he could truly be at ease around him, let Les meet him as the man that he is rather than the Master he was. Until then, he could only allow small displays of such emotions. 
                 "It is good having you back."

As they came around the last bend of the long, steep, curving road that lead up to the "Castle" Jinx smiled, feeling a bit of relief emanating from his Padawan. It was, indeed, a long trip up the hills (which felt more like cliffs), and had even made Jinx himself a bit nauseous the first couple of times. 

The dark dray stone of the exterior of the home revealed itself, their path turning into a paved road lined with thousands of carefully placed white bricks and lights speckled about the road's borders...their cool blue light seemed to glow intensely in the setting sun's final moments. Jinx steered the AV-21 towards the awning that stretched out over the road just in front of his home, killing the engines and letting it cost a few meters on the repulsorlift's blanket.

"Looks like you've done some more work to the place, Master," Les said as he looked around. "I don't remember those lights being there."

Jinx nodded, jumping over the side of the speeder and stretching. "Had a problem with a visitor from the base falling off the Cliffside a few months back," he sighed. "So I put the lights in to make it obvious where they should or should not walk."

Les stared at Jinx, a little surprised. "Fell off?"

Jinx laughed. "No harm done...his swoop just went a lot faster than he ever wanted it to, heh heh." Les laughed in reply. Without a word Jinx walked around the nose of the speeder, stepping off of the white bricks on the road and up to the slate-blue metal tiles leading to the front entrance. Les pulled his bag out of the speeder and followed his elder Master inside.

The durasteel blast doors, simple and in contrast to the somewhat artistic design of the home's exterior, parted with a slow and deliberate rhythm for the two as they came upon the threshold. Les looked up and allowed himself the familiar sense of "awe" he had every time he came here. The size of the Castle always surprised him...he knew inside it was not nearly as large as one may think from the exterior, and yet it seemed to impose a warning to any that would come here-something larger than them was at work here.

"Same room as before, Master?" Les asked, passing through the blast doors and hearing they start to close behind him. 

Jinx had thought ahead of time on the matter. In the eleven years the place had been standing, Jinx had shifted Les' room eight times. Often it was deliberate, to keep him from becoming attached to one of the few things that would feel familiar to the boy…even simple attachments such as a room could hamper training to a degree. The rooms were always simple and somewhat bare...no electronics aside from the glow panels in the walls that gave off light, a simple mat for a bed, and books spread out along the perimeter of the room. Were he to desire making a call to his parents, or read the holonet, it had to be approved first...and usually wasn't.

This time, however, would be different. 

"No, Les...I have a different room for you this time," Jinx replied. "You have come far in your training, and I think you are ready for a bit more responsibility now."

Les smiled warmly, and Jinx knew it was only half the smile it could have been. Good, he was showing control. "I'm pleased you feel I am ready, Master."

Jinx allowed his own smile, then turning back away from him. Les had definitely come far. 

The pair walked through the main entrance into what he called the "greeting room", it's high vaulted ceiling stretching up to the topmost floors of the Castle with little balconies littering the walls. The idea had been to keep the design open and yet imposing in this first room, where anyone could speak openly with anyone and yet be shocked by how far up the ceiling really was. Jinx often laughed at the effect it had on his old friends when they would visit. 

They stepped out of the greeting room and directly into the halls, a network of them that formed a maze quite easily. The walls were dark grey in here as well, the occasional piece of art or painting stacked against the wall. With ease the two disciples of the Force made their way into the maze, pausing near a painting depicting some of the Massassi Temples on Yavin IV.

"Can you sense it?"

Les stopped himself from bumping into Jinx, having no recollection of ever coming to this wing of the Castle before. He closed his eyelids halfway, zoning his vision out as he reached out through the Force and felt his surroundings start to form around him.

"No," Jinx said, surprising Les. "Do not reach out through the Force, Padawan...close your eyes, and let the Force come to you."

"Yes, Master," Les said, acknowledging and then dismissing the taste of disappointment he felt from himself. He closed his eyes fully, willing his mind to open and become aware of his surroundings on it's own. Focusing on sound often helped him, so the nearly silent humming that always seemed to be around him here grew a bit louder as he recognized it. Then came a warm sensation, and he could picture it as though a warm glass of water was being poured into the cup of his mind. And there, quickly and without effort, he found the door hidden in the wall. It was slight and had he not known what he was looking for would never have seen it...and yet there it was, just the slightest sense of the electric tingle of power on the wall.

He paused for a moment, certain Master Jinx already knew he had found it, and let the Force show him the electrical mechanism rather than reaching to it himself. The Force showed him the familiar lever that would unlock the pistons controlling the door, and with a slight nod of his head lifted it out of it's locking place just as he had done hundreds of times before to other doors.

The door slid aside, and Les stopped.

"Very well done!" Jinx said, smiling. You'll find the Force is just as eager to help you as you are it, if you learn how to let it in. It is often much faster letting the Force fill you instead of you reaching out to it, and you can hear it's will much clearer as well."

Les still stood a bit shocked.

"Ha!" Jinx laughed. "Come in, Padawan...I'm sure you had no idea there were rooms like this here?"

Les stepped through the now open part of the wall, the soles of his boots stepping off a reflective marble stone onto thick, lush carpet that looked to be a maroon-like color. Across from him--at least eight or nine meters-was a large screen accompanied by several chairs and holo-stations in front of it. To the left, a large bed that looked extremely comfortable to sleep on. To his right, a small training area…padding on the floor, posts, sticks they used for lightsaber training.

"I don't know what to say, Master...this is far more luxurious than I've ever seen before."

While Jinx doubted Atad was included in that statement, he smiled anyhow. "We have come to a different level of your training this visit, my Padawan. Discipline is in every action you perform now, and though it may need some fine tuning here and there you do show a great degree of control over that. This time, we will be focusing much more on your physical training…the lightsaber, your endurance, your strength are all things we must train. Heavily.

"That said, I think comfort is a bit in order here for your time off training. While attachment is something we must stray from, small indulgences like this are indeed allowed." Jinx nodded, almost approving what he said to himself.   "You have slightly restricted access on communications for now, so please feel free to call your parents as you wish. Once I show you how to fully control communications we'll remove restrictions. Understood?"

"Yes, Master," Les said, placing his bag softly onto the carpet. 

"Now...I suggest you meditate for awhile after your call, clear your mind and re-familiarize yourself with the Castle. Training will begin at sunrise."

Les nodded as an initial reply, opening his mouth to speak and turning to see the door had shut as Jinx was long gone. 

"Okay." he said aloud, then smiling and enjoying his new room all over again. He would do as his Master said, calling his parents as soon as he unpacked and then meditated for some time afterwards. He had not quite reached the point where his meditation was strong enough to replace sleep, so he would allow an hour or so at best for that. When Jinx said training would be "heavy," he knew that meant it was going to be a hard day for him tomorrow.

--Jinx

Trevvik tromped into his apartment, formerly housing Mark’s little family when they lived on Xenen. He tossed his duffel bag into a corner; flung one boot off, kicking a stack of old magazines off the coffee table and landing silently in a pile of dirty laundry; the other landed in a potted plant, long expired, whose dry soil made itself useful by snuffing out Trevvik’s cigarette butts.

Feeling the fatigue that comes with travel, he flopped down onto the couch and propped his feet up on the coffee table, tipping over a quarter-full bottle of Wyvern’s Reserve. The cap was secure, so no rescue operation was necessary.
                 “It’s good to have the kid back here,” he said. He stretched his arms, then laced his fingers behind his head and closed his eyes. “Too bad he had to take up Jedi lessons. That stuff’s just plain weird.” The plant had no comment; it hadn’t in a good long while. “What’s wrong with being normal?
                 “Like me!”

He cocked his head back and roared with laughter. He laughed until tears welled in his eyes. When he calmed down, silence filled the apartment. Silence and solitude. Both were unnerving.

Cap was dead.

Mark had moved on.

Ralyks was acting as a tracker on black ops missions, due back who-knows-when.

“Why does he get to have all the fun?” He paused, and a look of horror passed his face. “And why am I talking to myself…again!” He groaned with the realization. “Just like Mark. He oughta be proud.” Grabbing the bottle by the neck, he snatched it off the table. Unscrewing the cap, he held the bottle to eye level and stared into the amber liquid. “You proud of me, Mark? Proud of your little brother?” Tossing it back, he gulped the bottle dry. “Don’t they hand out promotions in the AF anymore?” he said in a mocking voice. “Yeah, real proud.” Tossing the empty bottle aimlessly across the room, he stood up, needing more, yet determined not to remain cooped up in the hush of this apartment a moment longer. Life was too short to be spent sitting around brooding - not where there was fun to be had. And there was always fun to be had.

He couldn’t afford to report in drunk again, but he didn’t care.

“Where’s my boots?” he asked, turning this way and that. “WHERE’S MY BOOTS?!” His voice rattled the windows in their frames. Veins bulged in his neck. Lucky for the wayward footwear, they were located without him having to resort to violence.

He flung the door open to find a woman standing there, her fist poised in the air as if about to knock.

She was somewhat startled. “Oh, hello. Trevvik Wyler?”

“Uh,” he began, taken aback to find someone standing there. “Yeah.”

“The Admiral sent me to see you,” she said.

“What did I do now?”

“What? Oh, no, nothing like that. I understand you knew Alextravia Grentarii quite well. Is that correct?”

He narrowed his eyes. “Of course I knew him. He was my Captain.”

“I am searching for information regarding him. My name is Amanda Lance. I was his fiancée.”

First, a flicker of confusion as he tried to place the name. Then the tumblers clicked into place, and recognition crossed his face. He glared at here with eyes turned hard as flint. Through grinding teeth, he growled her name back at her. “Amanda Lance.”

There was something threatening in the look he gave her. Something that made her feel unwelcome. And it was all the more tense because of the way this man was built. The Admiral had said he was close to Alex. She had failed to mention that he was like a walking tree. “May I come in?” she asked.

“What for.”

“I would very much like to know what he was like. Did he talk about us, much? Was he forlorn? Please... I have to know.”

Trevvik stared at her, biting back another ‘What for.’ His thirst had greatly increased. He wanted his drink more than ever.

Amanda looked at him. “Is there something wrong?”

He almost laughed out loud. “Lady - you're kidding, right?”

“No,” she said, taken aback. “I just... have to know what happened to him. In a way, he's the only person I never got to make amends with.”

“And now you never will. Now, if you'll remove yourself from my doorway,” he said, restraining himself from backhanding her across the corridor, “I was just on my way out.”

She watched him head down the corridor, and started to follow him. “Excuse me? Is there something the matter with you?”

He stopped, and turned slowly to face her. Flames of hatred glowed behind his eyes. It was satisfying to loom over her, see her recoil beneath his gaze. “My Captain is dead - dead, missy, because of you.” He ground his teeth again.

“Do you believe I killed him?”

“Prove otherwise.” 

“I cannot offer you any proof. All who were there are either gone or have left for far off places. I have lost contact with each of them. But I can tell you that, while he sacrificed himself for me, he did not die by my hand.”

Sneering, he sniffed scornfully. “Go to hell.” Turning on his heel, he stomped away heavily, thankful that The Crash Site was open all night long.

Far away, on the asteroidal mining complex, Gavin Mikkelson was sifting through the junk his drones had picked up. Every now and again, there was something useful in them, and today was turning out to be one of those days. What he found was something he never would have expected. It was a longish, silvery bit of metal. Burned and melted in places, and with some other metallic objects stuck to it. The rest appeared to be just debris that melted onto the metal under great heat... probably an explosion from the looks of it. Nevertheless, the tube was still very valuable. It was shiny, had a few dials and a switch, and still produced a nice, red beam when it was turned on. Yes, he knew what it was. And he knew someone who might like to have a look at it.

--Alex and Skyy

After unpacking and jotting a few notes in his journal, Les approached a holo-station and punched in the code that would connect him with his parents back on Atad. Momentarily, the link was made, and a figure of his father appeared before him.

“Hello, son,” he greeted with a smile. “How was your trip?”

“It was OK. Uncle Vik told me stories to pass the time.” A smile tugged at a corner of his mouth, but he held it in check.

“What kind of stories?” he asked, eyes narrowing.

“He still thinks he can scare me with his benign ghost-pirate tales.”

“Does he?” There seemed to be relief in his laughter. “Oh, wait,” he said, then turned aside and called outside the confines of the signal. “Jan, it’s Les! Janet - oh, here she comes.” As Mark turned back to Les, Janet’s image flickered to life beside his.

“Hi there, Les. Looks like you made it in one piece,” she said. It seemed almost as though they were really there, standing in the room with him. She must have thought the same on her end. “My, don’t we have a great connection this time!”

“Yes, very clear,” Mark agreed.

“I’m in a new room, it’s really nice,” Les reported.

“Glad to hear that. Wish you could give us the tour.” Janet looked at Mark from the corner of her eyes.

“Last time we went to Jinx’s place, I got lost,” he said, ignoring the look he was being given.

“Mark, every time we visited the castle, you got lost.”

Les laughed. Mark shrugged, smiling good-naturedly. “I think Jinx might’ve had a hand in that, if you ask me.”

“How is Jinx?” Janet asked.

Les had a hard time suppressing his excitement as the report rose to his lips. “He says I’m to become a Knight.” He allowed his grin to spread from ear to ear.

“A Jedi Knight…on this trip?”

“Wow – already,” Mark said. “Not that I didn’t think you were getting close, it’s just – wow.” He and Janet looked at each other, and Les could see on their faces, mixed with the obvious pride, another realization that their son was growing older. 

“Yeah,” Les said, feeling that little tickle he had felt earlier, that flicker of fear that lurked just beyond his vision, in defiance of his usual confidence. 

“We’re very proud of you,” Mark continued. “Congratulations.”

“I bet you’re happy about that,” Janet said. “You’ve come a long way.”

 “It is pretty exciting, but also maybe a little – I dunno.” He shrugged. “Still some more training to do, but yeah, I’m happy to have made it this far.”

Even through the holo image, Les could sense his mother weighing the suggestion of doubt behind his statement. He waited. But it was his father that addressed it.

“Don’t you worry,” Mark said. “Not about a thing. No one’s about to send you out unprepared. You’ll soar, son; you’ll do great.”

“You think so?” he asked, feeling a lump forming in his throat. Like sunlight breaking through clouds, understanding opened up to him, a revelation perhaps borne of the Force. Training would soon come to an end, and he would pass into Knighthood, with a lightsaber in one hand; and, some day, Arradan in the other. He was going through a lot of changes, and realizing all the responsibilities that would soon fall onto his shoulders. The future, that great, fluid unknown, was thrilling to dream about, to look forward to. That it also stirred trepidation in him was indicative of a lack of absolute trust in the Force to guide him. This was so elementary. He felt as though he had digressed in his training; he wanted to put his head in his hands. But to have discovered this, to know the problem and now deal with it, gave him relief.

“Of course – we know so,” Janet replied. “Everything you’ve learned will come to you when you need it. You’ve got much to look forward to.”

“Yes, Mom. I’m good - no worries,” he nodded, feeling anxious now to commence his meditation exercise. “Thanks. I love you both.”

“We love you too,” his parents said nearly simultaneously. There was a pause.

“I’ve got to go now; Master Katarn has promised to put me through my paces in the morning. I’ll contact you again as soon as I’m able.”

“All right, son,” Mark said. “Take care.”

They said their goodbyes, and once again he was left alone in his room. 

He had grown to understand why Jinx so carefully regulated his contact with his parents when undergoing his training. As always, when the connection was closed, he could feel every empty mile that lay between himself and his family. But his control had definitely improved over time and with practice. 

Getting comfortable, he closed his eyes, allowing his mind to merge with the flow of the Force.

--Skyy

While Les knew that Master Katarn would not warn him about difficult training without good reason, he could not have fathomed he would have underestimated him nearly as much. Were he not as mature as he was, able to categorize thoughts and apply reason and logic to them, today's training would have easily been misconstrued as deliberate punishment for some unknown crime.
                "Clear your mind, Padawan," Jinx said with even breath as they dodged around several rocks in their path and pushed onwards. He made it look so easy.
                Les grit his teeth-which he had found worked wonderfully for making himself focus on a task that involved physical punishment-and guided his thoughts away from the pain he felt and outward. He switched gears halfway, instead retracting and working to open his mind and allow the Force to fill him as he had done the night before.
                "Good, very good," Jinx replied. It would seem odd to anyone not trained (or used to being around those trained) in the Force, the constant monitoring Jinx did of Les' mind that required no vocal response from the student. Jinx smiled, seeing the most difficult part of the trail ahead. The narrow path seemed to dip and then suddenly reach up for the clouds, steep and full of unsure footing in the loose sand that paved the way. It was easily two or three hundred meters to the top. 
                "The Force is your ally, Les...let it fill you, let it rejuvenate you...once you learn how to accept the hand it offers you there will be no distance too great you cannot cross swiftly."
                "Ye…ster," was about all Les could choke out between gasps for air.
                "In through your nose, out through your mouth," Jinx shot sternly. "Fatigue is controlling you...it should not be." 
                Easy for him to say! Les paused for a split moment in his mind, however...he revisited his thought, followed the trailing wisp of a tail the thought brought with it and found it tainted with negative energy. Of course, Master Katarn was right. His physical form didn't like the abuse it was feeling-too many days of relaxation on Atad rather than keeping up with his training program he had supposed to have been following. It would do whatever it could to make him slow down, give it some kind of relief. 
                Not a chance.
                Les saw the hill ahead, let out a long, hot sigh of air that seemed to cake the dehydrated saliva to the inside of his cheeks, and took in a long stream of air through his nostrils. It burned, his nose dry, and yet as he let his mind focus on that he could feel a sort of tickling energy lacing with the air. Was that the Force? He shot a glance to Master Katarn's back, who was a few steps ahead of him getting ready to head down the small dip that led to the mountain of pain ahead.
                "Do not question it!" Jinx shouted back behind him. "Accept it."
                Les did as he was told, again letting out a long breath as the dip began before him. He timed the exhale to go with the dip, the last bits of stale air exiting his body as he stepped on the lowest part of the saddle and again brought the tickling-air into him as he started upwards. Suddenly his feet felt lighter, his head clearer. His perception seemed to sharpen a bit, the shaky blur of Jinx's feet slowing and yet staying just as fast all at once. He turned his mind to the top of the hill, the Force pouring into him now and showing him hints of what it would look like at the top-how fresh the air would be, how the breeze would blast his sweat-covered body and cool it.
                And he ran.
                Jinx could feel the energy radiating from his student, smiling to himself and almost wishing he could feel that sensation for the first time again. It had been such a wonder then, he had felt invincible. He relied less on the Force now in his physical training, instead working to fine-tune the physical form he resided in for those rare moments that the Force would be unable to help him. 
                Suddenly, in a blur, Jinx looked up to see Les was gone. Had he really? Jinx fought back the disbelief that came to him, opening the water gates for the Force and leaping to the top of the hill as though gravity had reversed itself. He set down slightly harder than planned, sliding in the dirt a bit to find a shocked Les standing before him. 
                "I…is this what we came out here for, Master?" Les asked. 
                Jinx studied his student, amazed how quickly it had come to him. Well…quickly was not exactly the right way to represent the exercise as they had been running all around the mountain tops for nearly three hours now. Yet once the concept occurred to Les, it was there-there was no getting "stronger" at the ability, just getting his control over it to where he could call upon the action in a split-second. 
                Les looked aware, not fatigued as the sweat pouring down his bare chest would indicate. Jinx nodded, then sitting down and pulling out a large canteen from the other side of the rock. "Indeed it is." He opened the top, taking a swig of the cool liquid.
                Les grinned, whipping sweat from his brow and then shaking his head. "You even knew it'd be on this hill, here?"
                Jinx laughed, tossing the canteen to Les. "No, no...I'd hoped for you to see it a few hills ago...there are about fourteen canteens spread all over the hillside, heh heh."
                "That was amazing, Master." Les took a long drink, then pausing to catch a breath and doing it again.
                Jinx stood back up, taking the canteen and tucking it into his pants. "Race you back."

                The sun was near setting, and the day's activities had gone far beyond what Jinx had hoped to achieve with his student. It gave him much comfort in his suspicions that Les was ready to become a Knight as he feared there was little choice left for the Padawan. A dark time was coming…soon...and the Galaxy would need as many Knights capable of running individual tasks as possible if it was to survive. He only wished he could understand what the threat would be, though it was somehow elusive in the Force-almost like it just wasn't there.
                Les had displayed a great deal of control over using the Force to run, he could call it on a moment's notice now and sustain the movement for as long as required from him. As his final test Jinx sent his Padawan out on the trail they had run before, alone, to recover all of the canteens…not even ten minutes later Les had returned. While it was not the most difficult of abilities to master, it was impressive nonetheless that he had done so in just a day's time. 

Along the same lines they had moved into using the Force to assist in jumping and landing, the point of controlling one's self in the air to manipulate where they would land. This last exercise for the day would likely get Jinx gunned down quickly by Trevvik were he to witness it-if Janet didn't get her hands around his throat first...a Mother's protective instincts were a force of their own to be reckoned with. Jinx knew Les was ready, however, for the many lessons to be learned in this activity. Les was impressive with his lightsaber and quick to improvise given the chance. 

"Are you ready, Les?" Jinx asked, standing by the bench on the balcony which was high above a massive courtyard. They were behind the Castle, just east of the landing pad where the courtyard stretched out for nearly a kilometer. Walls surrounded the well kept gardens and small paths intertwining through the courtyard, and different stone structures reached up from the ground that looked largely out of placed. They were spread all over the courtyard with no rhyme nor reason to their locations.

Les nodded, arms folded across his chest as he looked over the courtyard. "Yes, Master."

"This is not a race, so take your time on the way out. Touching anything organic means you fail this test." 

"I understand, Master."

"One last thing," Jinx said. "Be aware of your surroundings at all times…not everything will be as it seems, my Padawan."

Les turned and grinned at Jinx. "Are you worried about me, Master?"

Jinx frowned. "Begin." Les leapt off the balcony, falling twenty meters to the first stone structure. Jinx had little need to watch, knowing he would make it across easily, so he turned and reached over the balcony to retrieve a large case. He flipped open the locks, pulling out a rifle that looked as deadly as it was. Taking care to turn the safety off and making sure the magazine was full, he tucked it neatly under his robes and turned back to the courtyard.

A minute later Les made his final leap, up far higher than the balcony he had begun the test off of, and landed with precision onto a stone column. "Good!" Jinx shouted loudly, his voice echoing around him. "Now, come back."

Through the Force enhancing his vision, Jinx could see Les nod, ready himself, and then jump. Without pause Jinx pulled the blaster rifle out from his robes, aimed where Les would land, and fired. The bolt was swift and yet took just under a full second to get out there, and just as he had predicted his Padawan's lightsaber was in his hand and the yellow blade deflecting the shot perfectly. Jinx smiled, looking through the scope to see the look of shock and yet pride washing over his face. Jinx doubted his Padawan knew the bolt would have missed him by a couple of inches regardless of him realizing it was coming or not.

Les took a breath, knowing the last shot from Jinx would be the easiest one for him to block-almost a warning shot-and jumped. His landing spot was a good deal of distance away, and as he corrected his trajectory through the Force he could feel the Force warning him. He twisted about, lightsaber slashing into the air and his hand moving to a blur as the Force guided his movements. One shot…two, three...eight shots later he was landing, stepping up on tip-toe as he blocked one final shot and struggled to maintain his balance.

Jinx smiled. Two lessons down, two to go. He closed his eyes, reaching out through the Force to guide his aim as he focused on Les' hands.

Les found his next jumping spot ahead, made the move and blocked the incoming shot with such ease he started to wonder if he should even consider it a challenge. No more shots came and he landed softly on his intended spot. Then-suddenly-he felt a different kind of disturbance through the Force, his mind and body already fully immersed in the flow, and looked down in a mix of shock and horror to see his lightsaber crumbling in his hands. He tossed it away instinctively, a blaster bolt lashing out and searing through the saber as the ruined ball of metal fell to the courtyard below.

Without time to voice concern or figure out what happened-really just a couple of seconds after he had tossed his saber, he could sense a rain of blaster fire pouring down range towards him. They were not as precise as before, yet the sudden increase in number was almost guaranteed to hit him if he didn't move & continue that momentum. So Les jumped.

The stone pillar he had been on suddenly was cratered and falling apart, the shots closing in on him faster than he was moving. He flipped his body in a lame attempt to move quicker and a burning sensation lashed out of his right shoulder. Had he been shot? No time to think about it, he landed just after the first shots hit the pillar he was coming down on, and this time he leapt a different way.

There was little to no physical sensation from the jump, no destination other than a specific angle that would bring him back towards his Master. Pillars flew by him that he had used to hop out on originally-his only sign that he was moving quickly-and as he could sense a new surface approaching he twisted and pushed off just as quickly as it had arrived, the blaster fire trailing just a few eye blinks behind him into the pillar. The courtyard wall came up now, no flat surface yet he was already placing a foot onto it followed by several more steps before a roll and shove across the way to the other wall. Of course, there was no way Jinx could keep up with him zig-zagging the entire width of the courtyard!

Not surprised, he was wrong...the shots came right below his feet as he landed and Les knew quickly he was going to fail if he continued to try staying ahead of the blaster shots. Options flew through his mind, hanging on forcing a vision of him being in a different spot into Jinx's mind before he realized he'd never get through his Master's mental armor. He dodged ahead, this time letting the Force suddenly shove him down out of his flight path, back a jumping spot, and then forward in a massive leap. 

Without thinking, Les' mind focused on the bench below his Master...he could feel the weight in his arms, the rough surface and the age of the metal legs, and lifted it forcefully just as he rolled to the left and dodge a new salvo of blasterfire. The bench threw itself upwards, slamming Jinx in his mid-section and throwing him back several feet. Now was the time.

Les landed and sprung up again, this time high up into the air as the balcony ceased being above him and was no far below him. His ignored the sinking feeling in his stomach as he began his descent, instead reaching out to the blaster rifle and pulling it to him. As he landed he fired off several shots, Master Katarn's lightsaber springing to life and the aqua blade deflecting each of the shots to the same spot on the ground. At last, he touched the balcony's stone tiles himself.

Jinx stood, dusting himself off and nodding. "You pass…let's go eat." He turned and walked off to the Castle. Les stood there for a long moment, jaw hanging.

--Jinx

Finally have the airways cleared. Now I just need to stop this bleeding. Just need to put pressure here, and secure the bandage and…

“CADET HARMAL! Your patient is dead.” Blazer barked.

”But – “

“But what, your patient bled to death by the time you got the airway clear. You need to work faster because every last nanosecond counts. The job doesn’t
t have to be perfect, as long as air is getting in their lungs or whatever they breathe with then you are done and need to get the bleeding stopped. Let the medivac people deal with making sure the airway is stable. The ONLY thing that should be on your mind is ABC. CLASS! Can you people tell Cadet Harmal your ABC’s?”

“Airway, Breathing, Circulation SIR!”

“That’s right. All right, class dismissed, we’ll meet again tomorrow at 0600.” Blazer let out a deep breath as the newest group of cadets training to be field medics and corpsmen filed out of the mock field hospital that was set up next to the med center. Sometimes I wonder if these kids really understand what they are getting into. He grabbed his comlink as it began to beep, “Barnes here.”

“Jack, do you want a casserole or nerfsteak for dinner?”

“Ummmm
 I’ll go with the steaks. I’ll cook them and Julie, make sure you tell Kyle to get his toys out of the grill. Last time I tried to cook something I nearly cooked his Dinobonoids alive.”

“Okay, I’ll see you home at the usual time?”

“Yeah, I should be home then, as long as no one tries to pull me into a meeting or briefing or something.”

“All right. See you soon. Love you.”

“Love you too.”

Blazer headed to his small office to take care of some useless paperwork. For the past few years he has bouncing between his home world of Agamar and the Aurora Force to conduct basic medical training for raw recruits as a reserve officer. It made life a little interesting switching homes constantly, but it seemed to be working
 for now.

--Colonel Jack "Blazer" Barnes

"Nic...why are you working on that here? I thought today was a day off." Katrina asked in an annoyed tone.
"Because, I don’t get enough time at the office as is." Nicolai replied, equally annoyed, both at the question and the paperwork. "Oh yeah right. There can be no way in the galaxy you pull all this paperwork...I don’t pull that much." Katrina said.

"Yeah, there is. When your CO decides that XO means 'Drop all paperwork on him', it sure as rain will happen." Nicolai replied, still not looking up from the paperwork. He wasn’t too happy, in all honesty, with that fact, but, it came with the rank.

"You're a Commander, right? Why can't you delegate it?" Katrina asked. "Because, if I did, it wouldn’t get done. I have to do it myself." Nicolai replied.

"Yes, it would get done. You're not the all-knowing, all-seeing here...sir." Katrina said, definitely trying to get her annoyance across and succeeding very well at it. Nicolai finally looked up.

"I never said I was. I just said that no one seems to be inclined to do it..." Nicolai argued, but Katrina cut him off.

"Ever since you were made XO of that squad, all you've been doing is paperwork." Katrina said.

"Well, no one said that being exec officer was ever fun. And it's not like I enjoy it, either." Nicolai replied.
"Then stop taking your work home with you. Simple as that. You can do your work at work, and start spending more time with the family." Katrina said, taking the datapad out of his hand and setting it on the table next to him, "I do my work at work, so why cant you?"

"Because, honey, my CO would start yelling at me about why the paperwork wasn’t done. 'Ginovef, where's that report?' 'Ginovef, why hasn’t that memo been sent up?'..." Nicolai started.

"Worry about that when you get back to work. You told me we were going to take the kids over to the park. So, come on, put the paperwork away and let's go...unless you would rather deal with the whining." Katrina said, her attitude changing to a more positive one, coupled with a smile.

"Okay...you talked me into it." Nicolai said, standing. Just then, Genady walked through the living room, heading out of the kitchen to his room.

"Genady." Nicolai said.

"Yeah, dad?" Genady said, stopping.

"Go tell your sisters we're going to the park." Nicolai said.

"Yeah, sure." Genady said, heading to his room.

"AMI! KERRI! WE'RE GOIN TO THE PARK!" Genady called out in the hallway on his way to his room.

"Not what I meant, but whatever..." Nicolai said with a shrug.

"Oh come now...you'd do the same." Katrina said with a laugh.

"Nuh uh." Nicolai replied.

"Yeah huh." Katrina retorted.

Capt. Nicolai Ginovef

The wind ruffled the wild barley in the vast field set below the Bridger compound on Xenen. Karinlyyn Bridger stood among the swaying stalks, watching her twin daughters pelt each other with water balloons. Destiny and Chance were growing up quickly, she realized for the tenth time that day, and her eyes stung. Soon, they'll be off on their own adventures, like Trystan and Mackenzie. She shook her head slightly, setting her jaw. Sometimes, she wished that her children hadn't inherited as much of the Kel-Solan wanderlust - or penchant for getting into situations that they had a hard time getting out of, as it sometimes was.

They were gone again, the brothers she still loved, no matter how many times they'd hurt her - either on purpose or inadvertently - and the occasions had been numerous. She tried not to be bitter about it anymore - after all, it didn't do any good. Still, it crept in, crept up, and hurt. It was watching the others, she'd always guessed - mostly Slate and Karrially, all things considered, because Indy seemed to be in the same boat as she was in a lot of ways. Her cousin just handled it better.

How, I don't think I'll ever understand.

Footsteps, slow and nearly silent, came up behind her. "Aunt Arin?"

Karinlyyn tilted her head, glancing over her shoulder toward the flame-haired young woman who'd just come down the path from the houses. "Nylan send you out here?"

Arilyn Bullian shook her head. "I followed the trail of broken balloons." She smiled faintly. "I thought I'd come see you before I left again - I have another run lined up." Arilyn paused a moment, then asked, "How's Mac?"

Karinlyyn blew a breath out through her teeth. "He's fine. Trystan is fine, too. Their father is off with my husband doing god knows what..."

Arilyn winced. "How long have they been gone?"

Too long. His wife will start worrying soon, too. "Two and a half weeks. They missed their second check-in and I'm sure that his wife will be calling soon wondering if I know anything, which I don't."

Biting her lip, Arilyn started, "Mom doesn't hear from Dad for months sometimes..."

Karinlyyn's laugh was bitter as she shook her head. "Don't get me started on your mother, Ari, please." Her eyes stung. "Just because your mother can deal with everything your father does because they still love each other and believe that they love each other doesn't mean that the rest of us can go months at a time not knowing."

Arilyn didn't answer right away, but she coughed after a moment, so Karinlyyn knew she was still there. The older woman sighed.

"I'm sorry, Ari. It's just hard. Your mother and I aren't the same kind of person. I kept fighting, after I found my way home, for a chance at this." Karinlyyn gestured toward her daughters playing in the field. "And god knows, it never lasts. If I wasn't so damned terrified that they'd get themselves killed..." She let her voice trail away, shaking her head again.

Arilyn coughed again, then cleared her throat and spoke, a little hoarse now. "Do you want me to keep an eye out?"

Karinlyyn sighed, then nodded. "Please. Track them if you can. If you can't...well..." She shrugged. "Not much I can do about it anyway. If they're going to act like a couple of idiots, who the fracking hell am I to stop them?" She looked at the young woman she'd worked so hard to train into the fighter she was today. She's going to beat Coleric's, somehow. Hell, who knows? Maybe she'll stab it to death. "You leaving today?"

Arilyn nodded. "As soon as the Firelance is refueled. I have a bounty."

"Not going to see your mother before you go?"

Her student winced. "She's busy."

"Bullshit. She'll make you stay."

There was a slight hesitation before Arilyn agreed. "You know why I can't, right, Aunt Arin?"

Karinlyyn blew a breath out through her teeth and shrugged. "Yes, I suppose I do. I can't say I agree with it - your mother's not stupid, Ari, and she's not trying to make you stop living your life. She does want to save it, though."

"The drugs won't work forever, Aunt Arin."

The older woman nodded with a sad sigh. "I know sweetheart, I know."

~ Karinlyyn "Arin" Bridger (Kel-Solan) and Arilyn Bullian

Cold wind whistled down the streets. Kartuiin, the old Jedi mused, reminded her of Hoth in some ways - though Kartuiin was marginally more habitable than the ball of ice and rock she'd called home for those brief months during the Rebellion. She shifted her shoulders, settling her jacket. Commercially produced jackets still didn't fit right, and in some ways she missed the old flight jackets she used to wear, back before she'd retired. But there were still some days where just looking at uniforms or flight jackets would bring back the old ache, bring back the tears, and so most of her clothes these days were as far from uniforms as she could get. Still. They were uncomfortable as hell.

Her breath steamed as she took a deep breath and exhaled it slowly before she turned, walking in silence into the Governor's residence on Kartuiin. A young security officer stopped her, asked to see her ID. As she showed it to him, her mind flicked to how easy it would be to disarm him, to put him on the floor and make sure he wouldn't get up before she was gone. She'd been trained well.

The security officer found her name on his checklist; gave her directions to where she needed to go. It might be a little while, he said. The governor was a busy woman. She'd nodded. It didn't matter. Her flight back out wasn't until late that evening. There was time.

She walked down corridors paneled with wood imported years ago from Conceli IX. The paneling leant warmth to the corridors, the rooms. It reminded her of the house at Hope's Landing on Coruscant, the home that she couldn't bring herself to live in anymore.

Shaking off idle thoughts and unpleasant memories, she stepped into the governor's outer office and gave her name to the young aide sitting behind the desk. They were all so young.

Like the governor, she thought ruefully.

It was only a few minutes' wait, despite the security officer's warning. The governor's aide stood up and opened the door for her. She nodded in thanks and stepped into the office.

Governor Tegan Dargan smiled from behind her desk, standing up and extending her hand. "General," she said warmly. "It's good to see you again."

"I suppose it's good to be seen." She sank down into the chair in front of the governor's desk as the governor sat down again. "As much as I'd maybe like to spend time catching up, Governor, may I ask why you've called me here?"

Tegan's smile became wry as she looked at the older woman. "General Dur warned me you might be like this. Fine. Right to business. I need an intelligence chief, General, and you're the most qualified individual for the job who isn't otherwise engaged at the moment."

The cold of the winds outside coalesced into a ball in her gut. She swallowed hard, tamping down the rising bile. Intelligence. I don't want to go back. I don't. "No." She started to stand.

"General, please. Garan warned me you might be like that, and he told me that I should make you sit down and listen to what I have to say." Tegan sighed, standing, voice and expression stern - though the expression softened as the other woman sank back down into her chair. "I know you're retired, General, from both the military and politics. The fact that you know both is precisely why I need you. I represent almost two dozen systems, now, and we both know that the Senate will hardly take kindly to any requests that come from something this far Rimside - all the stories about me aside. You know how to talk to them, and more importantly you know how to get what we want - what we need - when the Senate says no. On top of that, no one knows this sector of space better than you do - no one knows the projects, no one knows the units, no one knows any of it better than you do, General. I need you. I need you on my staff, I need you by my side. You can't deny that."

I can't deny it. She sighed, slumping. "Garan put you up to this, didn't he?"

A smile tugged at the corner of Tegan's mouth. "He did mention something about your grandfather complaining to him about your moping."

Breath hissed through her teeth. "I'm not moping about anything." She started to stand up again. Tegan watched her.

"So what do you say, General? Will you do it?"

She sighed again, shaking her head. "I'll have to think about it."

With that, General Tag Rendar, NRI (retired) pivoted on her heel and left.



~ Indy

"You look good, Alek. How's your mother?"

Colonel Alek Cannele looked up from the report he was reading, seated behind the desk that once belonged to Tag Rendar - there were still traces of her here, traces he could feel easily, and felt every day. He hoped that the feel of his mentor never left this place. A brief smile played across his lips. "General. Is it Taylor, Drake, or Taylor-Drake now? I've lost track."

General Kingston Taylor-Drake smiled, stepping into the intelligence chief's office and letting the door fall closed behind her. "Depends on the situation, Alek. Now really, how is Janeve?"

She had an ageless quality to her, Alek marveled, but then, she'd been ageless when he'd been a teenager. Something about the silver-white hair and the laughing lines that had been around her eyes then, despite her youth, hadn't changed in all the years between then and now - and there had been many. "Mom's fine, General. She and Cythe are still living on Corellia, like they were the last time you asked. My half-sister enters the Academy next year."

Kingston smiled wryly. "Much to your mother's dismay, I'm sure."

"Oh, probably," Alek laughed, then shook his head. "But then, she doesn't get a vote." He started to stand up. "Would you sit down? I've got some Corellian Whiskey tucked away."

Now it was the general's turn to laugh. "I suppose it hasn't changed that much, since Tag sat in that chair, has it?"

Alek grinned, getting out two glasses and producing the bottle of whiskey. "No ma'am. The bottle's a new one, though - it came from Ulic last week." He poured two glasses and handed one over to her. He was the one to take the first sip - Kingston lingered a moment, staring at the amber liquid.

"I heard a rumor today about your wife. Something she didn't tell me last time we talked at Dad's ranch."

Alek felt dread settle in the pit of his stomach. Damn it all! How does she still find things out like this? What's she heard about Tegan's dealings now? His expression was a cool mask of calm. "Oh?"

"A little bird told me that General Tag Rendar left Conceli last week on a commercial liner for Kartuiin....scuttlebutt is that the governor's going to offer her a job."

He shrugged easily. "I wouldn't know anything about that. Tegan and I don't talk politics in bed, Kingston - not like you and Bobby talk shop."

Kingston snorted. "We don't talk shop anymore - he's retired."

Only because of a medical condition. Alek shook his head. "I know he is, Kingston, and I hope he's enjoying it. I heard he shipped out of Wayfarer last week?"

She took a sip of whiskey and nodded. "Yeah, cargo run. We'll see what he comes back with. He should be home within the next week or so."

Alek nodded. "I hope it all goes well for him." He glanced down at the report on his desk, then up toward her. "If you came for the Prayer report...I'm not done with it yet. I just got it not ten minutes ago from the Admiral."

"I did come for the Prayer report, but I'll just go get some other things done so you have time to read it. Tag fully briefed you on all of that, I take it?"

Deadpan, Alek stared at her. "Seventeen times. And it wasn't until I saw the first report that I realized why." He shook his head. "If it wasn't Sony handling all of it, I wouldn't have believed it for a nanosecond."

Kingston grimaced, shaking her head. "Whatever they're developing, Alek, we're going to need it. I know you've felt it - if I've managed to feel it, there's no way someone more attuned couldn't. Something's stirring in the Unknown Regions. I just don't know what it is."

Alek nodded. "I feel it, too. The Force is whispering...but it's just not loud enough to make out. Hopefully it'll be clear before it's too late."

The starfighter commander's laugh was bitter. "When has it ever been that way, Alek?" She shook her head. "It won't make sense until it's too late."

The intelligence officer sighed, leaning back in his chair and swirling the whiskey in his glass. "I know, Kingston. I know."

~ Indy

Ryan Miller was not a collector. He was not a person who was interested in artifacts of war, and neither was he the kind of person who was interested in artifacts from the area. But that is what he told people he was.

In fact, he was an Intelligence officer. And intelligence officers tend to be very interested in artifacts that show up, but for very different reasons, especially when those artifacts are red, apparently Sith, lightsabers.

Gavin Mikkelson was a miner, and he had found the object in his asteroid field. And, like most relatively inexperienced people, he had posted about is amazing find on the holonet. Ryan had swooped in like a moth to a flame.

Acquiring the object was easy - it just took a small flash of credits. Separating the other object from the side of the saber was also easy. Figuring out what the object was... now that was going to be harder. It was charred, it was out of power, and it seemed like it had been in space for quite some time.

Ryan intended to keep hold of the saber for himself. But that object...he didn't know what it was, or what it could be, and he didn't seem to have any use for it. But he did know someone who might know what it was, and that is why he arranged for Karinlyyn Bridger to get ahold of it.

LCL Alextravia Grentarii

It came to her in a little olive green box, delivery postmarked Bespin. At first, given the sender, they'd thought it was for her brother, Nylan, who was still handling many of the old Echo Raiders in their intelligence dealings. But a second look at the panel had indicated no, it was most definitely for the younger sister of the Jedi Master, and so she took the little olive green box to her study on the second floor of her house at the compound, set it squarely on her desk, and sat down.

...only to be called away to deal with schoolwork for the girls. Chance's history paper needed proofing. Destiny needed help with her math. Two hours later, she got back to her study, sat down, and reached for the box.

...only to have the holocom beep. It was her son, Mackenzie, calling to say he'd made it safely to Corellia this time, without incident. And so they chatted for a while - another two hours - until he said that Karinlyyn's great-aunt was calling everyone to dinner, and he had to go. After good-byes had been said and the holocom shut down, she turned back to the box.

...only to have her brother poke his head into her study and tell her that dinner was going to be at Slate's tonight, and it was grilled nerf steaks. Never one to turn down grilled nerf - especially when an old urban commando like her cousin was cooking - she went.

Four hours later, the sky was dark but for stars, and the very faint glow of Quis beyond the far ridges. The girls had gone to bed. Nylan was upstairs, meditating in the solar, likely lost in the stars above them. All was quiet.

Warily, Karinlyyn Bridger sat down at her desk and stared at the olive green box for a few long moments before reaching for it. She carefully broke the seals on it with the not-so-decorative dagger she kept close at hand and pulled out the foam-wrapped item inside. After unwrapping the foam, her brow creased in confusion. She recognized this object for what it was, just not what it was doing here.

"A holo emitter?" High-end, too. Not something that should have been here - not something that should have been here at all.

Then again, she thought ruefully, looking at the wickedly spiked dagger sitting on her desk. That shouldn't be, either. She pushed away from her desk and went to a cabinet, crouching down and unlatching the latch. Reaching in, she came up with the bag she was looking for - the one with the angular arrowhead embroidered on it - and pulled out an old toolkit that hadn't seen much use in the past six or seven years, not since her last trip to check on the work going on aboard the Silent Prayer. She set the tool kit down next to the now-empty olive green box and set to work.

Some of the delicate power couplings had fused, some of the wiring completely shorted out. It was slow, delicate work replacing them, and she had to cannibalize a thing or two - a couple of specially made commlinks, to be precise - to get the parts. She grimaced slightly at that. I'll have to get Sony and his crew to machine me up some new ones, and the spare parts for them. At least it wouldn't be a long trip to get new.

The new power source was last, and she inserted it carefully, brow furrowing slightly. Dataspace seemed intact, and I've put new shielding around it, too, to make sure it stays that way. Time to see if this worked... She pressed the end of a tool into the tiny activation slot on the device.

A holo sputtered, staticy at first, then resolving itself only to sputter out with the smell of burnt wiring. Karinlyyn cursed, then turned it off, replacing the wires again, more deliberately this time. She turned it on again and prayed.

The holo sputtered, flickered, but then stabilized. The man wore a familiar uniform, and Karinlyyn's brow furrowed deeply.

"Who the hell are you," she asked, holding up the tiny emitter, "and why the hell are you in this?"

~ Indy

Chamber was in session. Amid a half dozen other pages sitting opposite the parliamentarian’s desk on the floor of the High Chamber, Asya Wyler sat up straight and attentive, waiting to be called upon. Occasionally, one of them would be sent on errands to deliver papers and other material to various Lords and Ladies here in the chamber, and sometimes to their offices. 

Throughout her experience at the capitol, she had been all over the administrative complex, and learned her way around pretty well. At first it was exhilarating to be here, to witness government in action, and walk the same halls as her grandfather had when he represented their province so honorably, long ago. The teachers that recommended her for this program, and more recently, even some of the Lords and Ladies she had opportunity to visit with, said that she could well follow in his footsteps. But it didn’t seem to suit her well, for as these past four weeks wore on, she had grown quite bored. On and on these people droned, hammering out compromises, getting their long-winded speeches on the record. 

She was glad it was almost over.

It had been a busy day, and she was ready for things to wrap up so she and her fellow attendants could go back to their dorms and change out of the uniforms they had to wear when on duty; then, enjoy some free time. They had reached the final debate of the day. Stifling a yawn, she let her eyes roam the room. Some of the representatives seemed pretty bored themselves, heads propped up on fists as the rep currently speaking carried on, while others were engrossed in the papers stacked on their desks. Then there was the balcony where the average citizen was welcome to watch the proceedings. With this session going a little long, much of it had emptied out. More interesting than focusing on the debate was studying the people up there, trying to figure out where they were from; their occupation; whether they were locals, or visitors there for either business or pleasure.

While engaged in this pastime, one couple in particular held her attention. Then she realized it was because she knew them. Boredom disappeared as her eyes brightened. Mom and Dad had come to Atadia! They both smiled as one upon seeing the recognition cross her face. Now she really couldn’t wait for this to get over.

But where was Les?

The Parliament rotunda was the grandest room in all of Atad. Its dome of tinted translucent panels soared high overhead, casting colored hues upon the marble floor, inlaid with colors and patterns to produce an enormous Atadian seal that stretched the entire width and breadth of the circular room. Frescoes and statuary intermingled upon the walls, combining to account the tale of Atad’s history. 

Dwarfed in this impressive room, Asya located her parents amid the crowd, and enjoyed their embrace, the closeness of people she knew after spending a month among strangers.

Wrapped in her father’s arms, she looked up at him and realized that the Council Chamber hadn’t been their first stop since they arrived in the capitol city. “How was the beach?” she asked first thing.

Janet chuckled at her. “Sunny but not too crowded, a nice day for watching the afternoon go by.”

“How did you know we’d been by the beach?” Mark asked with a note of surprise. His eyes twinkled over cheeks overly warmed by the sun, the clue upon which she had based the assumption. She giggled that she had been correct, and at how easily she could baffle him. Maybe he wondered if the Force had an influence on her, like it did Les - which wasn’t true, would never be true. But, let him wonder.

“Never mind. What are you doing here?” 

“Thought we’d come and join you for your last few days in Atadia,” he told her. “Been pretty quiet around the house.”

Looking around, she still didn’t espy her brother anywhere. “Didn’t Les come with you?”

“He’s gone back to Xenen,” Janet informed her.

“Aw,” she groaned. “I was hoping to get to tell him goodbye before he left again.”

“Trevvik was early,” Mark said flatly. The negative tone in every mention of his brother’s name might never go away, but he had come far in trusting him to transfer his son into Jinx’s hands.

“Have you had a good time? Learned a lot?” Janet asked, changing the subject.

She shrugged, hoping she wouldn’t be disappointing them. “Politics can be…pretty dry.”

Janet nodded understandingly. “Well, how about some fun, then?” She smiled. “We’ve signed you out for the rest of the day and through the weekend too. So, what would you like to do?”

Her eyes lit up. “Anything?”

“Whatever you like,” Janet said with a nod.

“That’s easy. Shopping!”

Janet laughed, delighted. Looking exhausted, Mark sighed quietly.

“You mightn’t be so tired if you hadn’t traveled all night and day by train,” she said to him. “Really, that is such a tedious trip.” Again Mark’s face registered surprise. Asya explained by reaching over and plucking from his shirt pocket the two ticket stubs that had been sticking out, holding them before him accusingly.

He smiled sheepishly and looked away from her gaze.

Janet slid her arm through his and gave it a squeeze. “Go on back to the hotel and put your feet up. Asya and I will have a girl’s night out, shop until we drop.”

“A girl’s night out in the big city – how fun!” Asya said with stars in her eyes.

Mark looked like he felt left out. “But…could I at least take you two girls out to dinner first?”

“I’d never turn down a date with you, sweetheart,” Janet said, causing a great big grin to spread across his face. Asya averted her eyes self-consciously as he planted a kiss firmly on his wife’s lips, right there in the middle of the crowded rotunda.

“So, how’s it been?” Mark asked as their seafood order was placed before them. 

Live music played softly in the background. White, star-like Asya blossoms, the national flower of Atad, sprayed from the fluted vase at the center of the table. Asya had changed into an outfit that made her feel grown up, special. Though she was fortunate to have inherited Janet’s fine chestnut hair, a touch of Mark’s wiry mess showed through. Combing fingers through it a couple of times, she was good to go. 

“Will we be calling you ‘Lady Wyler of Navna’ one of these days?”

She sampled her dish before venturing an answer, determined to make it as honest as possible, regardless of the consequences. Looking them in the eye, she said, “Would you be too disappointed if I told you that it’s not for me?”

“How so?” Janet asked, interested in learning her reasons why.

“Well…I don’t know. It all kinda seems like a game, really; posturing and stuff. I like it when things are more real, when folks come right out and say what they mean.”

By the looks on their faces, her parents didn’t seem to be as let down as she had expected they would be.

“You aren’t upset that I’m not leaning towards following in Grandfather’s footsteps?”

“No, no,” Mark said. “We want you to be whatever you want to be. You’ve got plenty of time to decide, though.” 

“Yes,” Janet agreed, but added, “but there is much good that can be done in this arena.”

“You know what? I read in one of Grandfather’s journals that he was frustrated with politics and politicians – even his own friends sometimes seemed two-faced.”

“Those were some difficult days, back then. In the end, he wished he had stuck it out.”

She paused, then asked, “Why didn’t you try to regain your father’s title?”

 “Well, honestly, it can be as much fun as hand to hand combat with a Krayt dragon.” She laughed. “Maybe I’d rather go up against the dragon.” The glint in her eye made Asya wonder if she actually had gone up against a dragon, back when she was as a commando for the New Republic. She wanted to ask her, but she didn’t often talk about those days.

They ate in silence for a few minutes. Then Mark asked, “What do you want to do?”

Asya put her glass down and smiled. “Everything.”

Mark found the energy to dance with Janet, something Asya liked to watch. He was so good out on the dance floor, and Mom wasn’t half bad, either. Then it was her turn, father and daughter, dancing to easy jazz, his favorite. She was getting tall, to his shoulder now.

After that, he really was done in, and they parted company. Darkness had fallen by the time Janet and Asya stepped out in the colorful shopping district. Music wafted from enticing storefronts and restaurant patios; colorful lights decorated every tree. It was a fun place, full of people having a good time.

“However did you get Dad to come away from the house?” Asya asked as they stopped by a vendor to sample one of the local treats.

“Oh, it wasn’t me – it was you. When it comes to his little girl, he’d do just about anything.”

“But - by train! When is he ever going to get that ship put back together?”

“I don’t know, Asya,” Janet answered. A cloud seemed to come over her, and she became lost in her own thoughts. What had once been his obsession and greatest enjoyment, now sat neglected in the hangar, partially disassembled, unusable, in the midst of a project it seemed he might never get back to. It had been months since Mark had even been out to the hangar.

His indifference had come on gradually, as his interest shifted more to Arradan, and Atadian life. His hobbies now centered more around Leslye’s gardens, and restoring Arradan to its former glory, as Leslye had attempted in his lifetime. Indeed, Janet was amazed at how much he resembled her father; reclusive, silently reflective, soft-spoken.

The cloud that had overcast Janet stretched over to Asya, but for a different reason. “Trains. When is Atad ever going to put in an air transportation system? Are we the only ones that don’t have one?”

“I don’t know that there’d be enough interest in it,” she put in realistically.

“That’s the problem; Atadians never to venture very far from home.” Frustration she couldn’t withhold filled her words.” I mean, there’s a whole wide world out there – worlds! And they’re content to exist within that stretch of land between home and work.” 

“And all the little shops in between,” Janet said, taking in the street with a sweep of her hand. She laughed when Asya scowled at her making light of her angst. “I’m sorry, Asya. It’s just, you sound just like me when I was your age. All restless inside, wanting to go chase that horizon and beyond, while everyone else seemed happy to live static lives. I didn’t think anyone understood.”

She looked up at her mother with new eyes. “What did you do?”

Janet grew uncomfortable as she tried to form an answer. Her eyes glanced anxiously over to the cheerily lit signs on the opposite side of the street. “Oh, look over there!” she exclaimed, taking Asya by the elbow to lead her hastily across the street, as though outrunning the question. “A shoe sale!”

It was late into the night when they got back to the hotel. Surely they hadn’t hit every store in the district, but it seemed like it. And by the amount of bags they hauled between them, it looked like it too.

Janet eased open the door to the sitting room between which their bedroom adjoined with Asya’s.

A fire was dying in the fireplace; otherwise, the only other light glowed dimly from the sconces on the walls to either side of the fireplace. Mark, still dressed as they left him, occupied a wingback chair, legs stretched before the fire, his chin resting upon his chest. Janet silently indicated to Asya that she intended to drop her bags in their room. Though she slipped through with barely a sound, the door creaked as it swung shut behind her, loud enough to make Mark jolt. He looked sleepily around, and smiled when he saw that his ladies had returned.

“Good evening – or, I guess I should say morning,” he said, sitting up in the chair he had fallen asleep in. “Did you and mother have a good time?”

“Sure did,” she said with a weary smile.

“What did you get?”

“Oh, a couple of outfits, some shoes, a pair of boots, a dress – it’s real pretty. And – oh!” Digging through her pile of boxes and bags, she drew out the one she was looking for. She opened a navy-colored sack and held up what was inside.

Janet opened the door to her room, but when she saw what she displayed for Mark to see, she smiled to herself and withdrew, closing the door quietly behind her.

“What--?” he began, confused and obviously trying to picture her wearing a pair of khaki coveralls that were clearly too large for her.

“It’s for you. For when you work on your ship.”

He chuckled, and seemed touched by the gesture. He patted his leg, and she came over to sit on his lap. He hugged her to his shoulder like she was a little girl. “Thank you, Asya.”

“Will you wear it?”

“With pride.”

“And work on the ship?”

 “I have been neglecting her for a long time, haven’t I?”

“You will then?”

“All right.”

“Promise?”

“If you require it.”

She nodded, pleased to have won him over, and for her influence over him. 

“Can I help?”

“Of course!” he said with a smile on his voice. His moustache prickled her forehead when he kissed it.

They sat there for a while as what was left of the fire crackled and hissed in the open grate.

“Dad,” she began, venturing to the question she’d been wanting to ask him all evening. “Why don’t we travel off planet anymore, see more of the galaxy than this one planet? It’s been forever.”

“What’s wrong with Atad?”

“I hate it here.”

“You what?” he asked, taken aback. “Atad is a wonderful place. We’ve got a good life here.”

“I’m tired of being here. I don’t like being cooped up in one place when there’s so many worlds to explore. You’ve seen a lot of them, lived on some of them, too. So has Mom. And Les, he gets to go back and forth to Xenen – and who knows where else - all the time.”

Mark’s chest rose and fell against her as he sighed. “Les goes to Xenen for training. And he’s older.”

“But only by two years!” she protested, then frowned. “Is it because I’m a girl?”

Mark laughed aloud. “Go ask your mother if that ever stopped her.”

Asya put her arms around Mark’s neck and kissed his stubbly cheek. “Please, could we go visit other places sometime? Before I get to be as old as you?”

“You’re only twelve,” he laughed. “I’m sure you’ll have gone outside of Atad’s borders and all over the galaxy and back again until you’re sick of it by the time you turn sixty.”

“You’re not sixty yet.”

“Pretty near.”

“Then, could you show me around the galaxy before you turn sixty?”

Mark shuddered slightly. She could feel his heart quicken in his chest. It was a long time before he spoke again. 

“Are you all right?” she asked.

“I feel as though all my years just sneaked up on me and hit me all at once,” he confessed.

She leaned her forehead against his cheek, willing him not to ever grow old. But the deepening lines about his eyes and mouth and the generous graying of his head warned her that there was nothing she could do to prevent it. 

“Will you?” she asked again.

“If anybody should,” he answered, “it ought to be me.”

--Skyy

Not far outside Mos Eisley, Tatooine, an escape pod smashed down into a sand dune with enough velocity to suggest that it did not have working emergency thrusters. The landing must not have been fatal to its lone occupant, however, because almost immediately the hatch hissed open and a young man, no more than 18 years old, stumbled out, fell face-down into the sand, and took a mouthful. Sputtering and cursing, he pushed himself to his feet and, quickly patting himself down, took inventory of what he had in his possession. Around his neck still lay a small amulet on a chain, a family heirloom passed down somewhat prematurely from his longsuffering mother. He felt the familiar and comforting weight of his DL-44 blaster pressing against his left leg in its thigh holster. Aside from these two items, he had nothing of value to his name, certainly no credits, and not even an identity card.

The man turned his face skyward and shook his fist in the direction that he imagined the Corellian Corvette /Amethyst/ was traveling. Anger burned hot within him as he recalled the mutiny that had taken his ship, crammed him in an escape pod, and left him on this planet. He knew, though, that the mutineers would get what was coming to them. He knew it, because he was going to bring it to them. Setting his face toward the Mos Eisley skyline, he began to walk. He must have cut a strange figure in that dismal, endless landscape. Standing 5'8", he was trim and pale, evidence of a life lived in space away from exposure to the sun. His long black hair was tinged with copper and bronze highlights and was arrayed in a bewildering number of ponytails and braids to keep it from flowing freely. He was dressed in comfortable yet clean clothes, of the type that was fashionable among the criminal element of the galaxy. As he lounged leisurely towards Mos Eisley, he whistled to himself in an almost careless fashion.

Stepping into a dingy tavern in Mos Eisley, the man strolled comfortably down to the bar itself, ignoring the stares of the less-than-savory patrons and in general acting as if he owned the establishment. The barkeep, an ugly Twi-lek with a face scarred and permanently bent into a snarl, stared at him. "Corellian Brandy, double shot," the man said, apparently indifferent to the disturbingly ugly aspect of the barkeep. The latter gazed at the newcomer for a moment, as if deciding whether to turn him out or pour him his drink. With a cruel smile he resolved that one of his veteran patrons would show him that he did not belong, and that it would be much more amusing for the stranger to be drunk first.

The man did not have time to be drunk, however, for in the midst of drinking down his first glass of brandy, a shove from behind sent him up onto the bar and sent his glass tumbling. Reacting quickly, the man allowed himself to slide all the way down the bar and then rolled off into a crouch. "Want another drink, pretty boy?" snarled a Bothan with black fur and rather long teeth.

"I think I'd rather have a fur coat," the man spat, and charged at the Bothan, fists swinging.

The man and Bothan collided violently, landing repeated blows on one another. The Bothan staggered under a series of blows to the gut, but with remarkable agility flipped over the man, wrapped him in tight grip, and bit into his neck with the long fangs. The man struggled violently, but seemed unable to break loose. Then suddenly, without warning, a bright light flashed, filling the room with a light so bright that it forced all present to close their eyes. The barkeep dove behind the bar.

As the light faded, a completely different scene emerged. The man lay dazed, his back up to the bar, and blood streaming from his neck. The Bothan lay several steps away in a heap, unconscious. Standing a few steps further still was a female human with fiery red hair and blue eyes shot through with green, weapon held in a tight grip, staring around the room as if to challenge anybody to dispute her right to interrupt the fight. Her Kevlar armor and the confident manner in which she held her weapon set her apart as a bounty hunter. After a few moments, the patrons of the bar went back to their business, and the routine murmur of the establishment returned.

The man, our original subject of interest, had meanwhile regained his composure. Although rapidly weakening from blood loss, he retained his concentration long enough to slide his blaster from its holster, take careful aim, and fire one shot. He then collapsed against the bar and slumped to the floor, his eyes rolled up into his head, and he knew blackness.

The human female reached down, felt for a pulse on the Bothan, and gritted her teeth as she felt nothing. The smoking crater in the Bothan's chest precluded all hope that he might somehow still be alive.

He awoke feeling sluggish and confused. /Drugged/, was his first thought. Before he could gain his bearings, a harsh light shined upon his face, and he felt, rather than saw, a blaster leveled at his head. A harsh, feminine voice demanded "Who the hell are you? Tell me now, or I do to you like you did to my mark."

He rubbed his hand over his eyes and, conjuring up his best roguish grin, announced "Captain Andrew Astoris, at your service, madam."

The woman paused thoughtfully. The name was familiar. /Astoris, /she thought, /Astoris?/ Whatever significance the name had, it was not coming to her. She set down her blaster, and pushed the light into a less offensive position. "Okay, Astoris, now why don't you tell me who you are, and why you shot Sen Rohir. My employer would have vastly preferred that I take him alive."

Andrew eyed the woman for a moment. "Common courtesy would normally require that you identify yourself before questioning me, but as I have nothing to hide, I won't insist on that. I shot the Bothan because I could, and because he irritated me. As I told you already, I am Andrew Astoris, Captain of the /Amethyst/. I answer to no person or government, but seeing as how you have me at the disadvantage, currently am your humble servant."

Something about his disarming manner of speech made her want to like him, despite the fact that he appeared nothing short of despicable. The repetition of his name struck her like a gong, and she thought she remembered why she remembered the name Astoris.

"My name is Arilyn. I'm a bounty hunter. You lost a lot of blood in Mos Eisley. Before I decide whether to eject you into space or not, I'm going to make sure you get better--good enough to actually /comprehend/ what's happening to you if I /do/ shove you out an airlock." With that, Ari jabbed a needle into Andrew's shoulder, and once again he sank off into the black depths.

Moving to a computer terminal, she punched in the name "Astoris." The computer beeped, and immediately a biography filled the screen, headed by

"GALADRIEL ASTORIS, FORMERLY AURORA FORCE XO."

Ari's jaw dropped, and then she shook her head. "I think I'm going to be sick."


":)
Dave

It was a pretty good question. It's the kind of question you don't really have an answer to, especially when your last memory is of being blown into space. It's the kind of question you are especially unequipped to answer if you have just found yourself in someone's home, at their workstation, and not the afterlife you had previously expected. It is, of course, possible that this is indeed the afterlife you expected after all.

"I... I... I don't know," he said. "What is 'this', anyway? Where am I? It's so dark." He shuddered.

"You would not think it was so dark," she said, "if you would open your eyes."

"I'm not sure I'm quite ready for that step, thank you very much." Nonetheless, he opened his eyes and looked around. This wasn't what he'd expected. He'd expected...

Hm.

"My deepest and strongest memories," he said, "tell me that all I am obligated to give you is my name, my rank, and my serial number."

"Well?"

"Ah, unfortunately, I don't seem to be quite sure what they are."

She sighed, then held up the emitter. "Explain this, then."

"That. Aha. Now, I do remember that is quite important. It does...something."

"Don't play dumb with me, because if you are-"

"I'm not, I swear! I'm without my memory. And you would be too if you got blown into space. It's not... wait. I remember that."

"Remember what?" She asked, getting annoyed at this person who was seemingly wasting her time.

"Space. Yes, I remember that. Being blown out... after the explosion. Because I..." he clenched his eyes shut. Different expressions crossed his face as the memories came back. Slowly. "I... oh... and... Amanda! Is she alright? Is everyone else alright?"

"Alright, calm down," she said, inviting him to sit in her chair. "Now just tell me... do you remember who you are?"
    "My name," he said, "is Alextravia Grentarii. I am a member of the Aurora Force. I am a lieutenant colonel. My serial number is... I'm sorry, I really don't know."

"And how did you get here?"

"I was... on the bridge. And I remember I set off the charges... because I had to get her attention. And I..." He trailed off again, and started looking around the room, clearly disoriented. When you use a suicide maneuver to shock someone into coming back from the dark side, and blow yourself into space with explosives, and then wake up (to your mind a split second later) in someone's study where they ask you hard questions, it is very difficult to give a concrete answer to anything. He started to become very emotional. "I just... don't know!"

"Alright, it's going to be alright," she said in a voice that was less sympathetic and more a plea for silence. "Now, you're confused and disoriented. That will pass. In the meantime, is there anyone I can contact for you...someone who'll be able to clear some of this up?"

Only one name came to mind readily when he tried to think of friends. So, that is the name he gave her. "Yes... Trevvik Wyler. I think I probably know him quite well."

LCL Alextravia Grentarii

"Sir," the young officer asked, "Was that really necessary?"

Ben struggled to keep a grin off his face. "Which part, Robertson?"

"Well...to start with sir...the pink." Lt. Robertson said, futilely trying to scrape some pink paint off his head.

Despite his best effort, a grin finally broke on Ben's face. "The pink paint," Ben said, "Is a proud Backlash Wing tradition. When I was a fresh tank driver, one of my first experiences was getting hit by a wave of pink paint in this very very tank." Ben took a deep breath to fight off a fit of giggles that threatened to surface. "Of course...I didn't have my top hatch open at the time, either."

"Well, sir," Robertson said, "In most places, a simulation takes place with training lasers. This is the first time I've experienced...what were they called again?"

"Paintballs," Ben answered, "Well...more like 'paint bags' in this case. Besides...since it was a drill, you should of had your hatch closed, anyways."

"Yes sir...but these old tanks have no AC in them...it was getting hot." Robertson said.

Ben put on his angry face. "So if it's hot in the middle of a battle, you'll pop the top to get a breeze going?"

"N-No sir! But the our regular tanks have environmental controls in them, so I don't have to worry about it."

*Finally, we get to the point.* Ben thought to himself. "So what happens if we don't have our normal tanks for a battle? What happens if we're dropped behind enemy lines and have to make due with older models?"

"I...guess we make due with what we have, sir." Robertson said, looking sheepish.

"Very good. Alright, everyone is dismissed for the day. Don't worry...soap and water will work just fine on the paint. See you all here tomorrow."

As the young officers and cadets saluted and walked away, Ben leaded against the aging hull of his beloved Heavy Assault Tank...the same one he drove in his days in Avalanche Squad. While the HATs and the hover tanks that he had trained the newer members of heavy assault wing of the AF this day had been outdated for years, Ben tried to instill the idea that, as pilots, they couldn't rely on the fact that they would always have the better technology to carry the day.

*Of course, they probably won't have to face down an AT-AT in one of these, either.* Ben thought to himself.

The sound of someone climbing out of the top hatch made Ben turn. Serra Harrison...once trained assassin of the Rebellion, once CO of the ASF, and now wife of the AF Tank Training Officer, jumped lightly to the ground. "I have to ask you one thing...are you serious about the pink paint being a tradition?"

Ben's grin widened. "If he ever comes by, ask Trosa about the first training missions with the tanks. It ended up with us going one on one against each other...I can't remember who won, but there was paint all over the place. And you don't even want to know what happened when a proton torpedo launcher landed a hit."

--BJ Haun

After being thoroughly and violently ill, Arilyn Bullian made her way back to her computer terminal in her cabin. She wasn't quite certain whether it was her medication that had done it, or if it had been the revelation that the man who'd killed her mark was someone potentially connected to some people her mother had cared about very deeply.

Breath hissed out through the redhead's teeth as she started to strip down, out of the Kevlar armor that was a legacy from her cousin and teacher, Karinlyyn. She wanted a shower, but a real one, not the sonic one she'd get aboard the Firelance at this point - she wasn't about to pay Darklighter's prices for a refill of her tanks when she was down there, and she wasn't willing to haul out the military ID she'd carried since she was five in order to get military prices. Besides, someone might have noticed an Admiral's daughter using her mother's rank to get the water. It wasn't worth it, anyway.

She pulled on a tank top and cast-off fatigues that had probably belonged to her mother, if not her older brother. Her cabin door was locked, and so was the room she'd put Andrew Astoris in - though his was locked from the outside, rather than the inside.

Raking a hand back through her hair, she headed up to the cockpit of her modified freighter, a gift from Karinlyyn and Tag for her sixteenth birthday. It had seen a lot of wear since then. She ran her hand through her hair again as she dropped into a chair in front of the holocom and fired it up.

She kept her report brief and to the point. "Sen Rohir will not be requiring a trial."

The man at the other end of the link blinked. "What do you mean? What happened?"

"He was in the process of dying when I walked into the cantina he was in on Tatooine. He's dead. Barfight." She shook her head. "Offer my condolences to the families of his victims."

The man on the other end of the link shook his head. "I suppose there's nothing that can be done. You made arrangements for the body?"

"It's on its way."

He nodded. "Very well, Deathdealer. The usual amount will be transferred to you. We'll be in touch."

"I'm sure we will be." The link died, and she leaned back in her chair, squeezing her eyes shut as she finally allowed herself to feel the aches. A cough ripped from her throat and she groaned softly, covering her eyes with a hand as she struggled upright, then to her feet. I'm not sure how much longer I can be sure that we'll be in touch, though.

That Deathdealer was probably dying was a secret few folks knew, and it was a secret she'd worked hard to keep. When she'd been diagnosed with Coleric's at sixteen, she'd changed her life. Originally, she'd intended to follow her parents into the New Republic military, like her brothers and her sister - she'd intended to become a commando, like her mother before her. All that had changed with the diagnosis.

Bounty hunting had suited her fairly well from the start, as long as she continued to be able to stow the deeply ingrained ethics she'd grown up with. She salved her conscience by being picky about the bounties she took, working mostly for the New Republic, and usually taking bounties that demanded a more...delicate touch.

One mark, though, had earned her the name of Deathdealer. Between a blaster, a lightsaber, and a wickedly curved and tipped weapon that was a legacy from Karinlyyn Bridger, the Protectress, she'd taken down two squadrons of stormtroopers and an Imperial intelligence officer to rescue the wayward son of a senator. The senator, his pleas to rescue his son falling on deaf ears at New Republic Command, had nowhere else to turn but to the shadier side of the galaxy. She'd met the man, later - and laughed. He'd known her mother, though he no longer lived by the name he'd had when he'd known her. Liam had been his name, and he'd been a senator from Ecarion, a small world in the Mid-Rim. His wife, Nova, had also been a senator before she'd retired to the world, and he'd taken up politics late. It had been one of their middle sons, Gil. Ari sometimes wondered what he was doing now.

She pressed her palms against her eyes and sighed, heading back toward her cabin. They were already en route to Xenen, whether she really wanted to be or not. This hadn't been the way that she'd hoped this run would go, and she certainly hadn't wanted to be going back to Xenen this soon. It was only a matter of time before her mother was able to force her to stay there.

I hope Davil's not there. Mom'll use him to get me to stay on Xenen - she knows how hard it is for me to say no to him. Of all her siblings, she'd been closest to her quiet tinkerer of an older brother, with his dark, dark hair and gold-flecked green eyes. If anyone could convince her to stay in one place, it would be Dav.

She groaned and scrubbed at her eyes as she stepped into her cabin. She needed to check on Andrew again soon. It was so tempting to just shove him into an escape pod and jettison him, but she couldn't do that. I'll just dump him on Xenen and let him be someone else's problem. That way, if they want to figure out who the hell he is and what the hell he is and all that good stuff, I don't have to deal with it. Besides, maybe someone will actually know him. Or something. I don't want to keep him around me, though - he'll just cause trouble, and I can't deal with that right now. Shooting him isn't much of an option, regardless of who his family might be.

That was the other secret of Deathdealer - she didn't actually like dealing out death.


~ Indy

Namis was one of the last independent systems in the Kartuiin sector, a single-planet star system that had taken advantage of the New Republic's push to liberate the sector by throwing off Imperial rule and then refusing to join the New Republic. They were not an powerful people but for the most part they were self-sufficient and had enough connections with smugglers and other fringe elements to maintain a reasonably affluent society without having to deal with many of their Republic-aligned neighbors. At least they didn't have to deal with them on any official level.

The New Republic had launched one invasion of the system, claiming that it hosted many of the pirate groups that had begun plaguing trade routes throughout the Kartuiin sector. The people of Namis had fought tooth and nail for weeks and had launched their own campaign of propaganda, eventually making the conquest of Namis a political liability for the New Republic and leading to the cessation of the war.

After the campaign piratical activity within the sector had plummeted, and many believed that this was because most of the ships defending Namis had indeed been pirate forces. The Namis government's propaganda machine claimed that the supposed pirate activity before the invasion had merely been New Republic lies created to provide an excuse for the invasion in the first place.

Three years after the invasion, Namis and the New Republic remained in an uneasy peace. Political pundits in both nations continued to paint the other side as threats to stability, but the governments had begun to work more as allies than as enemies. There were even talks in the works to open trade.

It was to formalize these trade treaties that Alec Jaggers, Governor of Namis, was travelling to the regional capital of the Kartuiin Sector aboard the flagship of the Namisian Home Guard, the Imperial II Star Destroyer 'Ancalagon'. The trip would also include his first meeting with certain members of the Aurora Force in five years.

Jag

            3 A.M. at The Crash Site, and Trevvik had just begun thinking about staggering home. Or maybe he would just pass out at one of the tables. No one would dare disturb him. The proprietor had no complaints when he’d done so before; he was one of their most dedicated patrons.
            But it turned out that he didn’t do either. A call over his comm from someone claiming to be Karinlyyn Bridger sobered him up pretty quick, while at the same time caused him to question just how much he’d had to drink.
            "GET YOUR SORRY HIDE OUT HERE AND COLLECT THIS...THIS....LIEUTENANT COLONEL…*muffled* what did you say your name was? GRENTARII!"
            He sat there so stunned that he could only manage a weak “OK,” and the call ended before he could gather wits enough to inquire further.
            This had to be a trick. A sad, stupid, sadistic prank. But he was going to check it out, nevertheless, because tricks of this nature, when played against Trevvik Wyler, carried a heavy penalty; no one got away with fooling around with Trevvik. Maybe what was left of the night might have some fun left in it, after all. He was in the mood to kill someone.
            But if it were true – no, stupid to think that. Of course it isn’t true. Cap had been dead for five years…the fault of that – woman that had the audacity to show her face to him. That sweet, pretty little face that he would like to crush with his hands. Now, that was an image to bring a smile to his face.
            That was yesterday! Just yesterday…maybe she was behind this. Seems like something her sick and twisted mind would dream up. Burning with sickly-sweet thoughts of revenge, he threw tables aside to clear the way for his exit. 

            The Malady set down on the tarmac within the Bridger compound. He might have enjoyed the surrounding scenery if he hadn’t one purpose in mind – to find the truth behind that message.
He had come prepared; an arsenal was concealed, some only half-concealed, beneath the folds of his tattered black trench coat. Never mind that Jedi resided here; he was going to get to the bottom of this. More than likely, that Amanda babe was back on the base somewhere, hugging herself and giggling at her clever joke. He ground his teeth.
            The house was large, quiet, asleep. Trevvik walked in boldly, took a moment to gather his bearings, then seeing a glow coming from the upper landing, he ascended the stairs, following the light down the corridor.
            “Mr. Wyler, it is 0337 in the morning. What are you doing in this house?”
            Trevvik turned to see Nylan Bridger standing behind him. It was unnerving that someone had come up behind him without being seen or heard; but then, he was a Jedi, and Jedi’s were full of all sorts of strange tricks.
            “I’ve come,” he said, realizing to his chagrin how drunk he sounded, “to collect my Captain.”
            Strangely, he didn’t challenge him. Instead, Nylan stared at him curiously for a long moment, then nodded. “Second door to your right.”
            Trevvik burst into Karinlyyn Bridger’s study, not sure what he would find, but certainly not expecting to see Alex Grentarii sitting in a chair opposite Karinlyyn’s desk. 
            “Ah, hello. Can I help you?” Alex asked. 
            Trevvik blinked his bleary eyes, once, twice. He was still there. “Cap?”
            “It’s on your head, yes,” Alex said. “Oh, wait just a moment. You're... Wyler, right?”
            A slight smile crept uncertainly to the corner of his mouth, and disappeared. “Aye, sir.”
            “You’ll have to forgive me,” he said, standing up and taking Trevvik’s hand. “My memory is not functioning quite as well as I am used to.” 
            Trevvik gasped as he shook his hand. A ghost didn’t have solidity, as this. His bloodshot eyes grew large, believing in spite of the unlikelihood of his return from the dead. All thoughts of Amanda Lance, pranks, and practical jokes flew away. Laughing, he grabbed Alex up in his arms, crushing him in a big hug, lifting him off his feet. “You’re real! I mean - you're really here! It's you!”
            “Yes, now put me down, you big ape!” Alex gasped. 
            Dropping him back to his feet, he shook his head as if to clear it. “No - no way. Can’t be. Boy, I must have had a few too many tonight.”
            “Aha. And although that makes me cautious about this next statement, I was told that I can be released into your custody until my mind starts functioning properly again. I've been told it can take up to 24 hours.”
            Grinning broadly, Trevvik shook his head and shrugged, playing along with his delirium. “Sure, why not? Let's go.”
            The trip out to the landing pad was silent. There is very little one can usefully say in a scenario such as this. When they arrived, Alex pointed and said, “There! That ship! I remember that, I am sure of it!”
            “I doubt that,” Trevvik said. “That’s not my ship.”
            Trevvik directed him to the Malady, pausing a moment to look out to sea, sparkling in the moonlight, and question his sobriety - or even his sanity. This seemed real enough, but it was too weird to be true.
            They started on their trip back to base. “So, then, do we continue with our plan for Universal Domination?”
            Feeling lightheaded, Trevvik shook with laughter. He didn't sound much like the Alex he remembered, but he did say his mind wasn't fully functional yet. He wasn’t sure that his own was working properly.
            “You laugh. I take it, then, that we haven’t got a plan for universal domination? It’s just... from the little I have been told about myself, it sounds like the kind of thing I would do.”
            “Cap, if you want to pursue universal domination, count me in!” he said, thoroughly enjoying this vision, this dream, whatever it was.
            “Are you quite sure you’re my best friend? There doesn’t happen to be another Trevvik Wyler on base, does there? One that's a big fan of opera, perhaps? Or who collects antiques?”
            “Sorry, Cap,” he said, his elation with having a conversation with the apparition of his Captain insulating him from any possibility of offense. “I’m the only Trevvik Wyler there is.”
            “Well, I doubt that. I mean, I remember there was talk of Mark naming his son after you... until you had your falling out.”
            Trevvik frowned, thinking. “Which falling out are you talking about?”
            “The one about...” he shook his head. “I’ve lost it. But, wait, Mark. He IS your brother, isn't he?” 
            “Yeah,” he said matter-of-factly.
            “And he’s married to...” Alex scrunched his eyes up, visibly straining. “He’s married to... Janine!”
            “Yeah? Heh, heh. Don't tell Janet.”
            “Janet?” Alex leaned in closer to the pilot of the craft. “You mean, your brother is keeping a mistress?”
            Trevvik laughed loudly. “Never mind; it’ll come back to you.” That, and other things, like, maybe where he’s been these past five years...if, that is, this wasn’t some crazy dream, and he was really back at The Crash Site, his head sunk into his arms at a table, snoozing in a deep, boozy sleep. 
            They arrived back at the apartment, and it was there that something amazing happened. As they walked through the door into the disarray, something caught Trevvik’s eye. He took it and threw it in the bin, then went to the kitchen to get a drink. Alex looked at the object. It was easy to see because it was the only thing in the bin; the rest of the garbage was strewn about the place. The thing had a note attached. It said, “Sorry for upsetting you. Here is something you might like. -A.L.” 
            He picked it up and unwrapped it. It was a book. He read the title: “Rebel Squadrons Handbook Volume 24.” Touching the book was like a trip through time. And then, in a flash, the memories returned.
            Encountering the wreckage of a crashed Rebel craft being asked to help with training acquiring a sense of distrust of people his father his mother his three evil horrible brothers meeting the Katarns at Salasia Ivb Amanda Lance Aurora Force “I have chosen” “I love you” Trevvik Wyler Janet Skyy marriage ceremony baptism explosion space olive box here.
            Trevvik came back into the room with two amber bottles. “I’m down to ale,” he said apologetically.
            “Trevvik!” Alex whirled and came at the surprised drinks bearer. “Trevvik, I'm back! I mean, my mind, it's back!” He handed Trevvik the book. “Quick, quick! Page 319, Uniform Code, sections 19-23. Am I right?”
            “Uh,” he said, flipping through the book. “Yeah,” he said upon finding the sections in question. 
            “It's all back! I remember it all. And I-“ he looked at the book Trevvik was holding. It had Alex’s initials emblazoned on the cover. Only one set had that. “Where did you get this?”
            Trevvik’s face reddened. “Uh...I dunno.”
            “Trevvik?”
            “What?” he asked in his best attempt at innocence.
            “Trevvik, you haven't ever been one to keep up with the codebook. In all the time I have know you I have only ever seen you use the codebook once, and that was in an attempts to find a loophole in order to justify your trench coat as ceremonial clothing. Now, where did this come from?”
            “It was...a gift?” He seemed to agree with himself on that lie. “Yeah. You gave it to me.”
            “My initials,” he very nearly screamed, holding up the note, “are not A.L.!”
            “No, not A.L. That's a spot on the paper. It’s Al. Short for Alex.” He grinned, again looking less innocent than he would like.
            “Ah, well, that explains it, then,” Alex said. “Tell me, did I ever lose my personality at any other time? Because I cannot help but notice that this note is written in print instead of my usual copperplate.”
            Trevvik looked away from him, distaste in his mouth for the lying words he’d spoken to, of all people, his Captain. He sighed, and put the bottles down to add to the clutter of the coffee table. “Captain, there's something I have to tell you.”

--Alex and Skyy

    "I can't... I... and... but... I need to sit down now!"
    It took a moment, but Trevvik found Alex a place to sit after brushing some magazines to the floor. "I'm sorry I lied to you, Cap. I just-"
    "She's still here?"
    "I think so."
    "You didn't scare her off, then?"
    "I don't know. Cap, wait a minute! Where are you going?"
    "I've got to find her. That is, if you haven't screwed this up for me." Alex ran out the door, searching for a computer terminal. Of course, things had changed in the past five years, and things were not where he was used to them being. It took him a few minutes, but finally he found her ship, and the lot it was parked in.
    Never before or since had he run so hard as he did towards the landing pad that night.
* * *
    Amanda Lance sat up, meditating. There were disturbances in the Force. She felt them even more strongly than she had up until this point. During her self-imposed exile, she had spend a great deal of time in self-reflection. She hadn't been turning attention outwards to the galaxy much, until she arrived back here. She couldn't get clear visions of the future, but it was obvious 
that something had brought her here for a reason.
    That reason was about to become far clearer than she had expected. She was roused from her meditation by an alarm, signaling that someone wanted to come in. By the alacrity with which they were pressing the button, it was obvious that they wanted in rather badly.
    She opened the door and was surprised beyond words at what she saw there. Her hand flew over her mouth. This was the kind of shock that it was impossible to dismiss. He stood there, looking at her.
    "Hi," he finally said.
    That was the only word they needed. Across time, across space, across sides of a war, they were back together.
* * *
    It was three days before Alex came back to Trevvik's apartment.
    "Hey, Cap," Trevvik said, opening the door.
    "Amanda told me what you said to her," he said, coming in without being asked. "How dare you?"
    Trevvik sighed. "I gotta be honest with ya, Cap. I don't much care for her. I mean, she hurt you. She took advantage of you!"
    "No she didn't. That's not what this is about, Trevvik. She hurt you, didn't she? Took me away from you. Made you fend for yourself for a change."
    "Look, Cap," Trevvik said, standing up to his full height. "I respect you and everythin', but I don't take that kind of talk from nobody. I can get by just fine on my own."
    "I know. But you don't want to."
    Trevvik turned away. "Do you remember when you left?"
    "Yes, I do."
    "You said you'd got a message from Joel... he'd found her, and he needed your help to save her. You wouldn't even take the time to pack a bag, you were so excited to go. I got to the tarmac just as you were shoving off. And do you remember what you said?"
    Alex remembered exactly what he'd said. After all, from his perception it has just happened yesterday. "I said, 'Don't ever forget why I'm doing this.' But Trevvik, that's just it. I did what I went to do. I saved her."
    "At what cost? Your life? If it hadn't been for her... you wouldn't have been taken away from me."
    "Trevvik, would you do anything for me?"
    "Of course, Cap."
    "Even sacrifice your life for me?"
    "You know I would."
    "That's how I feel about her, Trev. Amanda was the only thing that kept me going for a long time. Trevvik, please. I love her. And if you would lay your life down for me, surely you wouldn't make me choose between my dearest friend and the woman I love?" Trevvik looked down at him, at the man he'd offered allegiance to.
    "Alright," he finally said. "Hey, where'd you learn to mend rifts like that, anyway?"
    "I'm not the person you knew," Alex said. "Something happened to me out there... something that changed me. I..." He trailed off, recalling the vision he'd had on the Star Destroyer's bridge. "I'll tell you later," he said. "Right now, I want you to join me and Amanda for dinner."

--Alex

Xander Drake stared up at the ceiling. It was a rather plain ceiling, but he didn't need to look around to know which ceiling it was. He was in the infirmary at the Aurora Force's Grassus Base. He closed his eyes with a sigh, because if he was here, it meant he had failed.

He sat up with a groan and looked around at the empty beds surrounding him. The infirmary here was never very full, usually only when a new crop of students arrived for the Order of Auyn. He looked down beside the bed and saw his clothes sitting there. His heart sank again, because instead of the metal mesh jacket he'd hoped to see on top, only his regular cotton shirt lay folded on top of the pile. The sixteen-year-old had, indeed, failed the final test to become an Auyn Warrior. Slowly, he got dressed, and at the bottom of the pile he found a brand-new pair of durasteel clubs. Escrima sticks, his weapon of choice. He also found a note. "Cay Bel Iblis. Xenen. Learn from him."
=========================================================

"Mary, have you seen my pants?"

Cay Bel Iblis looked around the small room, looking at the mess they'd made over the last two and a half days. They'd not left her quarters once, they'd barely left this one room. Thank goodness for pizza delivery.

Mary Bullian called out from the bathroom, "They're on top of the plant, under my bra."

He reached up and found them, pulling on the heavy cargo pants. Like his jacket, which he started to button up, the pants were made of metal mesh weave, capable of stopping just about anything short of a lightsaber or orbital bombardment. Unlike the jacket, the pants covered the mesh with a layer of heavy tan canvas, to disguise their true nature.

Mary slipped up behind him and put her arms around his waist, nuzzling his shoulder. "Do you really have to go so soon? I just got you back."

He smiled, turning and kissing her gently. "If I don't get up there soon, your brother is going to take my ship apart to see how it works."
==========================================================

Two hours and several long goodbyes later, Cay finally found himself marching across the landing field towards the shuttles that would take him up to Wayfarer, and ultimately the Five-Star Legacy.

"Well well, look who finally decided to crawl out of bed."

Cay smiled, hearing the voice of the man who was possibly the best friend he'd ever had, despite two years' age difference. He quipped back before he even turned around. "Big talk for somebody who still lives with mommy and daddy."

Dorrin Drake grinned and clapped his friend on the shoulder. "Yeah, well, in my defense -- it is a BIG ranch."
Cay smiled, after being out in the cold for nearly a year, it felt like his life was finally coming back together. "So, you ready for this?"

Dorrin shrugged. "Oh yeah. I was all ready for you to drag me off the Liberated. Sure."

"Dorrin, you were what? Fourth navigator? Fifth? How many years before you were actually gonna see the bridge?"

"Which brings up the question of why you really need me on the Legacy. Crew manifest says you already have two navigators."

Cay nodded. "Which is why I'm bringing you onboard as my new chief helmsman, not as a navigator."

Dorrin blinked and looked at him like he'd turned into a wookiee. "Are you out of your mind? Cay, I've never flown anything bigger than a shuttle. 

And in case you haven't noticed, your Acclamator is A LOT bigger than a shuttle!"

Cay smiled that annoyingly reassuring smile of his, the same smile that had gotten Dorrin in trouble so many times as children. "The controls are remarkably similar to a Lambda-class, and you'll have a nice, leisurely flight out to Conceli to get used to them."

"Cay, this is...."

He looked at him, expression sobering. "Are you telling me you can't do the job, Dorrin?"

"Well, no..." He stopped, his eye catching sight of a figure across the landing field. His younger brother Xander stood there, with two metal clubs in his hands, looking like he was ready to fight someone. Dorrin cocked his head to one side, brow furrowing in confusion. "Xander, what...."

Cay cut him off with a gesture and dropped his duffel bag, walking away from it slowly.

Dorrin backed up a pace; he'd been Cay's friend long enough to recognize Auyn stuff he knew nothing about, and to stay out of it if Cay asked him to...Cay slowly reached to the small of his back, pulling out the silver handle of his own weapon. 

Hello Xander. What brings you to Xenen?"

Xander scowled at him. "I think you know why General Gage sent me here."

Cay nodded. "If you have something to say, then say it."

"I'm ready to advance! I'm as good a fighter as any of you!"

Cay pressed the hidden button on the half-meter metal rod in his hand, and the shockstaff extended to its full meter-and-a-half length of gleaming durasteel. With a conscious effort, he resisted the automatic motion to press the second hidden button that would electrify the ends of the weapon. 

"If you're so sure of that, prove it."

Xander let out a yell as he charged the older man, unleashing a flurry of attacks with the escrima sticks, closing the distance between them to that Cay could not bring the longer reach of his weapon to bear.

Cay backpedelled, blocking just as fast as Xander was attacking, keeping the younger man from landing a blow past the wall of his blocking arms and the shaft of the shockstaff.

On and on the two fought like that, Xander always on the offensive, not giving the Cay the opportunity to retaliate, and Cay constantly blocking and waiting for his opportunity.

Finally, the opportunity was given, and Xander put one foot just slightly too far forward, and Cay seized the opportunity. Dropping his shoulder so that a blow Xander expected him to block sailed harmlessly past his ear, he planted the end of the shockstaff behind Xander's heel and pulled towards him, throwing the younger man off his feet and landing him on his back hard. In a flash, Cay spun the staff around in his hands and planted the end just under Xander's chin, and holding it there until he was sure the younger man realized the fight was over.

Cay offered him a hand up. "You're good with a weapon, yes, but what was your first mistake?"

Xander refused the hand up, getting to his feet with a mixture of anger and hurt pride. "Putting my foot too far forward."

Cay shook his head as he collapsed the staff and put it away. "Your first mistake was letting me goad you into a fight in the first place. That is why General Gage sent you to me."

Cay looked to Dorrin, who offered him the duffel bag he'd dropped. "So, you think you can find quarters for our new deckhand, here?"

Dorrin grinned sideways at his little brother, who was studiously ignoring him. "I think that can be arranged."

- CPT Cay Bel Iblis
   Xander Drake, Auyn Student

In many ways, Jarron and Dalen were the very models of the average seven year old. They enjoyed hunting for bugs, things that made loud noises, climbing trees and creating new and inventive ways to cause misery to their older sister. The only major difference was that unlike most seven year olds, their natural curiosity was amplified by possessing the intelligence of someone more than twice their age.

Currently the duo was occupied in their latest technical endeavor, attempting to repair a malfunctioning cleaning droid. They’d rescued the mouse sized device from a garbage bin earlier in the day and smuggled it back home to try and determine what made it tick. At least, that had been the plan before they’d begun to bicker over who got to work on which parts.

“No fair! How come you get to put in the power supply?”

Jarron scowled at his brother, who was waving the tiny component in the air, keeping it tantalizingly just out of reach.

“Cause I’m the oldest.” 

“By five minutes!”

“Still makes me the oldest, now pipe down, we’re almost ready to test it.”

Jarron continued to grumble quietly to himself. He always hated when Dalen pulled the age card, but the argument always ended up the same, with thrown toys and an inevitable timeout in the corner. Besides, he was too anxious to see the results of their latest tinkering to bother with all that right now.

Dalen screwed up his face in concentration as he carefully snapped the power source back into place within the droid’s frame. They’d spent most of the afternoon trying to figure out how to boost it’s power output, but there was no way of seeing the results outside of a field test. 

He set the little droid down at the far end of the room before nodding solemnly towards his brother. Both boys simultaneously lowered the visors of the plastic pilot helmets they always wore during such tests, taking the added precaution of stepping behind their dresser, which had served as a makeshift blast-shield since the day they’d attempted to create their own fireworks.

“Proceed with activation on my mark. Three….two….one…mark!”

At the given command, Jarron reached out from behind the dresser, armed with a long carbon rod, which had coincidentally also served as a manipulator since the day they’d attempted to create their own fireworks. He nudged the droid’s power switch with the stick’s tip, prompting a high pitched whine from within the device that made both boys duck back behind cover.

After a few moments where nothing else seemed to happen, two sets of light gray eyes slowly crept back above the top of the dresser to see what had gone wrong.

“You dummy, I TOLD you we should’ve…”

Jarron’s admonishment was cut off as the droid finally sprang to life. The little mouse like machine suddenly gave a sharp bleeting sound, propelling itself across the room at somewhere close to six times the rated top speed it’s manufacturer had ever intended.   The result were twin small jets of flame as the droid’s wheel assemblies spun into overdrive, leaving a two foot swath of scorched carpet in their wake. At that point, the rapid acceleration and shape of the outer casing gave proof that under the right circumstances, cleaning droids can in fact become airborne.

Jarron and Dalen’s jaws had barely begun to drop in astonishment before the first recorded flight of a cleaning droid ended with the now flaming projectile streaking through their thankfully open bedroom window and into the night darkened sky beyond.

Both boys exchanged a look of the most pure form of glee before leaping up to be the first one to the window.
--------------------------------

Downstairs, Meryl was deeply involved with the after affects of her own failed experiment. In the course of the past decade and a half she’d managed to collect quite a few new titles; Colonel, Wife, Mother, but it was becoming apparent that Master Chef wouldn’t be joining them anytime soon. She prodded with a spoon at the charred remains of what had started a promising life as a casserole for a few moments before sighing and depositing the whole mess into the garbage.

She was just turning to look for the ever faithful list of fast-food delivery numbers when the sounds of excited chattering and small feet running reached her ears from above. Both boys had been locked away in their room since coming home from school which was normal, but she realized until now they’d been fairly quiet, which was not. 

As they came charging down the stairs, Meryl moved to position herself strategically before the front door, effectively cutting off their escape until she figured out exactly what they’d done now. 

“Alright boys, the fact we’ve told you about running in the house aside, where do you two think you’re going at this hour?”

Jarron and Dalen exchanged a quick glance, furtively using a few slight facial expressions to decide on who’d come up with a cover story, the latest trick in their ever growing arsenal for the war in trying to outsmart their parents.

They were thankfully saved the trouble by a sudden knock at the door. Meryl turned around startled, her sons exchanging devious smiles behind her back. They knew that they were usually home free if she got distracted during a parental interrogation. They took the opportunity to sneak towards the back door, intent on recovering the evidence of their experiment before anyone else did.

Meryl pulled open the door, all thoughts of lectures gone when she saw the unexpected visitor standing on the other side.

Kaz Falcion’s appearance had changed little over the years. Same closely cropped dark hair, same silver eyes that always seemed to have a small glint of trouble in them. About the only thing different was the lack of a uniform, and the fact he actually managed a few more smiles these days.

“Dad!” 

Meryl threw her arms around him and hugged tightly. Her relationship with her father had improved immensely since those turbulent early days, her resentment fading away as she grew up and realized why everything had happened the way it did. Now, she was just curious as to what would bring him all the way back out to Xenen unannounced, but before she could ask she was interrupted by a new burst of excited chattering and running feet.

“Grampa, Grampa!”

She had just enough time to step out of the way as the two small figures zipped around her, leaping up and down and trying to relay thirty stories all at once.

“….and the doctor said our eyebrows would grow back.”

“….did you ever have a compound fracture Grampa?”

“….didn’t know it was flammable.”

“….mom said we’re grounded till we’re thirty.”

Kaz chuckled and reached down to tousle their hair, knowing how futile it was to try to interrupt when they got going. Instead he looked up at his daughter, sniffing slightly at the air and giving her a questioning look.

Meryl rolled her eyes but couldn’t keep back a laugh of her own.

“Yeah yeah… tried to make the Corellian cabbage casserole again, sue me. Come on in I was just about to order some takeout."


-Kaz

Andrew was standing at the bottom of a long, deep shaft in the ground.  It was completely black.  Slowly, inexplicably, he felt himself pulled up from the depths.  Defying the laws of physics felt decidedly bizarre. Up and up he floated, his mind attempting to make sense of the strange sensation.  As he rose, the deep, dark blackness of the shaft began to give way to a grayish light, and the grayish light in turn appeared pierced by a brilliant point of white. He was rising closer to the white.

Suddenly and quite without warning, his eyes snapped open.  He was lying in the bed of the small, clean cabin as he had before. Sitting beside him and withdrawing yet another needle from his general direction was his captor and savior, Arilyn Bullian.  A pensive expression had replaced the irate one that had graced her face the previous time he was conscious. “I’m taking you to Xenen,” she said without preamble.

Andrew swallowed to get rid of the dry feeling in his throat.  “Sounds wonderful, love.”

Arilyn grimaced. 

“Don’t call me ‘love.’”

“Of course, my dear. Why did you bother to bring me around at all?”

“Not from any sentimental desire to be humane.  You were simply more work to manage unconscious than you are awake.  Now you can take care of feeding yourself and your own waste products.”

“Right.”  He sat up in the bed, carefully testing out each of his limbs.  Apparently satisfied, he returned his attention to his captor.  “I believe you said your name was Arilyn.  May I inquire further about you?”

“My name is Arilyn… Arilyn,” she began, deciding mid-sentence that she would not actually tell him her last name yet. He might recognize it – let them sort that out on Xenen.  “I’m a bounty hunter, I was trying to capture Sen Rohir, and I got you instead. You’re coming to Xenen and I’m going to dump you off on somebody who cares, and they can decide what to do to you.”

“Arilyn Arilyn.  I see,” Andrew mused with mock gravity.

Arilyn grunted.  “Food is on the table, painkiller is by the food, the ‘fresher is in the corner.”  She pointed to each item as she spoke, then got up and stalked out of the room. 
-

She had only been on the bridge a few moments before the door behind her rolled open and Andrew walked in.  Peering around somewhat carelessly, he dropped into the co-pilot’s chair beside her, looking amiable and perhaps even jovial.  “She’s not a bad ship,” he complimented, “but I think I rather prefer the Amethyst.”

Arilyn fought back the urge to scowl. Don’t give him the satisfaction of appearing irritated, she told herself. “What is this Amethyst you keep bringing up? You call yourself a captain but I see no ship here except mine.”

Andrew turned toward her and sized her up, as though he were trying to determine whether she would believe him and laugh at him, or not believe him and laugh at him all the same. “As one captain to another, I’m happy to tell you. The Amethyst is an old Corellian Corvette.  She’s not much to look at, but she’s got it where it counts.  She was given to me by my mother.  Being that I was only seventeen years old, I was also given a tutor to be Acting Captain until I attained both my majority and what my mother deemed to be reasonable experience.  Yesterday, I suppose it was now, I felt that I had gained my majority.  The Acting Captain did not agree.  He persuaded the crew that I was just a kid, and a mommy’s kid at that, and so they mutinied, and marooned me on Tatooine.”

Arilyn had kept a straight face.  It might have been a funny story, save for the earnestness with which the young man told it, and the fact that he had just killed somebody without blinking yesterday.  “There’s one thing I don’t get,” she said.  “If you were marooned, why did you end up with a DL-44 blaster?  Wouldn’t they just as soon leave you unarmed?”

Andrew smiled wistfully. “Even pirates have some rules.  Which is of course what we all were.  Mother had no idea what kind of crew she gave me the day I manned the Amethyst.”

Something inside Arilyn’s head clicked.  “When marooned, a pirate is allowed his blaster and one power pack,” she mused. 

Andrew nodded.  “Of course, my marooning wasn’t a proper one.  I was dropped not only on an inhabited planet, but it also wasn’t even very far from a city.  I think the crew just wanted to get rid of me as soon as possible.”  His smile grew wolfish.  “Their mistake.”

“Well, Mr. Astoris…”

“Captain Astoris, if you please!”

“…Captain Astoris. Your story about the ship is interesting, but you’ve hardly gained my sympathy.  We’ll have to say what the authorities on Xenen say.  Personally, I say you’ve saved me a good deal of trouble by letting me transport Sen Rohir
dead rather than alive.  Maybe they don’t see it that way on Xenen.  Either way, I’d say your captaincy days are over.”

“Perhaps,” Andrew murmured, “perhaps.  But it’s usually taken more than that to discourage an Astoris.”

Arilyn shuddered.

":)
Andrew

"I know he's almost an adult, Bobby, and I know we should let him make his own mistakes, but he's shipping out with Cay Bel Iblis's ship!...Yes, I know Dorrin's on there, too....Robert Drake, none of our children are safe people to hang out with."

Indiana Bridger idly wondered if Kingston Taylor knew how much her voice was echoing as she approached. She bit back a grin as the Aurora Force's Commander of Starfighter Operations continued the argument with her husband over commlink even as she approached the small gathering of personnel waiting for the arrival of Governor Dargan-Cannele's shuttle from Wayfarer.

The admiral tugged self-consciously at her uniform. Even after eighteen years of this, she still wasn't quite used to it. Her cousin Nylan, still the commander for Shay Memorial after all these years, stood easily, hands loosely clasped behind him, every crease and seam falling perfectly. Indy shook her head slightly. As good as he looked in uniform, Colonel Bridger was still unmarried, and Indy still found that shocking even after all this time. Her cousin was a pleasant enough person, an officer and a gentleman, but he never seemed to take much interest in romance.

Likewise, her brother didn't seem to he having any problems with his uniform. Slate Bridger stood with the small honor guard of decorated commandos that would serve as Governor Dargan-Cannele's bodyguard contingent while she was on Xenen. Average height with red hair just starting to show silver - every white hair, he claimed, were the fault of his children - the man was still in peak physical condition despite almost a quarter century at war. Despite the color of his hair, the color of his eyes, Indy saw their father in him, more than she saw Davil Bridger in her cousin, though their coloration matched better. Perhaps it was a trick of her imagination - those were common enough sometimes.

Colonel Alek Cannele seemed about as comfortable in dress uniform as she felt. She knew it couldn't be that he wasn't used to wearing things like it - over the course of his life, he'd worn many things quite similar - but she assumed it was due to the fact that this was his first formal function as Sector Chief of Intelligence. Still and all, the blow must have been softened, at least slightly.

After all, the Governor was his wife.

Kingston Taylor-Drake stepped up to the rest of them, still murmuring curse words. Indy's gaze slid to her slowly. "Troubles in paradise?"

Kingston spat a soft curse and shook her head quickly, loose strands of snowflake-silver hair lashing her cheeks. "It's Xander again. This time, he's shipping with Captain Bel Iblis's Legacy."

Indy shrugged slightly. "Davil's just been reassigned to the Legacy. Do you want me to ask him to keep an eye on Xander?"

Breath hissed through Kingston's teeth and she shook her head. "Having just come from Coruscant? I'm thinking your son has enough problems, Indy."

Before Indy could respond came the unmistakable sound of repulsors. She turned her attention to the sky, where the shuttle was slowly drifting down from Wayfarer. It was only a few minutes more before the ship settled to the ground and the ramp came open, and another few minutes again before a pair of figures emerged from the shuttle.

Governor Tegan Dargan-Cannele smiled brightly as she came down the ramp, meeting Indy's sharp salute with a nod. The Zabrak behind the governor's shoulder matched the salute before Tegan spoke.
"Thank you for agreeing to hold this summit here on Xenen, Admiral. I think we'll all feel a bit more secure under the watchful eyes of your forces."

Indy relaxed her salute; the Zabrak did as well. "It was no trouble, Governor, though I admit we expected you sooner, given that your staff has been here a week. Scarlett from Conceli VIII was looking forward to speaking to you before the negotiations began, and we'll be lucky if Delong from Golgan III hasn't left yet - what was the hold-up?"

"I imagine," a familiar voice said quietly from the top of the shuttle's ramp, "that the delay was because of me."
Indy's gaze flicked toward the speaker, not quite believing her ears, and blinked several times. She tried to swallow her astonishment before she spoke. "...well. I think we'll be catching Jaggers a bit off-guard with this. I didn't expect to see you here."

Sharply dressed in civilian clothes, Tag Rendar descended the ramp to stand at the governor's shoulder. "Neither did I. The governor can be quite convincing, when she wants to be."

A wry smile twisted Tegan's expression. "Admiral Bridger, Colonel Bridger, General Taylor, General Bridger, Colonel Cannele - I believe you know General Dur, and chief aide, Tag Rendar-Losoda." She glanced toward the others, smiling. "Now shall we get to work?"

~ Indy

She descended one of the spiral staircases that connected the Upper Concourse and the Lower Concourse, absently tucking a strand of silver hair behind her ear. Wayfarer Station, being so large and such an important transfer point for different ships, had its own shopping concourse that put most planetside shopping malls to shame. Two levels of shops, with another level of restaurants, bars, and other entertainment establishments above it, and for the last six months, officer Allyson Drake had been assigned to watch over it in her role as Aurora Force Security. For eight hours a day she walked her patrol route that took her through the entire length and height of the ring-shaped Concourse, one of many who reminded visitors and residents of Wayfarer that the blue uniform of a security officer was never far away.

She felt the buzz in the crowd even before she saw two of her fellow officer running, just as her commlink crackled to life. "Disturbance in section L-42. All available officers proceed for crowd control."

She frowned as she took off running, section L-42 was nowhere near the usual "hot spots". Trouble on the Concourse typically happened at either U-17, the access lifts to the capital ship docking ports, or L-4, the access lifts to the shuttle and smaller craft bays. The only thing near L-42 was.... Allyson picked up her pace and drew her weapon as she ran. The only thing close to L-42 was station engineering and environmental support. 

As she rounded the corner, she saw exactly what the "disturbance" was, it was a man in shabby coat in the middle of a cleared circle, waving a very large rifle in the air and shouting. Allyson jumped up on the counter of a caf stand behind the main bulk of the crowd, taking aim at the suspect. She recognize the weapon in his hand, a fusion-caster. More than enough to rupture the station's hull and kill everyone on the Concourse. Other officers were already on the scene, trying to negotiate with the man and to get him to lower the weapon, but it only seemed to be making him more upset. Allyson let out a slow breath and took aim. He looked right at her as she pulled the trigger, in the process of raising the weapon to fire at her. Her blaster bolt caught him right through the shoulder of his gun arm, frying the nerves in his arm and making him unable to pull the trigger. As the bulky rifle clattered to the floor, the other officers moved in and threw him to the ground, restraining him.
==========================================================

It seemed like an eternity later as he regained consciousness, strapped to a single chair in the middle of an empty room. Allyson stepped out of the shadows in the corner, looking at him. She'd removed her uniform jacket, the white shirt she wore underneath even more startling with her long silver-white hair pulled back in a long ponytail.

"You....you're the one who shot me. You b..."

She cut him off as she clasped her hands behind her back. "You threatened lives on my station."

"Go space yourself. I'm not telling you anything."

She looked at him coldly as she began. "Your name is Jhon Markos. You are forty-four years old, unmarried, and you have an ulcer in the lower part of your stomach from drinking bad homemade liquor. Up until recently, you were an employee of the Krovos Mining Guild, based on Conceli VIII, although your job as a mineral engineer kept you hopping from one planet to another. When the New Republic cancelled their shipbuilding contract with Rendilli Stardrive two months ago, Rendilli cancelled its mining contract with your company. Twenty thousand workers were laid off as a result of this. Unlike the other nineteen thousand, nine hundred and ninety-nine workers who are trying to find new jobs, you took it upon yourself to lash out at the people you perceive to be the cause of all your troubles, the New Republic. Is anything I've just said incorrect, Mr. Markos?"

He looked at her with wide eyes for a moment before whispering. "If you know all that, why am I here?"

Allyson grabbed the front of his shirt and pushed him over onto his back on the floor, standing over him with one booted foot on his chest. "Because, you miserable piece of bantha droppings, I want to know how in the hell you managed to get a Mark-IV Fusion Caster onto the most secure military station in the Kartuiin Sector."
===================================================================

Forty-five minutes later, Allyson emerged from the interrogation room and nodded to the two security officers stationed outside the door. "We're done with him, you can take him down to holding."

She shrugged on her uniform jacket as she pulled a black comlink out of her pocket and activated it. "Agent 13 to Tempest Control. I've finished interrogating the suspect, but he doesn't know anything. No, madam director, he doesn't KNOW anything. Anonymous contact told him which storage locker the rifle was in, he has no idea who or how. They never asked for any money, just offered to give him the chance to get revenge. I've turned him over to military authorities for prosecution. No, madam director, he has no idea that I wasn't there as security. Of course. Agent 13 out."

- Officer Allyson Drake
    Aurora Force Security 
    Agent of Tempest Control

Davil Bullian probably would have enjoyed the chance to go over the Legacy top-to-bottom more if he hadn't had so much on his mind. Having just come from Coruscant, where he'd been assigned to fleet Research and Development, he'd heard a lot of things that didn't necessarily make it this far out to the Rim. When things had gotten to a point when he couldn't take it anymore, he'd asked to be reassigned back to the Aurora Force and had kicked around the base for about a month before the assignment to the Legacy had opened up. He didn't much care what the circumstances of his assignment were, just that he had a berth that wasn't something shipping out of Coruscant - in fact, he was silently elated that the Legacy probably wouldn't ever be closer to Coruscant than it already was.

He snagged a cup of caf from the mess, mumbling to himself, dark brows hooded over gold-flecked green eyes. Keeping his head down, trying not to make eye contact, he moved toward the exit of the mess hall, only to run smack into Dorrin Taylor.

The other young man smiled at him brightly. "Davil! Good to see you crawled out of the engine before we got underway. How're you?"

"Not exactly in the mood to talk, Dorrin, thanks." Davil tried to step around the ship's helmsman, and thusly escape the mess hall without much attempt at conversation.

Unfortunately, Dorrin wasn't about to let that happen. One brow raised, he crossed his arms. "I'm sensing you turning into a bitter old man well before your time, Dav. What's up?"

"What part of 'I'm not in the mood to talk' don't you understand, Dorrin?" Breath hissed through Davil's teeth as he tried to step around the other man again. He managed to get past him, only to have himself spun by the shoulder.

Caf splattered from the full mug as Davil pivoted on his heel. Dorrin's voice was quiet. "Something's bothering you, Dav. Either you tell me, or you tell Cay, and I don't think you want a one-on-one right now with him - he's got my brother to deal with right now and we both know what a ray of sunshine Xander can be."

"I'm not much of a ray of sunshine right now, either, Dorrin. Now just let me go, huh?"

"Not until you spill it, Dav. It's eating you up inside and we all know how much that sucks for a Jedi like you."

Some Jedi I am. I can't even tamp this down - I can't even stop myself from feeling this way. Another breath hissed through the engineer's teeth. "Fine, you want to know? Here it is. My parents are the laughingstock of the fleet because my father can't keep it in his pants. Happy now?" He shoved past the marginally stunned helmsman and moved down the hall.

Dorrin stood, blinking, his sleeve soaked with hot caf, for just a few more moments, before he formulated words - hardly an intelligent response, but a response nonetheless. "...well crap."

~ Davil Bullian and Dorrin Taylor (Drake)

    Alec had left the Star Destroyer 'Ancalagon' at the outer edges of the system, in orbit around the proto-star referred to in the ship's records as Wyvern's Grave, so the shuttle trip to Xenen's surface was not short. After the short-lived Namis-New Republic war, bringing a fully armed Namisian ImpStar into orbit over Shay Memorial Base would have been politically difficult to say the least. Besides, if something did go wrong at the summit, unlikely as that might be, he actually felt safer with the 'Ancalagon' outside the Aurora Force's primary defenses.
     "No word of Coruscant sending someone out to oversee this summit?" Alec asked, directing his question to the woman who shared shuttle cockpit with him. Alec had elected to pilot the craft himself, a decision that had led to his security chief demanding that the escort flying with him be doubled from a single squadron to two; Alec was just surprised that Donton had managed to find two full squadrons worth of same-model starfighters.
     "Coruscant has left this matter in the hands of Governor Dargan-Cannele," the woman replied. "A somewhat rare move, but the Senate seems to view this as a minor matter, not worth their direct involvement."
      "They're still smarting over losing the propaganda war with us," Alec said. It was probably true, no one in the Republic wanted to admit that Namis had managed to convince a large number of systems that the New Republic's invasion mirrored old Imperial tactics. Had several of the New Republic's more vocal systems not threatened secession themselves, Namis might now be a member state itself.
       "We're expecting Governor Dargan and her husband of course, and several members of the prolific officer family Bridger. There will also be representatives of each of the major Kartuiin Sector planets, most of whom you have some experience with."
      "And the Jedi?" Alec asked. Sheila Card was his skifter in the hole on this matter, a former student of the Aldair school and a recognized Knight of the Dawn. She was able to provide Alec with information on not only the Dawn Knights- which Alec normally was able to get from Trosa himself- but also on the other Jedi of Skywalker's school.
      "Nothing official," Sheila assured him, "Though Skywalker made a brief statement about this being a positive step toward peace in the sector."
      "And what did his wife say about that?" Alec asked.
      "She said that an even better step towards peace would be hunting down and imprisoning all the pirate clans rumored to be operating out of Namis."
       Alec banked the shuttle into Xenen's upper atmosphere, following the detailed flight path that ground control had provided for him. Outside the shuttle, the Namis-custom Z-95 Skullcrackers, formed up into six wedges, one on ever side of an invisible cube around the shuttle. "Mara Jade never did care much for me. Back when I tried my hand in Karrde's organization we nearly wound up getting into a fistfight more than once."
        "Why am I not surprised?" Sheila asked sarcastically. Alec mock-glared at her for a moment before returning his attention to the controls.

       Alec emerged from the shuttle with Sheila walking a half-step behind him and to his right- befitting a left-handed swordswoman. Both Alec and his aide were in full dress uniforms, crimson and gold. On Alec's left hip rode his ancient Defender longsword and on his right was a lightsaber. Shiela was armed only with her own lightsaber. Behind them marched a half-dozen Namisian Marine Elites armed with beautifully detailed, wood-stocked blaster rifles.
        "Governor Jaggers, welcome to Shay Memorial Base," an Aurora Force Major said as Alec stepped from the shuttle's ramp onto the permacrete of the landing pad.
        "Thank you, Major." Behind the officer were a few squads of AF infantry standing at rigged attention and a line of important dignitaries and military officials. Middling officials anyway, Alec noted.
         "Sir, the summit will be held in this facility," The Major said, waving towards an architecturally beautiful building that had been built sometime after Alec had last been on Xenen's surface. "The other guests have mostly arrived, and I was instructed to lead you there immediately."
        Alec nodded, "Very well, Major, lead on then. I wouldn't want to keep Indy waiting." The Major blinked at Alec's casual use of Admiral Bridger's first name but said nothing about it. He did, however, see fit to regal Alec with every bit of engineering and design history on the new conference building, most of which Alec ignored. Of the few notes he did make sure to commit to memory was the self-contained shield generating system and the multiply-redundant security system. The Major seemed to be making of point of telling Alec just how difficult it would be for someone to smuggle any kind of unwanted weapon into the building. Well, that could be as much a fallout of Kueller's rebellion as it from Alec's difficult past with the AF.
         The Major led them directly to the summit chambers and stepped aside as a pair of Aurora Force guards opened the doors. Alec stepped into the circular chamber and found himself the focus of the attention of some very powerful people, one of whom Sheila had not warned him to expect.
          "Governor Dargan-Cannele" he said, giving a slight equal-to-equal bow, "Admiral, General, and Colonel Bridger; General Taylor... and General Dur." He held the eyes of the Old Republic Zabrak General a moment longer than he had with the others. "Let's see if we can't make ourselves a deal that will be mutually beneficial." He smiled wickedly, "And, if that might turn out to be impossible, then let's at least try and make sure we all walk out of here with all of our limbs attached."

--Dustin League

“Need a hand?"

The Bothan jumped at the sound of Keena Naduma's voice--not a very good idea, considering that he instantly hit his head on the top of the narrow crawlspace.

Keena eased open the grate--which the Bothan had already gotten a fair way into cutting apart--grabbed his arm, and pulled him out into the Shay Meorial service corridor he had been trying to access. He fell at her feet and stared up at her.

She gave him her most winning smile, the one she only reserved for people--like this Bothan--whom she happened to be holding at blasterpoint. "There we go. Oh, by the way, welcome to Xenen. I'm Colonel Keena Naduma of the New Republic Armed Forces' Tigress Squadron. Our specialties are covert ops, insertion and rescue, reconnaissance, and very occasionally, counterterrorism. Sorry I didn't get a chance to introduce myself when I saw you enter the grounds." 

The Bothan's fur flattened. "You saw me come in?"

"Well, not me personally. I was actually posted at another spot, but I got the holocam feed from my XO. I did get to follow you into this building, though. I would have said hello, but we have sort of a policy about personal conversations while on duty..."

"And...you let me get this far into the base?"

"Oh, yes." The smile again. "Even if you had managed to give us the slip long enough to damage anything, we sliced your datapad two days ago. You're actually a klick or so away form the power center." Keena didn't think the Bothan's fur could get any flatter, but it did. "Some of the MPS wanted to let you walk straight into the officer's lounge, but we decided that your little operation would only be entertaining as long as nobody got hurt. And I don't think there'd be very much left of a guy who walked into a room full of AF personnel with the intent of blowing up Alec Jaggers." She frowned. "Of course, there are those who might've just bought you a drink and offered help..."

"But--"

"See, you're the third Conceli VIII citizen we've stopped in the process of trying to obliterate old Jag in the past week. I thought my squad deserved some R&R. Normally, we just pop in some old Face Loran propaganda holos, but you've done a lot better at keeping us amused. 

Besides, Quis authorities are getting a bit tired of the public brouhaha every time we have to raid some innocent-looking residence."

She clicked her comlink, and two doors on either side slid open. Keena nodded at the Shay Memorial MPs who emerged. "He's all yours, ladies."
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Kiara Aldair snorted. "You're making that up."

"No, I promise you, he actually tried it." Keena chuckled again at the memory. "I hear the guys on surveillance are planning to cut a video of his 'sneak attack' and set it to a jizz theme for the next morale event.

The best part is, the Bothan kept up a muttered monologue through the whole fiasco."

"Get Alec a copy. I think he'd enjoy it."

"Probably." Keena drained the last of her Draskin ale--a toast to the man whose assassination she's just foiled, again--and made a face. "Are you sure that starting this tradition wasn't what they tried to court-martial him for?"

"I wouldn't know, Mom. I've been smart enough to stay away from that stuff my whole life."

"It never gets better, either." Keena shrugged. A silence fell. It mutated into *awkward* faster than either of them had expected. Keena glanced at her chrono, then at the other patrons in the officer lounge, then out the window, then back at her chrono. She smiled at Kiara and tried not to let her daughter see her eyeing the officer's lounge door.

"Myrkr was fine, Mom, thanks for asking. The Knights of Dawn are doing great. I caught a vornskr." Kiara sighed. "Okay, are we past that now?"

Keena stared at her empty glass and knew she didn't dare stand up now. Foiled, again.

"He's coming here, you know. To see Alec."

"That's not surprising," Keena said flatly. Stang the girl, anyway.

Merciless as her mother and perceptive as...

"And he wants to see you."

She looked up. Looked her daughter in the eye, for the first time tonight "That...is surprising."

"Why?"

Stop it, Keena wanted to scream as she looked away again. I don't want to talk about this.

"It's been six years, hasn't it?"

Keena's brain ruthlessly dredged it up for her: Six years. Seven months.

Eight months tomorrow, actually...shut up, Kiara. Go away.

A vacation with the ysalamiri hadn't dulled Kiara's Force senses. "Fine. I've got the holo." She stood up. "See you in the morning."

"I love you," Keena muttered desperately. And I'm sorry.

Kiara smiled. "I know. Me too." 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

A few minutes later, a Tigress Squadron member named Torel Kist came up and sat down in Kiara's vacated chair.

"Hey, Chief."

This time, the silence vaped *expectant* and went straight to *awkward.*

"We got duty tomorrow?"

She ought to say something. Kist didn't deserve to be hit with her emotional cargo.

"How about if I just asked the XO, then?"

Yeah, why don't you ask Marck. Go ask him now.

Thoral wasn't Force sensitive, like Kiara. Still, he stood up. "Yeah, that's what I'll do. See you, Chief."

A few minutes later, she'd forgotten Kist had ever been there.

--Keena and Kiara

Dr. Hoyt Ballinger stepped off the shuttle and onto the tarmac. A slight wind brushed against him messing up his already unkempt hair. He handed his ID badge to the guard who quickly waved him through. He carried a small a relatively small bag. He had few personal belongings, and of course most of those were disintegrated when his lab back on Coruscant exploded. "Well, at least these military people don't keep blabbering to themselves unlike all the bureaucrats on Coruscant..." Hoyt muttered to himself as he walked across the field to buildings. 

He had no clue what they were, or where he was supposed to go. Given usual Military Intelligence, he could be lost here forever. In this situation, the process of elimination could be a very powerful tool. He walked into a building. A moment later he was dragged out by two guards. After the guards went back inside, the doctor began to do something most would find... odd. He started yelling at the building. "How am I supposed to know this was an ARMORY when the only signs saying so are INSIDE THE BUILDING! Doesn't anyone have ANY common sense around here? Well fine then, I don't want to be here anyway, so just KICK ME WHILE I'M DOWN. This whole assignment is a COMPLETE WASTE OF MY TIME! And it’s also a complete insult to my intelligence. The HELL WITH CORUSCAUNT! Oh sure, they can have their laughs and giggles while I'm stuck here being more useless than a 32-bit calculator! This is just a complete... oh, great." By this time there was small crowd of people congregating around him. Some were shaking heads, some rolling their eyes, and some trying to keep themselves from laughing. "Well then... it appears I've made a fool of myself already." he mumbled to himself as he tried to fix his collar. "Does anyone know where the...uh... the main building is?" He asked the crowd.

"Uh, yeah, you're looking for the headquarters building. Its kind of the.. the big building over there" A mechanic said as he busted out laughing. A few others began to laugh as well.

"Oh... I see. Well then, I guess I'll be on my way" At which point Hoyt turned and headed away from the crowd.
----

As he neared the "big building over there" he let out a big sigh of relief as he saw a sign saying "Headquarters: Aurora Force." He headed inside and found a receptionist. "Hi, I have no clue where I'm going, but here’s my ID Card. I'm assuming I need to check in here..."

"Oh, you must be that scientist guy."

"I guess so. And by the way it’s not 'that scientist guy', its Dr. Barringer."

"Yeah whatever, take a seat over there in the hallway and someone should be around shortly to help you."

"Thank you..." He rolled his eyes and took a seat in a rather uncomfortable chair in the hallway and waited for someone, or something. Hopefully it's not a bureaucrat...


--Colonel Jack "Blazer" Barnes

Arilyn ignored the flash of anger that wasn't hers, the one that lanced right into the heart of her. Davil again. I wish he'd deal with whatever it is he's trying to deal with and stop letting me pick up on it. She refused to look at her passenger as she dropped the Firelance out of hyperspace just shy of Xenen orbit. One-handedly, she shot her recognition code to Wayfarer and began to move toward the atmosphere of Xenen, intending to head straight to Shay. Their descent had gone smoothly until an X-Wing almost side-swiped the cockpit canopy of the Firelance.

The comm crackled, and Arilyn tossed a glare at Andrew she hoped would cow him into silence. A voice that was more cheerful than it had any right to be came over the channel. "Firelance, please identify or you'll get more of the same."

Wheels is too damn chipper for his own good. She wasn't quite sure if her piss-poor mood was because of Davil, or if it was because of Andrew, or if it was something else entirely. She was laying odds on it being the fault of the males of the human species, though. They usually were the problem, anyway. Arilyn flicked a control on the comm. "It's me, Wheels. What's got you flying the CAP today?"

"Fun and games." The voice on the comm turned serious. "Actually, the ability to blend in, mostly. Jaggers just arrived for a trade summit. You headed to the compound or base?"

"Base. Want to bring me in yourself?"

There was laughter in the old pilot's voice. "Nah, I trust you, kiddo. I've passed your ID on to Control, they've cleared you. Happy travels." The dark X-wing darted away from the Firelance as Arilyn continued to level off, heading for the tarmac at Shay.

She could feel her brother seething in the back of her mind, though he was calming slightly, now. They never should have let him go to Coruscant. Last time the pair had been together, Davil had told her about what he'd heard on Coruscant, from the fleet, about their parents - mostly about their father, and his relationships with various women that weren't their mother. Davil had been shocked by how much she already knew, how much she had elected not to share with her older brother, to whom she was closest to, out of any of her siblings. Given his reaction to knowing what he knew now, it had not been a bad decision on her part not to share. Sometimes, though, she couldn't quite fathom why Davil took it so hard.

The Firelance settled down on the tarmac. Arilyn glanced at Andrew. "You're coming with me and I'm handing you over to security as soon as I find someone to give you to. With any luck, Ashlyn will be around and she'll take custody of you, and may the Force help you if you so much as look at her the wrong way. Her father will take you apart piece by piece, starting with your man-parts." Smirking, the bounty hunter rose. "Let's get on with this, now, shall we?"

--Indy

At Arilyn’s command, Andrew drew himself to his feet and prepared to disembark. Although his outward appearance betrayed no nervousness, his mind was in a state of turmoil. /How am I going to get out of this one,/ he asked himself. He was not exactly a prisoner. He was allowed to walk on his own, unshackled by any restraints. His blaster had been taken from him, but he knew Arilyn had it. He had seen her surreptitiously slip it into a bag as they descended toward Xenen. /Xenen/, Andrew mused,/ don’t I know that name?/ It sounded familiar, and he felt he should know more about the planet, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. Mentally shrugging, he tried to calm and clear his mind. His fate was not totally in the hands of others, he reminded himself. /An Astoris always thinks of something/.

As he and Arilyn stepped off the /Firelance/, she must have noticed that he was being unusually quiet. She glared at him, but did not speak, perhaps hoping that her silence would ensure his continued. Andrew was not paying attention to her, however. As he walked, his eyes swept over the base, taking in the sights, mentally marking the location of buildings, and their distance and relative direction from the starport. After what seemed like an eternity to Arilyn, they finally reached Headquarters, and she brightened at the prospect of finally ditching her unwanted guest. As she reached the door she realized Andrew was in fact not with her. Spinning around and whipping out her blaster, she was surprised to discover that he had not been trying to escape, but was just a couple steps behind her, staring at the building… staring at the sign which read “Aurora Force Headquarters.”

/Aurora Force/, Andrew thought silently. /So that’s why she bothered to bring me all the way here/. /These people know my family./ /Aunt Galadriel used to be a part of this outfit. /Warily, he wondered whether that meant he would get better or worse treatment than he would from an Imperial detention center. Smiling suddenly, he turned his attention to Arilyn. “Aurora Force, that’s wonderful love! You should have said so earlier!”

Arilyn gritted her teeth and stepped through the door, holding it open by standing there. “After you, /Captain/.”

Andrew sauntered past her into the building, and she led him past the reception desk and into what appeared to be a conference room. /Better than a cell/, Andrew thought to himself. Before he could give voice to such thoughts, however, Arilyn slammed the door shut behind him and he was alone.

The solitude did not last for long. Abruptly, the door opened once again, and a woman in a gray New Republic uniform stepped into the room, his blaster in her hand. Behind her followed Arilyn, looking less than happy about being back in his company.

“Andrew Astoris, late captain of the /Amethyst/, I take it?” began the young officer.

Andrew nodded, “Not late captain, ma’m, /current/ captain if you please. I’m afraid you have me at a disadvantage, however, because I do not know who you are.”

The woman smiled coldly. “Ashlyn Bridger, Aurora Force Security.”

“Ah,” Andrew began, holding up a hand in a sign of submission, “Security, of course.”

Ashlyn ignored him and plowed on, “You are of course not merely late captain of the /Amethyst/, but also Andrew Astoris, the son of Jarla Astoris, the nephew of Mairin Astoris, Galadriel Astoris, and Dave Trebonious-Astoris. Are you not?”

Andrew smiled sweetly, “You seem to have my entire family tree there. Unfortunately, however, I think most of them would not own me.”

Ashlyn stared at him. And stared some more. Eventually Andrew squirmed a little, feeling uncomfortable beneath that glare.

Ashlyn held up his blaster. “Is this your weapon?”

Andrew nodded, “And I’d like it back if you please. My blaster has sentimental value to me.”

“Of what kind?” Arilyn butted in sharply. “It’s just a normal DL-44. Or is it special because you killed Sen Rohir with it?”

For a moment Ashlyn’s eyes flickered with momentary irritation, but the glance was gone in an instance. Andrew noted it, but pretended that he had not. “The sentimental value has nothing to do with what the blaster has done, but with what it will do. I’m going to use it to kill Lieutenant Abega.”

Ashlyn dismissed the other youth’s dark plans with a wave of the hand. “Why it’s special to you is of no importance to me. You are not a prisoner here on Xenen, the blaster is your property, and it will be returned to you.” Ashlyn ignored the unconcealed blaze of anger that shot from Arilyn’s eyes. “However,” she continued, “civilians may not go about this base armed.” She ejected the power pack from the blaster, spun it in her hand, and presented it to Andrew grip first.

He took the blaster from her hand and carefully slid it back into his holster. “Fair enough.”

Ashlyn resumed. “Arilyn brought you here for two reasons. Well, perhaps three. Firstly, because you killed a Bothan on Tatooine, secondly because of your last name and your family’s connections with this unit. Thirdly, although she’ll never admit it to you, I suspect she brought you here to save your life."

Andrew remained fairly impassive throughout, but cocked his eyebrow in surprise at this last.

“Your killing of Sen Rohir is certainly an … infamous … act, but it is not one that we can punish you for here on Xenen,” she continued. “In fact, I’m not really sure what we’re going to do with you. You will be detained until I have a chance to speak with Admiral Bridger about this. Please remain in this building for now. The receptionist at the desk you passed will help you with whatever you need.”

Spinning on her heels, Ashlyn exited the room, with Arilyn in tow, probably getting ready to complain about the fact that they had given Andrew his blaster.

":)
Andrew

Trystan Chase groaned as he leaned back in his chair, tossing his stylus toward the terminal he was using and covering his face with both his hands. "God," he mumbled in quiet lament, "why of all the things that I have to study is this giving me the most trouble?"

The course on genetic diseases he was taking as part of his second year of medical school at Serah University on Xenen was not something that should have been giving him trouble. Still, about half the cultures looked alike, and he was still struggling to understand how Nambda Syndrome could look so much like the Kyrtos Virus and still be two things-one, infectious only to humans and closely-linked species, and two, a genetic virus rather than a highly contagious fluid-borne strain.

He uncovered his eyes and stared at the ceiling. "Sometimes," he mumbled, "I hate my life." Sigh a sigh, the dark-haired young man straightened in his chair and eyed the terminal. This final exam is going to suck. Study partners for the young man had been few and far between, mostly because of his difference from his fellow students. It had been years since anyone like him had been accepted to the program, let alone made it as far as he had. Even his aunt had gone to the University of Xenen rather than Serah for her medical school - the Aurora Force still had a program linked to U of X to train medical personnel for the New Republic Military.

So why, everyone asked, was a potential Jedi Healer going to the Serah University Medical School?

Trystan's snapped answer had always been "because I'm weird." And he wasn't sure that it was so far from the real truth. Perhaps it was a bit of his father rubbing off, the need to take the difficult high road rather than the easier pathways. More recently, he'd been thinking that his father's influence was likely at fault for his present situation. While a lot of children blamed their parents for difficult circumstances in their lives, in Trystan's case, it was probably true.

After all, Trystan Kel-Solan was slightly mentally deficient, if you asked most of the folks who knew him. A crazy kind of mentally deficient in which there wasn't anything actually wrong with the man other than an insane aptitude for getting into incredible amounts of trouble very quickly and very easily.

And just think. He's got more than just Mac and I.

It was almost enough to make Trystan Chase - who, among family and friends, of which he had none here at Serah University, was affectionately called Chase - laugh out loud.

He and his younger brother, Mackenzie - though he went mostly by the appellation 'Slider' these days - were their father's sons by Karinlyyn Bridger, probably the most mentally unstable member of her family. Still and all, her influence had definitely been safer for the boys than that of their father, or sometimes even that of the man who'd raised them with Arin, Trystan Kel-Solan's twin brother, Jarod. After all, the Kel-Solan twins were once again off on another adventure, worrying Arin sick and probably driving Trystan's wife to distraction.

Business as usual for the Kel-Solans. At least, that's what Aunt Indy had always said about it..

His commlink vibrated in his pocket and he frowned, answering it quietly. "Hello?"

The voice of his sister, Chance, came back to him, quietly, with a single message before it cut off. "Les Wyler is back in town."

Trystan grinned the devilish yet strangely innocent grin that was a legacy from his father. New and novel ways to aggravate a Jedi? Coming right up.

~ Indy

Things were going well at the summit, even if it was exceedingly boring. Alek Cannele relaxed slightly in his chair, trying not to look bored, but interested. It wasn't that much of a stretch, for him. The expressions were much the same. He was fully aware of his subordinate's approach and half glanced up toward Ashlyn Bridger as she leaned into his ear, murmuring softly. "Sir, we have a Andrew Astoris at ops. It appears to be the Fleet Admiral's nephew, all right."

Alek nodded slightly, then leaned toward her, murmuring back, "Thank you, Lieutenant, that will be all."

Ashlyn nodded and withdrew as Alek leaned toward Indiana Bridger. "We have David Trebonious-Astoris's nephew on-base."

Indy blinked, frowning slightly, then looked at Alek. She stood up slowly, gracefully, and smiled. "Forgive the interruption, please carry on without me. Something's come up."

She didn't wait to see if her departure caused much more than a minor ripple. She moved out of the chamber where they were having the summit talks and down the corridor, stopping at a terminal along the way. A text message would do for this, she was thinking, and would get to her mentor that much faster.


Raptor -
Seems we've picked up something that got lost. Your nephew is on Xenen. Did you have any thoughts on what we should do with him?
- Indy

Indy nodded to herself briefly before moving back toward the summit meetings, waiting for her commlink to alert her that her message had been received.

~ Indy

In the deep, dark blackness of the Unknown Regions, somewhere beyond the Cadrel Expanse, the Victory-class Star Destroyer Peril hung suspended in space.  Barely visible to the naked eye, pairs of Tie Advanced orbited the vessel.  To the uninformed observer, it might have been an Imperial sector patrol.

Inside the Peril’s bridge, Fleet Admiral Trebonious-Astoris walked down the command walkway to one of the viewports and peered out thoughtfully. Standing reasonably, but not extraordinarily tall, with closely cropped white hair and piercing green eyes, he seemed ageless.  It was obvious that he was now old, but whether he was fifty, sixty, or seventy was impossible to guess. Having served in a variety of important leadership positions with the Rebel Squadrons over the course of his career, he was now in his version of retirement. Rather than serving on the High Command, he was serving as an extraordinary task force leader.  His raison d’etre was to probe the limits of Imperial space controlled by the group known as the Star Vipers, galactically south and west of the Cadrel Expanse. For that, he had been given his old command ship, the Peril, as well as a few smaller vessels.  And now he was waiting in the hopes of ambushing a Star Viper exploration ship.

As Dave turned from the viewport to once again give a hard look at the tactical readout, he was interrupted by a voice from the crewpit.  “Admiral, a message has just arrived for you.”  Dave cocked an eyebrow.  “From High Command, Lieutenant Gosling?”  Dave was not expecting any new orders anytime soon.  “No sir,” the junior officer replied, “it’s from Admiral Bridger, sir.” Dave smiled at the thought.  “Route it through to my command station, please.”  Stepping over to his chair, Dave swiveled the readout toward him and called up the message. His smile quickly disappeared as he read.  The words “YOUR NEPHEW IS ON XENEN” seemed burned into the display.

Dave grunted almost inaudibly. I was afraid that this boy would be coming out of my family’s past to haunt me, he groused to himself.  He didn’t know what to tell Indy to do.  Frankly, he thought, it would have been better if she had not told him at all.

His thoughts were interrupted by a quiet voice at his side.  “Is there a problem, Admiral?”  Dave turned to find his executive officer, Major General John Gonzalez, standing at his elbow. Speedy knew him well, and must have observed his change in demeanor.  “Family feud,” Dave muttered wistfully.  Speedy nodded and backed away, tactfully electing not to inquire further. 

Dave wished he had not received the message, but wishing it did not make it so.  Grunting again, he keyed up a response.  As he frequently did, he decided to resort to a legal tack.  He forwarded the message to the communications’ officer for transmission.  “Lieutenant Gosling, please see that this reply is sent back to Admiral Bridger,” he called toward the crewpit.  “Yes, sir.”

Back on Xenen, Indy’s commlink vibrated silently. She slipped it into her hand, careful not to attract too much attention or disrupt the summit.  To her surprise, the message was small enough that it had been transmitted to her directly.

“NOT SURE WHAT LAW HE HAS BROKEN, DEAL WITH HIM ACCORDING TO LEGAL PRECEDENT…DAVE.”

Indy blinked in disbelief. It was highly uncharacteristic of Dave to be so terse and to show no interest in her contact or the particulars of a situation about which she had asked for consultation.  Smiling somewhat awkwardly, she again stood up, and attempted to excuse herself from the summit.  Alec’s eyebrow immediately shot up in a gesture of surprise.  “Is there something wrong, Indy?”  She tried to be reassuring.  “No, everything is fine, really.  Just have to take care of some of the unavoidable responsibilities of a host.”  Excusing herself again, she backed out of the room, not certain whether she’d fooled Alec or any of the others for that matter. 

This time she went straight to the base’s communication center.  Eying the tech on duty, she asked “Can you get me a face-to-face with Fleet Admiral Trebonious-Astoris?”  The tech gulped, “I think so, I mean I hope so, Admiral Bridger, ma’m.”  Indy pondered Dave’s terse message as the tech fiddled with his controls.  It could only be some sort of family disagreement.  After several minutes, the tech announced “Fleet Admiral Trebonious-Astoris is on special assignment in the Unknown Regions, ma’m.”  Indy sighed.  “I KNOW that, Technician First Class Roberts.  Can you get me a face-to-face or not?”  Trading his nervousness for determination, Roberts nodded slowly.  “It will take upwards of an hour to establish a firm connection,  Admiral. The distance is pretty great.”  Indy nodded; she had expected as much.  “Contact me via commlink when you have connection with the Peril, Roberts.  Thank you.” Exiting the communications center, Indy hesitated, then turned toward her office.  She would wait for the transmission there, she decided.  She had disrupted the summit enough already, and did not want to enter and exit for the third time that afternoon.  She walked to her office to wait, and ponder Dave’s relationship with his nephew.

“Admiral…”

It was Lieutenant Gosling again “Let me guess,” Dave began, “Admiral Bridger is making another attempt to contact me.”

Gosling didn’t really seem surprised. “That’s correct, sir.  We’ve established a face-to-face meeting for you.”

“I will take it in my ready room,” Dave replied, already exiting the bridge.  His ready room was close.  Such a room existed directly behind the bridge on almost all Star Destroyer models.

He settled in to his chair, and then keyed up the transmission.  “Hello Indy,” he smiled genuinely, “it is good to see you again.”

“You’re looking as good as ever, old man,” Indy quipped.

“Somehow I am guessing that this transmission has something to do with you not being pleased with my response to your last message.”

“You guessed that much, huh? Smart man.  Come on, Dave. This is your nephew we’re talking about here.”

Dave’s face hardened into an impenetrable mask.  “To say that the boy is an embarrassment would be an understatement.  He is the black nerf of the family.  He is on the wrong side of both New Republic and Imperial law.  He is undisciplined and wild, spoiled by my sister and accountable to no one. He deserves whatever punishment you want to dish out to him.”

Indy frowned.  It was not like Dave to harbor negative emotions about his family like this. She recalled clearly how dear Mairin and Galadriel were to him, and Force knows THOSE two were not without faults. 

“Dave, he didn’t do anything to us here on Xenen.  He killed one of my daughter’s bounty marks before my daughter could capture him. This took place on Tatooine.  I don’t have any jurisdiction in the matter.”

Dave pondered that for a minute, but his face did not soften.  “I see.  Well, you would do well to drop him on the
nearest inhabited planet so he can catch a ride back to his mother. If I were you I would not allow him to wander around Xenen or have anything more to do with him than necessary.”

“He said that he was forced off his ship through a mutiny, Dave.”

The hard mask that had settled over Dave’s face cracked for a moment.  To a starship captain, there are few more disturbing fates than a mutiny.

“Knowing Andrew,” he said, alluding to his nephew’s name for the first time, “he will find a way to rectify that situation.  He may be the black nerf, but he is still an Astoris.”

Indy smirked a bit. “It was good to talk to you, Dave.  Drop by Xenen sometime, will you?”

Dave smiled.  “You can count on it.  It has been far too long since we were in the same room.  Take care, Indy.”

Indy tossed him a sloppy salute, and signed off.

Dave leaned back in his chair and sighed.  “This is why I did not have children,” he said aloud to himself.


":)
Dave, Andrew

The Field of the Fallen at Shay Memorial was a small, sheltered space half a klick away from the main buildings of the base itself, though it was still within the perimeter walls. It was secluded and private, set among woods not far from a cliffside with a waterfall.

She could hear the sounds of the creek, of the waterfall, as she quietly stepped into the clearing that was the Field of the Fallen, the place where the men and women who had died in service to the New Republic in the Kartuiin Sector had been buried - those who had not made previous arrangements; those who had not been memorialized in other ways. Tag Rendar drew a deep breath and exhaled it slowly, moving toward one side of the clearing, where red and white roses tangled near the foot of an oak tree, curling lazily around a simple stone marker.

It had been more than ten years since his death, longer by half again almost, in fact. The loss had shaken her to the very core of her being, nearly driven her to alcoholism. It probably would have, too, if not for her son. Nine months of pregnancy, then the next few years of struggling to be a mother to him...then another few years before she could retire from the Intelligence game. She'd gotten away, moved to Coruscant with the family - both of them, she and Dalsuna, had tried to enjoy retirement at the Rendar estate, Hope's Landing, in Coruscant's polar regions. It had been fine, for a while, until she'd gotten talked into acting as an aide to an old, old friend. Once she'd managed to escape that duty, they'd left again, moving their family to Conceli VIII. Corsem had already begun training as a fighter pilot, by then.

It had been quiet, happy at Conceli VIII. She'd never come here, though - she'd tried to stay away from all the old pains, the old memories. That had been half the reason for leaving Coruscant; the painful memories.

And yet now here she was, on Xenen, and she could not in good conscience be here without coming to see this simple stone marker, to see the roses she'd planted herself, to see that it was all as well cared-for as her cousin had promised it would be.

It was.

She bit her lip and crouched down, bare fingers brushing the cool stone, over the laser-cut words there. Even after all this time, beloved didn't seem to quite cover the wellspring of emotions that surrounded just the memory of him. Her vision blurred with tears as she stared at the stone, throat tight.

"I miss you," she whispered at length, unable to say more. She remembered the anger, the sadness - most of all the pain of knowing that she would never hear his voice or see his smile again, except for in her memories. They held a place in her heart as near and dear to her as her memories of her father, those days when he used to carry his only child around on his shoulders, when he used to play with her and her cousins in the yard. Those memories were a strange juxtaposition to gunfights and tense nights and long hours on missions. She cherished them all the same, though, because they were what she had left of the man who'd been another father to her.

She still wore a mourning braid for him, and knew she would for the rest of her life. It was the least she could do, she thought. She'd worn one for Corsem Rendar for ten years after his death, until a vision had finally asked her to let go. He wouldn't come to her, though, not in a dream, not in a vision. He was lost, forever lost, and nothing could change that.

She wiped her eyes and knelt there for a long time, staring at nothing, fingers pressed against the stone.

"You'd be so proud of them."

She let the tears come.

~ Indy

As the door clicked shut behind Ashlyn and Arilyn, Andrew peered around the room, taking in his surroundings.  There was nothing out of the ordinary, nothing useful, and nothing to interest him. With no reason to stick around, he waited a few moments to be sure he was alone, then opened the unlocked door and walked out. 

Andrew didn’t really have a plan.  Forming complex strategies was not really his style.  Sheer audacity and luck had served him before in his short life, and he was relying on it again in this instance.  He knew that he was in the hands of an authority, and whether he was arrested or not, it was not a place he wanted to be.  He owed nothing to the troops of Aurora Force, and had no desire to wait for Bridger to make some arbitrary decision about his fate.  Besides, he had to find the Amethyst and get her back.  That was all that mattered.  Prancing down the corridor, he turned toward the reception area at the entrance to the Headquarters building.

The receptionist was sitting at the desk they had passed earlier.  The female receptionist.  Andrew sidled up to her, sized her up, and tried a casual “Top of the day, love. Wonderful haircut you have going, I love women’s hair above their ears.”  The receptionist set down the datapad she was reading, sighed loudly, and looked him straight in the eye.  “What can I do for you, Mr. Astoris?”

Andrew winced, and putting his index finger against his thumb in an expression of delicacy, corrected her “Captain, if you please, doll.  Could you please direct me to the nearest ‘fresher?”  She sighed.  “Go back down that hallway you came from, take the second right, then the first left.”

Andrew smiled sweetly and winked. “Wonderful. I’ll remember your kind service to Admiral Bridger, love.” Leaving the receptionist gawking, he turned back down the hallway.

Before he reached the last turn to the ‘fresher, he found what he had wanted: another exit from the building.  For some reason, he knew, refreshers always seemed to be located near building exits.  He supposed it made sense, because it would be unfortunate for an Ithorian to leak waste all the way through a building before reaching the ‘fresher during a panic run.  Andrew pushed the door open, and stepped out into the open air of the compound. No sweat.

From here, it was just a matter of looking like he was doing what he was supposed to be doing, he told himself.  An experienced espionage agent might have been concerned that his outrageous hair would be a dead giveaway as to his identity, but Andrew didn’t really worry about such things. He brazenly strode through the base, angling toward the starport whose location he had memorized on the walk to Headquarters.  Although he passed several officers he didn’t recognize, nobody attempted to stop him.

Shrugging, he stepped into the starport, whistling softly to himself.  He was in luck again.  There were no guards on duty.  What kind of base is this?

His eyes passed over several ships.  He automatically skipped over the fighters, knowing he didn’t have the piloting skill to fly those properly. An apparently battered freighter caught his interest.  He strode up to the freighter, and found to his surprise that the entryway ramp was wide open. He walked in warily, but found nobody inside the ship.  Closing the ramp and starting up the engines, he examined the ship’s identity transponder. As the engines warmed up, he opened a comm channel to starport control.  “Ah, Control, this is Freighter Fortune’s Fate, requesting permission to leave.”  After a brief pause, the response came back, “Cleared to leave, Fate, see you on your next run.” Andrew switched off the channel. “Not likely, nerfs.”

Kicking in the repulsorlifts, he guided the ponderous freighter out of the starport.  As he turned up the sublight drive and drove toward space, he smiled to himself.  It had all been too easy. The luck of the Astoris was still with him.  If it was his day, that luck would help him find the Amethyst as well.  And kill Lieutenant Abega and whoever else got in his way.

":)
Andrew

"That wasn't Dil Theory's voice," Nick Kallis, one of the flight controllers, said to the person who'd just cleared the Fortune's Fate to clear the pad at Shay. The other controller, a rookie fresh from training, looked at Nick, almost terrified.

"What do you mean?"

"Dil Theory's been running liquor for the officer's lounge since General Rendar left Xenen," Nick said matter-of-factly. "After a while, you get to know voices." Nick reached down and toggled the comm. "Theory! Where's the rum gone?"

The comm crackled and the voice that wasn't Dil Theory's came back. "This is Fortune's Fate. Did you say rum?"
Nick nodded to himself. "Roger that, Fate, I asked about the rum."

"Where's the rum gone?"

Nick glanced toward the rookie, who was looking more and more confused by the second. "Get over to my station," Nick said quietly, "and get the alert fighters scrambled. Then get on the horn to Wayfarer and apprise them of the situation."

The rookie blinked. "...which is what?"

Nick just smiled thinly and spoke into the voice pickup again, addressing whomever had commandeered the Fortune's Fate. "Fate, this is Control. Abort your atmospheric exit and return to base. You have thirty seconds to comply."

Laughter echoed over the comm line as the rookie was getting over to Nick's station. The man aboard the Fortune's Fate stopped laughing long enough to declare over the open line, "Haha, you'll always remember this as the day you almost caught Captain Andrew Astoris!"

The line went dead.

Nick Kallis glanced toward the board to see who was on alert that afternoon and couldn't help but grin.
<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><>

A day that otherwise would have been deadly dull had the boredom mercifully shattered by a call for the alert fighters to lift from the pad at Xenen. Corsem Losoda couldn't have been more pleased at the little bit of action.

He and Mary had drawn the alert duty that day, and so they'd been scrambled at Control's call.

"Fortune's Fate is the problem child, right, Lead?"

"Roger that, Five," Corsem said as his X-wing arced upward, Mary's riding on his starboard wing. "Kick to lasers and match speed when we catch up with her. Doesn't look like she's going to slow down until she punches through the atmosphere. We're going to have to take out her engines, I'm thinking, once she's cleared it."

"Theory's not going to be happy about that."

Corsem shook his head as they raced after the Fortune's Fate. "Theory's going to have bigger problems if we can't catch his ship and this pirate."

"Duly noted," Mary sighed. "Lasers up and ready."

"Hold on those until we clear the atmosphere," Corsem ordered. And I hope against hope that this guy isn't going to run for hyperspace the instant he clears the gravity well. That would suck, and we'd lose him. "Stay with him, Five."

"Roger that, Lead."

The pair of X-wings knifed through the sky, giving chase to the stolen freighter. 

~ Indy

"Truthfully, life is easy for a Jedi; Light or Dark, Good or Evil, Black or White. For the rest of us, life isn't quite so simple. Rage is a part of all of us; it is simply the matter of control and patience. Of course, just because you're not going to unleash that rage on your opponent, doesn't mean that you can't achieve better results by letting him think you will."
- General Garan-Dur, Auyn WarMaster
   From the teachings of the Order of Auyn


They were already late, and he knew she'd have something to say about it. She always did. Captain Rameth, leader of Ice Squadron inwardly seethed. He seethed at the smug little lieutenant who'd forced them to wait during the refueling on Pirin. He seethed at the Marauder patrol that had forced them to unexpectedly use the fuel in the first place. And above all else, he seethed at governor Alec Jaggers, whose diplomatic visit had prompted the ordering of Ice Squadron back from their patrol of the edges of the sector in the first place.

Six weeks on patrol in systems that barely qualified as settled. Six weeks is a long time to be in the cockpit of an X-Wing, even with one out of every seven days spent on a layover planetside somewhere. He was tired, he was sweaty, and the stub where the devaronian pilot's second horn should have been was itching again. It always itched during extended hyperspace flights.

As they dropped out of hyperspace, Rameth went through the automatic motions of transmitting the ID of the twelve X-Wing fighters to Wayfarer...just in time to intercept the scramble order from Shay Memorial. Rameth thumbed the comm. switch. "Heads up, boys and girls. It looks like we've got a live one coming right at us."

As the squadron locked their S-Foils in attack position, the aging freighter broke out of atmosphere directly ahead of them. Rameth tightened his grip on the flightstick and growled into the microphone, unconsciously baring his twin rows of razor-sharp teeth, despite the fact that his target couldn't see them. "This is Captain Rameth of Ice Squadron. Shut down your engines and lower your shields, you have two seconds to comply. If you fail to do so, I will blast you out of the sky and then shoot your escape pod for good measure." 

He heard a wry laugh from the man onboard the Fortune's Fate. 'If he's done something to Dil, I might actually shoot his escape pod' thought Rameth. It was -really- hard to find a man who could get good devaronian ale these days.

Rameth made sure the comm. was set to broadcast to the Fate as well as to Ice as he gave the order. "Ice Squadron, he's not complying. Use of lethal force is authorized."

The sensors on the Fortune's Fate registered twelve simultaneous torpedo locks.

- Captain Rameth
   Ice Squadron Leader
   Auyn Warrior

"Think he'll comply?"

Corsem snorted. "Fat chance of that, I think. Still, Ice just gave us the opportunity we needed." With a flick of his thumb, he freed the trigger for his weapons. "Switching to weapons live."

"Weapons live, copy. Target?"

"You'll take the right engine, I'll get the left."

Mary's voice was calm. "Copy that. Waiting for your mark."

Corsem didn't even wait for his HUD to go green with target lock. He knew the shots would fly true. "On my mark...mark!"

Reddish-orange lasers lanced out first from Corsem's X-wing, then from Mary's, each striking engines. The Fortune's Fate's engines flared once, then died. The ship went quiet, and Corsem grinned.

"Good shooting, Lead."

"Same to you, Five." Corsem flicked to tactical three, hoping that Rameth would be paying attention to that channel. "Ice Lead, thanks for springing the trap on them. My R2 unit is reporting his engines are dead and he's adrift. Can you confirm?"
Silence lingered over the line for a few long moments before a response came. "Confirmed, Eagle Leader. Wayfarer reports that they're sending someone out to collect the derelict. Dil still in one piece?"

Mary laughed and chimed in, then. "In one piece and hopping mad, but maybe now he'll learn to program some codes into his systems. That way, his ship won't get jacked so easily. He was on the tarmac when we lifted."

"Good. Ice Leader out."

Corsem flipped back to Eagle Squadron's tactical one. "He's a regular ray of sunshine today, isn't he?"
Mary snorted. "Isn't he always?"

"Point taken. Pack it in and head for home, Five."

"Copy. Heading for home."

The pair of fighters crisscrossed paths before diving back toward Xenen's atmosphere and heading for home.

~ Indy

They were a simple, agrarian People. War, though not unknown to them, was a distant thought as peace had reigned over their world for many, many years. There were still minor conflicts, of course, but these were solved through the gentle guidance of the Guardians. The People depended upon them to maintain the peace, which is reason why they were caught unawares when war finally did find them.

The Enemy came from beyond the sky, riding on living, breathing chariots of flame and rock. They rained fire down upon the People, herding them together as so many animals might be. And when the Enemy set their feet upon the ground of their world, it began to whither and die. They looked very much like the People, but a warped, shadow version. Their skin was torn and mangled, crisscrossed with scars and tattoos. Metal protruded from strange places in their faces, and their hands were no longer real hands, but more weapons or tools. 

The Enemy killed the People indiscriminately at first, but soon it became apparent that they were weeding those of Guardian blood out. The younger, untrained generations were taken away in the great chariots, to an unknown, darker purpose. Some were eventually returned, their bodies misshapen husks, their eyes haunted and their minds broken from their ordeal. A few, however, were returned to the People seemingly unchanged. Many of these, the People discovered some time after, were 
the Enemy’s creatures, molded to the Enemy’s will and were to spy upon the now-subjugated People.

Many years passed, and the People grew restless, yearning again for their freedom. A group of malcontents, survivors who had hidden themselves away for so long, struck out at the Enemy, taking one of their living chariots. The People understood that only a handful could make the planned journey but thought it better that a few escape and be free, as opposed to the entirety of the People remaining chained forever. The chariot was loaded with the hopes and dreams of the People, and they set forth upon a journey across the darkest sea between the stars, held in stasis and awaiting their reawakening in freedom. The Enemy made an attempt to stop, but the Protector was with the People and held the Enemy at bay…or so it was believed at the time.

Eventually, they arrived at a new world, one they named Kadesh. It was there they, the Tar’Keta, rebuilt their society as best they remembered. They lived in close harmony with the native population of the world, another agrarian society much like the one they had been. It was discovered the two races were compatible with one another and they began to commingle further at the basest of levels, until they had become one. And the memory of the Enemy receded into legend, until it too was forgotten by all, save one. 

He and his line had been one of the Returned, given over to the Enemy’s will. They knew what they were, and that if the Enemy ever came they would once more become the Enemy’s tool. This they hid from their brothers of the Tar’Keta, hoping that they could hide their taint in the genetic legacy of the people with whom they shared Kadesh. The knowledge was passed on down the line from one generation to the next, until the greed and fear of one caused that Legacy to be hidden. He was of the Family Karen, of the clan Sky.
*****

Alexander awoke from the dream he’d been having. Or nightmare, rather. The things he’d seen in studying his distant relation’s holocron terrified him to the very core of his being. He quietly rolled over in his bed and closed his eyes again, willing the images of near-human creatures, covered in piercings, tattoos and self-mutilation out of his mind. 

He had work to do in the morning, the work of the Paladin. He knew he was doing the right thing, though he wished he could shake the feeling of the wrong from himself. He would face this demon later, after his Work was finished.
*****

Alaarn was deep in meditation when his cousin found him. Calziran knew his cousin could feel his presence just as Calziran could feel Alaarn’s. Calziran was a bright torch against Alaarn’s cold emptiness, part of the reason why the cousins had never gotten along. A small part, but one nonetheless.

Alaarn didn’t bother opening an eye to acknowledge Calziran’s presence, instead merely breaking his silence. “What brings you here, cousin? Have you finally come to kill me?”

Calziran nodded slowly. “As I was commanded. Are you choosing to cooperate, or are you planning on resisting yet again?”

“You should know the answer to that. You’ve come to kill me because I refuse to step down, in this as in all things.” 

“Yes. Do you have anything you wish to say before I finish this?”

Alaarn opened his eyes and looked at Calziran. “I do. I have seen what will be, do you wish to hear it? I trust you shall find it interesting and it may save you from your inevitable defeat.”

Calziran frowned. “I tire of your taunts and games. This is the last I shall indulge.”

“Then sit, for I shall tell you of what will be, and how you cannot end it.”
*****

Natasha grinned at her brother, who really didn’t notice. She was enjoying the chance to go to the Rim with her family on an exploration jaunt, one of the first times they’d done anything together in a very, very long time. Though her father, Alexander Kerensky, had grown quite distant over the past year, she hadn’t fallen into the typical teenage hate of her parents from the lack of attention. No, she loved him dearly. And though she would not tell him so, she also cared very much for her little brother, Nicholas. Already irritable for no reason other than what could be safely attributed to hormones, he’d grown quite sullen at the prospect of being cooped up in a starship for months. 

Of course, it was no small starship they were going to be traveling forth in.   While they were currently aboard the old Barloz-Class transport “Star Shrike,” they would be spending the journey aboard the modified VSD “Wolf’s Pride.” Captured by Alexander and his allies during the War, he had kept the vessel against New Republic’s command that he turn it over and became a rogue for many years. Through various services he provided over the subsequent years, he earned a pardon from the New Republic and permission to continue using the vessel, within guidelines. 

The “Pride” had stopped off at Xenen, base of the old Aurora Force, to resupply and to spread well-wishes to old friends. It was a short visit, and though Alexander had been rather reclusive and difficult, his friends had drawn him out of his shell a little before he lifted off again. 

And so Natasha found herself in the Co-pilot’s seat, flying alongside her father, her brother sitting behind her. Her mother had stayed aboard the “Pride,” so she was not present. Despite that, this was the most her family had been together in quite some time, and Natasha was relishing it. 

The trip to the Rim would be exciting, and hopefully bring them back together again.
*****

Calziran shrugged off his cloak and lifted his saber, it’s magenta glow lighting his face and creating jagged shadows. Alaarn’s own golden blade contrasted greatly, its softer light washing Alaarn with gentle color. “You cannot stop this, Calziran. I have seen it, and I have chosen to embrace it.”

“You embrace more shadow than I have if you choose that path, Cousin.” They traded blows lightly, testing one another, dancing in a slow circle. “I may have joined what they call the Dark Side, but you, you embrace the Darkness itself!” 

Calziran lunged forward with his saber, driving towards Alaarn’s gut. Alaarn easily batted away the thrust and cut his arm back, aiming to stroke the butt of his saber across Calziran’s face. His cousin had only feinted, however, and come up baring his blade on Alaarn’s right. Another stroke, and a parry, and they stepped back again from each other. 

”I have seen more.” Alaarn smiled. “I have seen your own death here. I will end this today.” 

Calziran swung in again, locking his and Alaarn’s blades above their heads. “I have seen the future as well, Cousin.” He growled, leaning forward into Alaarn’s face. Alaarn smiled. 

“Then you admit that I have Truth on my side!” Alaarn dropped his forehead into Calziran’s nose, sending his opponent reeling away, blood streaming from his nose. A quick down-stroke, and Calziran’s saber rattled across the floor, Calziran’s hand still clutching it. 

Calziran sat up from where he had fallen and stared at Alaarn. Instead of the fear Alaarn expected, he instead only saw a solid resolve. “I have seen what you have as well, Cousin. But I have seen something else.”

Alaarn lifted his saber high above his head, preparing for a final stroke to end Calziran. “And what is that?”

“Redemption.”

As Alaarn’s blade struck Calziran’s head from his body, Calziran’s tunic dropped to the floor, empty. No head rolled across the ground, no blood stained the limp clothing. Alaarn spat on the pile and walked away, with nary a glance behind him.

--Alexander

The ship banked and flew around a column of cloud, banked the other way and skimmed through a vapory canyon in a cloud-scattered azure sky. Tests forgotten, they were playing now. Asya, grinning with delight as they chased the clouds, giggling when their stomachs would drop, reminded Mark of that first love, the fascination with flight, that had led him to the stars.

“Can we go now?”

“Go where?” he asked with a laugh, enjoying the sky as much as his daughter.

“Up past the clouds, into space,” she said, pointing upwards.

“First things first,” he said with a shake of his head. At her disappointed look he added, “I’ll be needing your help.” That brought the smile back.

“Later then, where can we go?”

“Where do you want to go?”

She thought for a moment. “To Xenen, to see Les, for starters. Then – I don’t know! There’s so many places I want to go!”

He laughed.

Her expression soured. “If Mom will let me.”

His smile faded. “Don’t be ridiculous. Of course she will let you go.” That wasn’t the problem; it was that Asya got stars in her eyes when she thought of following in Janet’s former line of work that gave Janet concern. She’d been trying to steer Asya towards anything else since they’d left Xenen. Asya was sharp; she saw right through it, and resented it.

She frowned and stared in silence out the window. Mark sighed. This had been last night’s argument, between Asya and Janet – and not for the first time: Asya accusing Janet of holding her back. Janet defending herself, claiming she only wants what’s best for her. The excursion to the capitol had been the catalyst this time. 

There were skills Asya needed to learn, such as the workings of the political world, whether she found them favorable or not. 

All a plot to keep her on Atad. Holding her back.

Back and forth they went.

Mark feeling helpless, trying to put in a word here or there that would diffuse the situation before the volley of words became flaming arrows they would both come to regret.

Asya fleeing to her room; Janet left standing in her wake with tears forming in her eyes, sharp words reverberating in her ears. Those words robbed her of sleep that night, as Mark discovered, awaking several times to find her sitting on the edge of the bed with her head in her hands; standing at the window, staring at the starlit sky; pacing the floor. Finally he got up and led her to bed, enfolding her in his arms as she lay crying into his chest. 

“She’s right – I’ve become the very thing I resented about my father when I was her age. In trying to shield her, I’m driving her away. Oh, Mark; what have I done? How could this have happened?”

Her tears always twisted his heart painfully inside him; he reassured her as best he could. Asya was young yet, was overreacting; things weren’t as bad as she made them out to be; she is going through changes, and needs direction; she will understand better later on; please don’t worry any more; try to get some sleep.

Sleep did eventually find her, and that’s how he had left her this morning, when he and Asya slipped away to work on the ship together.

He studied Asya’s profile as she watched the clouds waft by. She looked so like him, but was far more like Janet. Restless, adventurous, eager for action. Arradan was a place of rest, of timelessness, whose golden days lay in the past. For someone such as Asya, as it had been for Janet during her formative years, it had to be torturous – to be bound by it and to it, looking longingly at the stars, unable to touch them.

Adding Asya’s youthful impatience into the mix often produced a volatile situation.

“Asya,” he began with a certain weight to his voice. She turned her head to him and awaited what he might say, sensing rebuke. “You’re not being fair to your mother. She wants what’s best for you, for you to be successful, and gain tools now that you’ll need later on, when you’re grown up.”

She stared steadily at him, listening, where she would have rolled her eyes if it had been Janet saying those same words.

“She doesn’t want to hold you back. Neither of us do. Just – don’t get in such a danged hurry to grow up on us, will you?”

She raised a corner of her mouth in a smile.

He smiled in return, but shook his head, looking out of the cockpit again. “And I won’t have you speak to your mother like that again. I’ll not tolerate it.”

She looked at her hands.

“Understand?”

“Yes, Daddy,” she said in a small voice.

They flew around in silence for a while. While he would probably allow Asya any liberty she desired, crossing wires with Janet was one thing he would not, could not abide. 

The rough-edged Onaek mountain range loomed before them, bordered in green and capped with snow. Taking his hands from the controls, he reached over and nudged her. When she looked up at him, he nodded towards the mountains ahead.

“Why don’t you give your old man a tour?”

Her face lit up. Sitting up straighter, she took control of the craft, determined to show her father what a good pilot she was.

--Skyy

Nighttime on Xenen was ordinarily a peaceful time, and her sleep on Xenen was ordinarily undisturbed. Perhaps it was all the excitement and tension in the air that night, with the summit. Maybe it was just sleeping in her own bed for the first time in a long time. She couldn't be sure what it was. All she knew was the dreams had come.
~~~~~~~~

It was a small room, a dark room, and there were many of them huddled there. She could feel the ache of bruises and the sting of sweat dripping into a cut above her eye. Around her were the faces of those she'd grown up with; the children of the officers and enlisted men and women who'd served with her mother. The faces that looked back at her weren't the faces of children anymore, though - the innocence was gone, replaced by something else. Determination, in some, fear in others.

Most of all, though, she was conscious of her mother behind them all, a swaddled infant cradled in one arm.

She swallowed slowly, then cleared her throat.

"I'm sure that our parents never meant for us to end up in this situation," she said slowly, quietly. "Who would want this for their children? Not our parents; not anyone's. We have one advantage, though, over any other group of kids who'd face what we're facing. The first we learned, before anything else, before anything that we decided we wanted to do with our lives, was to fight. Our parents made sure that we would never be undefended, ever. That was the legacy they gave to us - they fought to make sure we had a brighter future, and we do, because they did what they did. We're not going in blind. We're going in with all the skills and abilities they've instilled in us. We're going to fight and we're going to win because that's what they taught us to do."
Her hand drifted up and she flicked the safety off the rifle she held. "We're not kids anymore. Let's go."

"You know, I don't think any of us ever thought you'd leave the game."

She sighed, raking a hand back through her hair and shrugging. "People change, Slider. You did, didn't you?"

The dark-haired man flushed. "Touché." He exhaled, looking at her squarely. "You've changed, though, a lot more than I have. What was it?"

She shrugged again. "Dav, I guess, and what he did for me. The war. Lots of stuff."

"The war isn't over yet."

She shouldered her gear, nodding. "I know." She paused a moment, then stared at him. "I'm glad you're here, Mac."

His smile was weak. "It's my family we're talking about, Ari. C'mon. Let's do this."

She nodded, and they set off.


The dark-haired girl stared out the office window, arms folded tightly across her chest. "I'm still not sure about this," she sighed.

The redhead behind the desk shook her head. "I need eyes and ears out there, Lyyn, and you're qualified for the job."

"Aunt Ari...I just don't know if it's a good idea."

The other woman smiled. "Don't worry about it too much. Mikey's out there, and he adores you. He'll keep an eye out for you."

"He hates Dad."

"But adores you." She shook her head. "And he doesn't hate your father. Maybe he used to, but only because he couldn't figure out what your mother saw in Cay. Believe me, I'm sure he's over it by now."

"So why did they almost get into a fistfight two years ago at Grandma's birthday?"

The woman behind the desk rolled her eyes and shook her head. "That is a long story that doesn't bear repeating. He'll look out for you, Lyyn, I promise, and if you hate it there, you can come home. I'm not going to force you to stay if you don't want to. But please. Just do this for me. We need a window into that world, and I don't have one yet."

The girl sighed, finally nodding. "Okay. I'll do it."

The woman behind the desk smiled.
~~~~~~~~

She twisted in the sheets, bound up by them, tossing and turning in dreams, the same sorts of visions that once had plagued her mother. Where Indiana Bridger had come to master those visions, rather than be mastered by them, Ari often wondered, in her waking hours, whether she ever would.

Until the day she mastered them, though, the dreams would continue to come.

~ Indy

Trevvik stepped out of his apartment feeling very uncomfortable. He tugged at his collar. The tie made him feel stuffy; he couldn't seem to get it right. Either it was the right length and it was too tight around his thick neck, or it was loose it looked terrible. He finally decided on loose, but it still didn't suit him. Didn't matter - he would be uncomfortable no matter what. He stepped up to the curb when Alex pulled up in a speeder.

Amanda was in the front seat next to him. "Hello, Trevvik," she said. She was not particularly happy to be here either. Being a Jedi, she was obligated not to let her emotions control her, or cloud her judgment, but that didn't stop her from being hurt at the way she had been dismissed.

"Trevvik! Hop in!" Alex said, trying to be cheerful.

Trevvik tried to smile back, but it could have easily been construed as a snarl. The speeder dipped momentarily as he stepped in and settled himself into the back seat.

"I think you're really going to like this place," Alex said. "It's a lovely little place outside the city limits. A little upscale, and loveably pompous." Seeing that he was getting no reaction, he asked, "What does everyone want to eat?"

"Something upscale and loveably pompous," Trevvik mumbled, his arms crossed.

"Oh, wonderful! In that case I think you'll quite enjoy the Arcturan Mega-beast. It's quite tasty if it's cooked right."

"Lovely," Trevvik replied in his most elegant voice, as out of place coming from his mouth as a wookie at a fancy dress party.

"What about you, my dear?"

"Probably just a salad," Amanda said.

If things were stilted in the ride over, they were moreso in the restaurant. They sat in a booth around a table, with Alex in the middle, and Trevvik and Amanda on either side of him. There wasn't much danger of the candle going out, because their fiery glare was keeping it well illuminated.

"So, Amanda, you remember Janet Skyy and Mark Wyler, right? From the Katarns? They got married about 15 years ago or so."

"Hm. Interesting."

"Yeah, Trevvik is Mark's brother. How are they, Trev? Speak to them often?"

"Yeah," his voice growled. He straightened up to give them the full effect of the suit he wore, the same he had worn as best man in Mark's wedding. "He said this is what I should wear tonight." He gave Alex a cockeyed grin. "Flipped out when I told him who I was having dinner with this evening. He probably thinks I’ve flown over the deep end. Again."

"Oh, you've told them, have you? I'd hoped to surprise them... but then again, I guess they were surprised." Music started to play. "Oh, a dance!" Amanda and he got up, and he took her arm. But instead of heading to the dance floor, he walked to Trevvik's side of the table, and said, "Would you be a gentleman and take this lady for a dance? I would, you see, but I am afraid if I do I will break her foot," Alex said, remembering a particularly frustrated dance instructor from years past.

Trevvik looked at him with a wild expression, as though Alex had just requested that he go for a swim in a lava pit. After a brief staredown, he stood up and offered Amanda his hand.

Amanda accepted, and they moved towards the dance floor. Alex took his seat again, watching them. "So," she finally said, "made anyone else feel bad lately?"

He could not restrain an evil, angry smile. "Lady, that is my specialty."

"Oh, I see. So you take delight in crushing peoples' spirits?"

"Don't tell me you've never tried it."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

His guided her not so gently across the floor, his black eyes glaring daggers into hers. "Why don't you ask Alex?"

"So that's what all this is about? I know I hurt him, but that's why I'm back. I want to make things right."

She was in his arms, her feminine frame within his strong hands. He could crush her, squeeze the life out of her, right here on the dance floor. The opportunity was in his grasp. It was a delicious vision that made him grin vilely. "I could help you make things right, right here, right now."

The music swelled. They did one last twirl, and the dance ended. Most of the couples moved back to their tables. A few applauded the band. Trevvik and Amanda whirled on each other, and the gloves were off.

Alex looked on in dismay as the woman he loved and his best friend stood exchanging angry words in the middle of the dance floor. Amanda stood up to him fearlessly, fists clenched, spitting words at him. Trevvik glared down on her, looking as though he was ready to yank her arms off and wrap them around her neck.

His heart sank down into his shoes. He had to do something.

Approaching the pair as they were beginning to elicit stares, it wasn’t until he had wedged himself between them that he got their attention.

“How could you do this?” he demanded of them both, hissing through his teeth. “I’ve been dead and gone for five years and all you two can do is bicker between yourselves. Does my resurrection come second to your offenses? Can’t you put them aside – for me? Is that too much to ask? If you really cared,” he said with red face and voice rising as he looked from one to the other and back again, “if you were both really concerned for my best interests, as you claim, then the two of you would be able to find a way to get along!”

Turning on his heel, he stalked off the dance floor. Amanda and Trevvik watched as he walked past their table and went straight for the exit. Once he passed through, they waited. The band had started up again, and people were beginning to take to the floor again. Still, he did not return.

They looked at one another, all the anger drained away in the wake of his wounded words.

“Do you think he’s going to just leave us here?” Amanda asked.

Trevvik shrugged. Shame was an emotion he hadn’t often felt in the course of his life, and he didn’t like it. “Looks like it’s every man for himself,” he replied.

--Alex and Janet

He was known as Damien Korssetti, and he was one of the many pirates who had plagued the area around the Kartuiin sector in the years since the Gavrisom-Pellaeon truce. Pirate captain, rogue, many names and titles had been used to describe him over the years. Yet the single most common descriptor applied to Captain Korssetti was "that thrice-accursed male of dubious parentage". At least, that's what they called him in polite company. In company much more profane, the terms used always meant approximately the same, but they were far more colorful. For Captain Korssetti, in the end, wasn't just a pirate.

He was a slaver.

Which meant that a lot of people wanted his backside, deep fried, buffet-style on a silver platter, with a side of mashed potatoes. And the fact that one of his "cargo transports" managed to run afoul of the Red Thunder and got itself captured with its database intact, meant that the Golgan Defense Force would claim the prime slice off of that worthless rump.

A fact which made 2nd Lieutenant Johnathan Playbird, GDF Marines, adopted son of Carlos DeLong, very, very happy. Not that there wasn't much else about the mission to be happy about: the *Blue Thunder* and the *Quillboar* (name given by the engineer who'd come up with the design) had rather thoroughly pounded Korssetti's fleet into submission. If a fleet disabled by ion fire (his father's touch on the op) could be described as having been pounded. Either way, it wasn't going anywhere anytime soon, most of the ships had been captured, and all that remained was for the GDF to board and confiscate Korssetti's flagship, the modified Star Galleon *Lympy Rose*.

Which was what Johnny was in the process of doing; in fact, his unit had been given the assignment of apprehending Korssetti himself, and that was a task which young Playbird set upon with relish.

He hated slavers. 

"This the place, Gunny?" he asked as they drew to a halt outside a cabin door.

"I believe it to be so, Lieutenant, assuming the information Slaryn pulled off the computers is accurate," Gunnery Sergeant Darvin Occo replied. "Still, I suppose the... ornamentation is a dead giveaway."

"You mean it looks like a door that would belong to someone who would name his ship the *Lympy Rose*?"

"I reckon so, sir."

"Fair enough, Gunny. Slaryn, Pike, Cole, Freeman, you guys watch the corridor. Herclayn, Mortan, Vransich, you three are with me and the Gunny. Weapons free, but try to take Korssetti alive if you can." 

Gunny Occo raised an eyebrow, and Johnny smiled back.

"I don't really care if he survives or not, Gunny, but I'd just as soon keep my self astronomically above his level, if at all possible. Not that shooting the waste of oxygen would change that much, but..."

"It's the thought that counts, skipper."

"That it is, Gunny," Johnny replied as he entered the pilfered access code into the door lock. He and his men readied their weapons as they heard the computer whine in acceptance, and then, its whoosh punctuated by a strangely sustained set of grunts and squeals, the door slid open.

---

Carlos waited until the sounds of the com call had ended before he knocked on the door.

"Permission to step in, Admiral?"

"Permission granted, General," Indy replied with a grin. "As always."

"Thanks, Indy," Carlos replied, grinning back at her as he stepped fully into the room.

They hadn't seen each other in three years, as her duties as AFCO and his as GDFCO had kept their paths from crossing even during his annual visits to Xenen. He hadn't really changed much since then, she noticed. His hair was just a little bit lighter around the temples, and it looked like there was a bit more gray sprinkled throughout the rest of it... but there was still the same easy smile on his face that he'd always had.

Not that it didn't still show the same undercurrent of pain and loneliness that had been so raw and fresh when he'd left Xenen all those years ago. She knew that he would carry it always, but it had faded into something that he could carry, something that showed only in his eyes.

She stepped up and out from behind her desk, and then the two old friends embraced. 

"It's good to see you, Indy," he said after a long moment.

"You too, Carlos," she replied, stepping back a bit. "I heard you'd arrived on base, but I figured you would have come by a bit earlier..."

"Yes, well," Carlos replied with a fading smile, "I would have, but Robert and I stopped by Jaq's grave first. Ran into Tag there."

"Ah."

"She still isn't taking it well."

"I know. He... filled an important place for her, Carlos, and... I know what it's like to loose a father. She's lost two, now. And, I hate to say it... but I don't think your current sister-in-law is helping much."

"Talia hasn't-"

"No no no, she hasn't done anything wrong. In fact, she's just as dedicated a Guardian as you or Rachel ever were, and from what I've seen, she's turning out to be a pretty good mother. She's done everything right, but it's not what she's done... it's what her name was."

“I know, I know. But whatever her name was, she's not her brother, Indy."

"We know. It's not rational, but when there's that much grief involved-"

"-rationality doesn't really matter anymore," Carlos finished for her. "I know. Still, Jaq did say that he approved, just before... and I'd like to think that he would look down, see just who his oldest nephew married, and laugh his backside off."

"Think he does see?"

"I do."

She nodded. He'd never really told her what he'd seen when Janice had died, but she knew that he'd seen something, and that whatever it was had fully convinced him that sentient beings, even non-Jedi, had an immortal part.

"I hope so, Carlos. But did you come here to talk metaphysics of the soul?"

"Not unless you want to hear a dissertation on how Conservation of Energy and Second Law considerations can affect such concerns," he said with something approaching his normal grin. "Word of warning, boss. Never get into philosophical conversations with engineers. It can be just as... esoteric as with some Jedi, but there's a lot more math involved." 

"I keep that in mind," she answered wryly. "Are you staying for the rest of the summit?"

"Actually, yes. In fact I've got a bit of a surprise part in it coming up, oh, tomorrow, assuming the strike force holds to schedule..."

"Strike force?"

"Well, if it all works out, then the *Blue Thunder* should be jumping into Xenen space around 1030 local tomorrow, along with a Loronor Strike Cruiser that has an... experimental mod, as well as at least one, maybe more, prize ships. Since we Golgans are a bunch of unrepentant capitalist engineers, we figured to take advantage of a local-powers summit that in part deals with anti-piracy to showcase our latest wares."

She stared at him for a moment.

"Do my airspace controllers know about this?"

He froze.

"Ummm..."

General Carlos DeLong
GDFCO
Jarron and Dalen had been sent pouting and grumbling their way upstairs to bed shortly after dinner. They were of the opinion that matters as trivial as bedtimes were of no importance when it came to showing Grampa their newly completed collection of Republic Rangers action figures. Sadly they’d once again been overruled by that most unbreakable of parental covenants; the Grownups Need To Talk Now.

Meryl shook her head, watching them go before turning her attention back to Kaz, who was lounging on the couch, flipping through channels, once again displaying his unique ability to appear absolutely comfortable at any given moment.

“So?”

Kaz halfway looked up from a particularly violent speeder chase with a raised brow, displaying his also unique and often infuriating ability to become oblivious at will.

“Hmm?”

She sighed exasperatedly, reaching over and flipping the display off. She’d always had a fairly short temper when people failed to get to the point in a timely manner, clearly yet another in the long list of inherited family traits.

“Come on Dad, we both know it’s not like you to just drop in out of the blue. What happened with always being too busy with work?”

Kaz had reluctantly retired from service years ago, the end result of a changing military bureaucracy that had determined it was inappropriate for flag officers to be kicking down doors or crawling through the mud on reconnaissance.   They’d shuffled him around from one administrative post to another, but in the end the idea of spending the remainder of his career keeping a desk anchored to the floor and filling out requisition forms was just too much to take. A few miserable weeks with far too much free time had led him in search of a new career path; or rather back towards a previous one.

Fortunately, as the New Republic’s boundaries continued to grow it became hard pressed to adequately protect its own interests let alone police the rest of the galaxy, leaving open small windows of economic opportunity for people with the know how to make use of them. Kaz happened to be just such a person.

All those years of experience had allowed him to carve out a fairly comfortable niche for himself by founding his own private security consulting firm. Along with a handpicked team of “consultants”, Falcion Security Associates had become a well respected name within the mercenary community in a fairly short amount of time. Most of their work was in the realm of executive protection details, which was a fancy way of saying “babysitting corporate bigwigs and politicians on vacation”, but every now and again something a bit more interesting would come down the wire.

“Just so happens I got a government contract offer here on Xenen I thought I might take a look at” Kaz said, flipping the display back on just in time to catch the movie’s intrepid hero laying waste to dozens of thugs with a mere sweep of his repeater.

“Gah, is there a director in existence that’s ever even heard of the word recoil?”

“Wait, government offer? Here?”

“I mean seriously, the fact he’s fired twice as many rounds as the T-21 even holds aside, you can’t just wave the damn thing around in one hand like that.”

“Dad…”

“Not to mention even the most spiced out piece of street trash is smarter than to just STAND there while someone hoses down his pals.”

“Dad!”

“I really don’t know what scares me more, that people spend credits to make this schlock, or that they probably think it’s just like the real thing.”

“DAD!”

Kaz looked up at last, tearing himself away from the movie as the hero began his overly dramatic slow motion walk into the sunset, shaking his head and still muttering to himself. He glanced over at his daughter, who was giving him a questioning look normally reserved for her pilot cadets and sighed.

“By government you wouldn’t happen to mean the guys with the starched uniforms covered in colorful ribbons and shiny brass, would you?” she asked with a slight grin.

“Ugh…don’t remind me about the uniforms, they seem pretty keen on actually making me wear one this time.” Kaz said with a roll of his eyes.

Meryl’s gray eyes lit up with excitement as her suspicions were confirmed. She’d always suspected her father wouldn’t ever be able to fully leave behind the military life, especially now that she’d experienced it for herself for the past ten years.

“Just couldn’t stay away could you? Oh, but what’s Taymie think about it?”

Kaz made a very sudden and concentrated effort to busy himself with studying a tiny spot on the surface of his left shoe.

“Dad…you told her right? I mean, career change, serious life altering event and whatnot…you did remember to discuss these things with your wife didn’t you?”

“Well….I mean, it’s not even a done deal yet. I still have to sit down with some self important General something or other and make sure they aren’t going to try and stick me in an office again. Besides, I’d er…be breaking security procedure discussing things like that ahead of time. I’ll tell her eventually. ” Kaz said, having moved his focus from the left shoe to the right, noticing the laces seemed to be getting a bit frayed.

Meryl just sat across from him, shaking her head slowly, a look of bemused shock on her face.

“Wow….just wow.”

-Kaz

Everything was going so well. That is, until he was accosted by ground control. Andrew blinked. All he had got out of the transmission was something about rum. “This is Fortune’s Fate. Did you say rum?” Like any good pirate, rum or hard liquor in general was always something of interest to him.

“Roger …, Fate, I asked … the rum.”

Andrew frowned, genuinely concerned. “Where’s the rum gone?”

When the voice returned, it was not so friendly. “Fate, this is Control. Abort your atmospheric exit and return to base. You have thirty seconds to comply.”

Andrew laughed as he responded “You’ll always remember this as the day you almost caught Captain Andrew Astoris!” He had learned that bravado could often be an asset, whether it was real or merely simulated.

Bravado didn’t help so much with the flock of starfighters which seemed to appear out of nowhere to besiege him in his rickety, stolen freighter. There were stern voices and warnings, and torpedo locks, and flashes of lasers, and then an explosion followed by a long series of gasps and wheezes from the engines. Andrew groaned, and mashed his head down into the console. He was dead in space.

<>

As the tug struggled through the atmosphere to bring the stricken Fortune’s Fate down onto the landing pad, Ashlyn scowled. Despite her best efforts to remain indifferent, she was getting quite irritated with this Andrew Astoris. It took either a lot of stupidity or a lot of gall to run away when you weren’t even a prisoner and were probably about to be sent off anyway.

The freighter settled down on the landing pad, and the security troops moved up to the door and began pulling explosives off their belts. “Wait,” Ashlyn shouted, “just open the door!” Theory was already practically apoplectic – giving him his freighter back with yet another gaping hole would not solve the problem. Taking what cover they could, the troops keyed the door. It slid open without protest – apparently locks simply did not exist on the Fortune’s Fate.

Ashlyn rushed in with the troops, leaving her commanding officer waiting outside, watching with a bemused – and strangely grateful – expression. They didn’t have to rush very far. About a meter up the ramp they found Andrew’s blaster pistol, still without a power pack, and about a meter past that Andrew was sitting cross-legged, waiting. Ashlyn stalked right up to him and hauled him to his feet. “What the Force was that all about?” she complained, shaking him around a bit for good measure.

Andrew smiled. “I’m flattered, love, but easy on the goods, if you please!”

Ashlyn groaned in exasperation. She quickly signaled to the troops, and they filed past and split up, some heading for the cockpit and some headed for the cargo hold. “Where are they going?” Andrew asked. “There was only one of me on the ship.”

Ashlyn gritted her teeth. “Looking for the booby traps you planted, of course.”

Andrew laughed. “I didn’t catch a ride in the ship to trap it and harm people, dear, I was just trying to get off this rock!”

Ashlyn managed to contain her groan this time. “You are hereby placed under arrest on the charge of stealing a ship. You’ll accompany me to the brig, please.”

“Of course I will,” Andrew replied. She led him off the ship, past Alek Cannele’s watchful eye. Holding her head high she pushed Andrew forward, toward the base, trying her best to look professional.

“Hey love, let’s wait until we’re in private to start the rough stuff, what do you say?”

Ashlyn grimaced. So much for professionalism. Before it was all over, she was going to do something very cruel, she was certain of it.

":)
Andrew

   "There she is, sir." The pilot of the shuttle was himself awed at the sight. He had never been to Xenen before and had never expected that so much happened above a world so far away from the Core.
   The man in the co-pilot's seat smiled. "Yes, Lieutenant.   There she is indeed. And it looks like there is a little bit of action going on." Just beyond the atmosphere a set of snubfighters were circling a disabled freighter. "They can handle themselves. Now, we just have to wait..."
   It wasn't long before their arrival was noticed. "This is *Wayfarer*Control to Shuttle *Olympia*. Please state your business."
   The pilot keyed the comm. "*Olympia* to *Wayfarer. *We're transporting personnel to Shay Memorial and request clearance to proceed to the base."
   "*Olympia,* please transmit your clearance code."
   "Understood." The pilot reached over and hit a button on the console. The response from *Wayfarer* was much more cheerful.
   "You are cleared for immediate landing. Tell the General 'Welcome Home'."
   "Acknowledged, *Wayfarer. Olympia *out."
   Once again, the other man smiled.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
   General Kirghy Lommax smiled as he knocked on Indy's door. The smile grew as her familiar voice replied with a polite "Enter."
   Stepping inside her office, he noticed the other person in the room. "Well, it seems we have something of a reunion going on here. General DeLong, always a pleasure."
   He thought Carlos was going to laugh as the two shook hands. "Kirgs, don't stand on ceremony on my account. There's too much and too long between the two of us for that."
   "I suppose that's true. Oh, before I forget..." Kirghy turned towards Indy and smartly saluted. "General Kirghy Lommax reporting for duty, Admiral."
   Indy was halfway around the desk when she froze. "What was that?"
   Kirghy produced a datapad and handed it to her. "As of now, I have officially been transferred to your command. Came down from the top brass." He shrugged as Indy began reading through the orders. "What can I say? I'm like a bad credit: You just can't get rid of me."

 General Kirghy Lommax
New Republic Armed Forces

     Alec had abandoned the stuffy, pompous dress uniform of a Namisian governor as soon as possible, changing into more comfortable garb that only barely reached the level of appropriateness for the summit. Even so, he was finding enough about the summit to be annoyed with, the current speaker being top on the list.
     The delegate from Conceli VIII had really worked himself into a fervor today, having abandoned all pretense of diplomacy, "...This man has blatantly and proudly disregarded the laws of our society, he is responsible for one of the greatest tragedies in the entire history of the Galactic Civil War-"
      "Governor, do we really have to listen to any more of this?" Alec asked of Governor Dargan. "New Republic Intelligence long ago discovered the Imperial orders for the sapper team actually responsible for the destruction of the city. We even captured one of the sappers and have his confession on record- verified by a Jedi no less. I was formally cleared of all charges long ago."
      "And what of his frequent betrayals and defections?" the Conceli ambassador pressed, "To trust a man whose loyalty wavers so constantly would be foolhardy! It is likely that he was actually serving the Empire during the Conceli VIII campaign and therefore, even if it was Imperial sappers who destroyed the city, he is still responsible for the loss of life! Then there is the Blue Griffon Fleet incident-"
      "Biological replicant droid," Alec said, somewhat sheepishly.
      "Ketaris, where willingly served Grand Admiral Thrawn in the attempted destruction of his own former comrades-"
      "Not destruction, just delaying."
      "And have any of us forgotten Farrelin affair?"
      "Too much Draskin Ale?" Alec offered with a grin.
      "And now he mocks these very proceedings! To trust this man is insanity. Conceli VIII will not agree to any trade deals with his corrupt government. He proposes to turn Namis into a free haven for trade with both the Imperial Remnant and the New Republic, an attempt to bypass countless tariffs and trade restrictions."
       "Wrong," Alec replied, letting his tone become a little firmer, his expression more serious, "Namis will trade with both the Empire and the Republic, this is true. The galaxy has had war for too long, now, finally the greatest powers have brokered peace with one another. The efforts of enterprising individuals- such as Talon Karrde with his information services- can not be denied. Namis desires to serve as the next step towards real, lasting peace. Let Imperial and Republic merchants both come to us, let them grow rich off one another; no one wants to kill the man putting credits into his pocket."
       Governor Dargan-Cannele sighed and looked at Admiral Bridger, who shrugged, "I warned you he would make things difficult just by being in the same room," Bridger said.
       "So you did," the governor agreed. "Ambassador Hujil, you will remember that this is not a court to try Governor Jaggers for any past crimes. His record is not at issue here. This is a trade summit. Now, take your seat."
       "Governor Dargan, he is a danger to us all!"
       "Take your seat, ambassador Hujil. Good. Now, I believe Tarj Assail of Namis will take the floor with his report on the initial proposals of trade goods."
        Alec leaned back in his chair, tuning out the droning voice of Tarj Assail, master of accounts and dull presentations from Namis as the man began describing trade routes and shipment tonnage and fuel costs.

Jag

Alex's speeder ran down the road at full speed. The wind whipped through his hair. He was upset that his return hadn't garnered more... enthusiasm. Still, he was well aware that Amanda and Trevvik had some severe issues to work out. It would take time, but they would get over it.

For now, he was going to go home, so he headed off towards the base. Then he realized that, having been gone five years, his quarters did not exist anymore. That was no matter. He would get by.

He was so lost in thought that he didn't notice the figure in the dark until he was nearly upon it. He swerved to miss it. Nicolai managed to spot the oncoming speeder in time to get out of the way of it. Even after all these years, his reflexes had managed to not fail him, although the fact the driver was kind enough to swerve out of the way certainly helped them both. While he had figured his nightly runs around the block were getting rather routine, this was not the way he wanted to have some excitement shoved in. Alex jumped out of the speeder and ran towards the frightened jogger. "My God, are you alright?" he asked. Nicolai stood up, brushing the grass and whatnot off of his PT shirt and jogging pants, and looked over at the driver rushing up to him. The voice sounded familiar...but, that couldn't be...he was dead...he had been for five years...

"Yeah, I'm fine." He managed, "What's your name?"

The reasoning behind asking the name was two-fold. If it was who he thought, that would be different. If it was a coincidence, he'd figure out why he was nearly run down, and cite him one way or another. The jogger still hadn't looked at Alex, but he figured telling the man his name was appropriate. "My name is Alextravia Grentarii. I'm a lieutenant colonel in the Aurora Force. At least... I think I am."

He looked up at the man finally, as if to make finally sure, and a slew of emotions rushed into him. Shock, of seeing the dead man back, a feeling of happiness to actually see him, even in spite of their past, and about a million questions to ask. However, only one thing came up to his mouth. "Heck of a way to let someone know you're back, Colonel." He said with a sideways grin, extending his hand, "How ya been?"

"I'm sorry, I'm afraid you have me at the disadvantage. I..." He looked at the face more closely. He'd aged, but it was quite plain, now that he looked. "Nicolai... Ginofev?"

Nicolai nodded, "Yeah, Nico, that's me. I'm rather surprised to see you, to be honest...although, I'd prefer a hello over getting nearly run over, but I'll let it slide. Were you really dead all these years, or did you just go into hiding or something?"

"I... and... Nico! It's so good to see you!"

Nicolai holds back on the rest of his questions, as a thought went through his mind.

"Would you like to continue this conversation back at my house, instead of standing around outside?"

"That would be lovely. Can I give you a lift?"

Nicolai grinned, "Just so long as you don't drive the way you did before. It's only a couple of blocks up the street. You got me as I was just starting out."

They got into the speeder, and Alex drove them up to the house, following Nico's directions. "Looks like a nice place," Alex said, looking at the housing. And it was, too. Much larger than single berth accommodations. Nicolai must have some kind of companion to be upgraded to this kind of residential unit.

"Well, it's remained standing in spite of my son and twin daughters." Nicolai said with a laugh, getting out of the speeder after Alex parked it and turned it off.

"Just gotta keep it down, sir. Kat just got the girls off to bed."

He led Alex up to the door, and opened the door, looking at Katrina, who was sitting in a chair in the living room, reading a medical journal.

"Hey, we got a visitor, hon." He said, and stepped aside to let Alex in.

"Is...but...how..." Katrina tried to ask one question, but every one of her questions came out instead. She stood up, looking at Alex carefully, clearly confused.

"Katrina! I'm surprised to see you here. I thought this undisciplined, unwashed space bum would have driven you off well before now." There was something different, though. Alex's tone was closer to a jovial 'how-you-doin'-you-old-pirate' type of heckling than a true representation of his feelings. It was clear that he was not trying to insult Nic. "I wasn't sure you two would last."

Katrina laughed a little, her confusion still running rampant, but she managed to see the joke "Hey, someone had to keep him in line. Military sure couldn't, but I've done alright."

Nicolai laughed as well, although his was more there, as he was just overwhelmed with happiness to see him. "Well, good to see that Death didn't rob you of your sense of humor." He motioned to the sofa, "Please, take a seat. You want something to drink?"

"Please," he said, sitting. "Whatever you're having is fine." When Nico went off to get the drinks, Alex turned to Katrina. "I believe I owe you an apology," he said. "The last time we spoke, I believe I told you that you..." he tried to remember the exact quote. "Yes, I remember. I told you that you had all the parenting skills of a monkey-lizard, in response to something your child knocked over. I'm sorry about that."

She looked at him blankly. "I... think I remember that. That was five and a half years ago!"

"Of course. From my perspective, though, I saw you only last week."

Nicolai walked back, into the living room, carrying three cups of a fruit juice, handing one to Alex, one to Katrina and took a sip out of the third, sitting down in the other chair in the room.

"In which case, I think it's only right I apologize for going after you with that folding chair, screaming something to the effect of 'You have no right to question my wife's parenting' followed with some rather nasty expletives. I've felt bad about that, since I remained quite mad at you up until your death, and..." He stopped, figuring the rest was clear, that he had felt really guilty since then.

"Understood," Alex said. "So, captain, how are you? Though, I doubt its captain anymore."

Nicolai nodded, "No, sir. Made Commander, would you believe it? And got made XO...and I rather don’t like your replacement...seems to abuse his delegation abilities." He shrugged, "So, as you can see, I get nailed with the paperwork. At least I learned that it's best when you do it yourself, so you eliminate possibility of someone screwing it up for you." He sipped again at his drink

"But, other than that, we've done quite well around here." Nicolai replied to the original question. "No major issues to speak of, really. Kind of got dull, you know?"

"I know what it's like to have a thorn in my side for a first officer, though," Alex said. "The rest of the squad respect you?"

Nicolai snorted a sarcastic laugh "To be honest, I'm the brunt of many a joke, mainly because I've gone by the book on this stuff. Like, one time, I sent a batch of newbies through the kill-house, and they were out of control. I mean, c'mon, they were doing things that would have gotten them killed. I made it clear to them that they were completely wrong, and made them re-do it, even though the Training Officer said it was fine. I don’t mind initiative but...wow, that was just out in left field."

"Oh yeah? What'd they do?"

"Blindly charged into rooms, not bothering to even try to check them, going off of half-cocked plans that narrowly got them killed every time, and frankly, just threw themselves into situations that if they had even tried to read the manual on simple breaching operations, they would have avoided. Bunch of mavericks." Nicolai said, shaking his head. Katrina laughed a little, but muffled it.

"Interesting. You do everything by the book now?"

"Yeah...for the most part...some creative changes here and there, but yeah."

"Then you've come a long way from that brash young man who covered an entire supply room worth of furniture with duct tape."

Nicolai had to stop himself from spraying Alex with a mouthful of juice, having had been reminded of his glory days in a funny way. Katrina laughed visibly.

"Did he really? That's cool!" A voice said from the hallway. Genady walked into the living room and plopped down next to Alex on the sofa.

"He certainly did," Alex said. "And I didn't think it was cool at the time. As I recall, I... was that the time you ended up peeling vegetables? Or did I have you sent to The Hole by that point?"

Nicolai shook his head, "No. That got me on a 10K run. The peeling came from that whole debacle with...oh...whatsername...I can't remember. But, yeah, I remember those days a little." He chuckled a little, "...and yet I see those same kind in my recruits, and I yell at 'em."

"He blow anything up?" Genady asked.

"Genady..." Katrina said, annoyed.

"What, I just want to know all the cool stuff dad did back then." Genady replied.

"When I knew your father, he was brash, uncouth, and had more bravado in his little finger than the entire Terlawnian Empire."

Nicolai shrugged, "Yeah, but after what happened during that raid...happened not too long after the wedding." He shuddered a bit, "...I'm never going back to that way...I almost lost..." He sighed and looked at Alex, "Sir, do you have a place to stay? If not, we'd be more than welcome to let you crash here until you get situated."

"That'd be lovely," Alex said. "I haven't exactly reinstated my commission yet."

"Okay. I'll get some extra sheets and pillows out." Nicolai stood up. "Genady, it's late. Time for bed, kido." Genady stood up and started walking down the hall.

“G'night mom, g'night dad, g'night whatsyername." He said as he entered his room, closing the door behind him. Nicolai walked to the hall closet, and pulled out some spare sheets and pillows, and then pulled the couch out into a bed and made it up.

"We all get up at the same time, 0600. That going to be fine for you, too?" Katrina asked.

"0600's late. At least, it was last time I got up. But then again... sometimes the book's not the only way to go. 0600 is fine."

"Nic, care to take a short walk with me around the grounds... indulge an old man in his nighttime routine? I did interrupt your jog, anyway."

"Ah, yeah, sure. Sounds like a good idea, sir." Nicolai walked over to Katrina.\

"You goin' to bed?" Nicolai asked.

"Yeah. I'll see you tomorrow. G'night." They hugged and exchanged a brief kiss before Katrina walked down the hall.
"Well, shall we?" Nicolai opened the door.

The night was cool and there was a slight breeze. They started out around the housing complex. "It's a good family you have there," Alex said. "Not surprised the little one doesn't remember me... though I haven't changed all that much. Actually... at all."

Nicolai nodded. "Well, we all can change...but, I cant complain. Family life has gone okay, ever since I learned my lesson about commandos and family." He shrugged, "But, how has everyone else taken your return?"

"I have my old fiancee and my best friend fighting for my affections, but other than that, pretty good."

Nicolai nodded, "That cant be fun...was that why you were driving like crazy? Just trying to get away from them? Can't blame ya...stop me if you'd prefer the conversation go elsewhere..."

"Well, there is something that's been on my mind."

"You wanna bounce it off of me?"

"Not sure you're gonna like it."

"Well, I'll still listen."

"You've changed, old man. I suppose time does that to a person." He turned away from Nicolai. "But then again, sometimes a change can come in an instant. I'll be blunt. You've become like me. Or like I was."

He looked up into the night sky for a moment, watching the stars twinkle. "Yeah...I guess you've got a point...I've just suffered too much being the man you knew me as. I nearly lost my wife, treated you rather badly in the years I've known you, not to mention that I had to live with the guilt that I never even tried to make amends."

"That's how I got that way, too. Pain... hurt. That's what drove me to it. I see that now. But..." He seemed to be at a loss for words. "Nic, something happened to me up there," he said, looking at the stars. "I'm me and yet I'm not. I'm... different."

Nicolai looked at Alex, "I've heard tales of guys who come back from the dead, so to speak, not like your case, and they're different people...I don’t know what it does...." He sighed, "But, I don’t know if I could ever go back to my old ways....I've never had any reason anymore. I live behind a stack of paperwork and my rank..."

"None of those things really matter, Nico. I don't know why I'm back. By all rights I should still be floating out there with all the other space junk. But I figure I ought to spread around what I learned. And you know what did it?"

He shook his head, "No, what?"

"It was a vision. I was on the bridge, and Amanda was there. And then, suddenly, I was back on this rickety old transport, and it was the day she turned. But this time I got to watch it... or maybe I was made to watch it, from outside myself. From her eyes. And I watched myself condone murder... watched myself blindly follow the Republic wherever they were going and watched myself tell my beloved... no. No, watched myself order my beloved to stay and fight for a cause she didn't believe in. I was never young, but I was immature... with the regs and words like honor and obey bouncing around in my head." By this point Alex's voice had become a whisper. "But do you know what I saw, when I looked into his eyes? Do you know what I realized?"

Nicolai shook his head, not willing to second-guess him.

"I looked at that man - at myself - standing at the head of that table, so self-righteous in his ways, and so sure that if he just followed the book, everything would turn out alright, because the rules are there to protect you and if you follow them you can't go wrong. And I watched him there, the very symbol of self-righteousness... and I hated him. If he'd have been any other man, I would have punched him for speaking to my fiancee the way he did. But... he didn't. I did."

"Maybe..." Nicolai stopped to choose his words, "Maybe that was what cause such friction between us early on." He shook his moment, taking a deep breath, "There's more why I changed, too...yes, it's related to pain, but it's a pain that still haunts me...It's been seven years, but just the very thought drives me insane..."

"My younger sister, Terri....she was so torn inside with the conflict between my father and I...a story I'm sure you know already...well...she couldn’t stand it when he and I had one final spat on his deathbed, because I still refused to believe I was the wrong one for not joining the Imperial Navy, and she threw herself off of a building in Cornet...I received the blame...and I..." He sniffed, "I felt that if I had followed the rules, followed my father, she wouldn't have killed herself."

"And if you had followed the rules, I'd be obligated to kill you right now." He seemed lost in thought a moment, then turned back to Nico. "I would, wouldn't I? Who are we fighting with these days?"

"I would have been dead years ago...TIE jockeys never live long...but, you wouldn’t bee shooting me right now...believe it or not, the Republic is no longer at war with the Remnant..." He shrugged, "It's hard for me to grasp. I was trained to shoot at stormies and TIEs, and now, things are different...but, I see your point. Still..."

"No longer at war? No... that's not possible. I mean... no. Just... no! Crazy talk is what that is."

Nicolai shrugged, "Like I said, it's crazy, but it's true. We're at peace with the Imperials, which I found rather odd, considering I thought we were both supposed to want the other dead. Times change, whether you're around or not."

"Yeah..." He looked down at his chronometer, "We better get back."

"Indeed, you can't expect a wife to wait for her husband either."

He laughed, "Yeah." Nicolai looked at Alex, "It's good to have you back, Alex. Really, I mean it."

"Good to be back, old man. Now, let's get inside. There's a fold-out with my name on it."

A joint post between
Alex & Nico

"Everything can be done, for a price. Whether that price is in money, property, or something less tangible, like self respect or pride. Yes, there's a difference between the two. The real question is....is the price worth what you gain?"
- Major General Garan-Dur, Auyn WarMaster
   From the teachings of the Order of Auyn
=================================================================================

Major General Garan-Dur rose smoothly from his seat as Tarj Assail began his litany about trade goods and whispered in Governor Dargan-Canelle's ear. "There's an old friend in port that I'd like to go say goodbye to before she leaves. Call me if Conceli declares war on Namis, will you?"

Tegan allowed herself a small smile. Had it been anyone else, she might guess he meant an actual woman, but knowing Garan, he had to be talking about a ship. "Will do."

Silently, Garan slipped out, heading for the shuttle pad that would get him to Wayfarer.
======================================

Captain Cay Bel Iblis stood on the catwalk overlooking the cavernous engine room, leaning against the rail. "So, do you want to talk about it?"

Lieutenant Davil Bullian scowled without looking up from the control consol he was working on. "Not particularly. I suppose Dorrin told you already."

"Actually, I haven't seen him. Our new XO is up to his neck in personnel records and supply requisitions. I actually came down here to talk to you about something else, but I can see something's bothering you."

Davil nodded. "I'll be fine, if everyone can just leave me alone. How soon are we leaving, anyway?"

"Well, when twenty percent of a crew spontaneously request reassignment, it takes a little bit to re-staff the ship. We're scheduled to depart in 48 hours, though."

"So what did you want to talk to me about, anyway?"

Cay looked around to make sure they were alone before leaning forward conspiratorially, "You read the report on how she handled during the Grassus battle."

"Yeah, you nearly shorted out the entire electrical system and you were about ten seconds from complete shield failure. You got damned lucky and that's why one-fifth of your crew demanded a transfer at the first opportunity."

Cay nodded. "Well, I checked with command...subtly. We're pretty far down on the list of official upgrades."

Davil actually looked up at him then. "The word 'official' scares me. Is the word 'official' supposed to scare me?"

Cay grinned. "If I could get us the parts on an 'unofficial' basis, you could install them?"

Davil looked offended. "I think you forget who you're talking to. But how are you going to get the parts?"

Cay smiled mysteriously. "If you don't know, you can't testify against me."
================================

Two hours later, Cay was in one of the empty cargo bays, dressed only in a pair of shorts and a grey t-shirt with the letters AFFC in big black letters across the front. Across from him was Xander Drake, dressed similarly, although his shirt said "Axel's Roadhouse Bar and Grill" around the picture of a bantha on a barbecue spit. Both men had a quarterstaff in their hands and were slowly circling each other, sparring as they talked.

Xander ducked under an attack and countered. "So what you're saying is I shouldn't fight back if someone threatens me?"

Cay blocked the counter-attack and shoulder-checked the younger man. "No, what I'm saying is that sometimes you accomplish more by not fighting in that instance. Take Alderaan, for example."

"Alderaan was blown up by the Death Star. There's no fighting back against that."

"True, but Alderaan was also a planet of pacifists. They'd decommissioned their planetary defenses centuries ago. If the Death Star had attacked, say, Coruscant or Corellia, there would have been some sort of advance warning of the Death Star's attack and defenses would have been deployed."

"Defenses. Against the Death Star."

"True, they wouldn't have had a snowball on Tattooine's chance of stopping the superlaser, but they would have launched ships for a counter-attack, at least."

Xander thought about that for a moment, and caught the end of Cay's staff in the solar plexus for his distraction. "Okay....granted."

"Because Alderaan presented absolutely ZERO credible threat to the Empire or to their battlestation, when the Empire destroyed it, the rest of the galaxy took notice, and public outrage against the Empire was more or less universal."

"Not counting Byss?"

"We never count Byss. So you see what I mean about not fighting back?"

"Still, it was a phyrric victory."

Cay grinned and blocked another shot. "Of course it was. And you WERE paying attention in military history."

Xander's reply was cut off by the ship's intercom. "Captain, General Garan-Dur is on the access ramp, formally requesting permission to board." The communications officer sounded a little confused by the formality of it all.

Cay set aside his quarterstaff and grabbed a towel, rubbing off the sweat. "Permission granted, Ensign. Provide the General with an escort to the bridge, I'll meet him there in ten minutes." Cay stopped and sniffed his t-shirt. "Actually, better make that twenty."
===========================================================

Nineteen minutes later, Cay and Xander walked onto the ship's bridge, Cay dressed in the metallic armored jacket and canvas pants of the Auyn Warrior and Xander dressed in the same outfit, only all in the dark grey canvas of an Auyn Student.

Garan turned away from looking out the forward viewscreen with his hands clasped behind his back, his dress uniform looking a little out of place among all the crew members working to repair systems and get the Legacy ready for flight, although Garan looked right at home. He looked at home on any ship's bridge.

"Forgive me for keeping you waiting, General, but considering the circumstances, I felt a quick shower was in order."

Garan smiled knowingly. "Exercising?"

"Teaching, sir."

Garan looked at Xander questioningly, and Xander responded instantly. "The merits of peace as a method of war, General."

Garan nodded. "Of course."

Cay took the datapad handed to him by the tech at his elbow, signed it, and handed it back. "What brings you to our ship, General?"

Garan smiled and looked around the bridge. "Visiting an old friend. I understand she took a few lumps recently."

Cay nodded. "Aye sir, but we're going to make sure that doesn't happen again."

Garan gave him that questioningly look again, and Cay just shook his head slightly. Garan nodded, trusting his former pupil. The entire exchange took less than five seconds, and Xander was convinced he was the only one who saw it, their movements had been so subtle and choreographed.

"If you don't mind, I'd like to have a look around before I go."

"Of course, General. Xander, why don't you escort the general?"

Xander nodded. "We still meeting at 2100 for the...thing?"

Cay nodded his answer as they left.

- MGN Garan-Dur, Auyn WarMaster
   CPT Cay Bel Iblis, Auyn Warrior
   Xander Drake, Auyn Student

Trevvik stepped out of the restaurant in time to see the speeder bearing Alex disappear down the street. It didn't bother him so much that he was stranded outside of town so much as he was stuck out here in this suit.

Amanda came out just after him. "Where'd he go?" She followed Trevvik's gaze as he continued staring off down the road. Instead of answering her question, he turned in the direction of town and started walking.

"Where are you going?" He didn't respond. "Talk to me!"

When she persisted, he answered in a 'leave me alone' kind of voice, "To get something to eat."

"Well... I'll come with you!"

He shrugged, kept walking. Amanda quickened her step to walk by his side as they began their walk back to town. They walked in silence for some time. Trevvik took a pack of cigarettes from the inner pocket of his jacket, tapped one out, and offered one to Amanda.

"Thank you, no," she said, somewhat tartly.

"Purist, eh? Clean lungs, white teeth," he said as he lit up. He enjoyed a long drag, then said, "Surprised you'd be willing to walk alongside the likes of me."

"I... don't know my way around town yet."

"Ah, I see. Well," he said with a slight grin and a sidelong look, "I could show you around - tour the lower dregs and scary dark alleys.” He winked. “Know them well."

"Seems like you'd be right at home there."

"Aye," he growled. "No better place for the scummy lowlifes to hang out, drink their lives away and carve each other's guts out." He clenched at the cigarette between his teeth until the muscles in his jaws twitched.

"My thoughts exactly."

"Tell me; do I disgust you? Am I a detestable creature? Do I make you to want to run away and find a place to throw up?"

"This isn't working," she said. "Alex wants us to work this out."

"What do you want, an apology? From me? I'm the devil's own, missy. I've done more bloody, dirty deeds than I can count, paid my passage to hell a thousand times over, and I've ceased caring." Rather than bragging, he spat his words with abhorrence. "I can’t afford regret and remorse; it'll rot me alive," he added, more to himself, and in spite of himself. That very struggle was evident on his face.

"So, what do we do?"

He shrugged his great shoulders. "Whatever the Cap wants." There was the rub.

"You're very devoted to him."

He sighed out a stream of smoke, then tossed the remainder of the cigarette aside. "Yeah," he said with a heavy dose of remorse at the thought of letting him down. "I don't know why he doesn't have me keel hauled."

"What's this really about?"

"He's right."

"If you mean that we've treated his return like a trivial event so we could keep on fighting... I'd agree with you."

Trevvik grunted in agreement.

"Now he's mad at both of us. But... does he seem different to you?"

Trevvik furrowed his brow in thought. "Aye," he concluded. "He does, at that. Though I can't lay a finger on what it could be." Seeking an answer, he looked down at her for the first time since they began walking. A speeder whooshed by, stirring her hair in its wake.

"Why are you angry with me, Trevvik?"

"You were the best thing to happen to Cap - then you went and ground your pretty little spiked heels into his heart, that's why."

"You make it sound as if this were my choice."

"Wasn't it?" he challenged. "We all make choices, missy. Everything's a choice. Choose to live this way or that, pick up a bottle and drink, put a blaster to your head and blow out your brains." He shrugged. “Choices.”

"This was different," she said.

"Yeah? How."

"You don't understand the Force. Not really. Nobody who's never touched it can." She turned away, unable to face anyone while she spoke of this dark chapter in her life. "The Force doesn't just surround us, Trevvik. It has colors... moods. It has a will of its own, and it can be polluted with dark thoughts and emotions." She looked at him again, her eyes piercing him. "It's powerful. It's like being under water, in a pool. You're surrounded by it, aware of it. When someone moves, you can tell. But it's so easy for that pool to become a river, pulling you down with the undertow. And when that happens, there's nothing you can do to save yourself."

Trevvik was becoming all the thirstier. Ahead, the lights of the city began to shine light upon their path as they drew near to the first buildings lying on the outskirts. Now she was making excuses for herself, which should incense him more, so it made no sense that he suddenly felt protective of her as they walked along this lonely road at night, even though being a Jedi she could probably sense every little critter creeping around in the shadows. A couple of men stood talking on a shadowy walkway, watching the pair as they passed. Trevvik gave them his scariest warning glare before commenting to Amanda, "Yeah, that's something I just don't get. My nephew, he's into all that hocus pocus, too."

"Your nephew? That's Janet's son, right?"

Trevvik nodded. "Les. He's on Xenen now, being training by that Jinx guy."

"Does Jinx feel he can do the training properly?"

"If he don't, I'll crack his skull." He smacked his fist into his palm.

"This is no laughing matter," Amanda said. "I know whereof I speak. If Jinx cannot train him properly... if he does not take care to do instill discipline in his student... then he will surely fall."

"Who’s laughing?" But to reassure himself as well as her, he added, "Claims to be a Master." Black bones, he was getting thirsty. "Don't want the kid to end up like you?" he ventured with the slightest of sneers.

Her eyes burned through him when she turned to glare at him. She grabbed his wrist, squeezing it, and was pleasantly surprised at the surprised look on the pirate's face. Yes, it surprised him, didn't it? It was hard to suppress the knowledge that it would be so easy to reach out to the force, have it wrap itself around his neck and squeeze until he were dead... she could throw his limp, lifeless body against the wall, snapping his neck in two. Then she would show him... yes... she would show him...

 No, NO! She could not, she would not.

 "Do you know what it's like to be used?" She asked instead. "Have you ever been used to kill your friends, and enslave innocent people? Falling to the Dark Side... it's not just about unleashing your anger and your potential for hate... it's about having your mind poisoned... it's becoming a tool for evil. Don't you ever forget that." She let go of his wrist, literally throwing his arm back down to his side. "And I would never wish that on anyone." She started walking away, quickly. Trevvik stood still, stunned.

When he recovered, he stalked behind her, slowly closing the gap between them, letting her listen to his heavy footfall as he came closer. Finally, when he was within a few feet of her she whirled on him, to shoo him away like a trailing wild animal - and that was the glint that shone in his eye when she turned to face him. "Two things, missy," he said sharply, jabbing two digits into the air between them. "First, nobody touches me unless I want 'em to. Second, yeah, I do know what it's like to fall on the side of evil. Does the word pirate mean anything to you? I am a bad man, miss, and I don't make no excuses for it. Last, I don't say sorry to anyone - okay, I've only apologized to only one person in my life, ever; that was an exception. But if that's what Cap wants, then..." he hesitated. "Then all right," he started again, bracing himself. "I'm sss...I uh, apo-apo-lo--apologize. There!" He gained a self-satisfied look, but there was no smile on Trevvik's face. 

"That's three." 

"Three what?" he asked, suddenly confused. 

"You said two things. That was three."

"Oh," he said, taken aback, thinking back on his list.

"We've still got quite a ways to walk," she said. "And I have a sense that you could use a drink. Want to stop in somewhere?"

Looking at her funny, he scrubbed his goatee. "How'd you know? Did you do a Jedi mind thing on me or something?"

"No, it's the way you lick your lips. I knew someone else who did that when he needed... liquid nourishment."

Trevvik smiled at last. "Oh, did ye now?" He chuckled, feeling oddly better, though he couldn’t understand why. "Yeah, I could use some - what did you call it - 'liquid nourishment.'" Walking side by side again, they headed for a small building off the side of the road. The colored, blinking light hanging outside it promised the liquid nourishment they desired.

--Alex and Skyy

She looked like a million credits, and she knew it.

She was probably worth half again as much, too, to anyone who wanted to hire her, considering exactly how close she was to the major military installation in the Kartuiin Sector, walking around wearing a tight black leather corset, equally tight pants, and a smile. People would pay big money for a spice smuggler that good.

She was banking on that, too.

She leaned against the bar, a slight smirk painted on her face, surveying the populace of the seediest dive on Wayfarer station. The smirk broadened for just a moment as she spotted her quarry, but she killed the expression quickly. No sense in alerting him to the fact that he was the one she was looking for - not just yet, anyway.

Turning toward the bartender, she raked a hand through short-cropped brown locks, letting her indigo eyes wander along the racks of old bottles behind the bar. She frowned slightly, eyeing the bartender a moment. "You have any Nine's Black Brew?" She'd developed a taste for the ale brewed on Conceli IX over the last few years.

The bartender nodded. "Need a glass?"

She shook her head and a moment later was awarded with a bottle of the ale, for which she paid in mixed credits. The bartender didn't seem to mind overmuch and moved on. The young woman turned around again, letting her eyes wander once more.

Going to be a fun night, she smirked to herself as she uncapped the ale. One long, unbroken swallow later, she nodded to herself. Oh yes. It's going to be a fun night.

~ Indy

Les Wyler kept to the lengthening shadows, stealthily slipping through the trees, sneaking up on the two that awaited him in the woods. He could sense their presence, not very far away, but he couldn't tell if they were on to his approach. Working hard to apply all he'd learned, he realized that creeping up undetected on two near-Jedi’s such as himself, especially when they were expecting him, was just about too much to hope for.

Trystan Chase leaned against the trunk of an old tree, staring up through the branches at the slowly darkening sky. In the meantime, Chance shifted from foot to foot, scuffing a toe in the dirt. Their voices drifted on the slight breeze that ran in Les's direction.

"He's totally late. You're sure he's coming?" 

Chase's laugh was quiet. "Be patient, Chance. Geez! Hasn't Mom drilled that into you yet?"

The girl snorted. "Mom's not exactly much the patient type, either, in case you hadn't noticed, Chase."

When they came into view, Les was surprised to find them standing around talking as though they hadn't yet sensed him. He crouched behind a large frond, then used the Force to leap into the air and land silently on a high branch. He looked down on them. It was only a matter of moments before they would both look up and see him, he was sure. Lingering for only the slightest moment, he leaped as he had the other day when Jinx had tested him, landing with both feet in the back of the speeder. When the duo turned to him as one, he was sitting there with a grin on his face, his arms spread to rest on the back of the seat.

"Well, we gonna do this or what?"

Chase smiled a lopsided smile that was more than certainly a legacy from both of his fathers. "I was going to ask you the same thing. You took your sweet time sneaking up on us, y'know. Would've been faster if you'd just walked up like the rest of us."

"I hate you both," Chance muttered, crossing her arms and turning. She started marching up the path back toward where her brother had left the speeder.

Les rubbed his hands together and smiled unapologetically. "Well kids, what's the agenda? What are going to be up to tonight?"

"...there's a very strong temptation on my part to say the same thing we do every night when you come back, but I'll restrain myself." Chase grinned. "Right now, though, we should probably catch Chance before she hotwires my speeder."

As Chase started the speeder and the pillars of the forest began rushing by, the wind whipping their hair, Les leaned forward to the two sitting up front. "What's been going on here while I've been away? Seems like I've been gone forever."

Chase grunted. "Not forever, just a while. Trade summit on base. Town's like a carnival, though, with all the students starting to get back to town. I should totally be studying for finals right now, though." The medical student muttered something darkly about summer classes as he drove. His sister languidly stretched in the seat next to him, craning her neck to regard Les with a wry smirk.

"Nothing ever changes here, Les. You know that. For everything that supposedly goes on here, it's a deadly dull place to grow up."

Chase snorted. "Spoken like someone who's never experienced the truly mundane. She's right, though, Les, there's not much up in the grand scheme."

Les was quite for a time, until the lights of the city began to appear up ahead. Then he said, "Have either of you felt anything? I mean, like...something is about to happen? Something that - I don't know, brewing. Something big."

Chance's smirk abruptly vanished and she tucked herself into a ball in the front seat, knees pressed against her chest. She rested her chin on them. "It feels like a dark blanket, just on the edge of my senses, sometimes. And it keeps getting heavier, and darker."

Chase said nothing, just pressed his lips together tightly.

"Same here," he said softly. Silence had fallen upon them, and though Les was concerned that others sensed the dark shadow that lurked just beyond their vision, he was sorry he had thrown a somber mood over their party.

Chase frowned briefly, but shook his head. "Well. Nothing that we have to worry about -- it's still our parents' problem, after all, right?"

"Your parents' maybe," Les said almost sulkily. "You think nothing happens on Xenen - have you ever been to Atad?"

"....your mom could still get called up if there's a big problem, couldn't she?" Chance frowned at Les, turning in the seat. 

"And you know I've never been to Atad. None of us have, 'cept for you."

"Except for the brief time the Empire showed an interest in it, it's the little dot on the charts that time forgot; if you can find it on the charts.” He crossed his arms. “It's got this mesmerizing effect, and it seems to have worked its magic on my folks - especially Dad. Things would have to get pretty bad to convince them to return."

Chase snorted. "You think she'd tell Aunt Indy no?" 

He thought for a moment, then answered, "No. No, she wouldn't. Her sense of duty is too strong." He grinned. "And of course Dad's not gonna stay behind without her. She might have to drag him along, but they'd come back."

Chase shrugged. "And that, as they say, would be that. Therefore, still our parents' problem."

"Mark down one point for Chase," he said, reaching forward and nudging Chance on the arm.

Chance laughed a little, shaking her head. "Let him have his small victories. I think it's all that keeps him sane." She laughed some more at her brother's glare as he pulled into a parking spot near one of Quis's arcades.

"I've got the credits. Let's go play some games or something."

--Joint post between Indy and Skyy

"Good and evil are highly subjective terms. Order 66 itself wasn't evil, it was just words. The intent behind Order 66 when Chancellor Palpatine gave it, that was evil. Were the clone troopers evil for following Order 66? I don't think so, they were just soldiers doing a job they thought they had to do."
- General Gage, Auyn WarMaster
    From the teachings of the Order of Auyn
====================================================================

Xander Drake looked around as he walked beside Cay through the Upper Concourse of Wayfarer station. They were both dressed in their Auyn gear, Cay having removed any sort of military insignia from his. "Remind me again why we're doing this?"

Cay answered without looking back at him. "We need parts and upgrades for the ship. Parts that AF command says we don't need. So we've got to go through...less reputable channels to get them."

"And we're going where, again?"

Cay actually stopped and turned to him. "Wayfarer is very much like a city all her own. In the center, you've got base ops, technical, staff housing. Most of the officers commute back and forth from the planet. In a ring around the outside of that, you have the Concourse, three levels. Lower level connects to the docking ports for the big ships, like the Dashan or Imladris. Upper level connects to the docking bays for the smaller ships, like ours. Then above the upper level is the Terrace level, where all the restaurants, bars, and seedy holes-in-the-wall are. If you look at the ring, you've got the Lower docking ports at 2 o'clock, you've got the Upper docking bays at 9 o'clock, and the direct connection between the Concourse and Caduceus medical at 12 o'clock. That leaves a big section that doesn't see alot of foot traffic from people in uniforms. In those sections, the less....reputable businesses grow and thrive. We're going to one of those now."

Xander nodded. He didn't have to ask why he was there, he was the only one on Legacy that couldn't be court-martialed for helping with this, and he suspected he was the only one who knew how to fight besides Cay. Perfect choice for a bodyguard. He also had no military record, so if the scoundrels and thieves Cay was dealing with had investigated him, Xander would be an unknown. As they continued walking, something caught the younger man's eye. "Hold up a moment, Cay. I'll be right back." Without another word, he slipped into a seedy-looking junk dealer's shop and left Cay standing there looking confused. A moment later he came back out, with a matched pair of swords, each with a single edge and a jagged trailing edge.

Cay stared at him, slightly dumbfounded. "Are those..."

Xander grinned. "Jar'Kai dueling sabers. Authentic, too, if the maker's mark is to be believed."

Cay shook his head and kept walking. "How the heck did a junk dealer on Wayfarer end up with a pair of antique swords from the Old Republic? And better yet, how did you afford them?"

Xander grinned. "Can't answer the first one, but I've known the password to my dad's credit account for years."

Cay just shook his head, then steeled himself as the two of them walked in the dirty, smoke-filled bar.
============================================================

The two of them walked in and paused a moment, letting their eyes adjust to the dim, yellow light inside. It was pretty obvious that this wasn't so much a bar, as it was a court for the man sitting behind the table in the back. Xander hung back a step as Cay approached, playing the job of a good bodyguard.

The man behind the table was old, grizzled, and had an eye missing that he didn't feel the need to wear a patch over. He might as well have been wearing a neon sign that said "crimelord". He looked up at Cay, and then squinted at Xander with his good eye. "Who are you kids, and why should I care?"

Cay smiled and reached into his jacket, slowly, and pulled out a round badge with a symbol of a black circle with rays radiating out of it, tossing it down on the table in front of him. "You care because Blackfur says you care. You know who I am already, or I wouldn't be standing here."

The one-eyed man nodded. "I know who you are, Cay Bel Iblis. I don't know who -he- is." Jerking a thumb at Xander.

"He's Xander. I brought him along because only a fool walks in here without someone to watch his back."

"You understand why we might have a trouble with trust around here. Take her for instance." He gestured to a girl by the bar in a black leather corset and tight leather pants. "Wouldn't know she was NRI to look at her, would you?"

Cay's eyes flicked to the girl, looking at her with the skill of a man trained to notice things, and recognized her instantly. His eyes flicked back to Xander for the briefest of instants, and Xander's eyes blinked twice, showing he got the message. To anyone not trained by an Auyn WarMaster, the entire exchange was missed entirely.

Before the boss's goons could grab the freshly-exposed spy, Xander snarled and ripped his dueling sabers from their sheaths. With a move too fast to follow, he knocked the girl's feet out from under her, pinned one blade against her throat, and held the point of the other blade right up against the crotch of the goon closest to him. "You sithspawn bitch! You know how much money you cost me on Kessel!?"

The entire tableau froze, as Cay turned back to the crime boss with The Smile on his face and hands held up. "Sorry about that, he's a little high-strung when it comes to money. Needless to say I, and Blackfur, would take it as a personal favor if you'd just let him deal with her."

The crime boss grunted his agreement and Xander hauled the girl to her feet, dragging her outside into the hallway a bit roughly, but certainly alive.

Cay stopped smiling. "I assume you already got my request?"

"We did. A pretty tall order."

"I want the first shipment at Conceli VIII in a week. You're going to make that happen for me."

The crime boss looked at him, then looked down at the steel disk with the Black Sun logo on it, and then back at Cay. "We'll make it happen, yes."

Cay smiled as he picked up the steel disk again, putting it back in his jacket. "Thank you, gentlemen. I'll be in contact about the next shipment."

He walked out, to go meet Xander in the hallway with their mystery girl.

- CPT Cay Bel Iblis, Auyn Warrior
   Xander Drake, Auyn Student

Nicolai sat at his desk, going over the reports that had accumulated on his desk, which was not very much for a change, considering he had tossed out all the paperwork that the CO wanted done. He had done that work for far too long, he finally realized.

After getting home last night, he went to bed, but did not fall asleep right away. Alex's words seemed to echo in his mind. Seeing him had been a shock in its own right, but the revelation he delivered hit him harder than a turbolaser bolt. What's more was that Nicolai felt he was right, that he could not hide behind the manual, his rank, his position or the chain of command. Eventually, it would all come to nothing, especially out on the battlefield. Those who sought to get him or his colleges in their blaster sights would care less if they were dropping a Private or a Commander, not when you got right down to it.

He stopped reading a report concerning the current stocks of weapons in the armory and their statuses and looked at the pictures arrayed in front of him on his desk. Specifically, the two he was interested in were the one someone had taken at his bachelor party, and the one taken at the wedding. He sighed as he looked at the man who used to be him. The cocky, 'I-Know-It-All-And-I-Do-It-My-Way' look in his green eyes, that grin that seemed to come quite easily, and just a mix of cockiness, happiness, and eagerness.

Alex had been right. It was all the pain. The time he had nearly lost Katrina, all because he was too gung-ho and disregarded the basics of combat, and ended up failing to cover her. For a time, he had shunned the blame on circumstance, that she was in the wrong place at the wrong time. But, the blame shifted onto his brash nature, as everyone was ready to remind him. He had coped, but the coping came in the form of starting to follow the book.

About that time, the door opened, and Sergeant Luger, the son of the MP who Nicolai knew quite well from the times he had been a hellraiser to Alex, escorted the Squad First Sergeant into the room, and then left. 

The First Sergeant failed to salute, which was typical, as this particular NCO was nothing more than a CO bootlicker. "Commander, why..." The First Sergeant started, but Nicolai had stood up and got face to face, inches away.

"Sergeant, first of all, I'm still a Commander. Therefore, you can salute me when you enter my office. Two, go tell your boss I'm done doing his paperwork. Exec officer does not mean I get his paperwork. If that means I'm to be relieved of duty, so be it. I have no problem going back to line duty." Nicolai said in a voice that he never used on this sorry excuse for an NCO.

"Commander..." The First Sergeant tried again, but Nicolai glared.

"DISMISSED!" Nicolai bellowed out, and pointed to the door. The First Sergeant performed an about face and walked out of the office. Sergeant Luger came in, watching the First Sergeant walk out.

"Something the matter, sir?" He asked. Nicolai laughed and shook his head.

"No. I think something has come back." Nicolai said, sitting back down. He looked at his desk for a moment, and then leaned back and propped his feet on the desk.

"Go ahead and resume your duties, Sergeant. That's all." Nicolai said, and the young man saluted, which Nicolai lazily returned, and then returned to his station.

"It's a start..." Nicolai said to himself, waiting for when he'd be chewed out. Just like the good 'ol days....

CAPT Nicolai Ginovef

Being manhandled out of the place by whoever was escorting Cay Bel Iblis-she'd gotten enough of a look to know that's who it had been sitting down with Haggun to know it was him-had not been in her plan for the evening's events. Somehow, though, she didn't think that this kid cared that much about that. Still and all, she was more than certainly going to get to the bottom of this situation. Jerking her arm from his grip she shot the boy a glare. "What the hell do you think you're doing."

He eyed her a moment. "Helping you," he finally said simply with a shrug.

Her eyes narrowed as she continued to glare, hissing, "Who the hell are you and what made you think I needed help? I was doing just fine in there, thanks, until your damn theatrics started up."

Cay moved up to the pair, shaking his head slightly. She didn't notice him right away, her attention on the other man, who said simply, "Oh really? Looked to me like you'd been made."

She pushed him, starting to curse under her breath as she began walking away. Damn kid, he actually thinks he knows what he's talking about, too! He'll last all of about thirty seconds down here with that attitude.

The sound of Cay clearing his throat stopped her. There was a wry smile on his face as she turned, pursing her lips. "Hello, Molly. Fancy meeting you here."

Molly Losoda crossed her arms, shifting most of her weight to one leg. "Cay. Right back at you."
The older man tilted his head slightly toward the corridor beyond them. "Shall we talk someplace that isn't shouting distance from the den of scum and villainy?"

She exhaled a breath, frowning. "Your place or mine?" The comment wasn't meant to be biting, though it did come off that way, to a degree.

Cay just beckoned her onward, moving down the corridor. After a moment of glaring at the younger boy, the one who'd dragged her out here in the first place, and watching him make a 'ladies first' motion, she fell into step behind Cay, leaving the boy to bring up the rear. They headed down the corridors and to the Lower Concourse, finally stopping at a reputable caf bar that was populated mostly by the station's engineers as one of their regular haunts. As the boy headed off to get mugs for each of them, Cay looked at Molly seriously.

"So how'd you get made?"

When did that happen? She frowned. "The fact that I got made is news to me. There was no indication that anyone knew who I was."

Cay lofted a brow. "You missed the point where Haggun the Scarred pointed at you and said 'She's NRI'?"
Apparently I did. I'm not stupid, Cay. Breath hissed through her teeth and she glared at the boy who was returning with their caf. "How do I know that it wasn't the fault of someone else here?"

Cay accepted the mug of caf. "Certainly not mine. I didn't even know it was you until he pointed you out." A slight grin crept across the young Captain's face. "You sure didn't dress like that when I saw you two years ago at Christmas."

More breath hissed through her teeth. Family functions are not easy for anyone in this family anymore-not that they have been for a while. "Two years ago at Christmas I was fourteen and trying to make sure my mother didn't fly apart at the seams." Poor Mom. It's just...she still hurts so much. Damned if I know how to fix that pain. I don't think any of us do.”

Cay just nodded. Molly tilted her head to the side, thinking a moment longer. "Besides, Dad would kill me." If he knew I was in this? Oh yeah. Someone would be dead. In a heartbeat. "And you're not telling him I was dressed like this, either."

After chuckling a moment, his expression turned serious again, all trace of mirth vanishing. "So I take it you disagree with my order to extract you from the situation?"

The other boy scowled, staring at her. "I might. Who are you?" 

Molly sighed, looking at Cay and speaking at almost the same moment. "You did what you had to do, I guess. You outrank me. Hardly my place to disagree."

Cay nodded, then chuckled, glancing at his companion. "Ah, right. Xander Drake, Molly Losoda. Molly, Xander."

She studied him a moment, then smirked. I can see Aunt Kingston and Uncle Bobby in him, I guess-definitely can hear Uncle Bobby. "I thought the voice was vaguely familiar."

Xander blinked a moment, frowning. "I've been on Kartuiin a while, haven't I?"

"You sound like your dad," Molly explained.

Cay snapped his fingers to get the intelligence officer's attention again. "Yes, it was my decision, and while Xander's style was a little more...flamboyant than I'd have chosen, it seemed to work. He may have even saved your cover."

Molly's brow shot upwards. "What, you managed to rip that knowledge out of your contact's head?"

A ghost of a smile crossed Cay's lips. "No, but shouting like a madman about how you ripped him off on a planet he's never been to will make them think twice, and probably have them chasing their tails to verify it."

Molly just frowned slightly as Xander shrugged, explaining, "It was the first thing that came to mind." Molly just shook her head.

"Hopefully Carmen will get on that."

Cay inclined his head slightly, taking a sip of caf. "If you need to send a secure message, you can from our ship. I can promise Haggun won't be spying on the Legacy." At the sight of Molly's brow arching higher, Cay smiled faintly. "He's too afraid of the people I know."

"Duly noted." Molly sighed, sipping her own caf.

Xander watched her for a moment. "So I'm guessing you need to get off the station as soon as possible. I mean, if you flee to the planet, it'll confirm their thoughts about you."

"It's an idea." Molly shrugged. "I don't have enough putty and crap to keep myself disguised for too long." Not long at all, especially how that crap makes me break out sometimes. I really need to get them to order me stuff I'm not mildly allergic to. Mom never had these problems. I know she didn't. Only allergy she has is to bacta, which sucks, but hasn't killed her yet. She snorted softly. Geez. She totally never had these kinds of problems. "I suppose I'm certainly not my mother."

Xander grinned. "Speaking as the son of the man they named Tempest Control after? No one is your mother."

She's not even the woman she was now. Too much crap, I guess. Molly shook her head slightly, almost sadly. "No one'll ever be her again, anyway."

Cay glanced toward Xander a moment. "Xander, are you offering her a lift?"

He smirked. "Sure, why not?"

At Molly's look, Cay smiled. "How about it? As I recall, your brother's not the only half-decent pilot in the family."

Molly grinned. "No, there's also Mom and Dad...oh, wait. You were talking about me?" She took a sip of caf. "You down one or something?"

The Legacy's captain rolled his eyes. "More like replacing a fifth of my crew from scratch."

"For some reason, no one wants to fly with the crazy kid who's too young to know that a cargo barge isn't supposed to be in combat."

Cay rolled his eyes, setting down his mug. "Acclamator-class assault ship, actually."

"Hmph." Molly set down her mug as well. "I've got this sick feeling in the pit of my stomach that every ship with a turbolaser or torps is going to be a warship real quick sometime soon."

"You too, huh?" Cay shook his head. "Now you know why I'm buying ship upgrades on the black market."

Well, that explains that. But why would he be having feelings like that? He's not Force-sensitive at all. Maybe 'cause of Mary? Did she feel something? Would follow, but I always though Arilyn had that gift from Aunt Indy... Molly frowned. "What, you're getting sick feelings, too? Or Mary is?"

Cay shook his head. "Me. I haven't talked to Mary about it."

"But you're not Force-sensitive."

"No."

Molly whistled low, shaking her head slowly. "Worse than I thought, then." We are so boned.

Xander cleared his throat. "Uhm, Cay?"

"Yep?"

"We've been here, what, twenty minutes?"

Cay nodded. "Something like that."

Xander frowned a bit. "Those core engineers over across the hall have a long break, then."

Cay turned, reaching for the sugar as if Xander had just asked for it, taking a discreet peek toward the hall as he did so. He turned back, handing Xander the sugar. "Yep, we've got a tail, but they can't hear us. We should get going."

Molly snorted softly, shaking her head again. Setting down her mug, she straightened, looking at Xander. "You want your payback, hmm?"

Xander blinked. "Hmm?"

"For that money I screwed you out of?"

He smirked. "Oh, yeah."

Don't think. Just act. She grabbed him by the collar and jerked his face to hers, planting a long, sultry kiss on him before releasing him and shoving him away. Her smirk was smoldering as she took a step back. "I think that pays it in full." She started to saunter out.

Cay just chuckled as Xander stood, stunned. "It's bay 19, Mol."

The intelligence officer just wiggled her fingers over her shoulder, continuing on her way. Cay swatted Xander in the chest.

"C'mon, tough guy. Time to go."

The young man still wasn't quite sure what had hit him as he followed the other Auyn out and down the hall. 

~ Indy

Andrew had been beaten. His escape attempt was foiled, he was back under Ashlyn’s control, and he was being returned to Shay Memorial, the very place he had hoped to put behind him. Despite all of this, he was not crestfallen. His goofy antics with Ashlyn were not simply bravado. For whatever reason, he was not really disturbed when things didn’t go his way. He had an implicit faith that he would be able to gain a handle on the situation, at one time or another. He called it the luck of the Astoris. His friends in school, before he’d dropped out, had called it insanity. But for Andrew, family, lineage, and bloodlines were everything. It was like that for all the Astoris. Family devotion was encoded in their DNA and imprinted on them throughout their upbringing. It was this single-minded fidelity that made aristocratic clans such thoroughly binding social groups. True, Andrew was a pirate, and did not share the majority of his family’s devotion to the Imperial Remnant. But he rationalized this by regarding his family as sacrosanct and inviolate from attack by himself or anybody he knew. It was enough to satisfy himself that he was not doing anything wrong, even if it didn’t quite satisfy most of the members of his family.

So, he imagined, it was with rather less concern evident on his features than Ashlyn would have liked that he was dragged into a prison cell deep within the bowels of Shay Memorial. “It’ll be the brig this time, my dear?” he asked her as she pushed him into the cell. Ashlyn glowered, but did not respond. The door to the cell slammed shut as she exited, and Andrew took in his immediate surroundings. The cell contained a cot in one corner, and a hole in the other. Unconsciously, he stroked at the amulet hanging around his neck, nestled deep within his tunic. The amulet was crafted from pewter, fashioned in a circle which was meant to represent his planet. Superimposed above the planet was the symbol of the Galactic Empire, which was filled in the center by a perfectly round amethyst. It was the shape that the Astoris family crest had taken ever since Palpatine had formed the Empire.

Sighing to himself, Andrew flopped down on the cot and, furrowing his brow, tried to decide how he would get out of the mess he had created.

<>


An hour later, the door to his cell opened again. Ashlyn was at first startled and then annoyed to find out that Andrew was sleeping. She kicked one of the legs of the cot, and he jolted awake. Andrew turned toward her. “Could I have a few more hours? The dreams were just getting good.”

Ashlyn frowned. “Unbelievable. Get up, let’s go.”

Andrew shrugged easily and stood, following her out of the cell. As they walked, he turned toward his captor. “You know love, you’d probably be much less grumpy if you actually slept yourself.”

Ashlyn grunted, stifling her first response, /Tell me about it/. Instead she spat out “We have work to do here other than hauling you all over the place.” She didn’t even realize that she had, for once, not responded to the pirate’s use of a pet name.

Andrew smiled. “I’m sure. If you had let me go the last time, you could be doing that work.”

This time Ashlyn just sighed. “You’re impossible.”

They had reached the Headquarters’ building. Entering, they went past the reception desk and ended up at the same conference room that Andrew had been placed in before. This time he clearly was not going to be left alone, however. As they entered, he noted an older woman in her thirties seated at the conference table, with a human male of roughly the same age — and looking enough like her to be her twin — seated next to her. Ashlyn pushed him toward a chair opposite these two individuals, and then assumed a position standing in front of the door.

Andrew made a graceful, if abbreviated, bow toward the two individuals. “Captain Andrew Astoris, at your service. I have the feeling that you are here to decide my fate.”

The man was not amused. “You have not been much at our service so far.”

Andrew was about to respond, but a look from the woman cut him off. “I’m Admiral Bridger, commander of the New Republic Forces in this sector. The gentleman beside me is Colonel Bridger. He’s in charge of this base.”

Andrew managed to restrain a smirk. “Government in this sector is a family affair, I see.”

The admiral nodded, expressionless. “Something that an Astoris should be able to understand well.”

Andrew stiffened briefly. “You know my aunt.” It was a statement, not a question.

“Yes,” she responded. “I know your aunt. And I know your uncle. Admiral Trebonious-Astoris was my mentor, years ago.”

Andrew hissed. “He hates me, you can’t listen to anything he says.”

She smiled tiredly. “Relax, Andrew. He didn’t recommend you be summarily executed or anything extreme like that. I and I alone will decide your fate today. I’ve been briefed about what you did on Tatooine, but nobody has spoken to you about today. Why did you do it?”

“Because I had no reason to trust you or this government,” Andrew sighed, “no reason to believe that this government would treat me any more fairly than any other government.”

She nodded. “But now you have no choice but to trust me. There will be no escape this time. You are fortunate, however.” Andrew’s eyes brightened. “Dil Theory, the owner of the Fortune’s Fate, is rather sheepish about not having proper security systems built in to his own ship. He has therefore decided not to press charges against you, on the condition that you cover the expenses for repairing the damage done to his ship by our starfighters. I think that’s reasonable, don’t you?” She gave Andrew a look that suggested that he had better think the request reasonable.

“Yes, of course my dear, I will be happy to foot the repair bill. I’ll have a credit line set up to him immediately.” Andrew nodded, trying carefully not to appear too thrilled. Money was not a problem for him. His family was wealthy, and he knew he could afford to pay for the repairs out of his own resources, without even needing to ask another family member.

The admiral ignored the ‘dear.’ “That will settle your debt with Theory, but not with me. If you want to get out of here, you will tell me exactly why you claim to be a captain, and what happened to bring you to Tatooine. /Exactly/.”

Andrew’s eyes went a bit distant. “About a year ago, my mother gave me a ship. I was 17 years old, and had just with difficulty completed my penultimate year at school. She has always loved me, probably to a fault, and she knew I was not doing well. Giving me a ship was her way of trying to get me to focus my energies productively. She probably hoped that if I learned to do that with a ship, I could learn to do that in school as well. Poor mom.” Andrew’s eyes focused, and he looked directly at Indiana Bridger. “The /Amethyst/ is unofficially the /Amethyst VI/, being the sixth ship owned by my family to carry that name. She’s an old Corellian Corvette, and not much to look at on the outside. The paint is disfigured by rust and carbon scoring. The only identifying mark is on the ship’s prow, just above the bridge viewport, where a diamond-shaped area has been painted amethyst. The only unfortunate part of this arrangement, as it turns out, is that mom also gave me a tutor, Lieutenant Abega, who was to serve as Acting Captain of the vessel ‘til I attained my majority. That day was three days ago. Abega convinced the crew that I’d never be able to lead them properly, and they must’ve agreed, because they mutinied. I was shot out of the craft in an escape pod, and landed on Tatooine. I think you know the story from there.”

Andrew had neglected to mention anything about piracy, although he really doubted it had escaped her notice just because he hadn’t mentioned it.

She nodded, seeming satisfied. After a brief look at the man beside her, she turned back to Andrew. “Because of my relationship with your family, and because I believe that getting you out of this system sooner rather than later would benefit us all, I’m cutting orders for you to be flown out of the system, and dropped back on Tatooine. You’ll have to make your own way from there.”

Andrew was shocked. He hadn’t even conceived that he might receive such liberal treatment. It was all he could do to gurgle out a weak and confused “Thanks.”

Indy and her companion stood. “You’ll leave immediately. Ashlyn will show you to the ship. Good day, Andrew Astoris. I pray, for your mother’s sake, that you’ll find what you are looking for without getting yourself into trouble again.”

":)
Andrew

Nicolai walked through the front door, undoing the buttons on his uniform shirt as he did so. He headed to his room, changed out of his uniform and into a non-descript blue t-shirt and blue jean pants, and then went up to Genady's room and opened the door. The teen did not notice him, as he was working at his desk, back to the door, with earphones on, blaring music that Nicolai could hear from the doorway. He walked up to him and shook his chair. Genady jumped a little, turning around and pulling the earphones out.

"Oh, hi dad. Didn’t know you were home." Genady said.

"Well, at the volume that's at, surprised you can even hear." Nicolai nodded to the stuff on the desk, "What's the homework?"

"Mostly math...and a thing from lit class, that's all."

"Okay. Sorry to interrupt your work." Nicolai said, and started to leave.

"How come you're home so early? You usually don't get home until around the time mom gets home." Genady asked.

"Later. Just do your homework." Nicolai said, heading out the door. Genady shrugged, put the earphones back in and resumed working. 

Nicolai walked into the spare room that was his office, and sat down in the chair, but did not wheel it up to the desktop computer, primarily because he had nothing to do. He looked at the case of model starfighters for a moment, but he was more focused on what had transpired not too long ago.

It was rather simple. After telling the First Sergeant off, the CO stormed in and proceeded to read Nicolai the riot act. Nicolai sat at his desk with a rather smug grin, and still had his feet propped up on the desk. Once everything had been said, some things twice, Nicolai proceeded to say his piece, still in the chair, feet propped and was rather calm, mainly because he had waited a long time to say what he had to say, and he knew that raising his voice would only be taken as a threat, and his point would be lost. However, his point had been lost, and he was dismissed for the day, and informed that he would be sent to a hearing to determine if he kept the position or if he was to be relieved and demoted, back to, at the least, Major.

Nicolai recalled something else, stood up and walked back to Genady's room, this time pounding on the side of the wall. Genady pulled the earphones out and turned around.

"Was Colonel Grentarii here when you got home from school?" Nicolai asked.

"Who?" Genady replied.

"The guy who stayed the night." Nicolai explained.

"Oh...uh...no." Genady replied.

"Thanks." Nicolai walked out of the room and sat down in his recliner in the living room, grabbing a novel he was reading and resumed doing so.

Capt. Nicolai Ginovef

The governor of Conceli VIII cleared his throat behind Hujil as they left the chambers where the summit was being held. His expression was one of extreme displeasure as the ambassador turned toward him.

"That was quite a stunt you pulled, Hujil."

The other man smiled weakly. "I only said things that needed saying, Governor Scarlett. You know that as well as I do."

A wry smile twisted Wil Scarlett's lips. "Do I? I know that you almost cost not one world, but two worlds their chance at trade with Namis. Or have you forgotten the agreement we've made with Conceli IX?" His gray-blue eyes narrowed. "You have exactly two hours to vacate the embassy in Quis. You're fired, Mr. Hujil." Wil moved to step around Hujil, only to have his arm grabbed. His gaze flicked down to the hand gasping his upper arm, then to Hujil's face. "Speak quickly, Hujil, before my wife sees this."

Hujil practically snarled. "Governor Hoode appointed me to this post. Who are you to take it away from me?"

"His successor," Wil responded coldly, "and don't you think for a second that Lachlan Hoode would approve of anything you said here today. Before he was anything else - before he was accused of being anything else - Alec Jaggers was a hero. Very much like certain other people present here today."

The look in Hujil's eyes told Wil that the other man had caught the implication. While Hujil had been quietly appeasing the Empire, staying meek and quiet to avoid trouble, there had been many who had found themselves imprisoned on Conceli IX, a world that time had practically forgotten, due to the actions of their families and close associates. Wil - along with his wife, Robyn, who was Lachlan Hoode's eldest child - had been one such person, and had worked hard to free Conceli IX from Imperial rule, later working to free Conceli VIII.

Hujil's response was stiff, formal, as he let go of Wil's arm. "I need to pack my things."

"Yes, Mr. Hujil. You most certainly do." Wil crossed his arms as Hujil turned slowly and retreated.

A few moments later, Wil heard a soft chuckle behind him. "Nicely played, Governor."

Wil didn't have to turn to see who was speaking. He smiled slightly and nodded slightly. "Thanks, Karri. How's the Colonel?"

"A general, now, and running commando operations for the Admiral." Karrially Bridger smiled warmly as she stepped up next to him. "It's good to see you again. Robyn looks well."

This time the smile was proud. Wil looked at Karrially, his eyes sparkling. "We're having another one."

The intelligence officer laughed a little and nodded. "Congratulations. Would the two of you like to come out to the house tonight for dinner? We'll probably grill again - it's too nice outdoors not to enjoy it."

Sounds wonderful, but... Wil frowned a moment. "I'll let you know. I have some things to take care of, now that I've fired my ambassador." He shrugged briefly. "Play by ear, I guess."

Karri nodded. "All right. Comm frequency hasn't changed - don't be a stranger."

Wil grinned. "Yes ma'am." With that, the latest governor of Conceli VIII to spend time in the Republic military headed off to handle the tasks at hand.

~ Indy

Indy gestured for both men to sit down as she crossed over to the caf pot she kept tucked away on a side table near the window and started brewing up a fresh pot. That done, she went to the tall glass cabinet that stood along the back wall, holding mementos from her years of service-and a few bottles of alcohol tucked away in the back. She selected a bottle of Corellian whiskey and set it and three caf mugs on her desk, one for each of them.

"It's been a while," she smiled wistfully as she sank back into her own chair, listening to the caf pot do its job. She poured a measure of whiskey into her mug. "Maybe the two of you could help me with something. Maybe it's something that wouldn't have happened if you'd been here to advise me against it - gods only know. Fact of the matter is what's done and done and now I have to deal with the consequences." She took a sip of the whiskey, then straightened, leaning forward. "Kingston mentioned something to me the other day about my son having just come back from working with R&D on Coruscant and having 'enough problems' to deal with, above and beyond riding herd on Cay, Dorrin, and Xander - you remember those three, I'm sure. It took me a while to figure out what she was talking about, but then it hit me. I did know what she was talking about - I've known about what she was talking about for at least the last ten years." Indy sighed, standing up and getting the caf, pouring it into each mug but leaving room for whiskey in Carlos' and Kirghy's mugs, then set the pot down next to the bottle of whiskey. "I never thought that Mike's...bad decisions...would impact any of our children the way it seems to have hit Davil. I don't know what to do. The other three already know, and I've known for a long time. It'd be impossible not for Mikey to know, and the girls...well. They're not as naïve as their brother was before his time on Coruscant." She sank back into her chair, taking a long swallow of her drink. 

"What should I do, guys? I never thought I'd have to face this problem, and now that I do..." She shook her head. "I don't know how to handle it."
<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><>

Davil Bullian grumbled a few choice terms he'd picked up on Coruscant as he regarded the cracked housing on the power couplings. They had extra, but it was going to be a pain to fix, especially since Cay wanted to be on their way ASAP.

He grumbled another curse and punched his comm. "Bridge, this is Bullian. Reroute all power out of section 33-B until I let you know it's safe. Housing's about to go and I have to replace it before we run anymore power through the section."

"Roger that, chief. Bridge out."

A woman's voice spoke as the comm cut off. "What's jerking on your shorts, Dav?"

Davil blinked, then glared toward his cousin, who leaned in the hatchway with a half-grin on her face. "Molly. When the hell did you come aboard?"

She blinked, mock-surprised. "Such language, Dav. Seriously, I came aboard today when my cover got blown on Wayfarer. So what's wrong with you?"

"My father." Davil crouched down and checked to make sure the power had been cut to the section before starting to work at removing the power coupling.

Molly snorted. "Oh, that. Yeah, he's lucky my father hasn't killed him for that, yet." She paused a moment. "Not that my father has actually done anything like that in about...well, his whole life, unless you count naval and starfighter engagements. But you get the point."

"Why hasn't someone done something about it?"

The girl sighed. "Like who, Dav? Who's going to do something about it? It's a private matter between your parents, when you get right down to it - and I'm not saying it's your mom's fault, either, so don't even jump down my throat like you're tensing to." She shook her head. "I'm going to go torment Xander. You want to come watch?"

"I have to replace this power coupling." Davil's hands were still, though, and his eyes stung. It can't be Mom's fault, can it? Can it? No. She didn't do anything wrong. Dad did. Dad did.

"Suit yourself. See you in the mess or whatever." Molly retreated.

Davil exhaled a breath through his teeth, running through a few calming exercises to get himself back under control. Since he'd learned about his father's infidelities, it had been so hard to stay in control of himself, in command of his emotion - so hard to be the stoic Jedi his 'uncle' Nylan had trained him to be. It never occurred to him that he was meant for something else.

The engineer swiped at his eyes, clearing them of the stinging tears, and went back to his work.


~ Indy

Kirghy raised his eyebrows as he poured some of the whiskey into his caf. In all the years he had known her, he didn't think Indy had ever looked so...vulnerable. He took a sip as he leaned back in his chair, savoring the combination for a moment before swallowing. "When was the last time the two of you had a nice little heart-to-heart, just mother and son? Whenever it was, it sounds like another one may be in order. Give Davil an opportunity to ask his questions and express his feelings on the matter. It doesn't do any good to bottle things like that up, especially for one with so much going for him. I was actually in a few of those R&D meetings where something he had worked on was presented for HC's consideration. He has a very bright future ahead of him. Now, though, I think he needs his mother." Taking another sip of his caf, he hoped that the issue resolved itself in a quick, quiet manner.

Kirgs

He sat there watching her, listening to Kirghy's advice and trying desperately to keep his true feelings on the matter from showing on his face. The mug helped, as it both hid his mouth and gave him something to do with his hands. Still, his eyes did flash once, in about the same way that fusion reactors flashes shortly after one of the technicians says "oops!".

It was for good reason, after all, that no one had ever informed Carlos DeLong of the fact that Michael Bullian made certain bad decisions. Despite his infidelities, the man was a good commander, and most folks don't normally sic on good commanders someone who'd gone hand-to-hand with Darth Verious and lived to tell about it. Waste of material, and all of that.

However that little bit of secrecy had gone right out the window when Indy started speaking. Just the look in her eyes when she'd said "bad decisions"...

*'You thrice-accursed, Sith-spawned *bastard*, do you have the slightest clue what you're doing to her, what you're doing to your family? Doesn't that mean *anything* to you? I swear, if it weren't for that fact that I know it'd hurt her more than what you're doing, I'd track you down and strangle the life out of you myself, Michael Bullian.'* 

He kept that thought to himself, and took a steadying sip of his caf. 

"When legends die," he whispered. Indy gave him a look.

"I beg your pardon?"

"It's... something I read, a while back. I'd guess it's something like that, what Dav's feeling. The world not turning quite like what you'd thought it was, and...

"And hell, Indy, I can't think of a darn thing to tell you."

She raised an eyebrow at that, but not because of the lack of advice; rather, because it was maybe the second time she'd heard him curse, however mild, outside of combat.

"However," he continued, flexing his artificial left hand, "I will agree with Kirgs on one point, that Dav doesn't need to keep all this bottled up inside. A little bit of venting every now and then is healthy, even for a Jedi."

"Venting, huh?" she asked.

“Yeah. I may not wear the ring of a Guardian anymore, but I've been keeping up with my blade-work. So tell the kid that if he's ever up for a friendly no-holds-bared sparring match, then I'm game."

Carlos DeLong
GDFCO

Word arrived at Arradan that Narak, close friend of Janet’s father, the man who had stood in his place to walk her down the aisle at her wedding, had reached the end of his days. Janet arrived at his estate with Mark’s arm around her shoulder to comfort her, Asya trailing along in a respectful silence.

Shown into his bedroom turned chamber of the dying, they found him looking suddenly ancient, as though the grave was already welcoming him into its eternal embrace. His children, grandchildren, and new great-granddaughter, were gathered on one side of the bed, while Maratha, his wife of many decades, sat in a great chair at the head of the bed. They all looked on, captivated and silent, as though expecting to get a glimpse of Death, who might enter at any moment to escort him away.

When Maratha saw the Wylers, she stood, smiling wanly. Janet crossed the room ahead of them and embraced her.

“Thank you,” she said, taking Janet’s hands in hers. “Thank you for coming so quickly.” She looked down upon the aged figure upon the bed, up to his chest in blankets, head sunk into the pillows that propped him up, looking very comfortable in his final hours. “He wanted to see you, before…before he passed on.” Suppressing tears, she sank again to the chair. 

Janet reached down to wrap her hand around his frail, bony fingers. Opening his eyes, they lit up, sparkling with the spirit that had served him well for all of his long years. Mark came to stand beside her. Narak smiled.

“Come,” he said weakly, motioning the two of them down to his level. They knelt beside the bed. He looked at them for long moment before anyone spoke. When he did, he was in full command of his mind, even at the last. “I am glad to see you,” he said, while taking long, slow breaths. “My hour, it seems, is at hand. I have blessings for the both of you.” 

Turning his eyes on Mark, he said, “Lord Wyler,” he said in the slow, patient voice of the aged, “son of Alderaan; son of Atad. Your predecessor would well approve of the improvements you’ve made to Arradan. You have caught the vision and moved the restoration beyond what even he could have hoped for. I wish he could see it…maybe he can.” He paused, smiling a little. Soon, he would rest in the peace of his friend, see things from the other side, as he. Reaching over, he placed a trembling hand on Mark’s head, resting it in his wiry hair. “I see much of Leslye’s nature in you; your innovativeness, your kindness, your gentle spirit. You could well have passed as his own son. May all of your efforts be blessed. May your family continue to prosper.”

“Thank you, sir,” Mark said in voice thick with emotion, touched by his kind words. With her free hand, Janet found Mark’s hand and squeezed it. 

Narak then shifted his attention to Janet. Feeling the weight of his hand on her head, she closed her eyes, dreading his blessing upon her, for she didn’t think she could control the tears that were sure to come. It was almost like losing her father all over again.

“Lady Wyler, jewel of Leslye’s eye, favored daughter of Atad. Your mother and father would be so proud of you; I’m sure they are. Soon I will see them, and the stories we’ll have to share….” His eyes took on a faraway look, and he smiled. She opened her eyes; they watched and waited in bated silence. It seemed that he gazed at that unseen world beyond, until he took a long breath and resumed. “It was a blessed day when you, your family, returned to Atad, to Arradan. Long may the Wylers, the Skyys, dwell in the land of your fathers, and there continue evermore in happiness and peace.”

Sobs were forming deep in her chest while she managed to say, “Thank you, Narak.” She rose and leaned over his head of wispy white hair, and kissed his forehead. “You have always been a good friend, both to my father and to my family - we love you dearly.” She would have said more, but she couldn’t go on, backing away to allow Asya to pay her respects.

They stood by with the family until darkness encroached upon the land, keeping vigil until Narak succumbed to the weight of his many years and breathed his last. Mark drove Janet and Asya home in starless darkness, beneath a sky veiled with thick clouds. The ride was very quiet, everyone lost in their own thoughts. Beside him, Janet leaned upon the door, staring at the passing forest, while Asya sat in the back and listened to music on her headphones, head bobbing to a beat no one else could hear. She had been uncharacteristically quiet since Narak’s last words to their family. A shadow of worry clouded her vision as she fixed her eyes on the road in front of them, mind elsewhere. The silence continued as they filed through the foyer, broken only by a ‘good night’ to Asya as she went up to her own room. 

Alone in their room, at last Janet released a flood of tears. Mark held her until that flood abated, then went down to the kitchen to fix her a blend of tea that would help her get some sleep. On his way back across the courtyard with teacup in hand, he thought he caught a glimpse of movement up on the observatory, the upper part of the older portion of the house, where Leslye Skyy had set up telescopes to study the night sky. It was kept dark over there, for that purpose, so all he could see was the glimpse of a faint silhouette. With dense cloud cover and promise in the air of an early fog, conditions were certainly not ideal for stargazing. He sighed and went up to his room.

Janet accepted the tea without objection. She wasn’t yet ready to talk, but lay down and closed her eyes, welcoming the effect of the tea. Mark pulled the covers up around her and tucked her in.

“Aren’t you coming to bed?” she asked.

“I’m going to check on Asya. I think I saw her up on the roof just now.”

She nodded, already drifting to sleep.

Pulling on a thick dressing gown to ward off the crisp night air, he entered the courtyard once again, taking a shortcut across the flagstones to the observatory. The light from the lamps lit nightly by the Zehdekian servants ended upon entering that far wing of the house. Feeling his way around that ancient study, he found the stone-light on the table at the center of the room. Turning the gear that lifted a small metal disc, it raised to make contact with the white, palm-sized opaque sphere above it. Glowing softly at first, light grew and ran from it like water overflowing, spilling off the table, climbing up the walls, running into crevices, chasing shadows away. Mark felt the physical light touch his skin, an electric but not unpleasant sensation, as it filled every corner of the room, leaving no place for darkness to abide.

The range of this small stone illumined the stairway perfectly for finding one’s way to the roof and back again, without interfering with the darkness needed for stargazing. Why Asya hadn’t used it was unclear; perhaps she didn’t want anyone to know she was up there, and so left it off. He hesitated at the foot of the stair, then climbed painfully up after her.

The light lingered upon his skin, his hair, his clothes, for a moment after reentering the darkness of the night, making him fully visible upon his arrival, glowing softly like a specter, until it faded off. The night was so dark he had trouble making out where things were. While his eyes adjusted, they scanned the darkened shapes and shadows of the chairs and tables scattered about.

“Asya?” he inquired into the black.

Nothing – no answer. Nothing but the dead stillness of the night. He was alone. Perhaps he had just missed her? She was probably snuggling into her bed, right now.

He made his way to his favorite chair and sat down. He wasn’t tired in the least; he had too much on his mind. Mainly, the last words of a dying man. Then, the look in Asya’s eye after they were spoken – you’re not going to keep your word…we’re going to stay here on Atad. Forever.
He knew it; Jan knew it – everyone was thinking the same thing; that off-world travel was a thing of the past. It was uncommon for an Atadian to stray outside the reaches of the home province, far more to venture from the planet itself. Janet’s departure was never understood by her people, but they welcomed her and her family back with open arms when they returned; with joy when it was evident that they would stay.

Narak, in particular, was happy to see the restoration of Arradan, felt it heralded Navna’s rebirth after so much sorrow and neglect. So much had been lost to the plague that took so many, including Janet’s mother, when Janet was but an infant; so much had been set aside for the sake of the very survival of their people, their world. To witness the turning of the corner, the bloom of flower and sight of green peeking through fading winter snow, gave, in Narak’s winter years, visions of the spring that would come.

Mark found his pipe and pouch in the pocket of his robe. He filled the bowl and put a match to it. A chill wind wafted by, snuffing the flame. Tossing the match aside, he lit another and touched it to the leaf, this time with success.

Then there was Asya, in the spring of her days, anxious to shake off the bonds of this planet, to explore those places she saw through the lenses propped around him, poised to various points in the blank sky. Should she be denied, she would resent both him and her world. 

But he was too old for any more adventures. He felt like it, anyway. It was comfortable here. Peaceful. Healing. Life was good on Atad; he liked it here. The only thing that would make it more perfect would be to have the Raven back.

Hearing footsteps on the stair to his left, he turned to look, expecting maybe the ever-wakeful Tharis, checking the house, or having espied Mark’s nocturnal trek, coming up to see if he was in want of anything. But there was no one there. Shrugging it off, he closed his robe up closer to his neck to shut out the cold that had crept in around him.

The quality of the air had changed. Something didn’t feel right. He was thinking about getting up and heading on to bed, when catching movement out of the corner of his eye, over to his right, he froze. Moving only his eyes, his heart sped up a notch upon seeing a man on the roof with him. Though indistinct in the near-darkness, he was definitely, solidly, there. Mark stared at him a long time, while neither of them moved nor said a word. He could make out, just barely, a faint wisp of smoke, a mere shadow of a shadow in the night. The stranger was sitting there smoking a pipe with him.

Then he realized that though they had never met before, this was no stranger.

It took a couple of tries for him to find his voice. “H-hello – Lord Skyy.”

He didn’t seem to hear. As more details became apparent, Mark could see that he wasn’t looking his way, but up at the sky. Though no moons were visible tonight, his face, white hair and beard caught and held light, very faintly, as though all three crescents hung in a cloudless sky.

“Brilliant display tonight,” Leslye said, drawing the pipe from his mouth to point the stem at the sky. “Wonderful, wonderful.”

Mark looked up to solid blackness, but he didn’t say anything to contradict him. Who was to say he didn’t see clearly beyond the heavy veil to see every star that ever was, and galaxies far and away from the view of the natural eye?

Mark’s knuckles were white from gripping the arms of the chair. He wondered if this was a dream, yet knew full well that it wasn’t. He swallowed hard as Leslye’s eye turned full on him. Those eyes registered surprise as they rested upon him, studied him.

“I – I’m Mark…Mark Wyler?” he said, answering the question behind the stare.

“You’ve got an accent,” he said, then stuck his pipe back in his mouth.

Vapor hung from his breath as he replied, “Yes, sir.”

Cold seeped into joints and old injuries, making them ache. Unlike Mark, who sat there shivering, Leslye seemed quite comfortable. He apparently took notice of his distress, for he asked, “What’s wrong with you, boy?”

Was this real or not? Did it matter? Should he carry this strangeness on by making a response? Finding no reason not to, he spoke his present dilemma. “I…don’t know…what to do.” He clamped his teeth around his pipe to keep them from chattering.

He gave him an odd look, as though Mark was unable to see past his own nose. Then, suddenly, his face went puzzled. Standing up, he turned his face to the sky.

“Hello, what’s this?”

“What?” Mark said, trying for the life of him to see whatever it was that Leslye saw.

“Whole sky – the whole sky just went black, like – well, it started from there,” he said, indicating a point in the sky that looked no different than any of the other blackness that was out there, “and spread, like spilled ink, covering the whole sky. Like that – just like that.” He snapped his fingers without sound; a delayed pop reached Mark’s ears moments later. Whatever it was, it really seemed to bother him. 

Unable to reach an immediate reason for this phenomenon unseen to Mark, he set it aside with a “Hmph,” and sat back down. Though, now, he seemed to be touched by the same chill that affected Mark, hunching over and wrapping himself in the folds of his cloak. Reaching over with one hand, he made an abrupt adjustment to one of the telescopes without looking at it, then pulled his arm back beneath his cloak. 

“Arradan will always be here,” he said at last, as though reading Mark’s mind. 

“Narak said – ”

“Narak’s a fool,” he interrupted, “a big a fool as I. Janet was the only one who could see it. I learned, yes; but too late.” He shook his head. “Too late.”

“See what?” Mark asked, surprised that he would say such a thing about his friend, about himself.

He raised his eyes from the floor back to the starless sky, shaking his head troublingly. Getting to his feet, he paced around, restless and mumbling, eyes flitting about as though dark-winged birds swooped and dove ominously overhead. “Something’s…something’s…it’s coming.” Mark watched him with wide eyes, fully awake, fully aware of the strangeness of this encounter. He felt as though Janet’s father was trying to convey something of great importance to him. Sitting on the edge of his chair, he strained to understand what it was, but it eluded his grasp. Becoming more agitated, Leslye said, “There’s bigger, there’s greater, than this,” he said, hovering flattened palms over the house on which he stood. Heaving a great sigh, he stilled himself, puffing away at his pipe. Clasping his hands behind his back, he sank his chin to his chest.

He looked over at Mark again, as though emerging from distraction to recognize that he was still there.

“What are you doing here?” he demanded.

“Uh,” Mark began, unsure of how to answer, wondering what would come next.

Like a father reprimanding a child, he said, “You’ve got things to do yet. Go get yourself to bed.”

Like an obedient son he started up to do as he was told, then shrank back as he realized the apparition was closing the distance between them with hand extended towards him. Pressing his back into the chair, there was nowhere to turn.

“I – I don’t – ” Mark stammered, protesting the approaching fingers.

When they came in contact with his forehead, he didn’t feel the fleshy touch of a hand; instead, as the figure dissipated like a vapor before him, warmth filled his aching bones, strength to his muscles. He sat there panting, heart hammering, eyes wide with terror that quickly faded to serenity as the voice and the image of Leslye evaporated into the night.

He sat there for a long time, staring at the place where Leslye had sat talking to him, wondering at the things he had said.

Then he remembered the telescope. Hopping up, he rushed over to it as though it were in danger of being moved, and thus losing the setting. Of course it would be of no use to look through it, with the heavy shroud that shielded the stars from view. He turned the screws to lock it in position, took note of the degrees it was set to and the time, then rushed down the stairs, into the study below.

Energized, he pulled star charts from shelves, as well as powered up the hand-held computer Leslye had gotten for Janet as a child, when she expressed interest in astronomy. Anything faster or more comprehensive would be back on the ship, but taken by a sense of urgency, he didn’t want to take the time to go all the way out to the tarmac.

He studied; he calculated; he measured. He checked and rechecked, paused to scratch his head. The conclusion was a galaxy, far and away from their own; a mere speck in the universe. Was it significant? Or was this whole thing some strange, waking dream?

Finding he could learn no more for the time being, he tossed the compass onto the stack of charts, leaving things lying out to tackle those questions in the light of morning. Deactivating the stone-light, he padded back across a courtyard muffled in mist so thick that he had to count steps to the stairway on the other side. In his room once more, he sat on the edge of the bed, listening to Janet’s steady, even breathing.

He felt different. He had noticed it on the climb up the stairs to their room – it wasn’t as painful an exercise as usual. He felt…younger? There was something else – anticipation. But for what? 

Janet stirred, sighed, and continued sleeping. He gazed down on her with love and admiration. She was beautiful – always beautiful. He brushed a stray strand of hair from her face.

Janet was the only one who could see it.

That things were bigger, broader, than Arradan, than Atad; that those things affected them, even in this remote and peaceful place?

They whys of the visitation with Janet’s late father and the questions it left behind would reveal themselves in time – he hoped.

For some reason, he had an inclination to go work on the ship, finish what he and Asya had started days ago, and dropped when he lost interest. That interest was rekindled to the point of blatant disregard of the hour.

The events of the night had been strange enough thus far that he did not question it. Quietly, so as not to disturb his wife, he changed into his coveralls and slipped out the door.

--Skyy

    This is what it is like to be Alextravia Grentarii:
    You spend your early days, centuries ago, living in peace and harmony on your world.
    Before the Dark Times.
    Before the War.
    In your seclusion, the war doesn't touch you. But all that is about to change.
    Like most catastrophes, the incident takes mere seconds, but the aftermath will last a lifetime. Your first encounter with the Rebellion is when one of their ships crashes on your planet. Compelled by their story, you devote yourself to their cause. But that decision will have dire effects on your life. The people you meet are toxic. You try to fit in with them, changing yourself to be like your adoptive family. Unfortunately, those changes are irrevocable. The damage is done. You go through your life secluded, isolated. You form one real, meaningful relationship, but even that is ripped away from you, partly by your own doing and partly by hers. But then, after years, you confront one another. You sacrifice yourself for her. But, right before that, something happens to you... something you can't explain. And all that damage, that pain, is washed away. It leaves you different. Different... in ways you can't explain. But then the darkness envelops you. And just when you are sure this is the end, you find yourself back in familiar territory, and ten years have passed. And she is there. There is a second chance for you... now you can make things right.
    And you cannot help but sense that somehow... it was meant to be this way.
===================================================================
This is what it is like to be Amanda Lance:
You spend your early days, so many years ago, living in peace on your world.
    Before the Dark Times.
    Before the War.
    In your seclusion, the war doesn't touch you. But all that is about to change.
    Like most catastrophes, the incident takes mere seconds, but the aftermath will last a lifetime. Your first encounter with the Empire is when it destroys your planet during the Purge. Compelled by this injustice, you devote yourself to destroying the evil Empire. But that decision will have dire effects on your life. The people you meet are good, well-trained in the ways of the force (including your cousin). You try to fit in with them, changing yourself to be like your adoptive family. Unfortunately, those changes are irrevocable. The damage is done. You go through your life unsure, fearful. You form one real, meaningful relationship, but even that is ripped away from you, partly by your own doing and partly by his. But then, after years, you confront one another. He sacrifices himself for you. And, right before that, something happens to you... something you can't explain. And all that darkness, that pain, is washed away. It leaves you different. Different... in ways you can't explain. You take your leave of the family, seeking yourself and your purpose. And just when you are sure this is the end of that life you knew, you find yourself back in familiar territory, and ten years have passed. And he is there. There is a second chance for you... now you can make things right.
    And you cannot help but sense that somehow... it was meant to be this way.
===================================================================
    Alex woke up on Nicolai's couch late. He politely excused himself, declining breakfast. He walked around the base perimeter for a long time, wondering what to do and where to go from there. He did not know if Amanda and Trevvik had made it home from where he had left them at the restaurant. It occurred to him that his actions had been... out of character. Out of character for this person he was now, anyway. He wondered if this epiphany would change who he was, or cause him to change himself. Those were answers that he would have to wait for.
    He was surprised at who was still around, and who was not. He did know one family that he hadn't seen yet, though, and he was sure they would be eager to hear from him.
    He was shocked to learn that they no longer lived on Xenen. They were some that he thought would never leave. But, then again, things were not what they seemed to be as of late.
    He accessed a communications booth and started his transmission. It took a few minutes to be connected to the parties he wanted, but he succeeded in the end.    
===================================================================
    This is what it feels like to be Mark Wyler.
    You reach for the video comm button as it rings and flashes at you. "Who could be calling at this hour?" you grumble.
    The face that appears is that of a dead man.
    As this is the second time this has happened to you this evening, you promptly wake you wife to determine if you are experiencing any kind of brain trauma that causes hallucinations and, if you are, if she would please drive you to emergency medical facilities now.

LCL Alextravaia Grentarii

"Dad, who was that guy who stayed the night?" Genady asked. Nicolai set the book he was reading down and looked at his son for a moment.

"Sit down. I think there's some explaining I need to do." Nicolai said, motioning to the couch across from him in the small-ish living room. 

Genady did so, wondering what it was his father wanted to talk about.

'Not like I did anything wrong...yet...' Genady thought to himself.

"Again, you were probably too young to remember him. He was my commander, and was basically my exact opposite. I was a brash soldier who thought he was always right, that the rulebook was only a book full of suggestions, preferred to haul off and deck someone over a problem. And because we were opposites, he and I didn’t really like each other too terribly much. And sometimes with good reason. I recall I pretty much ruined his chances with this one lady, my first meeting with him was me punching him in the face. You get where this all went, right?" Nicolai explained.

"Yeah. But, last night, he seemed like an old friend..." Genady replied.

"True. Times change. But, what I wanted to talk to you about is something he kind of hit me with. A bit of a realization that his words had on me, and some I've come to as well." Nicolai said, "Whatever path in life you take, you have to know when you have to follow the rules, and when you can only trust your gut instinct. You cant always follow both, because rules are too solid and your gut might lead you astray, even with the best of intentions. You following me so far?" Nicolai said.

"Yeah, I guess..." Genady replied with a shrug.

"Look, I've done both extremes, and I don’t like where I went. However, I would rather that you do what I failed to: walk that fine line between your gut and rules. This isn’t to say you can use this as an excuse to break the rules all the time, but when you're faced with a decision, contemplate what you can do, and go with it." Nicolai said, and then stood up, "I hope this gets through. Okay, you can go do whatever it was you were going to do before I started yakking at you."

"Okay." Genady said, got up off the couch and went back to his room.

"I just hope I can avoid the 'like father, like son'-bit." Nicolai murmured to himself.

-CAPT. Nicolai Ginovef

"Congratulations on your promotion."

Corsem stiffened, turning at the sound of his mother's voice. He hadn't heard her footsteps on the gravel path into the shaded courtyard he was sitting in near his barrack. She was standing not far away, arms crossed beneath her breasts, dressed in casual civvies. Corsem stood up from the bench. "Thanks, Mom...you came all the way out here to tell me that?"

Tag Rendar smiled weakly and shook her head. "Actually, I came for the summit. Seeing you was an added bonus." She walked over, sinking down on the bench he'd just vacated.

The pilot sat down next to her, brow furrowing. "The summit? What do you have to do with that?"

"Well...your dad told you about that meeting I had on Kartuiin, right?"

Corsem nodded. "Yeah, he did. I figured you told the governor to shove it, though. You're still retired, right?"

"From the military? Now and forever." Tag leaned back, sighing. "She needed an aide, though...and I couldn't say no, after she made her point. She needed someone to look at things from an Intelligence viewpoint, and I'm the only one who can do that in the way that she needs, with enough knowledge of the Kartuiin Sector and the New Republic at large backing me up."

He studied her for a long moment, looking at her face. The tightness in it had eased since the last time he'd seen her, which hadn't been all that long ago. Is it starting to go away, finally? It's been a long time. It'd be good if it was. "You look good, Mom."

She grinned a little at him. "Thanks. Have you seen your sister?"

"Molly? No. Alek told me she's on assignment, when I asked about her. Wouldn't tell me what she was doing, but then again I'm not sure I want to know. We used to have coffee once a week." He raked a hand back through his dark hair. "So is it just you here, or...?"

"Your father's coming in a couple days, with your sister and brother. Has to wait for a break from classes and all."

Classes. It's been a while. "He still teaching that class?"

Tag nodded. "He enjoys it, and one of his students seems to be near a breakthrough. He's rather proud of it." She pulled one knee up to her chest. "Your sister's studies are going well, too-she's at the top of her class. And your brother..." She smiled broadly.

Corsem smiled back. His younger brother probably had gotten the best part left of his mother, since the death of their 'uncle' Jaq. He felt bad for his sisters, often, because they'd been so young when the man who'd been a second father to Tag had died. They couldn't really remember what she had been like before.

He could, though, despite his own age when Jaq Pellman had died. He could even remember the older man, though the details continued to fade with time, details that he knew his mother carried close and dear to her heart. One thing was for certain, though - after Jaq was gone, his mother had never been the same. He was seeing hints of the old Tag starting to return, though, glimmers of the mother he remembered from his earliest childhood. They were the barest traces, but still - they were there.

"...I bet he's taking everyone to task at school, isn't he? Probably getting into all kinds of trouble, too." Corsem grinned.

Tag laughed, nodding. "Oh, I suppose you could say that. He'll be here with your father in a couple days. I wish Molly were going to be here, though. It would have been nice to do something as a family." His mother's eyes grew distant for a moment, and Corsem noticed. He frowned slightly, chewing on the inside of his lip. He could almost hear what his mother left unsaid. It would have been nice to do something as a family before something - or everything - goes wrong. You can feel it, too, can't you, Mom? Something stirring. Just like all the rest of us. He squeezed her arm. "There's still time, Mom. We'll always have time, right?"

She laid a hand on his, not looking at him for a moment before just looking up and offering a smile. "We'll have to hope you're right, Corsem."

You, me, and everyone, Mom. Corsem mustered up a smile that he didn't really feel. "I'll have to be. If I'm not, we'll just have to make Alek tell us where Mol is so we can have a party or something." The smile became real and his mother laughed, shaking her head.

"Fat chance of that, sweetheart. But a nice thought."
"It was, wasn't it?" The pilot smiled brightly, standing up and offering his mother his hand. "C'mon. I'll buy you a drink."
"That's not something I ever thought I'd hear from my son," Tag smiled as she took her son's hand, pulling herself to her feet.
"Well. There's a first time for everything."

~ Indy

Easing back on the throttle, Janet disengaged the hyperdrive. The swirling collage of colors dissolved into a million tiny lights, and a planet hanging amidst it all. A mixture of feelings came over her as it neared. There she had spent the remainder of her career after the Katarns as a New Republic General and commando. There she had made many friends, seen them come and go. There she had discovered her abiding love for her pilot and best friend; there, they had begun their lives together as husband and wife.

“Mark, wake up. We’re here,” she said, reaching over to nudge him where he dozed, slouched in the pilot’s chair.

“Huh?” he said, jolting out of sleep. Sitting up and yawning, he rubbed his eyes in that little boy way that made Janet smile. “Oh,” he said, squinting out of the cockpit. “So we are.”

“You awake back there?” Janet asked, looking back over her shoulder. Not hearing her for the tunes pumping in her ears, Asya looked on straight ahead at the approaching planet with the hint of a smile on her lips. Janet turned around again, folding her arms in front of her, and sighed. Though she had tried to explain to her that this was just a visit back to their old home, hidden behind her eyes was the expectation that Xenen would be but a stepping stone to other worlds and the life of adventure her young heart had been longing for. Just getting off of Atad after their extended stay - broken only once, to attend Alex Grentarii’s memorial service five years ago – had been enough to throw fuel to the fire of that anticipation, and there was no slowing it down from there.

Mark was no help. It had been like something clicked inside him one day, and he was out there getting the ship ready to go as though a scramble signal had been sounded and he was trying to catch up with departing fighters. When they first moved back to Atad permanently, Mark had, at last, the time to really take the Stormcrow apart and overhaul major systems as far as his whims could carry him. But, gradually, his interest converted to other things, and the thing sat gutted and neglected. Then, suddenly, he was putting her back together like the Empire had resprouted and was fast on their heels. When Janet found him in such a state and asked why so urgent to get her spaceworthy, he’d considered the question for a moment, then could only shrug and keep on working. Though he couldn’t put his finger on it, there seemed to be something more to it than going to see their son become a Jedi Knight, or to pay a visit to an old friend, of whom reports of his demise had been greatly exaggerated.

And that was just what Janet was afraid of. At last, at long last, the remaining remnants of the Empire had been swept away, and there was peace in the galaxy. She’d had enough of war, and had believed that Atad would be their final destination and they could live out the rest of their lives in peace on their homeworld.

Not that returning to Xenen meant a disruption in that serenity, at least that she could see; but, just like Mark, unable to pin down just what it was, there was a disturbance in the air, lurking just outside of her senses, threatening to turn everything upside down and shake it. If a storm was brewing, she had no desire to see her children go through bad weather – and Atad was the shelter.

Janet realized again that she had become her father. She had been in Asya’s place; is this what it had been like for him? 

At least she could see the clouds from both sides now.

“Come on – we haven’t been gone that long…have we?” Mark complained off-comm after talking to approach control.

“What’s up?” Janet asked, sitting up straighter.

“Shay Memorial’s not going to let us land. Say we haven’t got a current clearance code.”

“What?” Ire rose in Janet’s chest. She was about to ask who they thought they were, get on the comm and start chewing people out, demand their right to land - but instead she sighed it all out and slumped back in her chair, resigning with a wave of her hand.

“Yaraven it is, then,” he said when he saw she wasn’t willing to fight it.

Having no trouble setting down at Quis municipal, they stepped from the ship and stood for a moment beneath the Xenen sky, breathing anew the Xenen air. Memories flooded back, seemingly from longer ago than the years that had passed, but almost like yesterday.

While Asya looked around, beaming, Mark put his arm around his wife and kissed her cheek.

“Well,” he said, “we’re back.”

--Skyy


There was a light rap on Indy’s office door.  Her head came up and she glanced toward her guests with a rueful smile.  “Now taking odds on whether that’s someone from ops or another guest.”


“It’s someone from ops,” Kirghy said, and Carlos nodded in agreement.  “If it was another old friend, they wouldn’t have knocked.”


“Or would have knocked and then just come in,” Carlos added with a wry smile.


Indy shared the smile and nodded.  “Right.”  Raising her voice slightly, she called, “Come!”


A young tech from ops stepped inside, carrying a report.  “Here’s the shift report, ma’am.  Almost had a breech, but Fife nipped that in the bud.”


Indy’s brow raised as she took the report from the tech, who stood waiting for her dismissal.  “What kind of breech?”


The tech almost seemed to cringe as he looked at her, dead on, and reported, “Well, ma’am, there was a ship that came in broadcasting an old code.  We were about to clear it when Fife pointed out how old the code was.  He denied the landing clearance.  I think the ship redirected to Yaraven in Quis.”


Kirghy and Carlos shared a look behind Indy as her eyes narrowed.  “...you’re nervous.  What was the IFF broadcasting?”


“Well, ma’am,” the tech shifted from one foot to the other, “it was broadcasting as the Stormcrow.”


“Mark Wyler’s ship.”


“That’s what the registry indicated, ma’am.  That’s why we almost cleared them.  But Fife said that the regs — ”


Indy growled.  “Tell Fife I’m busting him to private.”  I really might, too.  That idiot!  She tossed the report on her desk.  “Send a speeder to Yaraven to pick up General Skyy and her husband — their daughter’s probably with them, too.  Tell them I apologize profusely for the mix-up and will be updating their codes as soon as humanly possible.  Then call Captain Wyler and inform him he has family visiting.  Dismissed.”


The tech snapped off a salute and scrambled out of the office.  Indy shook her head, speaking as soon as the door clicked shut.


“I am surrounded by idiots.”  She grinned at Carlos and Kirghy.  “Present company excluded.”


“They’re just kids, Indy,” Carlos reminded her.


She nodded as she dropped into her chair.  “I know.  Still isn’t much of an excuse to forget about heroes.”  She sighed quietly, then tapped a fingertip on her desk.  “Come out to the house tonight, you two, for dinner.  Brother’s grilling again, I think, and there’ll be enough.  He always makes enough to feed an army.”  She leaned back in her chair, closing her eyes.


Kirghy raised a brow.  “What are you doing?”


“Calling my ‘nephew,’” Indy murmured softly, “and telling him to get Les Wyler back here.” 

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


They were halfway to the Brown Ewok, working their way down the street, when Chase stopped dead in his tracks, eyes going distant and blanking out for a minute.  His sister took one look at him and muttered a curse.


“What’s wrong?”


She shook her head in response to Les’s question.  “You ever seen what any of you look like when you’re sideswiped by a message through the Force?”  Chance gestured to her brother.  “That’s what you look like.  It’s probably Aunt Indy.”


Les frowned, and the pair waited for Chase to snap out of it, which he did after a minute, smiling grimly.


“Guess we’re going to have to cut today short, guys,” he said.


“Eh?”  Chance peered at him.  “Why?”


Chase pointed to Les.  “His parents just landed at Yaraven.  Aunt Indy wants us back to base now.”


“Great.  Just great.”


Chase just tweaked his sister’s nose and started heading back for the speeder.

--Indy

“She really didn’t have to do this,” Mark said as they rode in comfort from Yaraven to Shay Memorial. Janet just chuckled.

“It’s like we’re VIP’s or something,” Asya said, and took up smiling and waving ceremoniously at those they passed.

Safely out of the sun’s direct rays, the Zehdekian Cree could draw the hood of his cloak back some to allow his sensitive eyes their first look at the base on which his master had spent many so years away from Atad. Though he was a pioneer, an adventurer among his people, the first ever to wander from the boundaries of his planet’s system, he registered no emotion upon his long blue face.

“What do you think, Cree?” Asya asked him upon catching the movement from the corner of her eye.

Turning his swimming orange eyes on her, he regarded her for a long moment before answering, “The sky here is blue, master.”

She giggled. “Did you expect different?”

“I wouldn’t know, master.”

Mark sighed. “Will he ever stop with the ‘master’ thing?”

“You know it’s no use,” Janet reminded him. “But we might be able to remedy that when we teach him Basic,” she said with a wink.

“You mean, replace it with something – like what? Nerf-herder? Jerk?”

Janet laughed. “You’re feeling good today.”

“’Course,” he said, squeezing her hand. “We’ll see Les pretty soon – be all together again.”

“And Alex, and Trevvik - and the whole band, or what’s left of them.”

He looked out the window as the command complex came into view. “Seems like ages since we dropped by here last.”

“It does, at that,” she agreed. “But it was only five years ago – Asya was just seven. I wonder how much she remembers?”

“You’d be surprised,” she piped up from behind them.

“I don’t know,” Mark said, shaking his head. “I wouldn’t doubt it if you said you remember being born.”

“I do. It happened on my birthday – or somewhere thereabout.”

“Somewhere around there, yes,” Janet confirmed, rolling her eyes.

Their driver brought the speeder to a stop at the curb and got out to open the door for them. He saluted sharply as the Wyler family - plus Cree, nearly a head taller than them all - filed from the vehicle.

“We can find our own way from here,” Janet insisted as he rushed ahead to the door of the building.

“Are you sure, General?” asked their fresh-faced Lieutenant. “Because I can – ”

“No, really,” she said, holding up a hand. “I remember a few things, as well.”

She proved this assertion by leading them successfully through the maze of lifts and corridors to Indy’s office door. Taking a deep breath and letting it out, she rapped on the door twice before opening and entering the room, as she always had in the past. There she found Indy, Carlos, and Kirghy looking up from where they had been sitting around sharing a drink and casual conversation. Smiles crossed their faces.

When they had all crossed the threshold, Janet couldn’t withhold a big smile of her own.

“Hello, everyone,” she said. “Hope we haven’t interrupted anything.”

--Skyy

Dominic sat at the bar, gazing across the room before turning back to the shot glass filled with the amber liquid in his hand.  He sighed, and pounded it back.  With a slight shudder from the warmth of the liquid, he set the shot glass back down next to the others.                          
            He had found himself, after two days on the base, in one of the local dives, bored out of his mind.  The name had actually attracted him.  The Brown Ewok.  Those funny little creatures that had helped the rebellion at the battle of Endor, were, of course something of a curiosity.  He decided to see why someone would name a bar after such a place.  He wasn’t anywhere closer, but he was somewhat more relaxed.  The last two days of garrison duty had grated on him heavily.  He was not used to sitting around, doing nothing.  And so, not knowing anyone in particular, not having anything better to do, he was in this particular dive, pounding back shots of cheap Corellian whiskey.   
            Quite a way to spend my evening... 
            With this thought, he turned his head, and glanced toward the door, once again observing the patrons coming and going…  A shortish woman with differently colored eyes, indigo and green to be exact, dressed rather casually.  She was accompanied by a man somewhat taller than her and younger by the look of it, wearing a uniform and a flight jacket.  Curious that his attention should be drawn to them; however, he turned to the bartender, and shrugged.  “Another,” He spoke quietly, and the bartender nodded, sliding him another shot.  He grabbed it in his right hand, quickly glanced back to the two who’d just entered the bar, and quickly took the shot, and set it back down… 

--Paul Peterson

There had been quite a bit of change at the Brown Ewok since she'd bought the place with her business partner-the biggest change being that the speakeasy that once only served alcohol if you knew the right words to say now served it to all comers - but it still was comfortably familiar.

Which resulted in it being slightly uncomfortable for the retired general who owned the place, as she stepped inside and tried to quell the flood of memories attempting to surface. There'd been a time where she'd have sat just there, at that table, in the middle of the afternoon and worked on the books for the Ewok and intelligence reports for the New Republic, a cup of caf at her elbow and a half-eaten sandwich at hand. There'd been one or two before-mission parties here, for runs where Indy had wanted to discourage the fleet from drinking before they left - usually when the action was going to come shortly after launch. That was very long ago and far away, now, with dozens gone that had once been there. Tag Rendar tried to kill a sigh as her son's arm slid around her shoulders.

"You okay, Mom?"

She nodded slightly. "I'm fine. Just thinking, is all." She glanced toward the man behind the bar, flashing a two sign with her fingers. "Patrick! Two Whyren's, big glasses."

The dark-haired, pale eyed barkeep nodded with a smile. "Yes ma'am. Good to see you in, Boss."

Tag laughed a bit. "Better me than your other boss, right?" She moved to the bar, her son drifting behind, and took the stool next to a commando with shot glasses lined up like soldiers at flags. She raised a brow a moment, then turned to Patrick as Corsem seated himself alongside her. "One for him, too." She jerked a thumb at Dominic, though she didn't yet know his name. "He's got the look of someone who's in need of a decent drink in a big glass."

Corsem wrapped his hand around the glass of Whyren's Reserve Corellian Whiskey almost as soon as Patrick brought it over. He lifted it slightly as his mother lifted hers. "What should we drink to, Mom?"

Tag stared into the deep amber of the whiskey for a moment, then smiled faintly. "To beginnings, Corsem, and the road we walk. May it always be full of smiles and laughter, with friends waiting for you at the end."

He gave her a quizzical look, but toasted anyway, clinking glasses with his mother before taking that first sip of whiskey. "No one really comes here in costume anymore," he observed quietly.

Tag laughed a little. "Apparently not, but the notes I get back home say that the military still comes, so I guess we're still doing some kind of service to them here, aren't we?" She smiled and glanced at Dominic. "What about you, soldier? How'd you find the place?"

~ Indy

There was a light rap on Indy's office door. Her head came up and she glanced toward her guests with a rueful smile. "Now taking odds on whether that's someone from ops or another guest."

"It's someone from ops," Kirghy said, and Carlos nodded in agreement. "If it was another old friend, they wouldn't have knocked."

"Or would have knocked and then just come in," Carlos added with a wry smile.

Indy shared the smile and nodded. "Right." Raising her voice slightly, she called, "Come!"

A young tech from ops stepped inside, carrying a report. "Here's the shift report, ma'am. Almost had a breech, but Fife nipped that in the bud."

Indy's brow raised as she took the report from the tech, who stood waiting for her dismissal. "What kind of breech?"

The tech almost seemed to cringe as he looked at her, dead on, and reported, "Well, ma'am, there was a ship that came in broadcasting an old code. We were about to clear it when Fife pointed out how old the code was. He denied the landing clearance. I think the ship redirected to Yaraven in Quis."

Kirghy and Carlos shared a look behind Indy as her eyes narrowed. "...you're nervous. What was the IFF broadcasting?"

"Well, ma'am," the tech shifted from one foot to the other, "it was broadcasting as the Stormcrow."

"Mark Wyler's ship."

"That's what the registry indicated, ma'am. That's why we almost cleared them. But Fife said that the regs - "

Indy growled. "Tell Fife I'm busting him to private." I really might, too. That idiot! She tossed the report on her desk. "Send a speeder to Yaraven to pick up General Skyy and her husband - their daughter's probably with them, too. Tell them I apologize profusely for the mix-up and will be updating their codes as soon as humanly possible. Then call Captain Wyler and inform him he has family visiting. Dismissed."

The tech snapped off a salute and scrambled out of the office. Indy shook her head, speaking as soon as the door clicked shut.

"I am surrounded by idiots." She grinned at Carlos and Kirghy. "Present company excluded."

"They're just kids, Indy," Caros reminded her.

She nodded as she dropped into her chair. "I know. Still isn't much of an excuse to forget about heroes." She sighed quietly, then tapped a fingertip on her desk. "Come out to the house tonight, you two, for dinner. Brother's grilling again, I think, and there'll be enough. He always makes enough to feed an army." She leaned back in her chair, closing her eyes.

Kirghy raised a brow. "What are you doing?"

"Calling my 'nephew,'" Indy murmured softly, "and telling him to get Les Wyler back here."
<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><>

They were halfway to the Brown Ewok, working their way down the street, when Chase stopped dead in his tracks, eyes going distant and blanking out for a minute. His sister took one look at him and muttered a curse.

"What's wrong?"

She shook her head in response to Les's question. "You ever seen what any of you look like when you're sideswiped by a message through the Force?" Chance gestured to her brother. "That's what you look like. It's probably Aunt Indy."

Les frowned, and the pair waited for Chase to snap out of it, which he did after a minute, smiling grimly.

"Guess we're going to have to cut today short, guys," he said.

"Eh?" Chance peered at him. "Why?"

Chase pointed to Les. "His parents just landed at Yaraven. Aunt Indy wants us back to base now."

"Great. Just great."

Chase just tweaked his sister's nose and started heading back for the speeder.

~ Indy

“One for him, too.  He’s got the look of someone who’s in need of a decent drink in a big glass.”

Dominic blinked, and accepted the glass gratefully.  He turned, and glanced at the woman who had paid for it.  Carefully; he raised the glass in a sort of salute, and sipped at it carefully.  He became very aware of the fact that he was not exactly at his most… sober. 
            “What should we drink to, Mom?” 
            The question is not what should we drink to; but more what shouldn’t we drink about…
            “To beginnings, Corsem, and the road we walk.  May it always be full of smiles and laughter, with friends waiting for you at the end.” 
            … An interesting thought.  Interesting indeed…              
            He missed the next comment, sipping at his drink again.  He was lost in his own problems for another moment, before turning back to Tag, as she spoke again. 
            “Apparently not, but the notes I get back home say that the military still comes, so I guess we’re still doing some kind of service to them here, aren’t we?  What about you, soldier?  How’d you find the place?”
             He paused for a moment, considering that very question himself.  “Ma’am… It’s something of a long story, starting with my being …transferred here.  Suffice it to say… first place I found, after wandering the base…  Nice atmosphere, though.”

Tag grinned.  "Up until a few years ago, you couldn't drink here, either.  Put it together as a speakeasy after one invasion or another about fifteen years ago."

"Ah... so... this is your place, ma'am?"

"I own it.  I wouldn't call it 'my place' anymore, though."

...15 years ago...  she'd have been fairly young, then."...How do you mean?"

Corsem looked up from his drink as Tag answered,  "It's been a long time since I've been here.  We'll leave it at that."

Dominic nodded, and considers this through the haze of alcohol. It's had an effect, after all…  "I see..." He glanced at Corsem, and then back to Tag. "Ehm... what is it... you do here?"

Tag spoke up, "Nothing.  I retired." 

Corsem piped in,  "She used to do Colonel Cannele's job."

Tag cast half a glance at Corsem, then tossed back a mouthful of whiskey. Dominic glanced from one to the other...  "Ah."  He quickly followed Tag with a swig of his own whiskey.

Corsem shook his head slightly "Thought you were getting better, Mom."

"Just because I told the governor I'd do this job for her doesn't mean I'm over...well."  She shook her head and took another sip of whiskey, before standing up.  "I'm going to go check the books.  It's been a while."

 Dominic quirks his eyebrow, looking at Corsem.   ...Mom... Heh.  "Ah... um... Alright.  A pleasure, ma'am."   He inclined his head slightly, and offered a hand::  "...And I don't believe I got your names?"

Tag waves a hand and drifts back toward the office.  Corsem just shook his head slightly and shakes the offered hand.

"Corsem Losoda.  I'm the CO of Eagle.  That was General Tag Rendar -- NRI, retired."

"Ah... A pleasure...  I'm Dominic Kalphelos...  I just transferred in a few days ago."

"How you liking it so far?  It's a lot more interesting now than it was when I was a kid."

"It's... quiet, I suppose.  A bit different so far, from what I'm used to..."

"Eh.  Quiet because it's Rimside, and we haven't had to fight any real big stuff since I was a kid.  Kartuiin's pretty stable these days, except for the pirates.  Where were you stationed before?"

"A little of everywhere.  I was with the New Republic Commandos, doing my own little part to keep the Remnant from... playing in places they shouldn't play."

Corsem nodded slowly  "My uncle was with the 58th Urban Commandos for years before they finally retired the unit."

"A good unit... by all accounts."

Corsem nodded  "Good unit, long history.  They were stationed here from about the time Coruscant fell 'til they were retired.  My uncle's in charge of the commandos on base these days."

"Ah...  I suspect I'm to be meeting with him... before long.  I've been told that most folks... are tied up with some meetings or other, the last couple of days."

"Yeah, the summit.  They're trying to keep security tight in case some screwball decides to take a shot at Alec Jaggers."  Corsem pondered a moment  "You know, he used to give me candy when I was a kid -- me and my cousins.  I didn't think he was that bad, but then again, I was four."

Dominic affected a bit of a blank look.  "Ahhh, I see."  ...No idea who that is... but okay.

Corsem grinned and waved for Patrick to leave the bottle of whiskey.  "Eh, I know.  You're not from around here.  You'll pick it up fast -- a lot of the folks who are here are here because we've been a family for most of our lives, if not all of our lives.  I'm telling you the truth when I say some of us were born in this unit and we'll probably die here, too."

"Ahhhh... Nothing wrong with that, I suspect...  So... this Jaggers fellow... why would people want to kill him?"

"...would you believe it's a long story?  He got blamed for blowing up Indio about fifteen or sixteen years ago...got sucked into Thrawn's insanity...that kind of fun stuff."

 "Indio's a city on Conceli VIII, by the way."

"Ah...  So... wait.  He supported... Thrawn?  Um..."

"Like I said, long story."

"I guess..."

"That was a long time ago, though..."

"Yeah.  A real long time ago.  He's the governor of Namis, now, which is an independent world on the outskirts of the sector.  Folks are worried about them harboring pirates and the like.  It's a bit of a military problem, y'know, when shipping starts getting hit."

"Typically."

Corsem took another sip of his whiskey.  "So have you met anyone on base yet?"

"Until now, mostly paper pushers, and the like.  Your mother and yourself are about the only friendly faces I've seen."

Corsem snorted.  "My mother's face is friendly?"

Dominic quirked an eyebrow. "...Anyone who buys me a drink has a friendly face, friend."

Corsem laughs.  "It's Corsem."

"Very well, Corsem."

"Swing by the ready room for the Eagles sometime....we'll take care of you.  Just...uh...don't get any ideas about my XO."

"Surely... Though, I'm not sure I'm tracking on your XO..."

Corsem grinned a lopsided grin.  "Well.  She's kind of the Admiral's daughter...and she's kind of involved with the captain of the Five-Star Legacy.  He's hella scary when he wants to be. They've been a thing since we were kids "

Dominic chuckled slightly; the last thing he needed was to get involved with an admiral's daughter anyway..."Ahhhh, I'll be sure to keep that in mind."

Corsem grinned.  "Good idea."

--Paul Peterson

Andrew was back in Mos Eisley. As he stepped into the cantina and looked around, he shook his head slightly. /Just a little bit of history repeating,/ he thought to himself. He hadn’t been particularly pleased when he found out that he was to be dropped back on Tatooine, but Admiral Bridger had insisted that he be returned exactly where he had been found, and he wasn’t in a position to be bargaining. Entering Mos Eisley cantina, it was almost as if the whole incident with Aurora Force had been a dream. His rescue by Arilyn, his trip to Xenen, the attempted break out, the uncomfortable interview with Admiral Bridger, his release and transport back to Tatooine all seemed like another life.

Andrew grinned roguishly as he stepped up to the bar. He was back. He was free, unfettered, and could now pursue his goal with single-minded determination. After a drink or two.

He had put away a glass of Ithorian rum and was beginning to feel pretty good when a pretty human female of around thirty stepped up to the bar next to him and ordered a drink. He turned to the bartender and drawled out “Put her drink on my tab.” He turned toward her and gave her his most disarming smile. “I’m Captain Andrew Astoris, at your service, love.”

The woman turned up her nose. “Aren’t I a bit old for you?”

Andrew waggled his eyebrows suggestively. “I’m no ageist, my dear!”

She seemed to think about that for a second. “Well, Captain, before we go any further there is something you should probably know.”

“Absolutely, hit me with it!” Andrew replied good-naturedly.

He didn’t see the left cross coming in at his temple until it was too late. As stars exploded in front of his eyes and he fell toward the floor, she smiled coldly. “My husband is with me tonight.”

Andrew hit the floor and rolled, trying to get clear of his unseen assailant. /History repeating, /he told himself. He rose to his feet, turned around, and faced a burly, bearded man bristling with anger. “Listen, sir, I’m sure we can reach an amiable solution if we…”

He was cut off by a jab, which he dodged by deftly stepping to the side. Abandoning all pretense of diplomacy, he waded in close, distracting the man with quick blows at his torso. As his attacker shifted his stance to defend himself, Andrew quickly changed tactics and planted a fist into his neck. The man collapsed to the floor, sputtering and grasping his throat.

Grinning grimly, Andrew stepped back to survey his handiwork. Just as he was starting to feel fairly proud of himself, a sharp pain blossomed on his head, and he collapsed to the ground, knowing nothing but blackness.
<>

He woke up to repeated slaps. He grunted something unintelligible, trying to focus his eyes enough to see beyond the hand in front of his face. Suddenly flying water hit him in the face, and his focus returned enough for him to figure out where he was. He was huddled up in a booth in one of the corners of the cantina, and in front of him was standing- “Bantha spit, Chase, I didn’t expect to see you in a place like this!”

Chase grinned roguishly. His smile was eerily like Andrew’s own. “Well, cousin, I’ll tell you, I try not to make a habit of coming out here. Wouldn’t want people to think I’m as crazy as you.”

Andrew smiled, and then winced. His head hurt like hell. “What happened?”

“Far as I can tell, you were in a bar fight over some woman. I got here just in time to see you punch some burly guy in the throat. Then some other burly guy stepped up behind you and pistol-whipped you. You must have forgotten about the best friend factor. Logically, I stepped up behind him and pistol-whipped him. You look terrible.” Chase spoke quickly, looking quite pleased with himself as he narrated his part in the tale.

Andrew groaned. “Great. Well, here we are together, getting in trouble together. It’s like old times.”

Chase nodded and slid into the booth beside Andrew. “It’s good to see you again, Andrew.”

The two were the same age and had attended school together on Yaga Minor. When young, they had both been mischievous trouble makers. Chase had grown out of it, Andrew hadn’t. Chase had stayed in school; Andrew had left to play in space. The separation had been tough for both of them. For Chase to actually be on Tatooine was bizarre, and if Andrew wasn’t distracted by other thoughts he might have asked him why he was there.

Andrew shook his head to clear the thoughts of the past away. “Yeah, Chase, it’s good. I really need your help.”

Chase blinked. “Again? I don’t know, I’m pretty sure I’ve already met my quota for helping you today…”

Andrew gave him a withering look.

“Ok, ok, so I’ll help again! It’s not like I could say no anyway,” Chase quipped.

“Of course you couldn’t, I’m Andrew Astoris. Here’s the deal: I lost the /Amethyst/, and I want to get it back,” Andrew began.

Chase cut him off, “Something tells me this will be bad…”

":)
Dave, aka Andrew

“She really didn’t have to do this,” Mark said as they rode in comfort from Yaraven to Shay Memorial. Janet just chuckled.

“It’s like we’re VIP’s or something,” Asya said, and took up smiling and waving ceremoniously at those they passed.

Safely out of the sun’s direct rays, the Zehdekian Cree could draw the hood of his cloak back some to allow his sensitive eyes their first look at the base on which his master had spent many so years away from Atad. Though he was a pioneer, an adventurer among his people, the first ever to wander from the boundaries of his planet’s system, he registered no emotion upon his long blue face.

“What do you think, Cree?” Asya asked him upon catching the movement from the corner of her eye.

Turning his swimming orange eyes on her, he regarded her for a long moment before answering, “The sky here is blue, master.”

She giggled. “Did you expect different?”

“I wouldn’t know, master.”

Mark sighed. “Will he ever stop with the ‘master’ thing?”

“You know it’s no use,” Janet reminded him. “But we might be able to remedy that when we teach him Basic,” she said with a wink.

“You mean, replace it with something – like what? Nerf-herder? Jerk?”

Janet laughed. “You’re feeling good today.”

“’Course,” he said, squeezing her hand. “We’ll see Les pretty soon – be all together again.”

“And Alex, and Trevvik - and the whole band, or what’s left of them.”

He looked out the window as the command complex came into view. “Seems like ages since we dropped by here last.”

“It does, at that,” she agreed. “But it was only five years ago – Asya was just seven. I wonder how much she remembers?”

“You’d be surprised,” she piped up from behind them.

“I don’t know,” Mark said, shaking his head. “I wouldn’t doubt it if you said you remember being born.”

“I do. It happened on my birthday – or somewhere thereabout.”

“Somewhere around there, yes,” Janet confirmed, rolling her eyes.

Their driver brought the speeder to a stop at the curb and got out to open the door for them. He saluted sharply as the Wyler family - plus Cree, nearly a head taller than them all - filed from the vehicle.

“We can find our own way from here,” Janet insisted as he rushed ahead to the door of the building.

“Are you sure, General?” asked their fresh-faced Lieutenant. “Because I can – ”

“No, really,” she said, holding up a hand. “I remember a few things, as well.”

She proved this assertion by leading them successfully through the maze of lifts and corridors to Indy’s office door. Taking a deep breath and letting it out, she rapped on the door twice before opening and entering the room, as she always had in the past. There she found Indy, Carlos, and Kirghy looking up from where they had been sitting around sharing a drink and casual conversation. Smiles crossed their faces.

When they had all crossed the threshold, Janet couldn’t withhold a big smile of her own.

“Hello, everyone,” she said. “Hope we haven’t interrupted anything.”

--Skyy

   Once the Wylers had filed into the room, the hugs and handshakes followed, all done with genuine glee. It had been many years since they had all been on the same planet together, much less the same room, and Kirghy couldn't hide his joy. More conversation followed as they remembered old times and friends long gone.
   That was when he remembered to ask a very important question. "Um....So, when's dinner?"
   Indy smiled. "Let's try for about 1900. Oh, Kirgs, I've had some temporary quarters set up for you until we can discuss what you'll be doing now that you're back. I would have just put you in the guest quarters, but the summit killed that..."
   "Great. Which one?"
   "J-13. Figured you'd like it." This time, a wink accompanied the statement as Kirghy nodded emphatically.
   "I believe that will be just fine. I think I better go get ready." Pointing to his uniform, he added, "Don't want to be over dressed."
   Leaving after saying his goodbyes, at least until later, he headed off to get a shower and change.
**********************************
   "My, my....Place hasn't changed much." Indeed the only real changes that had been made to his old quarters in the 8 years he'd been gone had been a new paint job and a new bed. Taking a deep breath, Kirghy smiled. *May have to see if I can keep it. *"Home sweet home."
   After a nice, relaxing shower and a change into some more comfortable clothing, he sat down to meditate...only to hear a voice he hadn't heard in years.
   *You just can't stay away, can you?*
   Kirghy looked around for the source, but saw nothing. Not that he really expected to. The person that belonged to that voice died almost 15 years ago. Closing his eyes, he allowed himself to focus on the Force. "Well, you know me, Lamin... Like a bad cred and all that."
   Laughter. *Good to see you still have that sense of humor. Listen, I can't hang around long. I just wanted to tell you that I've been watching over everyone for all these years, and I'm proud of what I've seen, if you could pass that along."
   "I'm sure they'll be glad to know that."
   *Good. I'm also proud of you, old friend. I mean, a Jedi Master AND a General...Makes me glad. Just remember to thank Trosa every now and then, and let him know that I'm happy with what he's done, ok?*
   "I will, I will. I do have a question. What's it like to be one with the Force?"
   *Actually, not too bad. That's all they'll let me say.* A pause. *Look, this is probably the only time I'll be able to do this. Warn the
others: The Darkness is close at hand. You have little time to prepare.* Slowly, the voice began to fade out. *Goodbye, my friend, and may the Force be with you. May it be with you all.*
   Silence filled the room as he sat there mulling over this encounter with the dead. Kirghy was indeed glad to hear from Lamin, but the warning caused chill-bumps up and down his spine. If his friend was right, and he had little doubt that he was, then there was work to do.

Kirgs

"We have those generators online yet?" Captain Cay Bel Iblis sat in his command chair on the bridge of the Five-Star Legacy, idly drumming his fingers on the armrest.

Down in the main engineering hold, Lieutenant Davil Bullian opened an access panel and started flipping switches inside, trying to get the generator online. "Almost there, just another minute."

Cay looked over at Dorrin Taylor, his first officer, and shook his head. "You know, that's what you said three days ago. I really would like to take off sometime before Admiral Wood herself storms into the docking bay and demands my rank pins."

Cursing under his breath at the bank of generators, Davil let loose with a kick to the side of it in frustration.....and with an obedient hum, the entire bank of antiquated generators came to life. "Umm....okay. Bridge, we are go for takeoff. If anyone needs me, I'll be in the medbay."

"Medbay? Why? Davil, what happened?"

"I think I just broke my foot 'fixing' the generators."

Cay shook his head and looked over at the red-head sitting at the pilot's console. "Molly? You ready to take us out?"

"Aye Captain. Bringing engines online now." She slowly eased the throttle up as the massive Acclamator-class ship lifted in the cargo bay. 

Cay punched in the access code on his console, and the bay doors above them opened, releasing the Legacy into the open space above Wayfarer Station. "Wayfarer Control, this is Five-Star Legacy. We thank you for the hospitality, but we really must be on our way."

The controller at the other end of the comm chuckled. "About time, Legacy. Have a safe trip to Conceli."

"Will do, Wayfarer. Legacy out."
=======================================

In her office on the command deck of Wayfarer Station, Admiral Karen Wood stood with her hands clasped in front of her, watching the Acclamator-class ship jump to hyperspace, with a small smile on her face.

"So they're away?"

Karen nodded, even though the voice on her intercom couldn't see it. "Yes, they are."

"And he still thinks we have no idea what he's up to?"

"That's right."

"Good. Rule number one for dealing with a Bel Iblis, let him think he's getting away with doing whatever he wants."

Karen smiled. "We learned that with Derik, didn't we?"

"Oh yes. If Tlir taught us nothing else..."

Karen nodded and sat down at her desk. "You're sure about Cay, though?"

"Very sure. I'll call again when I get there."

"Thank you." She disconnected the call and hit the intercom button for her assistant. "Marcy, could you ask the comm deck to get a transmission to General Sparks on the Blade's Hilt? Tell him to establish a TempestOne connection in two hours, local time."
=================================================

Captain Robert Drake leaned back in his pilot's chair with a sigh as they dropped out of hyperspace. The YT-2000 freighter dipped and dodged among the larger ships surrounding Wayfarer Station, guided by the skilled hands of his Gran co-pilot. The Gran huffed something at him, hearing the sigh.

"No, Wheezy, I'm fine. Just a little tired and looking forward to fresh air and sunlight again."

Wheezy snorted something else in his language.

"Yes, I know if I wanted fresh air I shouldn't have accepted the job to Nar Shada. Hmm, looks like we just missed the kids." He pointed at the wedge-shaped ship of the Legacy jumping to hyperspace. He thumbed the commlink. "Wayfarer Control, this is Rob Roy requesting landing clearance."

"Rob Roy, this is Wayfarer Control. Please standby for the next available commercial pad. Approximate wait time is two hours."

"Wayfarer Control, check your records again. That's the Rob Roy, registered to Captain Robert Drake."

"Sir, please just...."

"Let me speak to the flight control supervisor, Control."

After a moment, a female voice cut in. "Rob Roy, are you giving my flight controllers a hard time?"

Bobby grinned. "Always. Sarah, that you?"

He could hear the smile on the other end. "Yes, and that's Captain Essen to you. Bobby, you forgot to switch off the secondary transponder again."

"Oops." Bobby flipped a switch. "How's that."

"There we go. Rob Roy, you are cleared for landing in private docking bay EK-112004."

"Thanks Sarah. Hey, would you send a message to Allyson and ask her if she'd like to meet me for lunch?"

"No problem. Welcome home, Bobby."

- CPT Cay Bel Iblis and a cast of favorites.

    "Where are they," Alex wondered. He'd be standing by the landing pad for nearly an hour now. Considering they'd waved him fifty-nine minutes ago in order to say, 'We'll be landing in a minute,' he was getting a tad concerned. What he was not getting was angry. There was a time when he would have, though. There was a time when he would have gone off about the silliest of things, 
really.

***15 YEARS AGO***

    "Where are they," Alex wondered. He'd been standing by the landing pad for nearly ten minutes now. Considering they'd waved him nine minutes ago in order to say, 'We'll be landing in a minute,' he was getting a tad irritated.
    Finally he looked up into the sky and saw the shuttle come through the clouds. It landed and the pilot disembarked, carrying with him a hand cart full of boxes.
    "Well," Alex said, "you took your time."
    "I apologize, sir, but there was a bit of a hold-up with the-"
    "I don't want excuses, Captain Tardy, I just want the latest handbook, version 83.2, so I can begin applying the new rules before someone trains the cadets based on old information."
    "But, sir, you do know that the only difference between version 83 and version 83.2 is the fact that they correctly spelled Mr. Hakynorda's name in the acknowledgement page at the back, right?"
    "That, Lieutenant Ignorant, is what they want you to believe. There are differences in here and so help me, I'll find them." And with that he opened one box on the top, and took one copy of the book.
    "That's it?"
    "Pardon me? I didn't hear you over the rush of blood to my head as I picked up the book."
    "I mean, aren't you going to help me?"
    "Why in worlds would I do that?"
    "Because you're... the guy who unloads cargo?"
    "I think not, my poor confused friend. I just needed a copy for my shelves."
    "You mean... I... --------," the pilot muttered.
    "--------" is, of course, a very popular curse word on the planet -----. Unfortunately it is impossible to write them because the sounds made by the -----ians, both in the name of their planet and their favorite curse word, is unpronounceable by the humanoid mouth and, as such, there are no proper symbols to represent them. Suffice it to say that '--------' is a very nasty word. In fact it is the kind of word you do not say around an -----ian's mother when the -----ian is present, unless you want him to rip out your heart, your liver, your kidneys, or any one of any of the other major organs with his ---------------s.

***PRESENT***

    Yes, indeed, there had been a time when even a late book shipment would bother him. Now, though, he had taken the ultimate chill pill. Neuroses were missing, Hurts were healed. Cruelty levels were at an all time low and compassion was off the charts. Alextravia Grentarii was a normal, functional person, and it had only taken him a few hundred years and two deaths to get there. 
Granted, some people had managed to make it their first time through life, but one has to take what one can get. He headed into the flight control office to make an inquiry. As soon as he closed the door behind him the speeder bearing the Wyler family came around a corner and zoomed right past it. Had he known this, it might have made even the newer, calmer him just a little unhappy. Just a little. But he didn't.

Alextravia Grentarii

Major General Derik Bel Iblis stood for a moment, looking out over the field of grain behind his small farmhouse, taking a moment to enjoy the golden sunrise of a fall morning on Grassus.

"Beautiful." He said, mainly to himself.

It would be more beautiful with a few air patrols and marshal law declared, you know.

"No it wouldn't. And you know you don't get a vote."

You're no fun at all.

"So you keep telling me." He walked inside and got dressed, throwing on an old grey duty uniform, with all the insignia removed, and lacing up his boots.

So what boring, mindless, tedious thing are you making me do today?

"We're going into town to go visit the garrison."

Ooh.

"You realize I'm not going to let you anywhere near the armory."

You're going to let me out to play eventually.

"Not if I can help it."
========================================

An hour later, and several insults about driving too slowly later, and they arrived at the Grassus Compound. Derik flashed his ID at the gate guard and drove inside, parking his speeder and getting out, heading for the administrative building. And sure enough, the man he'd come to see met him right at the top of the ramp.

Brigadier General Gage, base commander for the Grassus Compound nodded to him, dressed in his usual silver mesh Auyn armor. "General Bel Iblis, to what do I owe the honor?"

Derik smiled. "I was wondering if you'd heard anything about how my son is doing with his first command. You're a little more connected these days than I am, Gage."

Gage fell into step beside him as they walked across the compound towards the mess hall. "He's doing alright, from all accounts. Off to a bit of a slow start, but that firefight I told you about last week did some damage to the Legacy that they had to fix."

It would be so easy to just snap his neck like a twig right now. You know that, too.

Derik ignored the little voice in his head as the two men stepped into the mess hall.

As they walked into the mess hall, Gage's comlink beeped. He quietly excused himself and answered it. "Gage."

On the other end, General Garan-Dur spoke quietly, taking advantage of a moment to himself while the Governor was busy with her own affairs. "I presume that you're ready for the...operation."

"I haven't forgotten the date, no sir."

"And you're bringing the equipment?"

"I've already got it loaded on the shuttle. I've got to go. Bel Iblis is sniffing around, and we don't want him catching wind of this."

"Understood. General Dur out."
======================================

Thirty-six hours later, the two men met up on a quiet, empty street of Quis, standing under the light of a single streetlamp.

"Looks quiet." Gage observed.

"Well, we are a bit early."

"She'll have the place ready for us?"

"She's supposed to."

Gage nodded and headed across the street, looking around carefully as he slipped up to the side door of the Brown Ewok. He knocked twice, paused, and knocked once again. 

The door opened, and Tag Rendar stepped out of the way to let them in. She took one look at the two of them in their black commando suits, and just shook her head. "I presume you two will be alright on your own?"

Garan closed the door behind himself and nodded to her. "Yes, and thank you for the use of your place for this. You'll understand the need for secrecy."

Tag just shook her head again. "Just don't leave a mess." She quietly excused herself, leaving by the front door, since it would look perfectly normal for the owner of the club to be leaving so late.

Garan walked over to the bar and behind it, pouring a couple of drinks. Meanwhile, Gage pulled two of the large rectangular tables together to make a single large square one, and opened up the pack he was carrying on his back. He pulled out a large green tablecloth and spread it over the table, and then a large wooden box that he set off to one side.

And with that, the two of them waited for the rest of their crew to arrive.

--Wyvern

Ulic Taliesin and Izra Dargan fell easily into step with the old pilot and commando as they walked down the slowly quieting streets of downtown Quis, headed toward the Brown Ewok. Izra frowned at the grocery bags the pair were carrying. "What're those for?"

Hadrian Bridger grinned, shifting one of the bags. "Just a little something to snack on. Tonight wouldn't be complete without it."

Quinlin Rendar grunted, shifting his bags. "I swear you gave me the heavy ones, you old scoundrel."

The other Jedi laughed merrily. "Just a few canned goods, Lin."

Their fourth eyed his brother-in-law. "Playing chef tonight, Hadrian?"

"I drew the short straw."

Quinlin snorted. "Drew the short straw my arse. You're the best cook out of the lot of us. Making ribs? Don't tell me you're not, because I saw them in that bag."

"Maybe I am and maybe I'm not."

The four men stepped into the alleyway alongside the darkened Brown Ewok. Ulic rapped on the door and they waited a few moments.

The door opened after a minute, and then men stepped inside. Hadrian and Quinlin headed to the kitchen to unload their bags as Ulic tucked his hands into his pockets. "This everyone?"

Garan held up a finger. "One more, and then we're complete." He raised his voice slightly. "Hadrian! Get cooking. There's whiskey under the counter."

"Fantastic."

Quinlin emerged from the kitchen with the look of a man who'd just been chased out of a lion's den. "I think that's off-limits 'til he's done," the Jedi said, jerking a thumb back toward the kitchen door.

"You're damn straight it is!"

Ulic chuckled and Izra shook his head, setting down a few round canisters. "I brought the extra chips."


~ Indy

The cloaked figure darted through the streets, moving deftly from shadow to shadow. His hands and arms were hidden within the folds of his black robe, and his head was enshadowed by a voluminous hood. Lightly he ran, but not as lightly as he used to.

Had anyone been on the street watching this strange figure dart around, they would have wondered if he was either a target of assassins or an assassin himself. Said hypothetical observer would likely have reached the former conclusion when the figure stopped at the door the Brown Ewok, knocked, and then tried to duck back into the shadows before the door opened.

That didn't succeed. Just as it hadn't succeeded any of the years prior. 

"Emperor's black bones, Timothy," Quinlan grumbled as he opened the door.

"Enough with the cloak and dagger bit! Garan spotted you three blocks away."

"Sorry," Timothy DeLong answered with a sheepish grin, one revealed when he swept the hood back. "Old habit, but I've actually got a reason this time."

"Oh yeah?"

"Yeah," Timothy continued as he stepped into the pub. "Oldest grandson is coming in-system tomorrow; figured I'd wait until they're all in one place 'fore I publicly announce myself."

"Right..."

"Anyway, I come bearing random goodies, courtesy of Amanda. So, we all set?"

~Timothy DeLong
Retired

Cay stood by one of the observation windows on the Legacy, watching the swirl of hyperspace go by. They were still several hours out from Conceli VIII, and the onboard cycle had them in the middle of the night. Which meant it was quiet right now.

Dorrin walked up behind him, a mug of caf in his hands. "Hey, can't sleep either, huh?"

Cay shook his head. "My brain's just too busy right now. You?"

"About the same. You know, this feels like the first chance you and I have really had to talk since Quis."

"Uh oh."

"What?"

Cay looked at his friend and smirked. "In the history of the universe, nothing good has come from the phrase 'we need to talk'."

Dorrin rolled his eyes. "You know what I mean. I've been busy with my new job, you've been busy with yours -and- training Xander."

"Oh, I get it. You're jealous of your little brother."

"Yeah. That's it." Dorrin's sarcasm was practically a physical thing. "Tell you what. How about I buy you a cup of caf, and you can tell me all about the time while you were away."

Cay turned away from him, and Dorrin could see him pull away figuratively and literally. "It's going to take more than one cup, and something alot stronger than caf before I'm ready to talk about it, Dorrin."

"That bad, huh?"

"Yeah, it was that bad."

Dorrin nodded. "Okay, he said, changing the subject. When are you and a certain pilot I know going to get serious?"

"I keep telling you, Corsem and I are just friends." Cay attempted a smile at the weak joke, but the resurfaced memories were still clouding his features. "Oh wait, you meant Mary, right?"

Dorrin just -looked- at him. In response, Cay reached into his pocket and took out a small velvet box. Dorrin blinked. "Is that...?"

"Yep. As soon as we get back I'm going to ask her."

Dorrin grinned and clapped him on the shoulder. He looked at his watch. "0500. We've still got about five hours before we get there. How do you wanna kill the time?"

Cay grinned. "I don't know about you, but I think Xander's got about fifteen minutes before I take him on a three mile run through the corridors."

Dorrin winced. "Definitely not jealous of my brother."

- Cay Bel Iblis and Dorrin Taylor.

The thudding had woken her up. Wasn't that bad enough? No, no, of course not.

Now the thudding was disrupting her music.

Molly turned off the shower, cursing under her breath angrily, and in a most un-Jedi-like fashion - not that she was much of a Jedi to begin with. The Force was with her, but training was something she mostly lacked.

The Legacy's new pilot grabbed a towel and wrapped it around herself, ignoring the fact that she was dripping wet as she stormed through her quarters and popped the door open, stepping out into the hall.

...just in time to see a tired, sweaty, and bleary-eyed Xander Drake skid to a halt half a foot from her, their esteemed Captain a few steps behind.

"Do you mind?" the infuriated intelligence officer demanded. "First, you wake me up with your pounding, then you ruin my music with it! Really, don't you have something better to be doing, you skinny little piece of vape-bait?" She planted her hands on her hips, glaring at him coldly, waiting for the flinch, for him to pull back. It was the least he could do for setting a bad tone for her day.

~ Indy

I have never believed that death is something we should go quietly into. When death comes to take me, I'm going to be fighting it, and go out kicking and screaming. ~ Karinlyyn Bridger Kel-Solan, Auyn Warmistress


She could smell her uncle getting the grill going out on the back patio as she stood against the window frame, staring out the open bay windows at nothing. Her red hair fell in a tangle down her shoulders and back as she stared at the few clouds that drifted lazily in the sky.

Her mother had caught her before she could head off-world, and had packed her off to the base hospital for what she called a "quick physical" before she left again. What had that resulted in? A change to her medication, which had left her completely floored.

Arilyn held her robe around herself as she slowly turned from the window, drifting back toward her rumpled bed. Maybe they were right - maybe it was time to try some more aggressive treatments, rather than run away from all of this again. After all, things had only started getting harder the last few months. She'd just been too terrified to admit that. She'd known that it wasn't going to be long before she could give up her Hunting...

I just hadn't expected it to be this soon. Ari pressed her hands against her face, then coughed hard as she dropped back onto her bed, sitting on the edge and letting her feet dangle.

"I didn't want to give it up this soon," she whispered at nothing, staring blankly at the room that had been hers since she was a child. She reached for the stuffed bear she'd gotten when she was six as a gift from her great-grandparents and hugged the worn toy against her belly. Slowly, she slumped sideways, stretching out on the bed and turning her face into the pillow for a moment, groaning quietly.

I hate this. I really, really hate this.

Someone tapped lightly on her door, but she didn't even bother to struggle upright. "Go away!"

"Ari, you okay?"

Chase. Of course he'd come up here as soon as I heard I wasn't leaving. Damn it all. "Trying to rest on Mom's orders. I'll stumble down for dinner."

"...you want any company? There really isn't much of anyone to be hanging out with right now..."
Ari sighed, considering that as she lay in the bed, clutching her teddy bear. I don't want him or anyone else to se me like this right now. Maybe once I get used to these meds...maybe then it won't be this way. She drew a deep breath and exhaled quietly. "I'll be okay, Chase. Thanks for asking." She coughed a little, praying it didn't sound as bad as it felt.

There was a slight hesitation before her cousin answered her. "Okay. I'll come check on you later, okay?"

"Okay, Chase." She rolled over to face the wall, pulling a blanket up over herself. There was time before dinner for a little more sleep, and maybe after she slept a little more she wouldn't feel so horrible.

Maybe.

She hugged her bear tighter and let herself drift off, though the sun was just barely starting to go down in the sky, though the folks coming to her house for dinner were just now starting to be on their way there....
She slept, and she dreamed.

~ Indy

"So who do you think he thinks the patriarch of the family is?"

Nylan Bridger raised a brow, grunting as he hefted the bag of charcoal. "Eh?"

Slate grinned, spreading the charcoal in the bottom of the old grill. "Cay. Who do you think he thinks the patriarch of the family is?"

"...what fo - oh." The Jedi smiled sheepishly. "I don't know. Probably you. You're older."

"You're marginally scarier."

"Beg to differ there. I don't have the whole 'scary commando' thing going."

Slate shook his head as Nylan finished dumping the charcoal. "I don't have the whole Jedi Master thing going." He started working on getting the grill lit. "What do you think of him, anyway?"

Nylan eyed him. "He's a good kid. Why are we having this discussion?"

With a soft roar, the grill lit up, prompting a grin from the red-haired commando. "Because it's only a matter of time before he comes to one of us and asks if he can marry Mary."

Nylan turned and moved over to the table where they'd set out various bottles of liquor and a large bowl of ice. "What makes you think he's going to? Did you ask Karri's father for her hand?"

"As a matter of fact, I did." Slate turned away from the grill for a moment. "And I'm thinking Cay's going to do it because he's a bit of a gentleman - definitely an officer." He turned back to the grill. "Pour me some Whyren's, will you?"

Nylan grunted again, starting to pour drinks. "Does it matter? Neither of us would say no, would we?"

"No, but we should at least have the opportunity to put some fear into him."

Nylan actually laughed at that, bringing over a glass to Slate. "We're talking about Cay Bel Iblis here. Him, scared? Right. Karri's been hitting you too hard in those sparring matches, Slate, and for far too long."

Slate chuckled softly as he took the glass. "Yeah. Guess you're right. Want to bring some of that stuff out so I can get started?"

Nylan shook his head as he took a quick sip of his drink before heading back to the house, waving a hand over his shoulder. "Yeah, yeah..."

~ Indy

The smell of Slate’s grilling was everywhere, making Les’ mouth water. It drew him over to where Slate and Nylan were standing watch over the grill, talking and sipping Whyren’s.

“Hey there, kid,” Slate said when he noticed Les standing nearby, eyeing the meat as it was brushed with his own secret, special sauce. “I hear your folks are in town.”

“Yeah, they’re on their way over,” he said, his senses totally distracted by the enticing aroma.

“Will be nice to see them again. They’ve been away for a long time.”

“Yeah,” he said, salivating. “That sure smells good.”

He watched for a time, listening to the two men talk, wishing the food would get done all ready. Then his eyes lit up, and he backed away unnoticed, back into the house. A few moments later, Les was outside again, walking down the front steps to reunite with his family as they came up the drive. 

He detected a lot of pride, with a touch of envy from his sister, and the barest hint of curiosity from Cree, as they met on the steps for hugs all around. All except for Cree, of course. He stood a respectful distance away, looking on with no trace of emotion on his face, or swirling in his strange, dull orange eyes. Les wondered at his addition to their traveling party. No Zehdekian that he knew of had ever gone any further than the distance between the planet and their native moon. He had to place that question aside until later, because his father was addressing him with a question of his own.

“How’s Jinx been treating you?” Mark asked. 

He thought briefly of the episode in the courtyard of the castle, in which Jinx had shot at him as he bounded from column to column, testing his reflexes, his attunement with the Force. He grinned, proud of the way he had come through it, evidence that he had come far in his training. But he doubted that this particular test would have been understood or appreciated
by either his Mom or his Dad, or Uncle Vik. Maybe he would tell Asya about it, later.

“Fine, Dad. Just fine.” 

“I understand there’s a knighting ceremony coming up soon?” Janet said with a smile.

He sighed, anticipating their disappointment. “It’s already happened,” he informed them.

“What?” Asya snapped, looking as if she’d just been cheated out of tickets to Galaxies of Fun.

“He assured us that we would be in on it,” Janet protested. “That was something I certainly didn’t want to miss.”

“What happened?” Mark asked with a betrayed look on his face. “Where is Jinx?”

“He left,” he said, shrugging. “Right after he put me through the trials, he got a message from someone, somewhere, and hurried me through the ceremony and left. I don’t know where he went or how long he’ll be gone or when he’ll come back.”

If he’ll be back, he sensed his mother thinking. Should have known. A cold light entered her eye, an old hurt that he knew nothing about. 

“Well,” Mark speculated, “it must have been mighty important for him to just take off like that.”

“I’m sure it was,” Les said, nodding. He buried his negative feelings. Of course; it had to be. Jinx had been faithful to his training for many years, practically his whole life. Surely it was true that he wouldn’t abandon him unless he believed Les was truly equipped and ready to begin his career as a Knight. He hoped he was right, and wondered, at the same time, if his sudden departure had anything to do with the strange foreboding that had overtaken everyone of late.

While the rest of them stood in stunned silence – except for Cree, who never found anything stunning – Asya piped up, “Then…you’re a Jedi! A Jedi Knight!”

Giving her a proud grin, he nodded. 

Shaking off their bewilderment at the behavior of the one in whose hands they had trusted their son’s life and training, his family congratulated him.

Drawn into the house by the aroma of Slate’s cooking, they found other early arrivals, friends and comrades happy to welcome them back to Xenen.

--Skyy

((Earlier that day))

Bobby Drake grinned as he slid into a chair at the open-air cafe on the Upper Concourse, nodding to the silver-haired security guard across from him.

Alyson Drake grinned back to her dad, a carbon copy of her mother, except for that cocky, lop-sided grin that was all Bobby. "Hi dad. How was the trip?"

"It was good, sweetie."

Aly looked at her father skeptically. "-How- good? Do I need to order a search of your holds?"

Bobby managed to look offended, before he started laughing, anyway. "No no, nothing like that. We were ferrying medical supplies to a resistance group in the Corporate Sector. So, I understand I just missed the boys?"

"Yeah. The Legacy took off right before you came in." She shook her head. "I don't know, I mean.....Xander."

Bobby smiled. "As I told your mother, he needs to make decisions for himself, whether they're the right ones or not."

"I guess."

"So how's work?"

"Fine. Arrests have been down."

Bobby gave her -the- look. Not "the look" that mothers give their children, but -the- look a father can give you when you know he meant something else. "How's -other- work?"

Aly looked around. "Here?"

"What did I teach you? The best place to discuss something you don't want overheard is a crowded, public place. If nothing else, it kills directional microphones."

"Honestly, things have been...weird. Like something big is about to happen." She leaned in and spoke softer to him. "Molly was just the beginning. Six other NRI agents, or suspected NRI agents, have either had their cover blown, or nearly blown so that they had to get off Wayfarer quickly. And that's just the ones I can verify without raising too much attention."

Bobby nodded thoughtfully and reached across the table to pat her hand. "I'm sure it'll be alright. Shall we order?"
==========================================

An hour later, Bobby was walking through the admin corridors, taking a shortcut to the planetdrop shuttle bays, when he saw an old friend. "Jim!"

General Jim Henderson turned with a raised eyebrow and grinned when he saw the scruffy, dirty smuggler. "Bobby! Back again so soon?"

Bobby grinned and dropped into step beside him. "What? Two months wasn't enough for you? So what's going on today, General?"

Jim grinned, absently fiddling with the rank pin on his lapel. "Getting the Dashan ready to go just in case the Admiral wants to escort the Governor back to Kartuiin herself."

Bobby smirked, knowing exactly how likely that was. "So, basically, an excuse to run three days of readiness drills?"

"Of course."

They passed through a set of sliding doors, and a guard in the standard military police uniform, not Wayfarer security, stepped forward and placed a hand on Bobby's shoulder, his other hand dropping to the sidearm at his waist. "I'm sorry sir, but only authorized personnel are allowed in the command center."

Jim spoke up angrily. "Do you have any idea who this is, Sergeant?"

Bobby stopped him with a raised hand. "He's right, General." Putting a little emphasis on the last word, to remind the MP who he was standing with. "I didn't realize we'd walked so far in. Kingston's waiting for me anyway."

Jim just nodded, still scowling at the MP, who was starting to pale a little. "See you Tuesday at Francois'?"

"If we're both still on-planet." With a grin, he turned around and headed for the shuttlebays.

- CPT Robert Drake, retired.

The Maillard Reaction is a chemical reaction. When a sugar and an amino acid react with one another in the presence of heat, browning occurs. New flavor compounds are created that cannot be achieved by any other conventional method. The carbonyl group of the sugar reacts with the amino acids, producing glycosylamine and water. The glycosylamines then undergo an Amadori rearrangement, forming ketosamines, which finally break down to produce melanoidins.
    It is fortunate that none of this information is required to enjoy a barbeque.
    Not everyone on the base was enjoying the barbeque, however. Some of them were not even aware that one was going on. Alex was one of them. He was currently worrying over the fact that he seemed to be unable to keep the locations of his friends locked firmly in his mind. People as of late were exhibiting the troubling tendency of not being where they were supposed to be when they were supposed to be there. He had found that Trevvik was not at his apartment, and that Amanda was not at her ship. This could be attributable, in part, to the fact that he had abandoned them several clicks outside the city limits the previous night, he opined. Hopefully they had not killed one another.
    If they had killed one another, he hoped that Amanda had survived. Trevvik was a great friend but there were certain qualities that he simply did not possess. The ability to stay awake throughout an entire opera was one of them. The ability to watch a drama in the holotheater and not call out, during the entr'acte, inquiring as to when the action hero would be arriving with guns blazing was another.
    Another group of people who had apparently disappeared were the Wylers. They were scheduled to touch down early in the morning, but for some reason they'd never arrived. When Alex had entered the office of the flight controller, he'd been busily talking to someone about something or other. After a few minutes of sitting across from the man who was chatting on his comm unit, Alex took a datapad from the desk and wrote out, 'CAN YOU TRACK A SHIP FOR ME?' The flight controller looked at the note and, not stopping his conversation, wrote out, 'WHAT'S YOUR ID NUMBER?' Alex took the pad back as wrote 'I HAVEN'T GOT ONE, I'M NOT REGISTERED AS A BASE MEMBER.'
    The flight controller seemed a bit confused by this. He tapped out, 'I CAN'T TRACK A SHIP FOR YOU IF YOU DON'T HAVE A CODE.' Hm. Well, this was official Aurora Force business, he thought. 'IT IS OFFICIAL BASE BUSINESS,' he wrote.
    The flight controller put a little tick next to where he had written 'What's your ID number." Alex patiently put a tick next to where he had written, 'I haven't got one'. The flight controller put a tick next to the line about not being able to track ships. Alex wrote, 'I UNDERSTAND. THANK YOU FOR YOUR TIME,' and left.
    That had been this morning. It was now evening. And it was just about time, Alex thought, that he should go see if Amanda had made it back. He arrived at the location where her ship was parked and chimed for entry.
    "Alex," she said, embracing him. "I'm so glad to see you! We've been here worried about you."
    "I ran into Nicolai Ginofev," Alex said, "whom you do not know. I slept over at his house with his wife and children. Who you do not know either. And I... I'm sorry, did you say, ‘we'? If you have company..."
    She pulled him inside. There, seated on the couch, was Trevvik Wyler. "Hey, Cap," he said, smiling.
    "Hello, Trevvik. I was... specifically not expecting you."
    "We talked last night," Amanda said. "We had enough time, anyway, with the walk."
    "And?"
    "I think we're going to get along. Trevvik and I have something in common. We both care about you."
    "Well, that was... kinda sappy."
    "Cap, I don't think you realize how bad off you were," Trevvik said. "I said I'd protect you. You're my captain. I would kill anyone who hurt you that bad. And when you ran off to save her... and didn't come back..." He paused, going through some of that pain again.
    "So, what's different?"
    "You love her. I keep you two apart, I hurt ya. And then I gotta kill myself, which is an inevitability I ain't much lookin' forward to."
    Alex shook his hand. "Thank you, Trevvik."
    "Now, come on," Amanda said. "Let's you and I take a walk. We've got fifteen years to catch up on."

    In truth, despite his joy at having her back, this was not a conversation that Alex had been looking forward to having. They hadn't really connected for over twenty years. The first five she'd been flipped out to the Dark Side. The ten after that, he'd been busy with the Aurora Force unable to seek her. Then the last five she'd been back with the New Republic, but he'd been moderately dead. 
    That last point surprised him. From his first memories of consciousness, oh so many years ago, he'd never quite been able to accomplish the simple feat of dying. Really, it wasn't this hard. At least, it wasn't supposed to be. Most people got old, became sick, or were simply shot. And that tended to pretty much wrap things up. Alex had been radiation poisoned, shot at, blown up, hacked at with a lightsaber, blown up again, committed suicide on at least two distinct occasions, and even attempted to file his own income taxes. Yet, somehow, he always managed to pop up again. It was almost ridiculous. It was the kind of thing that the writers for the action holovids - the ones where the protagonist makes himself a space suit out of drinking straws and shrink wrap - would look at and write off as being too unbelievable. One thing was for certain, it made it abundantly clear that there was still something left for him to accomplish.
    Right now, though, there was only the moment. The conversation. The one that had to be taken care of.
    "So," he said. "Where do we start?"
    "The Raven," she said.
    "Right. When you... right."
    "I remember you talking about that sacrifice pawn maneuver. And I thought about... home. I thought about the razed landscape and the... the people. The innocent victims. And I knew I had to get out of there."
    "And I didn't let you. I realize that what you said to me... when you left... it was right. You said I was forcing you to choose between your heritage and me. But... when you turned to me and said so calmly and with such precision, 'I have chosen,'" he trailed off. "What did they do to you?"
    "I'm not sure. Joel said that he thought they were trying to revive the Sith order. He figured that, with only one master and one apprentice, there wasn't any other way that the Sith could have continued so well without someone else on their side. I don't know, though.
    "I do remember that we spent all those year trying to get allies. It was an underground movement. And I'm sure they were looking for another one besides me. Like they say... a master and an apprentice. No more, no less.
    "What about you? What led you back to me?"
    "It was when your star destroyer was headed for Coruscant. We were on the way there, too. The Katarns were back together for an awards banquet in our honor. We'd been disbanded but someone finally decided that we deserved a bit of recognition. So, there we went, off to Coruscant. And that's when we found your ship."
    "But, when you... well, when you made your last stand... how did you know?"
    "You're going to laugh at me if I tell you that."
    "Come on."
    "You and Joel were fighting, the Katarns and your henchmen were fighting. And I closed my eyes and then, suddenly, I was on the Raven again. At the briefing. But I was just standing there, watching it all happen. And I saw you... saw the pain in your eyes while I talked. And I saw how my actions directly related to the pain I was causing in other people. It hurt, as you can imagine. I remember falling down and just weeping. And all of a sudden it was like... I mean, you know how I was. How disturbed, and angry, and neurotic. It was like ten years of psychological damage that was done to me just... went away."
    "That's beautiful. I wouldn't laugh at that."
    "I have not yet reached," Alex said, "the laughable part."
    "Ah."
    "After I fell down weeping, the vision continued. I was in the seats of a theater. Proscenium stage, pretty standard. And you were on the stage. Singing. And all I remember are two lines... "When you're gone, how can I even try to go on?" And somehow I was sure that was what someone or something was trying to tell me."
    "And that's why you blew up yourself and the viewport?"
    "I can't believe it. I mean, it's been 20 years, and due to all these events we keep crossing paths at just the right moment. But... it's clear we're both different people. Where do we go from here? Is it possible for two people... I mean, after all this time..."
    "We'll talk," she said. "Do you smell something?"
    "What? Are you sensing something? I mean, about us?"
    "Hm? Oh, no, that wasn't symbolic. I mean that I... think I smell something.
    Chemical reactions that involve heat often have a gaseous byproduct which can be carried by the wind for several miles. The scent of cooking meat with some type of applied sauce is nearly universally recognized except among the small percentage of vegan planets. It was this smell which led Alex and Amanda to the barbeque.
    The interesting thing about barbeque is that it has so many uses. The term can be used to describe the final product, as in, "These Bantha ribs are great barbeque," the cooking process itself as in, "Why don't we barbeque these tonight?", the gathering of people at a place where barbeque is present, as in, "Let's have a barbeque and invite the neighbors around," and finally to describe the cooking apparatus as in, "You may not use that barbeque that near to my home without a fire extinguisher in your hands at all times." The other interesting thing is that no matter what definition one wishes to use, it is definitely easy to say that they arrived, simultaneously, to every sense of the word. The sight of a dead man and a redeemed Jedi was, naturally, enough to set some voices to twittering.

LCL Aletravia Grentarii and Fiancee

Xander stood there blinking a moment. How wrong could a day possibly get before 0700, really? First the sadistic madman they'd given him to had dragged him out of his nice warm bunk almost before he'd even gotten to sleep. Then they'd gone on a run through the corridors of the ship. Twice. And now, -she- was standing there yelling at him again, only this time she was wearing nothing but a towel. A towel that was clinging to her, with beads of water still dripping down her neck, and over her shoulders...

Xander was just about to snap back with something equally nasty and harsh when the universe proved it had a sense of humor. Her towel fell off. Well, it didn't fall off completely, because her hands on her hips kept it from falling -too- far. But far enough. Xander visibly choked, eyes widening.

For her part, Molly acted like it hadn't happened at all, still just glaring at him with her hands on her hips. "Well? Nothing to say?"

Xander finally tore his eyes away and snarled angrily. "Frack this." With that, he ran off for his quarters and locked the door behind him, putting a good-sized dent in the wall with his fist...without breaking his hand, amazingly. Such was the training of the Order of Auyn.

Back out in the corridor, Molly seemed to finally realize Cay was still standing there with no expression on his face except a raised eyebrow. He softly cleared his throat by coughing into his hand. "You're out of uniform, pilot."

Molly hmphed and stomped back into her quarters.
============================================

Hours later, Xander was sitting on the floor of his quarters in the lotus position, meditating to try to calm the turmoil in his mind. His meditations were broken by flashing red lights and the alert claxon. Jumping to his feet and throwing on his brown Auyn student jacket, he dashed to the bridge to see what was going on.

He arrived on the bridge just as the Legacy shook under his feet. "What's going on? Who's shooting at us?"

Dorrin looked over from his place at the systems console. "We picked up a distress beacon as we dropped out of hyperspace at the edge of the Conceli system. It was a trap."

Xander nodded. "What can I do?"

Just then, the Legacy took a good hit and one of the control consoles exploded in a shower of sparks. The officer at the terminal cried out, dropping to the deck and clutching his hands over his face. 

"That's the primary weapons console! Dorrin!" Cay called out from the captain's chair.

"Rerouting to the astrolab station now, captain."

Cay nodded. "Xander, grab that console." He pointed to the one as its screen changed, and then hit the intercom. "Davil, how're we holding together?"

"Ask me again after we blow up. Do you want life support or propulsion redirected to shields?"

Xander grabbed the controls, bringing the Legacy's laser cannons and point-defense systems online. He saw Dorrin looking at him and grinned. "Don't worry. General Gage's training is -very- thorough. Target profile!"

Someone over at sensors yelled back. "Single enemy. Modified YT-2000 freighter."

Great, Xander thought, faster, more agile, and able to hit us right where it's going to hurt. His fingers flew over the controls, dividing his attention between four cannons at once as the targeting profiles danced across the screen in front of him. The stocky freighter flashed across the edge of his sensors once....twice....

Anticipating the third appearance, he fired...and scored a direct hit on the freighter’s engines, making them flash out and holding it dead in space.

Everything was silent on the bridge for a moment. Surprisingly, it was Dorrin who let out a triumphant "Yes!"

Cay was the first to get his head back in the game. "Tractor control, bring that ship into an empty cargo bay. I'd like to meet our would-be attackers." He looked over at Xander with a grin. "You ready?"

Xander nodded.
=================================================

Twenty minutes later the two of them were standing in the otherwise empty cargo bay, as Cay worked on slicing the keypad to the boarding ramp. Xander stood back a bit with a blaster rifle in his hands, with a line of fire directly up the boarding ramp when it lowered. With an obedient beep, the keypad finally surrendered, and the hydraulic lifts lowered the boarding ramp.

Cay waited a moment out of the line of fire, but no answering attack came from inside. Xander sprinted up the ramp and covered the corridor to the left, Cay followed right after him and covered the corridor to the right with his own rifle. Still no answer from the pirates.

A quick check of the ship later revealed that it was, indeed, deserted. One of the escape pods had been jettisoned just after the tractor beams had locked onto the ship. Xander settled into the pilot's seat in the cockpit with a sigh as Cay used his commlink to contact the bridge. "Ship's clear. Go ahead and take us in to Conceli VIII before we're late."

Xander looked up at him. "Going to turn it over to the authorities on Conceli?"

Cay shook his head. "I don't want to draw any attention from local law enforcement while we're there. Not with our...delivery. I'll hold onto it and turn it over once we get back to Wayfarer."

Xander nodded. "Might as well catalog the ship's contents for them as long as we've got it."

Cay sat down in the co-pilot's seat. "You volunteering?"

Xander smirked. "It'll keep me busy. And it beats ten-klick runs at 0600."

Cay chuckled.

- CPT Cay Bel Iblis, Xander Drake
   (With guest appearances by Dorrin Taylor and Molly Lasoda's towel.)

She was dressed in civies, silvery hair pulled into a tight bun, arms crossed and foot tapping as his speeder pulled up. Somehow, she managed to keep a smirk from her face when she said, "You're going to make us late."
"Yeah, I know. Where's the little one?"

"With Mara and the cousins. You're scruffy."

He smirked. "You like it."

She finally smiled. "When it's neater, yes. Go get cleaned up. Don't want to miss dinner, do we?"
<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><>

Clearly, Mary had hit the showers before meeting her mother to drive back to the house, but her dark hair was drying in the wind. She kept casting glances at her unusually taciturn mother as they drove, finally frowning and asking, "What's wrong, Mom?"

Indy shook her head. "Worried about your brother. He found out about your father."

She sighed, shaking her head and leaning back in the passenger seat. "We were all surprised it took this long. Not handling it well, is he?"

"He hasn't talked to you about it?"

Mary snorted. "I'm lucky he talks to me at all, Mom. Ari's the one he actually talks to." She raked a hand through her hair. "He always saw Dad as some kind of hero. Like he was some kind of knight in shining armor that would protect all of us. I guess the fact that he's done something to hurt you like this...I think that's probably what's got him all upset. His view of Dad's completely shattered." She shrugged. "It's going to take him some time to get over that hurt."

"I just wish there was something I could do."

"I don't really think there is, Mom. The problem's something he has to work out on his own. Dad's not a knight in shining armor, not for any of us. We all realized that a long time ago. For Dav, though...it never took."

Her mother sighed. Mary just shook her head again.

"What am I supposed to say, Mom? You wanted truth, I could tell. So I gave it to you."

"I know, Mary. I hate seeing your brother in pain, though."

"Well, maybe Cay and Dorrin can snap him out of it." Mary shrugged. "If there's anyone who can find a way to understand what he's going through...they can."

The pair fell silent as they pulled up to the house, the smell of the grill already thick in the air. Mary got out first. "I'm going to go around back, okay?"

Indy nodded, lingering a moment longer. "I'll be there in a minute."

"Okay, Mom."

The healer closed her eyes, tilting her head back and facing the sky. I hope you know what you've done to us, Michael. I hope you know.

~ Indy

Her hand went to her mouth, pressed against it, as if it would stop her from crying. The tears gathered as she nodded, unable to speak. He bloody well has to be the most romantic person I've ever known. Tears gathered, one oozed out, trickling down her cheek as she knelt to put her arms around him, nodding wordlessly as she buried her face in his shoulder. Yes. Yes, a thousand times, yes.

She held him tight until she felt the cold nibbling at her toes, then laughed, wiping away the tears. "You know," she chuckled, "we could have done this inside."

"It wouldn't have been as romantic," Cay smiled as they both straightened up.

"Always the overachiever, aren't you?" She tugged him toward the house, where a few figures hastily moved away from windows. One stayed-Cay's father-unabashedly watching the young couple come inside to the warmth of the fire and family.
Corsem Losoda was waiting near the door with steaming mugs of spiced cider. "It's about time."

"Let them actually make it through the door before you start chewing on them, Corsem," Dalsuna Losoda-Tag's husband of more than eighteen years-called from his seat near the fire. At his feet, the couple's youngest son, Jaq, was stretched out on his belly, putting together a tri-D puzzle.

"Mary! Are you inside?"

"Yes, Mom," Mary answered her mother's call from the kitchen. She squeezed Cay's hand and kissed him again. "Go say hi to your dad. I'm going to go tell Mom the good news." With that, she practically bounced into the kitchen. "Mom! Guess what!"

~ Indy

The lacquered zinji needle missed his nose by twenty-three millimeters, and made a solid thunk as it lodged in the wooden frame. Carlos poked his head back through the door to his brother's residence, as the only reason the needle had missed was because he'd yanked himself away from its path, and looked around for the offending assassin. He spotted the abashed wastrel standing at the far end of the kitchen, and as he stepped fully into the house he plucked the needle from the frame and glared at her severely.

"Sarah, I'm pretty sure your Mother's warned you about practicing with this things in the house..."

"Sorry, Uncle Carlos," the twelve year old said quietly, her cheeks flushing. "These are brand new, and I just got carried away.... and Daddy's been wanting to replace that framing for awhile, so..."

She shrugged helplessly, and Carlos felt his severe expression melt into something a bit more bemused. Young Sarah DeLong (purple ring) had, thankfully, derived most of her looks from her mother, though she had her father's green-blue eyes and brown hair (shoulder-length). Which meant that, at age twelve, she was, to quote several of the old ladies in town, 'as cute as a button', whatever that meant.

"So you figured you'd give him an excuse," Carlos said with a grin as looked down at his brother's middle child. Only by five minutes, of course, as she and Matthew DeLong (white ring) were twins, though she made sure that he did not forget that five minutes. This didn't faze the 'younger' brother any, as like most people who were around Sarah DeLong, he found that he could not stay mad at her for more than two minutes.

Of course, he *did* have a certain skill at retaliating in the span of those two minutes, usually with covert operations involving assorted species of bugs.

She was just a *bit* girly, the sort who would insist that they are called *bunnies*, not, repeat *not*, rabbits.

"Well, yeah..." she said, shrugging again and turning even redder, and Carlos finally took pity on her.

"Well, I suppose there's no harm done... it's not like you actually *hit* my nose, or anything..."

His tone softened the remark to something a bit more teasing than remonstrative, and she actually chuckled a bit. He shook his head with a grin, and turned to examine the hole in the door frame. The hole was straight and even with the centerline of the frame, given the angle she'd thrown it from. He raised an eyebrow in appreciation, ever more so than middlin' impressed.

Then he took a good look at the zinji needle and raised the other eyebrow. 

"Where'd you say you got this from, honey?"

"I made it," she answered proudly. "Mamma showed me how, and we worked up a bunch of 'em yesterday. I was just fiddling with that one, and, well..."

She shrugged again.

"I see. Would you mind too terribly if I kept this one? It's *very* well made, Sarah, and I'd like to have a least some souvenir of the time my niece almost gave me a nose piercing..."

She nodded that it was okay as she blushed again, as much from his compliments on her handiwork as from the verbal poke.

"And just what are you two conspiring about?" Talia DeLong (blue ring) said as she lightly stepped into the kitchen with a glowering Matthew in tow.

She'd found his bug supply.

Again.

"Sarah was just showing me her latest project," Carlos said, showing Talia the zinji needle and shooting his niece a surreptitious I-won't-tell-if-you-won't wink. Talia, for her part, took full notice of the brand-new needle-sized hole in the door frame, and decided that it might be best not to ask. So instead she reached out and gave her brother-in-law a quick, but warm, hug.

"So what do you think of it?"

"I'd say she did a right fine job," Carlos answered, lifting his hand up and balancing the needle on one finger. "Balance is spot on, point's sharp, and I'll bet that it'll hit whatever she throws it at."

"One would hope," Talia answered so dryly that even Matthew, who was none to pleased with his mother and thus surly, had to laugh.

"We were wondering where you'd gotten off to," she continued after a moment. "Robert got back about an hour ago, said he'd run into you outside the base."

"Yeah, I was busy getting myself settled back in," Carlos replied. "I should be in-system for the next few days, depending on how my part in this conference goes."

"You're staying on base? How'd you get a room?"

"Well, I would say that they offered it because I'm the commander of the closest allied fleet," Carlos said with a grin, "but actually, I finagled this one 'cause one of the folks on Indy's staff has developed a wee bit of taste for a Golgan wine. I keep him supplied with a case or two when I drop by, he works it out to where I have a room on base. But don't* tell* anybody that."

"Bribery, huh?"

"Not at all, and I am shocked, shocked I say," he said with grin, "to hear you compare it to such. It is merely* bartering favors*."

"Which can't be told to anybody."

"Exactly," Carlos said, moving to lean easily against a counter. "Because, as we all know, MP's have no sense of humor."

Talia just shook her head.

"One of these days, Carlos, one of these days..."

"But it ain't that day yet."

"And thank goodness for that. How's Johnny doing?" Talia asked, changing the subject.

"He," Carlos began grandly, flickering a glance towards Matthew, who had perked up a bit at the mention of his older cousin, "is currently off on a mission."

"Really?" Matthew said, unable to hold the question back. He'd been struck by a major case of hero-worship for his older cousin, ever since he realized that Johnny was getting to haul off and fight pirates and slavers and do all sorts of cool stuff... and all *without* the power of the Force.

Which, as far as he was concerned, made one Johnathan Playbird even cooler than sliced bread.

"Really," Carlos replied gravely. "If they hold to schedule he'll be arriving here sometime tomorrow morning, with a full-fledged slaver in tow."

Matthew crinkled his nose at that, as his parents had already explained to him exactly what slavers were. He didn't like them much.

"How bad will it be?" Talia asked quietly.

"It's Korsetti, Tal," he answered quietly. "The b- fellow traffics in people, and none too humanely. Never did care about upkeep, that one."

He shook his head to clear out the ghosts. He'd never actually seen the inside of one of Korsetti's slave carriers, but he'd heard the rumors... and those had been enough to keep him from sleeping well, and combined with the stuff he had seen...

He shook his head again.

"But anyway, they should have completed the raid about an hour ago, so that's all over now.

"Which means, then," he said, returning the subject to the original reason for his visit, "that we need to be worrying about getting ourselves over to a little BBQ. I'm hoping Robert told you about it?"

"He did indeed."

"Where is Robert, anyway? And Cam as well?"

"Well, they're in the garage, fixing up some damage on the speeder. In fact," Talia said as the light whine of a functioning repulsor coil filled the house, "that sounds like they're done."

She let the way through the rest of the house and to the rear garage, where they beheld the sight of Robert DeLong (red ring, still), and Cameron DeLong (green ring), closing the last few access ports on the family speed and giving each other high-fives.

"Hey, Uncle Carlos," the thirteen year old Cameron called out when he spotted them. That was about as demonstrative as he got; not that he was a cold fellow, not by any stretch. He was just quiet, and not given to great displays of emotion. A few said that he possessed an evener keel than most adults, not to mention most thirteen year old males.

"Evenin', Cam," Carlos replied as he waved at his brother and studied the repairs. "What did y'all do to the speeder this time?"

"*This* one," Robert answered, affixing his eldest son with an affectionate glare, "was out cruising with young Jaq Rendar the other day, and not only managed to nick two of the starboard repulsor coils on a rock, but some kind of rodent got sucked up in the air intake during self-same adventure."

"And if you think that's bad," Cameron offered, "you should've seen the rodent when it shot out the back."

"How far'd it fly?" Carlos asked dryly.

"'Bout five meters."

"Nice."

"Cool as the toasted, flying rodent may have been," Robert said, his stern voice made to waver by the fact that he *still* found the whole situation to be very funny, "it also scattered about half the intake along those same five meters. So this time, son, *don't* hit any small, furry animals."

"*This* time?"

"Exactly," Robert said with a grin. "Call it a learning experience, just like fixing the speeder. Your mother and I need to discuss a few things with your uncle, so how about you show us that you can drive this thing by taking us to Admiral Bridger's party?"

"Force help us," Sarah melodrama'd, burying her face in her hands, "we're all going to *die*!"
------

"So, about this Reserve Fleet you've been putting together..." Robert began once they got underway. Cameron was actually driving rather well, despite the fact that the twins were also up front with him, offering helpful suggestions and running commentary on the passing scenery. 

"I've nearly enough tonnage for what I've got planned," Carlos answered. "Just a few more ships, and then..." he made a parting motion with his hands, and Robert and Talia both nodded.

"I still want to tweak you about it," Robert said lightly. "But I really can't."

"Not when you're part of the impetus behind it," Carlos agreed. "The way I see it, when my brother, along with his wife and several Jedi whose opinions I trust, start getting a bad feeling about something coming, then I should listen. Especially when that bad feeling jives a twitch or two that I've had ever since we rescued Mom and Dad, and especially since that one crazy guy
murdered Alain. I don't know what's coming, but... it'll be bad. And if I gets as bad as I'm afraid it will, then I'll need what I'm putting together in Reserve Fleet."

~GEN Carlos DeLong
GDFCO

   The back patio at the Bridger Compound was getting pretty lively by the time Kirghy arrived. Approaching he saw many familiar faces. It was when he actually rounded the corner that he received an unexpected shock.
   Alextravia Grentarri stood there with a woman he didn't recognize. Not that much of a surprise, except for a simple fact: Alex was dead.
   Mark smiled at the younger man. "Don't worry, Kirgs. Shocked the beejeezums out of all of us."
   "Yeah, well...." replied Kirghy as he smiled and shook Alex's hand. "Let somebody know next time."
   The hologram laughed. "Hey, I didn't know myself until a few days ago." Gesturing to the lady he was accompanied by, Alex continued. "By the way, this is Amanda Lance. Amanda, this is....um...I seem to be out of the loop here."
   "Don't worry about it, Alex." replied Kirghy, extending his hand to Amanda and giving something of a lopsided smile. "General Kirghy Lommax, but you can just call me Kirgs. Everyone else does." 
   A few minutes later he was seated, having a drink, waiting on the food, and beginning to have a good time.

Kirgs

It was bloody cold. Smoke drifted on frigid winds, whipping across a desolate landscape of shattered buildings and endless expanses gray concrete and stone, disappearing out into the distance to meld with permafrost-inflicted plains. Arilyn curled her gloved hands into fists, clasping them together tightly and trying to work warmth back into her fingers. The sound of approaching footsteps made her turn.

"It's working," she said without preamble. "They can't shift things, and here, we have the advantage with the cold."


Alek Cannele grimaced, face ruddy from the cold, a few stray cuts on his face. "Great, it'll work here, and it'll work on Hoth--not that anyone cares about that ice cube anymore. What about the long-term effects?"

She sighed. "Unknown, but we'll neutralize them long before they manifest. That was part of the deal, remember?" She hugged her arms across her body, trying not to choke on the smoke that was suddenly being blown in their direction. "...what are we burning?"

"Bodies," he answered bleakly, though his tone had a matter-of-fact edge to it.

No burials for the victims of our enemy here. Arilyn pressed her lips together. "Where's your wife?"

He shivered, but not from the cold. "Med station. Tag is with her--she and General Dur did right by her, but in this that doesn't mean anything, does it?"

She grimaced as she shook her head. "I wish it did. Is it bad?"

"Bad enough. That's why Tag's with her, to help keep her stabilized until the rescue ships make it here."

Dread coiled in her stomach. "Alek, the ships are bogged down at Conceli. There's going to be a delay--we don't know how long." As he went pale, she forged onward. "Go to her, and stay with her. I'll handle things out here." She reached for the cold metal of her hooked and curved double-blade, a gift from Karinlyyn years ago.

Alek blinked, stepping back as she drew the blade and checked it quickly. "Where are you going?"

"Tegan needs a healer, doesn't she?" She responded to his solemn nod with one of her own. "Chase is out there, somewhere. I'm going hunting."

It must have been the second knock that brought her to full awareness. Sleepily, starting to prop herself up on an elbow, she called out roughly, "Who is it?"

"It's your uncle, Bobby. Can I come in?"

Ari groaned a little as she untangled herself from sweat-sodden bedclothes. "Just a second." She groped around for clean clothes and found some, stepping into the bathroom she shared with Mary and leaving the door slightly ajar so she could hear him and he could hear her. "C'mon in."

She heard the door open and close as she started to dress herself, pulling on a clean shirt and pants.

"I think we should talk, Ari."

"Really?"

"Yeah. I think we should." There was a pause. "Get dressed and come downstairs with everyone else."

She'd been pulling on pants at the time, otherwise she'd have been faster poking her head out the door. By the time she did, the door to her room was just falling shut behind him. She sighed quietly.

Come downstairs with everyone else, huh? Well. Guess I can do that. She pulled on a pair of socks, some shoes, and went.


~ Indy

By the time Alex and Amanda had arrived, after their extremely long walk, most folks had begun to eat. In fact, not only had most begun to eat, but several were even on their third plateful of potato salad. So, it was with some difficulty that some of them tried not to choke upon seeing this specter of the past.

Les Wyler nudged his sister sharply enough in the ribs to get her attention. "Hey, check it out."

"Check out what?" Asya asked, trying to see what it was Les was pointing out. She saw a man who looked somewhat familiar and a woman she didn't recognize at all. She shrugged. "Yeah, so?"

"Five years ago. The reason we came back to Xenen. Memorial. Remember?" She shook her head. Les rolled his eyes. "I guess you were too young, then," he said in his most mature voice. "Lieutenant Colonel Alex Grentarii, formerly of Harbinger Squad, the same squad Mom was in," he said with authority.

"And the woman with him?" she asked, hoping to stump him, which she had. She grinned at the blush creeping up his neck. He lifted an eyebrow and said matter-of-factly, "His date."

She had, indeed, stumped him, for not only had he failed to identify the woman by name, but he also thought she was merely his date when, in reality, she was his fiancée. The two of them came in, looking at all the faces, and finally resting on the Wylers. "Follow along," Alex whispered to Amanda as they headed towards the family. "Hello there, Wylers," he said.

They stood to their feet as the couple came near. Janet, with a big grin on her face, threw her arms around Alex and gave him a big hug, regardless of whether he would welcome one or not. It wasn't every day that a comrade in arms returned from the great beyond. "Welcome back, Alex," she said as she backed away, scrutinizing his face, curious if the long years of his death might have wrought any changes in him.

"Well," he said, his voice slipping into its old tones, "I'm sure glad you and your posse here made it to the festivities alright. I mean, I’d hate for any of you to bother yourself about the fact that I spent three hours waiting for you to land. Hope the noshing's been nifty, General Selfish." He took out his report book. "The flight controller asked me to give you this, by the way. It's a bill for his time, plus a generous addition for pain and suffering."

Mark took the note with a puzzled kind of look, which transformed into a smile when he read it - "Gotcha." Chuckling, he extended his hand to welcome him back to the land of the living. "Good to see you, Alex. I heard you were dead. Nice to see that you're not. Dead, I mean. Not dead."

"Yes, reports of that nature are greatly appreciated. Erm, overestimated." It's amazing, of course, how two so very similar words can have such a radically different meaning.

"Anyway, I'm glad you're not dead. Gotta have someone to keep my brother in line."

"So, are you saying I'm your brother's keeper?"

"Oh, absolutely. Someone must watch him or bad things will happen."

At that moment Trevvik entered the room, bearing a keg of whiskey and his loud voice with him. "Is this the place?"

"No, it's not," Amanda said. "You want the other conspicuously large gathering of people."

His face fell for a moment, then he burst out laughing.

The odd thing, of course, was that this was not a particularly good joke. However, due to the amount of booze that had been flowing throughout the festivities, coupled with the almost unnatural good mood that pervaded the area, the laugh was loud and disproportionately raucous. "Come on, then, let's have a round," someone shouted, and more booze began flowing. Alex headed off to the buffet table to see what particular varieties of roasted animal carcass were available, and who else he might run into from the past. 

--Alex and Skyy

Nicolai and his family opted not to go to the barbeque, mostly because they were unaware. They were all sitting down to dinner anyhow, in the smallish area that passed for a dining area.

"So, how's Alex doing?" Katrina asked. Nicolai swallowed before starting, not wanting to be rude and talk with his mouth full.

"Dunno. I haven’t seen him all day. I don’t even know if he's going to be staying the night again or not." Nicolai replied.

"Daddy, who's Alex?" Ami asked.

"Alex is an old friend who just came back from...aha...a long vacation." Nicolai said. Hard to tell your 10 year old laughter that your friend came back from the dead. Good luck explaining off those nightmares.

"Where'd he go, dad?" Genady asked.

"Dunno. After I was transferred from Harbinger Squad, he and I had our run ins..." Nicolai was cut off.

"...you call threatening to stuff both feet down his throat so he couldn't question my parenting a 'run in'?" Katrina asked.

"Well..aha..still..." Nicolai replied, "But, the point is, I think he was quite relieved when I left. No more sending his MP after me, no more disciplinary action reports, no more...well, you get the picture."

"Well, I hope he isn’t in any sort of trouble." Katrina said.

"I hope not either. But, I'm sure everyone on base wants to see him, which is just fine by me. Besides, I'm hardly his keeper." Nicolai replied.

"That's rather cold." Katrina said.

"Well, I'm not. Besides, I don’t think he's got any trouble finding a new place to hole up, and I'm sure they'll give him his squad back. I mean, they may even give him my old position...oh frell..." Nicolai said.

"What? Nicolai, what are you talking about?" Katrina asked, dropping her fork on her plate.

"They're going to remove me from my position, and demote me to Major. If I'm lucky." Nicolai replied.

"Lucky? Nic, that's two ranks. I think you need to talk to someone about this." Katrina said.

"Who? Kat you know as well as I do that ever since Stalker and Kale left, I've had to fend mostly for myself. I mean, yeah, the top brass has been somewhat helpful, but c'mon, I'm just a name on a datapad." Nicolai replied.

"That's bantha fodder and you know it." Katrina said, switching languages from Basic to Soccoran, a variation on Old Corellian, which they both had learned to talk without the kids knowing what was what.

"Well, what am I supposed to do?" Nicolai replied in the same.

"Not roll over and take it for one?" Katrina said, "I seem to recall a Lieutenant who took nothing from no one, and a Captain who continued to do what he thought was right, even in the threat of a firing squad from his commanding officer."

"Well, he died the minute you got hit because he was too stupid to notice that stormtrooper behind him." Nicolai retorted.

"Oh for kriff's sake! Why don't you stop feeling sorry for yourself? That happened nearly fifteen years ago. I forgave you the minute it happened. Get the frell over it." Katrina said.

"I'm not feeling sorry for myself. I'm being realistic." Nicolai replied.

"No, you're being a baby. Now you can do one of two things. One, you can go find the higher up over this guy, cancel out his ruling and take your job back, or two, you can roll over, and continue to let people walk all over you." Katrina said.

"Kids, go to your rooms." Nicolai said in Basic, and then went back to Soccoran, "Continue?" He said with an arched eyebrow.

"Yes, continue. Ever since that incident, you have progressively gotten worse and worse. You avoid conflict, you avoid socialization, you avoid everyone except your family. You shied away from things that you would have, in every right, have knocked someone's teeth in. Frell, that incident with Alex was short-lived because you gave up after you started." Katrina explained.

Nicolai sat there, speechless. Katrina glared at him, and finally, he swept his hand across the table, knocking everything to the floor in front of him, propped his head on his hands, and the tears welled in his eyes. Finally, fifteen years of frustration came out. Katrina's gaze softened.

"Nic..." Katrina said softly.

"You and Alex are right...I lost everything I was, and now, I'm nothing. A joke. A failure. I don’t have a squad, I just have a bunch of kids who make fun of an old man behind his back because he's a by-the-book fool. My superiors and subordinates walk all over me..." He got up and started for the door.

"Where are you going?" Katrina asked, getting up after him.

"Out. I need to make sense of things." He said, pulling on his jacket.

"Nic, wait..." Katrina said.

"Wait for what? My sister is dead because of me, because of what I did, she threw herself off a building. I've lost all of who I was, and I'm not even competent enough to be a husband or a father. I'll be back later." Nicolai said, and promptly left.

He slowly walked down the sidewalk, hands stuffed in his pockets, head sunken. He frankly felt like dying, but knew suicide was not the way out. He just continued walking, not really going anywhere in particular, just walking along the sidewalk through the base.

-Nicolai Ginovef

"Each of us must choose our own path in life, and sometimes that path may not be readily evident to those who aren't also on it. The destiny of the universe presents itself to each of us in many diverse ways, whether it be love, hate, success, or even failure. Jedi Ulic Qel-Droma chose to follow the dark side, and thus he fell from grace. If he had not, can we say with any certainty that Vima Sunrider would have become the beacon of light that she did, even without his teachings?"
- WarMaster Garan-Dur
   From the teachings of the Order of Auyn
====================================================================
~~~~~~~~PRESENT~~~~~~~~~~


Xander Drake cursed himself as he looked down. Hanging off the side of a building on Nar Shaddaa isn't something anyone really wants to do, hanging off the side of building 40 stories up is definitely not something anyone wants to do, and verifying that you can't even see the street below is even worse. Xander shifted his grip on the pole he'd managed to catch on his way down from he roof, and even the toned muscles of an Auyn Warrior began to strain.

~~~~~TWO WEEKS AGO~~~~~~


"So you're just going to leave? Just like that?" Molly Lasoda stood in the cargo hold of the Five-Star Legacy, hands on her hips in that usual manner she had that told you she was annoyed.

Xander Drake nodded, sitting on top of the captured YT-2000 pirate freighter, fastening the last of the connections to repair the damage to the aging ship. "Yep, just like that. This isn't the place for me, Molly, and we both know it."

"And you don't think Cay's going to be a little bent out of shape about you taking this old heap?"

Xander shrugged as he crawled across the freighter's upper hull. "Even if he is, it'll be too late to stop me."

"Xander, this is insane. What are you going to do out there?"

The Auyn Student dropped down and looked her in the eye. "I'm going to find my own path."

~~~~~TWO DAYS AGO~~~~~


As the newly-christened "Outcast Dawn" settled down on the landing pad on Nar Shaddaa, Xander reached over, checking his notes. The bounty he'd managed to pick up was for a minor loan shark, last seen in the customs office here on Nar Shaddaa. Some creditor he'd given the slip to on Commenor was offering two thousand credits for him to be brought back alive. 

Xander got up and pulled on his metal mesh Auyn Warrior armor, strapped the twin Jar'Kai dueling sabers to his back, and picked up a blaster carbine he'd managed to salvage from the pirate ship's stores. He headed down the open boarding ramp and sealed it behind him, heading off into the concrete jungle of Nar Shaddaa to hunt.

~~~~~TWO WEEKS AGO~~~~


Xander was just finishing the pre-flight check on the YT-2000 when he felt someone pounding on the side of the ship, beside the closed entrance ramp. He switched on the security camera and grimaced, it was Cay. With a sigh, an Auyn does not avoid the inevitable, he got up and headed from the cockpit to the boarding ramp, lowering it.

"Look, Cay...."

Captain Cay Bel Iblis, Auyn Warrior, held up a hand to silence the Auyn Student. "I'm not going to try to stop you. Dorrin may very well never speak to me again, but you have to choose your own path."

Xander just looked at him a moment. This was exactly the opposite of the reaction that he'd expected from the by-the-book "golden boy" of the Order.

"There's one other thing you need before I can let you go, Xander."

Xander tensed. So now the other sword falls. "What's that?"

"This." Cay bent down and picked up a box that he'd apparently set down beside the boarding ramp, handing it to Xander.

Xander opened it and looked up at Cay skeptically. Inside the box was the metal mesh armor of an Auyn Warrior. "You're giving me a set of your armor?"

Cay smiled and squeezed his shoulder. "No, I'm giving you a set of your own armor. Journey well, Auyn Warrior."

~~~~~~ONE WEEK AGO~~~~~~~


Xander sat slumped in the pilot's chair of his appropriated ship. "Well, you're out here, Drake, what now? So damned eager to strike out on your own, and you've got no idea what to do now that you are." Idly, he flipped through the holonbet channels, trying to decide where to go from here. "You'd better decide soon or you'll go nuts from being all alone out here. Next thing you know, you'll start talking to yourself."

He stopped as a notice for bounty hunters flashed across the screen. Slowly, a smile lit up his face.

~~FORTY-FIVE MINUTES AGO~~


"Sorry kid, it's not gonna be that easy."

Xander turned and raised his carbine, only to have it knocked away by a shockstaff very much like Cay's. The blaster skittered across the slick roof and over the edge. Xander stared in shock at the man before him. He was tall, and muscular, and he handled the shockstaff as though it were an extension of his own body. Xander started slowly reaching for the hilt of one of his sabers, and was stopped short by the uncharged end of the shockstaff under his chin.

"Back up." The man forced Xander backwards, until he could feel the heels of his boots hanging off the edge of the roof. As they moved, they stepped into a pool of light from a taller building, and Xander gasped. Although he'd covered the silvery surface with black tiger stripes, the man was wearing the metal mesh armor of an Auyn Warrior. It made no sense, really. There were no open operatives of the Order of Auyn on Nar Shadda, Xander had checked with WarMaster Gage before landing. And if he were one of the Shadowed Warriors, a member of the Order who didn't want his affiliation and training to be public knowledge, he wouldn't be wearing the armor openly like this.

"So the old horn-head finally sent someone after me, did he? I would have thought he'd send someone with a bit more seasoning than a hunk of raw meat like you, kid." 

That had to be it. The man was a renegade of the Order, hiding out among the thieves and scoundrels of Nar Shaddaa. Xander snarled. "I'm not here for you, I didn't even know you were here. Now, you wanna get that nerf-sticker out of my face?"

The man laughed, the scorn in his voice barely veiled. "If you expect ol' Match to believe that, you've gone space-sick."

Match. Xander filed the name away mentally for future study. There was no two ways about this. If he didn't fight, this man was going to kill him. No time to reach for the sabers, Xander brought his arms up and crossed them at the wrists, blocking the shockstaff below the head and shoving it away, throwing Match off balance for just a moment. A moment was all Xander needed, and he brought his boot up viciously into the taller man's chin. Match staggered back, spitting blood, and whirled the staff around, bringing it in to take Xander's head off. The staff only met cold steel, Xander's dueling sabers blocking the blow. Xander found himself on the defensive of every attack, though, the spinning staff seeming to come at him from all sides, as the two battled back and forth across the rooftop. Unlike his sparring sessions with Cay, this man was simply cold fury, his attacks having a ferocity behind them that the calculating Bel Iblis lacked.

In a swift vertical sweep, Match knocked both sabers wide, and before the final blow came, Xander knew he was dead. An ionic hum filled the air as the stockstaff took a split second to charge, and Match slammed the glowing end into Xander's chest. The electric discharge exploded and crackled around him, even as the sheer physical force of the blow knocked him from his feet and sent him flying backwards. The Jar'Kai dueling sabers flew off into the darkness as Xander plummeted from the rooftop, following them down.

~~~~PRESENT~~~~


Xander felt his grip on the metal pole slip as his strength gave out. He shifted his grip one last time, trying to hold on, but in his heart he knew it was inevitable. The energy-dissipation properties of his armor had saved him from the shockstaff, but he was going to die anyway. Ten stories above to the rooftop, forty stories below to the street, and this side of the building didn't have a single window. His fingers let go on their own as his strength gave out, and he felt himself falling, as though it were happening to someone else.

And then he felt the unexpected impact of landing on his back on what felt suspiciously like the back seat of a speeder.

"You know, when I decided to take a spin tonight and see if I could pick up a guy, this wasn't what I had in mind."

Xander knew that voice, but from where? Exhaustion and shock clouded the memory, but he forced himself to sit up and look anyway. An unruly mass of brown hair and a sardonic half-smile greeted him, and Xander fell back on the seat with a groan. Of all the planets in all the sectors, he had to run into her here. He'd just been saved by Crystal Qel-Droma, Krissy to her friends. Bounty hunter, Jedi Master's daughter, and the girl who had routinely found ways to get in trouble and pin it on him their entire childhood.

- Xander Drake, Auyn Warrior & Bounty Hunter

     When Alec had heard, five years ago, that his brother Thaem Jaggers had convinced fellow Ice Squadron pilot Ellasar Glamdring to resign, sell their X-Wings and buy a bar, he had never expected to find a place like the Joker's Retreat. He had actually expected the entire thing to be one more of his brother's pranks and had avoided visiting as long as he could so that, if it was a prank, Thaem would be forced to eventually just give up and admit that. Avoiding the restaurant/bar had been easy enough while Alec lived on Namis, but once he had accepted to attend the conference on Xenen, he knew he would have to visit and, still assuming it was all an elaborate prank, suffer through whatever his brother had planned for him. The only thing to do was grin and bear it. And force Trosa to go through the ordeal with him.
     The Retreat was a stylish, subdued establishment, with a dozen or so booths scattered around a central dining area offering various levels of privacy for diners. When Alec and Trosa arrived, they were greeted by Thaem who led them to a kriin-wood paneled booth on the second-floor balcony. A wait-droid arrived and took their orders returning quickly with Trosa's mineral water, Alec's Dornean brandy, and Thaem's Merenzane Gold.
     "Is that the real stuff?" Alec asked, pointing to Thaem's drink.
     The elder Jaggers brother nodded and took a sip of the expensive liquor, "Only the best here. You'd know that if you ever got away from that sinkhole of a planet you live on these days."
     "Namis is one of the greatest economic success stories in the Galaxy," Alec replied, tasting his brandy and finding that his brother did indeed stock his restaurant very well. Maybe this wasn't a prank after all. Or, more likely, Thaem was just taking the time to set him up really, really well.
     "One could call Nar Shaddaa an economic success story too," Trosa interjected dryly.
     Both Alec and Thaem gave the Jedi carefully blank looks, "Let's not bring home, sweet home into this," Alec said. "I've seen that Myrkr place you grew up on and the only reason it wasn't as full of smugglers and pirates as Nar Shaddaa is because Karrde scared off all the competition early on."
     Trosa shrugged, "You have a point there."
     Talk continued for awhile, as they finished their drinks and the wait-droid began serving their meals. Again, Alec was impressed with the level of cuisine that his brother was serving. The thakitillo was remarkably well-prepared and Alec's Krakana filet was cooked to perfection.
     "I hear you had some trouble with one of Conceli IX's representatives," Trosa said after the wait-droid had cleared their dinner plates and served helpings of Deneelian fizz-pudding. "Security also told me there have been at least half a dozen would-be assassins caught since you arrived."
    "That's just the ones Keena has caught," Alec grinned. "Sheila caught a pair of Bothan's trying to put dioxis into the atmosphere recyclers on my shuttle."
    "Bothans?" Trosa asked, surprised. "Why are the Bothans trying to kill you?"
     "Why do the Bothans ever do anything? I ticked off this particular family by placing their patriarch under arrest."
    "Just for the fun of it?" Thaem asked.
    "Hardly. Urolk Kin'Jal was running rings around the New Republic tariff system by using Namis as a go-between. He wanted to get all the benefits of trading with Imperial systems without the heavy restrictions the NR still has in place. So he'd trade his goods to the Imperial sector through Namis but still report to his superiors that he was paying the New Republic tariffs on his budget reports and would then pocket the difference himself."
     "And you arrested him for that?" Trosa asked. "I thought that was exactly how you set Namis up to run."
     "When I started, yes, I needed to turn a blind eye to all kinds of smuggling in order to establish Namis as a viable trade center. And I still encourage free trade between all different systems and governments, but Kin'Jal was setting me up to be his fall man. If his scheme was ever found out he planned to tell his bosses that I had been charging him the New Republic tariffs and that I was keeping the cash. Besides, if I wanted the New Republic to take my trade offers seriously, I needed to show them that I was willing to enforce more control over the trade going through my system."
     "So you offered Kin'Jal up as a sacrificial lamb to appease the New Republic."
     "Exactly."
     "There's more, isn't there," Trosa said. "Something about your showdown with the Conceli rep doesn't feel right."
     Alec smiled, "Well, I don't know what you're sensing Master Jedi, but I assure you that the anger of Ambassador Hujil was entirely as it seemed. Now, one might ask just how such a notoriously volatile ambassador was allowed to represent Conceli IX at this summit... Well, that is hard to say. The fact that because of Hujil's eruption the leaders of the summit have now come to view my party as the victims of an unwarranted attack does seem to be helping me press my case does not mean that I orchestrated events so that he would be in the position he was."
     "It doesn't mean you didn't orchestrate them either," Trosa said.
     Thaem grinned, "I never knew you had it in you, little brother. That's the kind of joke I've been hoping to see you pull for years now. I'm glad to see you've learned something from me over the years."
     Alec shook his head, "I've served under some of the most devious military commanders in the Galaxy- including Thrawn and Bel Iblis- and you think you're the one responsible for teaching me how to be a little sneaky."
    Thaem frowned in mock-consternation, "Why, who else could it be?"


Jag

It was Christmas Day on Xenen. Snow had begun falling shortly before sunrise, and continued throughout the day, blanketing Quis in a layer of soft, peaceful white. At the Bridger Compound, a roaring fire kept everyone nice and warm. At least, those who could be there.   Mary Bullian looked out the window quietly, sipping a glass of mulled wine. Her father was off somewhere across the galaxy, her brother Mikey with him. Her other brother Davil was off in another part of the galaxy, traipsing about with her boyfriend, who hadn’t even bothered to call. She was jostled out of her thoughts by a figure limping his way through the deepening snow, and she grinned as he came close enough to recognize. “Mom! I think the door’s for you!” Indiana Bridger wiped her hands off on her apron as she made her way to the front door, opening it and looking outside curiously. She smiled. Derik Bel Iblis smiled back at her from the front porch, taking his fleet officer’s cap off. “Merry Christmas, Indy. Sorry I didn’t call first.” She grinned and pulled him inside, giving him a hug. “You crazy old man. Do you have any idea how cold it is out there? Come in and take off your coat.” She knew he had nowhere else to go, and no one else to spend Christmas with. She was a bit surprised at herself for not having expected him to show up. Derik shrugged out of his coat and pulled something out of the pocket as he hung it up. He turned back and offered her the small box. “For you.” She smiled as she opened the small package to find a box of her favorite tea. 

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

Night had fallen, and dinner was done, and Mary found herself surrounded by family and friends, listening to her uncles and Derik enjoying the bottle of Whyren’s Reserve Slate had given the old general as a present. Being closest to the door, she automatically got up when she heard a knock on it. Curiously, she opened it and immediately threw herself into the arms of the man on the other side. Her brother Davil hugged her back, setting her back on her feet inside the door and stepping inside, to make room for the other surprise arrival just behind him. Molly Lasoda grinned and hung up her coat, giving Mary another quick hug as whispering in her ear. “He’s waiting for you.” Mary looked outside to see a single figure standing in the pool of light cast by the light in the driveway. Even though he was completely in silhouette, she knew it was him. Ignoring the cold and the still-falling snow, she ran outside to him, fighting her way through foot-deep drifts of white powder. She wanted nothing more than to throw herself into his arms, but something made her stop, something made her look up into his eyes. Cay Bel Iblis smiled down at her and pointed upwards wordlessly. Mary looked up, and she saw someone had managed to tie a sprig of green with white berries to the frozen lightpost. Cay grinned again and said just one word. “Mistletoe.” Mary smiled and leaned in, kissing him deeply. Surprisingly, it was Cay who pulled away first, taking her hands in his. She could feel his pulse racing, even through the thin gloves. “I’m sorry, we had to push it to get here on time.” “But…you did it. You’re here.” Cay shook his head. “I’m sorry, because I didn’t have time to stop and buy presents for everyone.” “Cay, that’s not…” Her words trailed off as Cay pulled a small box, no bigger than her palm, out of his pocket. “I did have time to get you this, though.” He lowered himself slowly and gracefully to one knee, right there in the snow, and took her hand in his as he opened the box with the other. The object inside sparkled and shone just like the ice that surrounded them, but it was oh so much more. He looked up in her eyes, and his seemed to sparkle in the light cast by the lamp overhead. “Mary…will you marry me?” - Captain Cay Bel Iblis, General Derik Bel Iblis, and too many Bullians, Lasodas, Kel-Solans, and Bridgers to name.

Wyvern

Her hand went to her mouth, pressed against it, as if it would stop her from crying. The tears gathered as she nodded, unable to speak. He bloody well has to be the most romantic person I've ever known. Tears gathered, one oozed out, trickling down her cheek as she knelt to put her arms around him, nodding wordlessly as she buried her face in his shoulder. Yes. Yes, a thousand times, yes.

She held him tight until she felt the cold nibbling at her toes, then laughed, wiping away the tears. "You know," she chuckled, "we could have done this inside."

"It wouldn't have been as romantic," Cay smiled as they both straightened up.

"Always the overachiever, aren't you?" She tugged him toward the house, where a few figures hastily moved away from windows. One stayed-Cay's father-unabashedly watching the young couple come inside to the warmth of the fire and family.
Corsem Losoda was waiting near the door with steaming mugs of spiced cider. "It's about time."

"Let them actually make it through the door before you start chewing on them, Corsem," Dalsuna Losoda-Tag's husband of more than eighteen years-called from his seat near the fire. At his feet, the couple's youngest son, Jaq, was stretched out on his belly, putting together a tri-D puzzle.

"Mary! Are you inside?"

"Yes, Mom," Mary answered her mother's call from the kitchen. She squeezed Cay's hand and kissed him again. "Go say hi to your dad. I'm going to go tell Mom the good news." With that, she practically bounced into the kitchen. "Mom! Guess what!"

~ Indy

When Les first stepped out of the warmth of the house, the icy wind felt like razors against the exposed flesh of his face and hands, taking his breath away. But after a few minutes of meditation, he no longer felt it. Neither could the sun rouse him from his trance as it peeked over the horizon to strike him in the face with the first rays of the morning.

Communing with the Force, the foreboding that had driven his Master from him and hastened his own knighting, again encroached upon his thoughts. Though he emanated a question as to what this meant, the answer was, as ever, withheld from him, remaining just beyond the edge of where night meets day, in the haze of an uncertain future. It was maddening; if he could just try harder, concentrate more, squint his eyes just so, he could visualize it, understand, be forewarned.

Taking a long breath, he cleansed his mind of clouds and frustration. He wrapped his focus instead on the house. Sensing it still peacefully enveloped in sleep, he was comforted. 

As the sun cast its meager warmth on the frozen land, he sensed a stirring in the floors below. A slight smile crossed his lips as he felt his sister coming up to the roof to find him. Emerging from meditation yet remaining seated as he was, he reached out with the Force and opened the door for her. 

Asya stepped out and stood at a distance, watching him. Remembering the cold, he opened his eyes. Still in her pajamas, she was all bundled up in her long purple coat. He had to smile at her face outlined in the furry white trim of her hood.

“Wh-what are you doing up here?” Her breath hung in the air like a miniature fog.

“You know what I’m doing.”

“Aren’t you cold?”

“A little,” he admitted.

“Why don’t you wear a coat?”

“The cold sharpens my awareness.”

Shivering, she shook her head. “You’re silly.”

“Not as silly as you standing there in stocking feet.” Uncrossing his legs, he got to his feet. “Come on, let’s go inside and warm up with something hot to drink.”

In the kitchen he fixed hot chocolate for his sister, and caf for himself.

“So now that you’re a Jedi you get to drink caf,” she said sarcastically.

He rolled his eyes and took a tentative sip just like his father would do - and nearly burned his lips off, but he kept from jerking away so she wouldn’t know.

“How is it?”

He held his mug out to her. “You want some?” 

She made a face. “No thanks.” She took a sip of her chocolate then asked, “What’s it like?”

“Ahh.” He hoisted his cup into the air just like in the commercial. “Just the way I like it!”

She giggled. “No, no. I mean – turning into a Jedi.”

He considered the question with half a grin on his face that made him look much like his mother. “Well…it’s like graduating. Proud to have made it, relief that all the training is over - though I can hear Master Katarn saying it’s now only beginning. It’s exciting, and at the same time, humbling. I mean, I’ve entered into an order with a rich and turbulent history that goes back thousands of years.”

“Sounds scary to me.”

It was a long moment before Les answered. “I guess it is, in a way.” Staring vacantly at the spoon lying on the counter, he quietly added, “I hope I can live up to everything that’s expected of me, of all that a Jedi’s supposed to be.” When he looked at her again, he raised a brow when he detected the hero worship in her eyes.

“But, hey,” he said with flushing cheeks. “It’s still me – Marcus Leslye Wyler, your big brother. And I wouldn’t hesitate for a minute to take you down and tickle you good now and then so you don’t forget it.”

That made her laugh. He laughed along with her, then scuttled about to make more caf.

“One cup’s not enough? You’re gonna be running circles around the house.”

“Don’t be silly. This is for Mom and Dad. They’re about to get up.”

“How d’you know they – oh, yeah.” Asya frowned. “How come you got all the midiclingons?”

“Midiclorians.”

“Can’t you teach me that trick?”

He gave her an apologetic look from over his shoulder. “Sorry, doesn’t happen that way.”

She crossed her arms and huffed, “It’s not fair.”

Dark fluid began trickling into the clear pot. He watched it intensely for a moment before responding, “No, it’s not.”

--Skyy

"Many beings will tell you that they fear death. Many beings say this because they cannot imagine anything worse. There is worse."
- WarMaster Gage
    From the teachings of the Order of Auyn
==============================

Joey "The Vibroshiv" Magetti whistled to himself as he headed home from the club in Vendra, absently tallying up his winnings in his head. Some days it definitely paid to be the right-hand man of Black Sun's boss in the area.

He never saw the dark figure that grabbed him and pulled him into the side alley. In a flash a length of metal wire was wrapped around his throat and pulled just tight enough to cut off his breathing.

"Listen carefully, Joey, I'm only going to explain this once." The voice was deep and raspy, the whisper making it impossible to identify. "Molly Lasoda is off limits."

Joey gasped for air. "That little NRi bi-ghek!" His words were cut off as the garrote tightened, the man behind him actually lifting him off his feet by his neck.

"Yes, that's the one. Spread the word to your boss and the rest of his underlings. If anything happens to her, I'm going to be...upset." The deep, raspy voice was half growl, half purr at that point, as if relishing the idea of what it would get to do to him.

"You're outta your mind! If I tell him that, he'll kill me!"

"Joey....there are worse things than death. I'm one of them. Do you want to know that -I- am going to do to you?"

Joey clawed at the garrote in vain, struggling for breath, and just like that, it was gone. He pulled his blaster, whirling around....but the alley was empty. He was completely alone.

As Joey turned back for the club, his hands shaking, he muttered to himself. Some days crime just doesn't pay.

- ???

"Y'all are calling yourselves the *what* now?"

"Colonel Herclayn, " Johnny repeated with a grin, "has decided to start calling the battalion the 'Hellwalkers', given how we're the ones who get sent in to clean up when we knock out a pirate or slaver."

He took a sip of his lemonade (he'd adopted Carlos' own beverage preferences), and shuddered at the memories. Not just of what they'd seen in the *Lympy Rose*, and the uncountable other pirate and slaver ships the battalion had taken down, but also from what little he remembered from his own childhood, as a slave in all but name. He took another sip and dragged his mind back to the present.

There were few others in the *Blue Thunder's* observation lounge; they'd long since left behind the magnificent view of Golgan VI's blue and white clouds, as well as the majority of the accompanying vessels, and the view outside just wasn't as exciting without them. He was glad for that, as well as for the order his dad had given, that the *Thunder* would continue on to Golgan III in realspace, rather than make an in-system microjump. They hadn't had a lot of time to just sit and* talk* lately, what with the on-going pirate hunts.

"But anyway," he continued with a toss of his head, "as far as the Colonel's concerned, that's as close to hell as we can get."

"That's because neither you nor Jaryn have ever seen real honest-to-the-boatman protracted infantry combat," Carlos replied. "But I won't argue the point," he continued, holding up a hand to stave off what Johnny *wanted* to say in return. "It's Jaryn's battalion, and I gave him the free hand when we activated it. So if he wants to call y'all the 'Hellwalkers', and for that reason, then I ain't gonna stop him.

"And frankly, I'll be just as glad if pirates and slavers are the only bits of hell you ever see."

Johnny cocked his head at the odd note that found its way into his father's voice.

"But you don't think that'll happen, do you?" 

Carlos turned to stare out the viewport, and took a long sip of lemonade from his own glass.

"Somebody's always trying to start something," he said at last. "And you rarely know who they'll be until the first shot is fired. The Galaxy looks to be shaping up pretty well now, even* if* Fey'lya is the Republic's Chief of State... but one thing Jaq always tried to teach me was to be ready for anything. So even this current peace I'm not gonna take at face value."

"Something’s coming?"

"Something’s coming. Something out of history and future, something closer to us than we know," he intoned, his eyes unfocused and far away. "The ouroboros will-"

He stopped suddenly and eyed his lemonade suspiciously.

Johnny just looked at him somewhat askance and raised an eyebrow.

"You sure that's just lemonade, Dad?"

"Well, I *was* pretty sure," Carlos answered. "What was I just talking about?"

"I have no idea. You were starting to sound like grandpa when he tells a story. Something about an 'ouroboros', the snake that eats its own tail."

"Huh," Carlos said as he carefully set his glass aside. "That's... odd."

"Not to mention freaky and wrong," Johnny concluded. "So, to change the subject, did Intel get back with you about the data we captured?"

"That they did," Carlos replied, obviously relieved at the change of subject. "They were pretty impressed, too, with what your platoon pulled up."

"What can I say?" Johnny answered with a grin. "*Somebody* was too busy getting it on with his first mate – and there's a gall who took her job description *way* too literally – to bother dumping his data core. So once we'd pulled them both off the tac repeater and cuffed 'em, the Gunny had no trouble hacking the system and pulling out *everything*."

It was easily the greatest single intelligence windfall the GDF had ever had. For when Johnny said that they pulled *everything* off of Damien Korsetti's computers, he meant it. They had names of ships, depots, middlemen, hunting grounds... and customers.

A very *long* list of customers. 

"I'm guessing," he continued, "that you also earmarked a copy of the customer's list to Carlotta?"

Carlos nodded in reply. 

Carlotta (Lady Carlotta, Miss Carlotta, Ma'am, and various other titles depending on who was speaking) was the head courtesan in the Red District of Golgan III's capital city. Prostitution wasn't exactly illegal on Golgan III, but nor was it explicitly *legal*, either; in fact, the planetary laws didn't mention it at all: traditionally, the people of Golgan III had accepted that their nature as a port o'call and shipyard would make such things inevitable. But they didn't have to like it.

Which used to mean that while the police wouldn't exactly go out of their way to arrest them, they also wouldn't go out of their way to *help* if a problem or two showed up in the Red District.

That had changed ten years ago, when Carlos, then the GDFXO, had gotten lost during a nightwalk through the city, and wound up completely by chance in the Red District. He started to turn around and walk back out, but then he recognized one of the streets from an old map, and figured that he could get to where he was going quicker by cutting through the District than by backing out and retracing his steps.

That turned out to be a good choice on nearly everyone's part, as halfway through the District he heard emanating from an alleyway noises that didn't sound *at all* consensual. A quick investigation of the alley confirmed his initial impressions of the situation, and he proceeded to deliver unto the non-paying john an epic whipping which the Red District* still* remembered in story and song.

The prostitute in question turned to be Carlotta, an 'older' lady who was in the process of trying to organize the courtesans to where they could stand for themselves. One thing led to another and Carlos wound up getting an earful of exactly how little anyone cared about the goings on in the Red District.

*That* triggered his White Knight Reflex, and by morning he and Carlotta had hammered out an agreement: in return for official protection and decent access to medical care (which, she had noted, would help to avoid certain unpleasant situations, such as, say, a Gotal STD suddenly mutating into a cross-species form, which would just plain suck), the courtesans of the Red District, under Carlotta, would serve as a somewhat unofficial branch of GDF Intelligence.

*If* prostitution was to remain an inevitability on Golgan III, Carlos had reasoned, best to then work to control the worst abuses and consequences of the 'oldest trade', and to make it work to Golgan III's, and the GDF's, own advantage.

Vran Diesato had been... dubious about the arrangement, but he agreed to give it a 'test drive' period.

When intelligence provided by the courtesans allowed the GDF to nail five pirates, two slavers, about a half-dozen smugglers,* and* aided certain Golgan merchant factors in securing favorable shipbuilding licenses from KDY and CEC, all in the space of three months, even Diesato, one of the few people more straight-laced than Carlos, was well and sold on the value of the arrangement.

"We haven't had a bad hit from them in ten years," Carlos said, "and don't forget that it was their information that led us to Korsetti in the first place. If anyone on that list, or someone working of them, has been by Golgan III, then I'll bet you credits to crullers that they stopped by the Red. And if so... then men say things when their drunk and 'happy'."

"Probable cause?"

"More like travel schedules. About half the names on that list I can't reach, due to various treaties. But with the right information, I can always set up an ambush."

Johnny nodded. 

"Just of curiosity, Dad," he said a moment later, "did you by any chance recognize number fifty-seven on that list?"

"Yes," Carlos answered darkly. "Yes, I do believe I did. Fortunately, there are no treaties between me and him, so..."

Two weeks after the incident in the Red District, the owner of the medium-sized shipping line that the john-cum-rapist belonged to (tellingly, the fellow had *not* had his employment terminated), had marched himself into Vran Diesato's office, *demanding* restitution, and Carlotta's head, for the "unexcused beating" of his employee.

Vran handed him off to Carlos, and the shipping magnate repeated his demand and bluster in Carlos' office. 

Carlos proceeded to explain to him the circumstances behind the beating. 

To which the magnate had answered, in a tone which indicated that he had long known full well the circumstances, *"Pshaw! She was just a* whore*!"* 

After Carlos administered his *second* epic whipping in as many weeks, the magnate conceded that he might just want to re-emphasize to his crews the need for behaving a gentlemanly fashion when on shore leave.

Even in the Red District.

The shipping magnate, by and by, was the fifty-seventh name on the list of Damien Korsetti's 'customers'.

"Yes," Carlos continued, "I *do* think I'll enjoy that one. I think I'll enjoy that one quite a bit."


"Permission to come aboard, Captain?" Carlos said as he saluted the welcoming committee, which just so happened to be his Chief of Staff. Unlike Johnny, who'd hopped a shuttle to the surface with the rest of the battalion, he'd taken the *Claw* over to his flagship. The visit to Xenen had left him need to confer with his staff, and the *Illuminator* was really the best place to do that.

Still and all, it was somewhat odd to be greeted by his Chief of Staff, Captain Aral Contassia, rather than by Captain Eric Corwin his ownself.

"Permission granted, General," Aral answered, returning the salute and then extending her hand in welcome. "Welcome back, sir."

"Good to see you again, Aral," Carlos replied as he shook her hand, which almost vanished inside of his own. Carlos was himself not exactly built like an AT-AT; yet compared to him, in fact compared to any objective measure, Aral Contassia, all 160 centimeters of her, was best described as 'just an itty-bitty little thing' and 'cute as a button'. Given that she was also a natural blond with large, green eyes which defaulted to a wide expression of perpetually innocent wonderment, she often made some folks look twice when they saw her in uniform.

But that was those who didn't know her, for Captain Aral Contassia was one of the four rising stars of the GDF.

At the long-ago battle of Kartuiin, the ISDII *Freedom's Fire* had taken a double-broadside from the Super Star Destroyer* Insidious*. Miraculously, she had kept flying; however, the attack resulted in the death of Aryn Campbell, then the GDFXO, all but one of the bridge crew, and a majority of the ship's senior officers. Yet she, and her crew, had held together, and performed in an honorable if limited capacity, for the rest of the fight. That was due primarily to the actions of four individuals: Lieutenant Everett Kincaid, the sole surviving bridge officer; Lieutenant Tara d'Avignon, engineering, whose own star had begun to rise when she'd been assigned by General Diesato to design the upgrades for Derek Bel-Iblis' Star Destroyer; Lieutenant Junior Grade Eric Corwin, weapons control; and Lieutenant Junior Grade Aral Contassia, Damage Control Center.

Their careers took off after that. Now it was *Commodore* Everett Kincaid, GDFXO; *Commodore* Tara d'Avignon, WO&SCO (Weapons, Ordnance, and Ships), * Captain* Eric Corwin, CO of the *Illuminator* and Carlos' flag captain; and *Captain* Aral Contassia, Chief of Staff to the General. There were many others on his command staff, but those four comprised the solid core that kept everything functioning smoothly. 

"And you too, sir," she answered. "And you as well, Peregrine," she said to the ship.

"*Glad to be back, Captain Contassia*," Peregrine answered. "*Still up for our dejarik game this evening*?"

"Three moves, Peregrine. Then I have you."

"*I quake in fear, Aral*," Peregrine answered with a chuckle. 

"He's not kidding about that," Carlos interjected with a smile; if there was one thing he wholeheartedly approved of in his Chief of Staff, it was how well she treated Peregrine. "He was worrying about the game the whole way back from Xenen."

Peregrine let out a good approximation of a scandalized harrumph. Carlos just patted the ship, said farewell, and turned and headed towards a lift. 

"Still and all, and not that I'm complaining about the welcoming committee," he continued, getting the conversation back on track, "but just where exactly is my flag captain?"

"Well," Aral said as she fell into step behind him, her voice sounding somewhat embarrassed, "Eric sends his apologies, sir, but T – Commodore d'Avignon - specifically requested his assistance on the *Holland Novak*, for the workup trials at P2X-457."

Carlos nodded in understanding. P2X-457 was another one of those systems that no one had ever gotten around to naming, as all it had in it were a bunch of rocky planetoids that were long since mined out. The GDF had acquired the system on the cheap six years ago; long-abandoned lumps of rock, once confirmed that they weren't home to a Nam Chorios style networked siliacoid, made excellent live-fire ranges.

"Well, I'm certain she's putting him to good use," Carlos said dryly. 

"I... believe you could say that, sir," Aral answered so demurely that Carlos had to laugh. The GDF, for good or ill, had long since adopted the AF's* laissez faire* approach towards fraternization, and the 'partnership' of Eric Corwin and Tara 'Avignon was easily the most famous product of that adoption.

Everyone* knew* exactly what they were doing, just as everyone also *knew*that they made a very, very good team for something like the RKV project.

When it came to weapons, they made an effective one-two punch: Tara and her engineers would figure out how to make the thing work, while Eric would game out how Carlos could use the it to make enemies die.

So everyone made subtle jokes about 'after-hours consultation sessions' and listened very carefully to what either of them had to say.

"Speaking of that," Carlos said, "I noticed on my way in a couple of new construction slips, both of which contained objects that looked suspiciously like the Novak's accelerator rails."

"I believe you saw correctly, sir," Aral replied with a forming grin. "And there looked be a few construction teams crawling all over them."

"Yes, sir." The grin grew wider.

"I'm guessing Tara's sent in a report from the field test."

Aral, with a grin that could have swallowed the* Illuminator* itself, handed him a datapad. Carlos took one look at the numbers and stopped cold.

"It knocked off *that* much mass?"

"Yes sir, I do believe it did. Tara sent video."

"But that's... that's..."

He finally started moving again.

"Three-quarters the mass of a Super Star Destroyer, yes sir. Eric sent that he thinks he can ensure these things will ever ever hit an inhabited planet, but he wants to game it on the computer a bit more."

"I can understand why," Carlos breathed. Then he started laughing, and continued laughing all the way to the lift.

"Sir?"

"Sorry, Aral," he answered, getting control of himself. "I was just thinking what the reaction on Coruscant would be if word gets out that we have working relativistic kill vehicle... and are building two more."

A brief giggle fit struck Aral, one which lasted even as she followed her general into the lift.

"I'm sure Ambassador Rossech would love that, sir," she answered once she had control of herself.

"Yes, that would make things a bit more interesting for Sarah, wouldn't it?" Carlos mused evilly. "But given what she as to deal with in keeping Fey'lya out of our business, we'd best not make it any harder on her than we have to."

"I'll make a note of it, sir," Aral answered, even going to the trouble of jotting something down on her datapad. Carlos chuckled as he entered their destination into the lift's controls.

"So with that settled," he said, once the lift started moving, "what else is new?"

"Well, sir," Aral said, holding up her datapad and getting right down to business, "with the recent 'acquisition' of the* Lympy Rose* and the associated slaver fleet, Reserve Fleet has exceeded the tonnage you specified. It's been suggested, given the build-in margin of error, that we could release some of the excess to our merchant factors, which would allow..."

She continued on as the lift took them away from the hangar bay, the two of them set about the fleet's business.

And, for a time, all was right with the world.


Carlos DeLong
GDFXO

    For the first time in Alex's life, things seemed to be going well. And, not only were they going well, but he didn't find himself constantly wondering why they were going so well, or even when things were all going to come crashing down. He'd seen people he hadn't seen for years... at least so far as they were concerned. In some ways it was odd to be greeted so warmly after only being gone, in his perceptions, a few days. It's very odd to hug and shed tears over a person you saw barely a week ago, unless of course you are madly in love with them and, also, you're hoping to get a little welcome home action that night.
    There was, of course, only one person that Alex wanted any action of any kind with whatsoever, and that was his fiancee Amanda. If there was any such thing as a proper love story, then the relationship between Alex and Amanda was it. Their tale spanned not only love and hate, but time, space, and death, as well.
    Amanda first met Alex when she joined the Katarns. Her cousin, Joel Lance, was already a member. They had been separated for quite a while but wholly glad to be back together. Alex had been considerably less happy to see her than Joel had been, because she was there to do his job. He had been sent to the Katarns to whip them into shape, and Command had obviously decided he was not doing a very good job. Furthermore, they had decided that the job required something different than he was able to provide, because they sent a highly skilled computer slicer to do the work instead of another drill instructor.
    They found an almost immediate, mutual dislike for one another, each convinced they could do the job better than the other. This attitude continued until Alex saved Joel's life, at which point Amanda found it difficult to hate him. They began a relationship that would last for several years. When his hologram projection unit was damaged, it was she who used the data files contained within to artificially recreate his personality and give him a second chance at life. And when his devotion to duty had conflicted with her devotion to what was right, and she had turned to the dark side (for though her sentiments were noble, the emotions they caused were still clouding to her judgment), he had redeemed her. True, it had been Joel who searched the length and breadth of the galaxy to find her, and he had dueled with her, but it was Alex's sacrifice that had finally reached her.
    Of course, in the interim, he had resigned himself at times to thinking she were gone, and he had formed other relationships. The most significant had been with Melissa Allender. Indeed, after a protracted relationship with her, they had nearly married. Alex didn't particularly like to think about the circumstances that had led to the calling off of the marriage. It was still rather painful.
    That had been ten years ago. And now, against all odds, they were back together again. Back together, but also worlds apart. For though they had found one another again, each were different people than they were when they parted. Amanda was centered, calm... a real Jedi. And Alex was kind, caring, and not condescending. He was... normal. There was no other way of putting it. And so it became necessary to decide where they were going from here.
    Of course that was a question to be answered in the long term, because the short term was merely 'away from the barbeque' and 'to Amanda's ship'. Alex still did not have quarters since his return, and he didn't want to impose upon Nicolai's family any longer. So they sat around the small table on her ship, sipping a warm drink, and talking over where they were going to go, what 
they were going to do. He had grown so accustomed to calling her his fiancee... would the title still apply?
    The future of a complicated relationship is hardly the kind of thing to be decided over breakfast at first light after a night of roasted meat and drinking, so they decided to each sleep on it and discuss it further in the morning. They talked for a long time, of course, but they didn't conclude anything. Relationships don't always get magically fixed in a few moments... you have to work at them. And that is what Alex and Amanda continued to do. To fix things.

Alextravia Grentarii

Marcus Leslye Wyler III, or Les, as he preferred to be called, sat alone in his room, late at night, putting some intricate touches on his model. With a few skilful touches with the end of a slender rod, metal joined metal to become part of a hyperdrive. Lifting the dark goggles from his eyes to perch them on his forehead, he blew softly into the miniature Raven until the glowing metal turned black. When completely cooled, it would return to its original gray. Squinting, he scrutinized his work.

“Looks good enough to actually work,” he praised himself aloud. He laughed inwardly at the thought of it humming to life and flying around the house. Turning it around a few degrees, he squinted at it again. He was quite pleased; it had been by far his most ambitious project, and was turning out to be his finest work; better than the X-Wing he’d made for his sister – what was it with girls’ fascination with fighter pilots, anyway? – or the Firespray he’d made for Uncle Vik, or the numerous others hanging in his workshop back on Atad. Not even the other YT-2400 he’d designed to match Master Katarn’s could compare. 

But then, this one was special. While all the others he’d formed from various nondescript bits and scraps, this one contained metal Trevvik had salvaged, by Les’ special request and totally top secret, from the Raven’s escape pod left to rot on some lone, war-ravaged planet. He wanted it to be the best – his best ever - and be completed by Dad’s sixtieth birthday. That didn’t leave much time, but he’d been working on it for it a long while, pouring all of his heart and talent into it, and it was almost finished.

Reaching up onto a shelf, he retrieved the top panel that formed the outer hull around the upper turret, and fitted it into place. The top detached in two pieces to reveal the details beneath: the main hold; the crew’s quarters; the gunner’s station; the cargo holds, complete with a pair of speeder bikes; even the little kitchen area just as Dad had fixed it when the Raven was his home. The chairs in the main hold swiveled around. The landing ramp raised and lowered, though sometimes stubbornly, but the gear was fixed; they had to be removed and replaced with little panels to cover the holes if it was to be displayed in a flying attitude. The upper half of the cockpit also lifted away, showing the teeny controls and instrument panels. For some reason he was especially proud of the little buckles that ended the webbed fabric restraints.

He’d formed figures to scale, painted to look like the Raven’s pilot, and his Lady Fair. Asya had helped and done a good job with the painting. Though she begged to see what they were being made for, Les was resistant to her pleading. Mark had been carved in a sitting position, and with a little coaxing, fit into the pilot chair, one hand poised so that it rested on the controls. Janet stood in her classic pose, with her weight on her right leg, and one thumb hooked in her gun belt. Later on he hoped to add several Katarns to the crew, and position them in different places in and around the ship, like a little diorama.

The toughest part had been the cockpit, and that was when his memory really had to come into play. No schematics or drawings could be consulted; the Raven’s cockpit configuration had been unlike any other. But, he thought with satisfaction, he had pulled it off. It even had, with the aid of a tiny power source in a hidden compartment tucked into one of the cargo holds, little colored lights that would glow behind the panels, giving it a touch of authenticity that made it come to life. The switch to turn them on was in the cockpit itself, next to where Mark’s hand would be were his likeness seated at the controls.

“Let’s see what you look like in the dark,” he said quietly to himself. The lamp switch made a loud click in the quiet house. The room was swallowed up in darkness, but for the faint blue outline around the blinds in his window. He put his finger to the switch –

Suddenly he was back on the Raven, screaming. He could feel the heat, hear the roar, smell the burning insulation and wires. His small hands were reaching, as they had then, for his father, struggling towards the Les and the waiting escape pod with the Raven being rent apart around him. He was forced to relive the look in Mark’s eyes, eyes of a man who knows he’s about to die, to go down with his ship. Only, as he watched, it was no longer Mark, but Asya, screaming in wide-eyed terror as one thrown unexpectedly and inexplicably into horror – he was not the little boy he’d been at the time of the Raven’s demise, but as he was now – his arms reached for her, in the Force reaching for her, as he had Mark, when he didn’t even know how he did it – yet he could not save her, knew in his heart he would not be able to – it was beyond his power. In shock he watched as the ship disintegrated into fiery pieces, scattering into the upper atmosphere, and her along with it, sucked into the emptiness of space, her hands about her throat, her mouth forming a wide, soundless scream.

Abruptly he was back in his own room, finger on the switch. The lights of the recreated cockpit burned innocently beneath his trembling hand. He withdrew it as though he’d been hit by an electric shock. Beads of sweat joined to run in little rivulets from his brow as he shivered uncontrollably.

He’d never had a vision like that before. Nightmares about That Day, yes. But this was a vision, borne of the Force. 

Why? 

In his heart he knew that the vision and all the premonition – they were somehow connected. 

How? 

Was it a warning?

If only Master Katarn were around to help him find the answers. Perhaps, he told himself again, that was what he had gone off to do.

Reaching out, he sought the presence of his sister in the next room; she was sleeping, but fitfully. His pounding heart sank at the thought that she might have partaken of the vision with him, as sometimes happened when it involved someone close to him. He suggested a positive note to her mind before withdrawing his thoughts back to himself.

Leaving the model, he sat on his bed and hugged his knees to his chest. He wrapped the darkness around him like a cloak as he mulled things in silence. Though he knew he should slip into a meditative state and commune with the Force, the questions disturbed him, keeping him wide awake and aware, yet exhausting him at the same time.

Was something bad going to happen to Asya? Would he be helpless to do anything to save her? What good would it do him to see this?

Putting his fists to his temples, he would not let himself curse the Force. He was here for a purpose, someday to be revealed. He must remember everything Jinx taught him, and be patient.

He yearned for the understanding of his mother, the companionship of his father, the camaraderie of his sister, his friends – the wisdom of his Master. But it was the middle of the night. Everyone was asleep, and Jinx was gone, unreachable.

He felt so alone.

The light still glowing from the cockpit bothered him, like a beacon in the darkness, but he was unwilling to risk touching the switch again until the sane light of morning shone through his window. Covering his project with a blanket, he curled up on his bed and tried to go to sleep – but sleep would not come. He was too much bothered by what he had seen. 

Sitting on the edge of his bed, he stared for a long time at his model, a shadow among shadows, shrouded by his blanket. Finally, he picked it up – it was growing heavy – and stowed it in its hiding place, without further incident, and put his tools away.

A cloaked Les Wyler stepped out into the corridor, looking this way and that. Finding nothing astir other than his father’s snoring coming from down the hall, he stole across the house, and out into the night, where he hoped some fresh air would help clear his mind.

--Skyy

Fresh air is highly overrated. Many people have been conditioned to think that fresh air will help them clear their minds and, thus, bring them revelations that they would not under ordinary circumstances come to. What many of them do not know is that this myth began several centuries ago, when one Doctor Lazenby patented a chemical inhalant called FreshAir. The original marketing slogan attributed to the product was, "FreshAir: stimulates the neurons and synapses of the humanoid mind!" Unfortunately, the product turned out to be a powerful narcotic, and several people died prematurely after twenty years of use. By this time, however, the tagline had entered the popular vernacular, and people continued to seek out fresh air in order to help them solve their problems. An Oxygen/Nitrogen mix does not have this effect on the humanoid brain.
    What does have an effect on the brain, however, is the activity of walking. Physical activity helps stimulate the entire body, including the mind. This point is hardly relevant to the discussion at hand, however, and as such there is little point in pursuing it further. Interested parties should consult the Holonet for further reading. A search for "Drug scandals of the past millennium" should suffice.
    Les Wyler's head was, indeed, clearing, due in no small part to the walk he was currently engaged in. By a series of coincidences, he was not the only Jedi who was wandering the streets that night. Amanda Lance was walking in quite the opposite direction, trying to decide whether to pursue a relationship with Alex or not. She had, of course, wanted to continue their 
relationship, as had he. But after all that time, and so much pain, they were still unsure whether they would be well advised to do so. So they had come to the mature decision that they each needed to spend time alone thinking over the problem before coming together with their results.
    The only excuse possible for not one, but two Jedi to actually, physically walk into one another is that both of them have their minds turned completely inwards. Of course this is not a safe state in which to walk; one might come to having no idea where they are. Fortunately, nothing happened to Amanda and Les save for some momentary embarrassment.
    Upon their collision, however, each turned their senses outwards towards the world, endeavoring to be more aware.
    Alex confessed his love for her as the fire consumed the cockpit. Amanda reached for Asya, unable to reach her, as Les turned his eyes away from Alex, feeling the darkness overtake him but unable to stop it. Could he risk that happening again? He climbed into the escape pod, weeping, as Amanda's transport undocked from the Raven and sped away. Alex's explosives finally went 
off, and he was consumed in flame, anguish on his face as the Raven burst into flames and-
    The two Jedi looked into one another's eyes. For that moment, their inner thoughts had been shared. They bother looked at each other a long moment, unsure what to do. It was an awkward moment. Amanda was the first to smile. "Want to talk?"
    * * *
    There is a small lake in the park that people like to walk by. Amanda and Les had completed three revolutions around it. He had told her of the vision of his sister on the Raven.
    "What do you think the Force is trying to tell you through all this?"
    "I don't know. Is this a vision of the future, or a metaphor?"
    "That is, unfortunately, something we cannot know until that day comes. If it comes."
    "Just once I would like a concrete answer to something."
    "Be careful what you wish for."
    "Even if it was bad news... I could handle it if I just knew."
    "That what we all like to think," she said. "I liked to think that way."
    "But not anymore?"
    "Not anymore, no." They stopped and sat on one of the benches along the path, looking over the lights reflecting on the surface of the water.
    "What happened to change that?" Les asked.
    "I got an answer I didn't like," she said, not looking at him but at the water.
    "I don't want to lose her. I won't let it happen."
    "You don't get much choice, I'm afraid."
    "Another thing I don't care for, particularly. Asya is my sister, and I love her. She doesn't deserve to be hurt."
    "If you let yourself start thinking that way, about what people deserve or are entitled to, then you'll go down a very dark path. Once you start to think the universe owes you... you take too much power into your own hands."
    Les nodded, thinking that over. He was still no closer to being sure what to do, but he at least had some input now. He looked at her. "What about you? Have you made a decision?"
    "I am not sure. I do not know if there is place for me here, now. It may be too late. And a Jedi is not supposed to desire the ways of the flesh. Although I do love it here on this planet. The fresh air does wonders for your thinking process."
    Old myths die hard.
    We're not talking about the FreshAir fiasco.

LCL Alextravia Grentarii

Les returned to the house in the wee hours of the morning, feeling reassured after his conversation with Amanda. He was grateful for having run into a Jedi with whom he could talk things out. Everything, he was reminded, was predestined by the Force – it was like Mother always said: Nothing by chance. The vision had been for some purpose; a preparation, perhaps, for some future event. Or, more hopefully, it was metaphoric, pointing him to some lesson the Force was trying to teach him. It wasn’t for him to know; it was only for him to reflect upon, and raise his awareness. One day, all would be revealed; he need only be patient.

But for now, he was merely tired. Sneaking back into the house was no problem. Father’s snores continued from down the hall. All was still and dark, though that wouldn’t be the case for much longer. He collapsed into bed, slipping into a deep and dreamless sleep before his head hit the pillow.

It seemed only a few minutes had slipped by before being roused from his slumber by the stealthy opening of his bedroom door. He opened a sleepy eye to find Mark standing in the doorway. The strange look he was giving him must be from his falling into bed still fully clad in the clothes of the previous day, all the way from his boots to his blue Jedi cloak. Still groggy from sleep, he raised himself up on one elbow, hair all askew from sleep, and smiled sheepishly at his father.

“Everything all right?” he asked.

“Sure, Dad.” He pushed himself up onto the edge of the bed and tried to arrange his hair into a less chaotic mess. “Wh – what time is it…anyway?” he asked with his mouth stretching into a wide yawn.

Mark chuckled at him and crossed the room to muss his hair, reversing all the good he had done. “You look like such a kid still when you wake up like that.” Reaching over, he opened the slats of his window shade. Full daylight flooded the room, making Les wince. “Thought I’d come check on you since you didn’t show for breakfast, maybe warn you that it’ll soon be time for lunch – and that you should go spend some time with your friends before we leave.”

He looked up in surprise. “We’re leaving?” He hadn’t seen that coming, though maybe he should have. 

“In a few days. Thought we’d, you know, be getting on home soon.”

“What for? Seems like you only just got here.”

“Well,” he said, shoving his hands into his pockets, “we’ve done everything we came here to do, so I figured we’d be moving on.” 

“Mission accomplished.”

“I guess you could say that.”

He offered no other explanation, but perhaps there was no more. Since the emergence of peace in the galaxy that came with the demise of the Imperial Remnant, both Mark and Janet had become homebodies, retiring to the quiet life on her home planet.

Les knit his brows, wondering if he’d ever see Xenen again – he was a Jedi Knight now; no longer would he be returning for those extended sessions of tutelage under his Master. He was hit with another pang of loneliness as he realized again that those long years of training had ended, that he may never see his teacher again. With the thought of returning to Arradan - that tranquil, unspoiled far-and-away land - the foreboding that had been overshadowing his thoughts of late seemed but a mist fading from the corners of his mind, like an inconsequential dream he could remember upon waking, but would soon and completely forget.

What else might he forget? What use would his hard-earned Jedi skills serve him there? He had worked too hard over the years to let those skills grow stale with disuse. He determined then and there that he wouldn’t let Jinx down. He would keep himself in tune with the Force, and strive to add to all he’d learned. It was time to let go of his Master’s cloak and stand on his own, relying on the Force to be his guide. A new excitement, an anticipation of a new door opening before him, replaced the feeling of isolation that had come to plague him since Jinx’s disappearance.

He nodded decisively. “All right, Dad.” 

Mark’s brows went up, as though his compliant reply was somewhat unexpected; perhaps he anticipated some sort of protest, which would have surely come from his sister. A smile spread beneath his moustache. “That’s my sailor.” Before he left, he turned in the doorway to look at him for a long moment, questions in his eyes as to why he’d gone to sleep with even his boots on, but made no inquiries. Then he was gone.

Moments after his departure, Janet ducked into his room, looked down the hallway, and closed the door behind her. Leaning with her back against it, she said just above a whisper, “So he told you?”

“That we’re leaving soon? Yeah,” he replied as she nodded.

“We’re going to have to step our plans and have the surprise birthday party tonight. Does that give you enough time to finish your project?”

Les’ eyes widened and his jaw dropped. “Mom! Nobody’s supposed to – how did you know about that?”

“I am Mother,” she replied, then tapped her forehead. “I know all, I see all.”

Les relaxed, laughing. “Should have known. I’ve never been able to pull anything over you.”

“Excepting the lizards in my boots, dear boy. I still look twice.”

He grinned at that recollection as she came over and tried her hand at taming his hair.

“Yes, it’s just about done. I can be finished by tonight,” he told her.

“Good. I can’t wait to see it.”

He looked at her strangely as he tolerated her fussing over his unruly mane, wondering how she could know about the model he was building without having seen it. She stopped to look at him with a twinkle in her eye that told him she knew exactly what he was thinking, and she wasn’t going to tell him a thing.

--Skyy

                It had never been this hard before-saying goodbye, watching him leave. Never. She tried to tell herself that not much had changed-their engagement and eventual marriage had always been a foregone conclusion. It was just one of those things that was going to happen someday. this shouldn't feel different. But it did.
                Mary clung to him, burying her face against his shoulder and neck. "I don't want you to go," she murmured.
                "I won't be gone that long," Cay murmured back, stroking her hair. "We'll be back before you know it."
                "Hmph." She held him tighter. "I don't want you to go at all. Couldn't you have Dav fake engine troubles or something? Anything?"
                Cay laughed a little, kissing her temple. "We've delayed as long as we can."
                She sighed, stepping back and tucking a loose strand of dark hair behind her ear. "Why can't you guys be assigned to patrol in this system, anyway? Why do you have all the nerfherding runs?" She looked away, trying to keep from crying. Why do I just have this awful feeling?
                "I don't ask those kinds of questions anymore, Sprig. Ask your mother."
                Mary made a face. "She won't tell me." Sighing, she stepped toward him again and hugged him close. "Just don't let go until we have to, huh?"
                He wrapped his arms around her, holding her tight. "I won't."
<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 
                He'd been working through the night to finish what he was tinkering with, and now, walking down the corridor to his quarters, all Davil could really think about was a hot shower and a warm, comfortable bed. He'd cleared it with Dorrin and Cay that he wouldn't have to be in the engine room for departure, which pleased him-sleep was all he was interested in.
                His pace slowed, however, as he rounded the corner coming toward his quarters, brow furrowing as his sleep-deprived brain tried to process what he saw waiting for him. Allyson Drake was there, picking something out from beneath her nails, leaning against his door. Shaking his head and figuring she probably had the wrong room, he moved toward her. "Looking for Dorrin, Ally? He's the next corridor down."
                "Looking for you, actually. Cay and Mary said I'd probably find you here. Want to buy me dinner next time you come to port, sailor? I'd have asked you earlier, but everyone kept telling me about how damn busy you were. What do you do in that engine room all day?"
                Davil just stared at her for a long moment, then shook his head, hard. "Okay. You're a figment of my imagination. Sleep deprivation does weird things to me."
                Ally smirked, stepping clear of his door. "I'll remember that. Sweet dreams, Davil. I have to go say g'bye to my brother."
                Davil watched her go, momentarily fascinated-mesmerized-by the swaying of her hips. He shook himself as she rounded a corner, then swallowed hard.
                "I need a shower," he mumbled, and entered his quarters. By the time he collapsed into bed, he'd stopped caring about whether or not she'd been a dream or real. He'd figure it out later, one way or another.

~ Indy

'*T**his,'* thirteen year-old Cameron DeLong thought as he hung upside down from a tree,* 'was not one of my best ideas.'*

He didn't even bother trying to go for the rope attached to his right leg; the way this particular trap had caught him left the knot stuck right behind his ankle, where he really couldn't reach it. Admittedly, he could have used the Force to untie the knot and lower himself to ground... but he wanted to stay put and stew a bit longer.

Besides, his ring had fallen off. 

A bit inconvenient, that.

But what was worse was the snicker coming from the bushes behind him. Which led him to believe that the faint trail which he'd so* brilliantly* sniffed out and followed had been left with malicious aforethought.

Which meant that the person snickering, one Jaq Losoda, was even more of a sneaky bastard than he'd originally thought.

Far, *far* too much like his late namesake.

"Okay, Jaq," he called out as best able (dangling upside down does not do wonders for one's diction, especially when annoyed). "You win."

The other boy laughed out loud as he finally stepped around Cameron and into his field of vision. He greatly favored his mother, though with straight brown eyes rather than her heterochromia. At that very moment those same eyes seemed to twinkle with sort of mischievous glee.

The two of them would often head out from the civilized parts of Xenen and spend a week or so camping in the local forests. They would haul in a few supplies, and tents, but would survive mostly on what they would trap or hunt themselves. Since the forests was home to plenty of small game and quite a few streams, this wasn't much of a problem. In fact, in between shooting the bull, lightsaber training, and talking about girls (easily the single most important portion of their camping trips, as any thirteen year-old male can attest), they would often contest with each other to see which could set the best squirrel trap.

Not to mention the competition to see who come home with the best *large *game (only in season, of course).

Jaq had a tendency to win. Even, as just demonstrated, when the game involved was Cameron DeLong.

"Cam, Cam, Cam," Jaq said tsk-ingly. "Spending the day in E&E while hunting each other was your idea, remember?"

"Yes, and I dutifully regret having thought it up."

"Ah, you're just sore 'cause you lost. But hey, could you show me your trap later? I want to see what you did."

"Sure," Cameron said, entirely cognizant of the fact that he was still dangling upside down. "I'm surprised you haven't seen it yet. It's only a few meters that way."

He gestured in vague westerly direction.

"Well, see," Jaq said, somewhat abashed. "I haven't really moved from this spot..."

"What?"

"All I did was set this trap and spike the trail," he explained. "After that... well, if your prey is a predator..."

"...then he'll act like one. Cute. You've been paying too much attention to my uncle, I think."

"Actually that bit came from my mother. Who got it from the same place your uncle did, I believe."

"Wonderful. Could you cut me down now?"

"Uh, sure," Jaq said, drawing his lightsaber. "Sorry about that."

"You're not sorry. You're far to happy about having won by base treachery."

"Well," Jaq replied with a cheerful grin, as he cut the rope and watched Cameron fall to the ground, "it's like that other saying, the one your uncle keeps harping on..."

---

*'If you aren't cheating,'* Eric Corwin mused balefully, as he stared at his sabaac cards and woefully small pile of chips, *'then you're doing something wrong. So I guess I'm doing something wrong.'*

It wasn't that he was a bad cheater; in fact, he'd developed a rather devious streak, in the tactical and strategic sense. The problem was that there was always a better cheater. In this case, the better cheater, to judge by the chip piles, was Everett Kincaid.

And still the Old Sourpuss (as Eric thought of him) didn't crack a smile. Didn't react or say much at all, except the barest amount necessary. The closest he'd come to not looking dour and cross was the faint look of approval that crossed his face when Aral Contassia put on the canned bagpipes as background music.

Apparently the Little Rabbit (as Eric thought of her) was attempting to learn the 'pipes.

Bagpipes themselves weren't a native invention to Golgan III. Rather, one of their engineers had heard a demonstration of the... instrument... at an off-world convention, had strangely decided that their horrid caterwauling was the coolest thing he'd ever heard, and wound up bringing the 'pipes back to Golgan III with him. Long story short, the bloody things had caught on like a 70% efficiency increase in shield generators.

Everett Kincaid, Aral Contassia, and, horror of horrors, Tara d'Avignon (Eric's nickname for her will forever remain confidential), had each developed a bit of a taste for the strange instrument. Eric never did, and so far as he was concerned, never would. It sounded far too much like someone taking a cat and sticking in an ancient food processor, while simultaneously-

The muttered, but inventive, invective from Tara cut off his musings, and he forced himself not to grin in amusement, settling for tiny and well-hidden smile instead. He wasn't sure if she was irritated more by her current hand or by the apparent inapplicability of her cheat cards. He suspected a combination of both.

But such was the way of things at their weekly sabaac game, where the only rule was "don't get caught."

They considered good practice, given the General's "warfare is deception" philosophy. Not that he de-valued honesty, honor, fair-play, and chivalry; in fact, he expected all his officers to demonstrate those virtues in their dealings with their men, and in their own affairs. 

But as for combat... he wanted them to cheat. He expected them to dig up every single *effective* little dirty trick, advantage of terrain, advantage of numbers, distraction, and miss-direction possible. For, he would often say, a battle is won before it begins, by the commander who can harness the most strategic factors.

Hence the Q-ships, modified bulk freighters that carried turbolasers, ion cannons, and warhead tubes rather than cargo.

Hence the alliance with Carlotta and the Courtesan's Guild.

Hence the RKVs.

Hence a sabaac game where everyone cheats.

Eric shook his head and glanced at his cards again. He might in third place, after Everett and Tara, but at least he was doing better than poor Aral, whose chip pile was barely a quarter the size of his own. She was losing about as badly as the rest of them did whenever the General joined in on the game. Carlos DeLong was downright evil when it came to cheating at cards, or
any sort of game for that matter, and he would routinely clean them out- 

-about as badly as Aral proceeded to do over the next five hands. 

Eric stared at her in shock as gaily hummed along to the 'pipes and gathered up her chips. Everett looked at her, raised an eyebrow, and then a fleeting ghost of a smile crossed his lips.

Eric very nearly fell over at that, at it was one of maybe two times he'd seen Old Sourpuss smile, ever, but it such a fleeting thing that he wondered if he'd imagined it.

Tara, for her part, simply blurted out "How in the *hell *did you do that?"

"You know, just bided my time," Aral replied as she scooped up the last of the chips. "Then Eric made that bluff a few hands ago, and I saw the chance to spring my trap!"

"Just like frelling that, huh?"

"What is it that the CO says?" Everett rumbled, in only his third polysyllabic pronouncement of the night.
---

*'There's no art quite so exquisite,'* Carlos thought happily as he sipped his drink,* 'as a successful trap.'* 

He'd expected a bit more difficulty on his present mission, given who he was after. Money talks, and can purchase away even justice, something that he wouldn't put past this particular shipping magnate. He hadn't expected the local authorities to cooperate, at least not once said magnate got wind of it and started throwing around credits, so he'd made plans of his own even as he consulted with the local constabulary.

He needn't have bothered. The constable turned out to be a right honorable sort; even though he shared Carlos' good-natured aversion to fair play in all things tactical, he comported himself well and evenly in all his dealings, with ne'er a bribe crossing his hands. He was justifiably horrified by the information that Carlos brought him, and once he'd moved past the initial disbelief, he announced it no uncertain terms that it was time "to *deleted* nail that *expurgated* bastard."

Seeing the name of a local businessman mentioned in the ledger of a confirmed slaver, along side the words "quantity purchased" and "catamite", will tend to provoke that reaction in a man. A* decent* one, at least.

And so Carlos found himself in a fancy restaurant, eating fancy food and drinking fancy local-equivalent-to-lemonade, and watching as an undercover cop moved up to the shipping magnate.

Watched as the cop engaged the magnate in conversation. 

Watched as the conversation turned to personnel costs for galaxy-wide shipping lines.

Watched as the shipping magnate explained, in hushed tones and innuendo, his "cost-cutting measures", and some of the side-benefits thereof, wink wink, nudge nudge. 

Watched as the undercover cop stood up, flashed his badge, read the magnate his rights and charges (very loudly, in fact), and then hauled the critter out of the restaurant.

A trap well laid.

"Here's to you, Uncle Jaq," Carlos whispered, raising his glass high as the babble of background conversation started up again. "You trained us well."

GEN Carlos DeLong
GDFCO

When Chief of State Ponc Gavrisom signed the peace treaty with the Imperial Remnant, we all believed that the spectre of galaxy-spanning war was forever dead and gone. If the New Republic, and the Empire, could make peace after
more than a decade of bitter, all-or-nothing-to-the-death combat, we believed, then how could any other war ever hope to engulf the galaxy?

Yet we prepared for it. We were a small, independent system surrounded by territory of the third-largest government the galaxy had ever known, and the General believed in being prepared. He would often say that "someone is always trying to start something, and you never really known who that someone is until the shooting starts." Even the treaty between the Republic and Empire could be broken, be it by a warmongering faction in the Senate (the sort of politicians that he would describe as "raised on bad holovids and never had to write a letter to someone else's sweetheart"), the Empire itself, or some malingering third party.

When asked how such a war could involve us, he would simply look the person in the eye and ask if the Golgan system was still gravitically anchored to the rest of the galaxy. When the person (assuming they understood the question) answered in the affirmative, he would just no and say "that's why it would involve us."

He always, I think, had an inkling that something was going to happen. Even as we honed ourselves in operations against pirates, slavers, and the occasional Imperial who didn't want to get in line with Pellaeon, he made his own plans, acting on a hunch and a drive that he could neither account for nor ignore. But even as he readied the Reserve Fleet, and even as he made sure our connection with the Aurora Force and the Kartuiin Sector government was secure, I don't think that even General DeLong really believed that a galaxy-wide war was coming.

We all believed that we would never see such a horror again.

Then the Vong came, and all that we believed turned to shadows and dust.

The General foresaw something; even without his ring the Force seemed to act on him, touching him and guiding him even if he could not touch it back. Yet, even now, looking back, I don't believe that even he saw what was coming.

No, I know he didn't see the whole of what the Vong invasion would bring; if he had, then there are so many things that he would have done differently, so many deaths and changes of fortune that he would have sold his very soul to prevent. Some say, in the ways he chose to fight, that he did sell his soul. I don't know about that.

**

I do know that his preparations let us pull off our own little miracle.
---

What else can I say about the Vong war? They came on us like a storm, a great shadow born upon beasts out of nightmares. They came in upon their vector prime, an onslaught that nearly brought us to ruin. For a time we fought over whether or not we should fight (as if the Vong left us any choice), and when we weren't doing that, we were throwing them the Jedi as an appeasement, hoping that Sguaru and Tu-scart would eat us last.

For the Vong would eat us all in the end. No matter what Tsavong Lah said at Duro, we all knew that the death or enslavement of all the native races of the galaxy was their strategy of conquest. We sat upon the worlds that they wanted, that their gods had given to them, and as such we had to go.

**

And meanwhile, as the galaxy argued over whether or not to fight, who should fight, who should lead the fight, whose fault it was that we were fighting in the first place, and which sector would get the lucrative defense contracts, the Vong cut a path of destruction from Belkadan to Coruscant and beyond.

But the day came when the new Alliance re-took Coruscant, and we finally awoke from the nightmare. Shimrra was dead. The Vong were defeated and broken. And as the battered remnants of our fleet left Coruscant behind and returned home, we realized something.

That beyond hope, beyond the fire and the flame, by strength of arms, by acquiescence, by chance, by providence, by the Force, by luck, by will, by helplessness, by courage, by cowardice, by mercy, by cruelty, by some special miracle, we had done it.

We had won again our right to live.

**

But what a price we paid.*

-from the memoirs of Aral Contassia.

GEN Carlos DeLong
GDFCO

“I still don’t see why you’ve got to be taking off so quick-like,” Trevvik complained to his brother as he drove him through the streets of Quis.

“There’s a lot of things I need to get back to back at Arradan.”

“You could let those blue alien guys take care of that. That’s what Jane says takes care of stuff when you guys aren’t around.”

Mark looked for a street sign as they went through an intersection, wondering where Trevvik was taking him, and questioning the wisdom of accepting his invitation for a brother’s night on the town, especially when Trevvik was in charge of their destination.

“When I leave a project half finished, it eats at me,” he replied, still staring out the window. “You know that.”

“The Stormcrow could fit that description. How about you and me….”

Mark shook his head at that prospect. “That ship is ever in need of some kind of repair,” he retorted.

Trevvik shut his mouth and sighed. Then he tried, “I wish I could have….”

“Don’t,” Mark said, cutting him off. “Don’t even go there.”

“But I – ”

“Forget it.”

For several blocks neither of them said anything. Mark began to feel bad; this excursion was intended to be his birthday gift, a little time spent between brothers before going their separate ways, for who knew how long – it could be years. His kind gesture shouldn’t be overshadowed by the bad blood that lay between them. As he considered again Trevvik’s offer to help with the Stormcrow, it somehow brought to mind a memory he hadn’t thought about in a long time.

“Hey,” he said, a smile slipping into his voice. “You remember that time you decided to renovate your room?”

“Sithspit.” A boyish grin spread across Trevvik’s face. “The loft.”

“You took dad’s saw and cut out that big square in the attic above your room and started jumping up and down on it to get it to fall through.” He chuckled.

“And you were standing there saying, ‘I don’t think that’s a very good idea, Trevvik.’” He laughed aloud. 

“‘Shut up, I know what I’m doing,’” he quoted.

“Then, crash!”

“Your legs – ” He laughed so hard he could hardly finish. “They were kicking - like this.” He held up two fingers and wiggled them to illustrate him hanging from the rafters where they’d caught him by the armpits, preventing his fall. “Help! Help!”

“Dad was so mad!” Trevvik cocked his head back and roared with laughter. “Oh, man,” he said, wiping a tear from his eye. “Good times.”

“You could have been killed!”

“Who, me?” He gave Mark a piratey glare and growled, “Never!”

“Say,” Mark said, pointing out the window. “Haven’t we been down this street before?”

“Oh. I don’t know; I’m just driving around.”

“Where are we going?”

Trevvik shrugged. “Where do you want to eat?”

“I thought you were picking.” He shuddered to think what kind of place they might end up, with Trevvik at the controls.

“In that case…how ‘bout this!” He swerved sharply, crossed two lanes of traffic, pulled in to a lot, and parked.

After his heart settled down, Mark was surprised to find they had arrived at the restaurant he had brought Janet on the night he proposed to her, over fifteen years ago. He looked over at his brother, who was wearing a big grin, rather pleased with himself.

“I didn’t think this quite fit your style,” Mark said.

“You sayin’ I ain’t got class?”

“No…I just…what I meant was….”

Trevvik chuckled as they climbed out of the speeder. “Okay, I confess; Jane clued me in. And, after all, this is for you, oldster. Black bones, bro,” he exclaimed. “Sixty!”

“Don’t remind me.”

“Man, that is OLD!”

“Please.”

A live band playing a jazz tune, or where they had taken off from one, greeted them inside, as well as a headwaiter that walked up to meet them.

“Good evening, gentlemen.”

“Yeah. Are you the head guy here?” said Trevvik as he towered over the little man. “Looking for a table for the Brothers Wyler.”

The headwaiter looked from Trevvik to Mark and back again, as though questioning: blood, or adoption? “Right this way, sir,” he said. Then, giving them a nice little bow, he turned on his heel and led them through the restaurant, weaving around tables, arriving at last at a private room. A small sign was affixed to the door that read: Reserved - Wyler.

“My goodness,” Mark said with surprise. “You thought well ahead!”

As the headwaiter opened the door for them, Trevvik gave Mark a lopsided grin and said, “You have no idea.”

They had walked in on a gathering. At first Mark was afraid their guide had made a mistake, but then he realized that the assembly consisted of family and friends, all looking his way with conspiratorial grins on their faces. Suddenly it dawned on him – he’d been had. Amid the cheers and cries of ‘Happy Birthday’ that went up with the lifting of glasses in his honor, Mark's face turned as red as the punch; but his eyes twinkled as he looked at his brother, beaming proudly at accomplishing his mission without spilling the surprise.

“You’re a scoundrel.”

“Don’t I know it.”

--Skyy

Sir?" Captain Aral Contassia asked as she stuck her head through Carlos' office door. "A moment, please?"

"C'mon in, Aral," Carlos answered. "Whatever you've got for me, I'm sure it'll beat this paperwork."

He gestured at the stack of datapads on his desk.

"They still haven't fixed your computer?"

"Not yet," he sighed. "A world full of engineers, and I can't get a computer fixed. But so long as they're busy correcting that little glitch in* Red Thunder*'s fire control system, I'll live with it. So what do you have?"

"Message from your brother, sir," she said, passing him a datapad. He took and read it.

"Ah, good. He remembered to bring the card with him."

"Card, sir?"

"An old friend's birthday, Aral," he answered. "Word got to me about Trevvik Wyler's little 'ambush' on his brother while I was on Xenen, and since I couldn't be there today, I left a card for Robert to bring. Give that Mark Wyler and the Raven saved my butt at least once," he continued with a grin, "I figured it was only polite."

"Of course," Aral replied dryly.

"Anything else come down the pipe?" he asked, with a strangely hopeful tone in his voice.

"Nothing besides that, sir," she replied. "Anything in particular you were looking for?"

"Well... no. Nothing, really," he said, his tone suddenly neutral again. "Just... just looking for more distractions from the paperwork, that's all."

She cocked her head and stared at him for a long moment. Carlos started to fidget.

"Sir, permission to speak frankly?"

"Go ahead..." he affirmed warily.

"Spit it out, sir."

"I beg your pardon, Captain?"

"Sir," she continued doggedly, now standing at parade rest and staring at a point five centimeters above his head, "you were hoping for a letter from your sister."

He sighed, sat back in his chair, and rubbed his forehead.

"I don't remember you being this pointed, Aral."

"I have my moments," she replied. "That is what you were looking for, isn't it?"

"Yeah," he answered quietly, and turned to look out the window at the green and blue planet beneath. His office was one of the more scenic quarters on the Illuminator, by request. "Yes, it was."

"How long has it been?" she asked quietly.

"Two years, Aral," he replied with another sigh. "I don't ever remember what we argued about."

He shook his head and turned back to her.

"But until she writes back, I can't really do much about it," he continued, signaling the subject as closed, "except keep on writing to her like the stubborn idiot I am. Even if she tells me to shut up and leave her alone, that'll beat the empty silence."
----

'*Not a bad ambush,'* Robert thought cheerfully as he sipped his drink and watched the crowd. He wasn't much of a socializer; in fact, he was still a bit of a wallflower, even now. So he sat back, laughed and interjected as needed, and let his wife and kids (fortunately, all three of them took after Talia in the "social graces" department) do most of the talking. As far as he was concerned, it was shaping up to be a pretty good party. 

He'd even remembered the card from Carlos... and the one from Rachel. He'd mentioned the party in his last letter to her, and she'd taken it upon her self to send a Happy Birthday Card by way of Robert DeLong, who often wondered what his siblings would have done if one of them hadn't stayed on Xenen.

Now if only he could get them talking again.

He shook his head. An introvert having to play family peacemaker, or at least go-between.

What was the galaxy coming to?
----

And light years away, on a world called Belkadan, an infiltrator locked his sensor dish on Sector L30, and waited. 

He would not wait for long.

GEN Carlos DeLong
GDFCO

1 month ago...

   "So, what you're telling me is that you're bringing Commander Ginofev up on charges just because he wouldn't do your paperwork?"
   Col. Grag Raynor frowned. "No, sir. I'm bringing him up on charges for insubordination. If you will look at my report, you will see why I--"
   Kirghy held up a hand to stop the confused-looking CO of Corsair on the other side of his desk. *If I had known this kind of nonsense was going to happen, I may have retired.* As the new AF XO he had been given this case while Indy finished up the summit between the sector governors. The absurdity of the accusations almost made him sick. "Mr. Raynor, I have looked at the report multiple times. I have also looked at the reports submitted by Mr. Ginofev and other witnesses." He looked over at the third
man in the room. "Mr. Ginofev, how do you respond to these allegations?"
   Nicolai almost looked like he was going to smile. "I did talk to Col. Raynor with the language that has been ascribed to me. However, there was a point that the colonel missed. Instead of using his XO for menial tasks, he should try to utilize that person's talents, sir."
   "How very true, Mr. Ginofev. How true indeed. However, as bad as I hate to say this, that does not give you the authority to dress down a superior officer. On the other hand Mr. Raynor, you have to learn how to effectively utilize your resources. With that said, this is my decision on the matter."
   "Commander Nicolai Ginofev, you are to maintain your responsibilities as the Corsair XO. I will have to put a reprimand on your record, but I don't see any adverse effects of that."
   "Colonel Grag Raynor, you will lead your unit in an efficient manner. You will treat your subordinates with the respect they are due. In particular, you will make proper use of your XO in proper execution of your duties. From what I see, you and Mr. Ginofev have work to do improving Corsair's Combat Efficiency Rating. You're dead last in the fleet, and that is unacceptable."
   Raynor's scowl and Ginifev's smile signified that this would definitely be an interesting situation. One Kirghy should keep a close eye on...
   "Dismissed."
====================================================================
Present

   A month later, the same three people in the same office gathered, this time, for a different purpose.
   Lommax smiled at the two men as he spoke. "Congratulations, you two. Corsair's efficiency is up 20%. That's a really big jump in a month. How did you do it?"
   Raynor spoke first. "Well, sir, once I utilized my resources, I found that they had a lot to offer. Still don't like this one resource that much, but what can I do? We are on the same team." Much of the animosity was gone from Raynor's voice as he spoke, indicating at least a little respect for his XO.
   Nicolai replied. "Don't worry, sir. That one resource still doesn't like you much either, but it can live with you. As for how we did it, sir, I just have one word: Teamwork. We finally started working together and made something happen."
   "Excellent! I'll make special mention of this in my report to the admiral. Dismissed, and good job."
   As the two men saluted and left, Kirghy couldn't help but think that he was glad he hadn't retired. 
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            Alek Cannele, Chief of New Republic Intelligence operations for Sector 27, was feeling something he was fairly certain was dangerous in his line of work.
            He was confused.
            Brow furrowed, he continued to stare at his list of assets on Xenen and in the Xenea system. Half a dozen had yet to check in.
            But why?
            "Colonel?"
            He half turned, glancing toward the aide that had stepped into the doorway of the study. Tegan had probably sent him. I'm probably late for something that I completely forgot about. Alek sighed. "What is it?"
            "The governor said to let you know that she's running a little late, sir. Comm to Xenen with her intelligence advisor is taking longer than she thought it would. She'll meet you for dinner in about an hour?"
            "Oh." Alek found himself nodding. "All right. Thank you, Billy. Tell her I'll pick her up. We'll go out." 
            "Yes, sir." As the aide left as quietly as he'd come, Alek turned back to the computer screen.
            Six people. I'm short six people. On Xenen, and Wayfarer. It's not wartime. Why am I missing assets? He frowned again. I'll give it until after dinner, then I'll scramble a few to go looking. Hopefully it's nothing.
            But it was never just nothing.
<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 
            Indy had arrived a bit late to Mark's party, just in time to get a drink before the guest of honor arrived. She was now nursing her second cocktail-hard drinking was something she'd eschewed lately, not that her taste for Corellian whiskey had faded much at all-and weaving her way through the milling crowds in an attempt to momentarily corner Janet.
            She smiled as she caught the other woman's attention and gave her a quick hug before drawing her off to the side. "I won't take you away from everything else for very long. I just wanted to give you the heads-up. Les somehow hooked up with my apprentice and his sister."
            Janet's brow raised. "That's a problem?"
            "Ordinarily, no. But this is Trystan and Arin's son we're talking about, so it could be. Whether or not it will be remains to be
seen. But I wanted to give you a heads-up. You know my family. 'Wild child' is par for the course."
            Janet laughed. "Right, right. Enjoying yourself?"
            "Of course," Indy smiled. "Good company tonight. How could I not?"

~ Indy

Every time Asya began drifting off to sleep, her body rebelled and jerked itself awake. Finally she sat on the edge of the bed and looked at the red numbers of her chrono displaying the wee hours of the morning. 

“Blast,” she muttered to herself. Sleep, it seemed, would be elusive on this night.

Good.

With no sleep, there would be no dreams.

Not that she could remember the one from the night before that had brought with awakening a dark sense of foreboding. She was immensely interested in dreams, a portal into the mysterious inner workings of the mind, and an arena for impossible adventures. But this one eluded her. It seems that it ought to be one she should remember, that it held some importance outside of the normal collage of visions and sensations of the night, but all she could recall was that it had been vivid, seemed real, and had been very frightening. The details remained outside of her grasp, as though something had come to stand in the way of her remembrance, shielding her from something dreadful.

Les.

But what for? She could take it – bring it on! It was just a dream; what was she, a baby?

She was wasting her time just sitting there. Up she got, tied a robe over her pajamas, and left her room to explore the sleeping house.

A faint light thrown across the hall told her that someone had left a lamp on in the living room. When she got there, she found her father sitting up, eyes fixed on the model Les had built. It rested upon the table in front of where Mark sat, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees, reading glasses propped on his nose as he scrutinized every minute detail. The way the light fell on it made it look convincingly real…just too incredibly small to be so. Enveloped in some memory, he reached out to run his fingers lovingly along the dorsal arm. 

Not wanting to interrupt his reverie, she began a slow retreat, but it was too late. Raising his eyes to the movement across the room, he smiled upon espying her.

“Good morning, young lady. What gets you up at this early hour?” 

“Can’t sleep, is all.”

Withdrawing his hand, he removed his glasses and put them on the table next to the ship. Flopping back in the chair, he patted his knee. Accepting the invitation, she crossed the room and snuggled into his lap, laying her head on his shoulder like she always had since she was a small child.

“I’m about too big to be doing this.”

“Ohh, never,” he said, hugging her tight.

They sat for a while in the silence, broken only by an old-fashioned chrono as it ticked away the seconds. Beside the Raven in miniature sat a stack of birthday cards and a scattering of gifts, reminders of the past evening’s festivities. 

“Did you have fun last night?” she asked.

“Sure did.”

“Were you surprised?” she asked, not for the first time.

“About jumped out of my socks,” he replied, making her giggle. “I had no idea at all. You people are sneaky.”

“What are you doing up?” she asked, followed by, “Is Les still out?”

He pursed his lips, but said nothing, which was enough of a hint that she figured it out. She burned with envy.

“He isn’t back yet, is he?”

Mark hemmed and hawed, then bit his tongue.

“Why can’t I be out all night with my friends?”

“Well, sis, he practically grew up here, and who knows when we might be back?” 

“He’s a guy and he’s older and he gets to carry a lightsaber,” she complained, filling in the blanks with the answers as she saw them. “If he gets a lightsaber, why can’t I carry around a blaster or something?”

He kept his laughter low to avoid waking Janet in the other room. “What do you need to be carrying around a firearm for?”

She shrugged. “Well, you never know.”

He chuckled and kissed her forehead. Snuggling against him, she took comfort in the rise and fall of his chest. Her gaze joined his at the Raven, sitting ready for command to take flight. 

At its unveiling, Mark had wept like a child. Janet gasped at the sight of it and covered her mouth with her hand. She had to excuse herself for a few minutes before she could come back and bring herself to look at it. Grabbing his son, Mark held him and they both cried together. It was the first time Asya had seen Les cry. She just stood aside and watched, feeling nothing, with no memories of her own to associate with the ship from which the replica was fashioned.

Just visible where it sat at the controls in the cockpit, was the small likeness of her father. Squinting at it, she tried in vain to imagine the quiet, gentle man, on whose lap she sat, piloting his craft through a harrowing dogfight, shooting down enemy fighters, carrying out dangerous missions with daring commandos. Did he grind his teeth and get a wild look in his eye, like the fighter pilots in the holovid ‘Death or Glory Awaits’? She turned her head to gaze up at his profile. She narrowed her eyes. It didn’t help any.

“What?” he asked, meeting her eyes.

“What was it like, back then?” she asked.

Looking back at the ship he said, “The Raven was special. She was very special - like an old friend. A best friend.”

“I’ve heard Mom used to call her ‘the other woman.’”

His chest quaked with quiet laughter.

“Where is she?”

“In bed, asleep.”

“No – I mean…,” she said, nodding toward the model.

“Oh – here.” He held his hand out to her and revealed the figure in question, lying in his palm. Asya positioned it so she stood upright.

“Les tells me you did the painting,” he said, though it was Asya who had proudly told him this, several times. “Very nice job.”

“Thanks.”

She picked it off his hand and examined her handiwork again. It was well done, if she did say so herself.

“What I meant was,” she clarified, “what was it like, chasing the Remnant out of the galaxy?”

“Oh…well, it was scary at times, especially when it was unclear how things were going to turn out. But in a way it’s not much different than now; live life the best you can, do what needs done, and hope for the best. Easier done though, when people aren’t trying to oppress or kill you.”

“Were you at Endor?”

“No.”

“Are you glad the war’s over?” she asked after a pause.

“I most certainly am.” 

“Mom says that war is good, if it’s good people standing up against evil.”

“Sometimes it’s necessary; but be glad for peace. War’s not fun, no matter what the holovids say.”

She set the figure on the arm of the chair and looked at it. “Les says we have people like you and Mom to thank for bringing peace to the galaxy.”

Mark didn’t say anything. They both settled into the silence that followed.

Though she wasn’t about to say it, her inclination was more toward ‘blame’ than ‘thank.’ What chance had she now of having adventures like they had, back when fleets engaged in battle, X-Wings tangled with TIE fighters, and commandos snuck about to infiltrate and destroy? All she had to look forward to was a docile life on a peaceful planet far and away removed from everything, where nothing was happening anyway. A hush had settled over the galaxy, and she was stuck smack at the very beginning of it. Who knew for how long it would hang in there? Maybe forever.

Mark had closed his eyes. Asya thought he’d gone to sleep, but he suddenly spoke up and told her, “I know you might expect more out of life than what it seems to be now; but war and conflict aren’t the only wings to adventure. You’ve got your whole life ahead of you, you know. Life will bring things your way – dump ‘em right on you. So don’t you worry,” he said with a yawn. “You’ll have things to look back on and say, ‘wow, that was sure exciting.’”

“You really think so?”

“Mm-hm,” he hummed drowsily, with head leaned back against the chair, eyes closed. 

Settling her head against his shoulder, she closed her eyes, with a wish that someday she would get her chance, and that her father’s prediction would come true.

--Skyy

            I wasn’t even forty when the war began. The second for my lifetime. Who would have thought that would ever happen?
            I probably should have been long out of the game—a lot of the people I worked with during the war, and then while we were dealing with the Remnant, had gotten out after the peace was signed. It was a young man’s game, now, not that we seemed to need it. The only shadow wars anyone was fighting anymore were political, shell games pitting one interest against another. As far away from the center of power as I was, I found myself insulated from that. But I wasn’t out of the game. It’s probably good I wasn’t.
            The war itself came out of nowhere, slamming us like some smashball player tackling you from your blind spot. We should have seen it coming, though. By the Force, we should have seen it coming. After all, the dreams told us a lot. We just didn’t put the pieces together. Couldn’t put the pieces together.
            Maybe Alexander Kerensky’s behavior should have sent off a warning signal. Then again, by the same token, the visions my cousin had been having for nearly twenty years should have given us some clue.
            We’d thought we were done with war.
            We weren’t.
            I suppose that Carlos must have known, or at least suspected. They were prepared—or at least more prepared—at Golgan III than we ever were at Xenen. At least, that’s what I was led to believe.
            Shameful, all that I didn’t know. Then again, I always had a blind spot when it came to my little sister.
            The Silent Prayer and the operation aboard her likely saved us all. It had been going on for twenty years and I’d never really suspected how much it would help us. Then again, even if I had been fully briefed on it, I doubt I would have believed much of it, Sony’s helming the project notwithstanding. The fact that nothing they didn’t want out leaked out of there is credit to exactly how well I’d trained him.
            I never really had protégés, or chosen successors. Not the way that Tag did. If I’d had any, they were likely Sony and Davil.
            Some mentor I turned out to be.
            The war hit like a bolt from the blue, but at the same time it began, it wrung a sigh of relief out of us—at least now we knew where that dreadful feeling came from.
            Of course, nothing could prepare us for the horror the Vong would soon unleash upon us all.

Excerpt from Silent Eyes: Memoirs of an NRI Senior Agent by Nylan Mikhail Bridger

~ Indy

The desk sergeant of Vendra's military stockade blanched when the door opened unexpectedly. The last time someone with that many stars on his shoulder had walked through the door, it had taken three days to finish all the paperwork.

To his credit, General Derik Bel Iblis just smiled to the man and showed him his credentials. "Good evening, sergeant. I understand you're holding a prisoner here for pickup. I want him."

The sergeant took a breath. "I'm sorry sir, but I'm under strict orders to hold his prisoner until Colonel Bridger arrives to pick him up."

Derik forced himself to smile again, while the little voice in his head that refused to go away mocked him. It always mucks things up when one of THEM gets directly involved. How badly do you want to be exposed?

Shut up, Dracosian. We've done this dance before, and he still doesn't know, does he? Neither of them do. All of this was internal, of course. He'd long since learned how to argue with himself without letting on that it was happening. What he actually said was, "Sergeant, and I use that term loosely for the moment. Are you telling me that you're refusing to turn your prisoner over to a GENERAL because COLONEL Bridger told you so?"
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

An hour later, on a small, private shuttle, Derik looked over at the young man sitting in the seat beside him. He was barely twenty, and should have had his entire life in front of him. As it was, the kid didn't have much of a life left.

"I still don't understand why I'm here, sir. Or why you're personally escorting me."

"Is that the way they taught you to address a general at the academy, sergeant?"

"No sir, but with all due respect, I figure I'm already in it pretty deep. Insubordination charges aren't really going to make things THAT much worse."

Derik smiled. "You are here, Sergeant Daniels Bartholomew Hendricks, because the night you got your stripes, you chose to drink three bottles of cheap Sullustan liquor and get behind the wheel of your speeder. You lost control, you crossed the median AND the oncoming lane, and then you struck and killed your commanding officer, Lieutenant Baker. Does any of this sound familiar? It should, I have a signed confession in my pocket that you freely gave.

Hendricks hung his head. "Yes sir, it does. And I know nothing I do can undo that, but..."

Derik cut him off. "Have you heard of The Hole, sergeant?" An audible gasp was all the response he was looking for. "That's right, you've already been sentenced to The Hole."

The Hole was more infamous legend than known fact. The worst of the prisons in the entire Kartuiin Sector and surrounding territories, and it was for military personnel only. Once you got sent to The Hole, it was like you never existed. Oh sure, the prisoners there were still able to write home to the families they left behind, but there were no visitations, no paroles, and no pardons. It was even rumored that the guards and warden were all former prisoners. No one even knew where the prison itself was. No one wanted to know. The saying went 'Once you get dropped in The Hole, you never climb back out." Never. 

"Sir, I..."

"And now I'm going to tell you the truth of the matter, sergeant, because at this point, there's nothing you can do about it. There is no prison named The Hole."

"Sir, I....what?"

"By all accounts, Hendricks, before your accident, you were a good kid, and you had alot of potential in the military. Potential we don't want to see wasted by letting you rot in a prison cell for the next ten years. Prisoners that are sentenced to a term at The Hole are actually assigned to a secret, clandestine branch of the Aurora Force Fleet Command known only as the Fourth Fleet."

"Sir, I've seen the Order of Battle. The AFFC doesn't -have- a Fourth Fleet. Battlegroups skip right from three to five."

Derik smiled. "You're right. The Fourth Fleet does not exist. The Fourth Fleet does not have a flagship named the Black Vise. You are not going to be assigned as a computer systems engineer on the Black Vise. You will not spend the duration of your ten-year sentence serving in that position, repaying the debt you owe for your crimes."

It was just about then that the small shuttle dropped out of hyperspace, and the young sergeant had to shield his eyes. They'd come out very close to the primary star of a system, so close that it filled the entire forward viewport. "And if I don't agree to work for some black ops group I've never heard of?"

Derik smiled again and punched in a code on the control panel. They appeared to be moving -closer- to the star. "Officially, and in all your records, you've been assigned to a maximum-security prison where no direct contact with the outside world is allowed. If I shove you out of this airlock now, the primary of Grassus will pull you in, and it'll be ten years before anyone even wonders what happened to you."

Hendricks just sat there for a moment, his mouth opening and closing wordlessly. That had to be the single coldest, most ruthless thing he'd ever heard.

"Relax, Hendricks. All appearances to the contrary, we ARE the good guys, and we perform a vital role for the citizens of this sector, whether they know we do it or not. Give it a chance, I was serious about not wasting your talents on prison."

Just about then, a black spot appeared in the star's corona ahead of them, and gradually grew bigger, until it blotted out the entire star behind it. It was an Imperial-Class Star Destroyer, painted entirely jet black.

Derik hit a few more buttons on the console, and waited. An answering beep from the console, and he began to guide the small shuttle into the hangar bay of the ship. "All automated identification and traffic control procedure. No open voice communications that can be intercepted, but a series of nonsense beeps and whistles in case anyone is listening in. Believe me, it's all SOP."

As the shuttle landed and the two men got up to disembark, Hendricks finally got his nerve back. "Forgive me for saying so, sir, but you seem to know alot about this secret military operation."

Derik just grinned at him as the ramp descended. Someone out in the hangar bay shouted "CO on deck!" and everyone snapped to attention.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Derik returned a quick salute as he came down the ramp, and gestured for two guards to escort Hendricks away as he turned his attention to the young woman at the bottom of the ramp. The trim, 30-something brunette was dressed in the same uniform as everyone else on the ship, a plain, unadorned black duty uniform with her rank cylinders in shining silver.

"Commander Martin, I don't feel us moving back into the star yet. Please tell me some bantha-brain turned the inertial compensators up too high again, and that's why I can't feel us following SOP and recloaking ourselves in the star's corona."

"Sorry sir, I'm afraid I can't. We picked up an extra pickup on this run, and there will be a three minute delay while Commando Team 3 docks with the ship."

Derik nodded, heading for the elevator to the bridge as she walked beside him. "Colonel Rafferty approved this, I assume?"

"Yes sir. He's waiting for you on the bridge."

As they passed a side corridor, Derik smiled. He could see the soldiers of Commando Team 3 unsuiting and changing into their black shock troop uniforms - soldiers that all had the same face. The commander came out into the hallway and snapped off a quick salute, falling into step on Derik's other side.

"You're back early, Climber."

The clone trooper nodded. "Local Golgan law enforcement moved in to arrest our target before he could be eliminated. Per standing order 131, if local law enforcement can legitimately arrest the target, allow them to do so."

Derik nodded. "So Carlos finally got the evidence he needed against that bastard. Good. You and your men did well, Climber. Give your team the next 48 hours downtime, then report to the training center. Your next mission briefing will be waiting."

Climber nodded and snapped off another quick salute. "Aye sir!"

By now, Derik could feel the subtle vibration in the ship's deck plating that told him the special shielding of the Black VCise had been activated. The Black Vise generated a repulsor field around itself that nullified gravitational effects on the ship. Gravitational effects like the gravity wells of an Interdictor cruiser, which had been the death of her sister ship, the Iron Whip. The anti-gravity field drew quite a bit of power, though, so it had been decided to install ablative energy plating along most of the ship's hull, plating that could absorb the solar energy of the Grassus system's primary and convert it into useable energy. The result of the two systems working together was a ship that could easily hide INSIDE a main-type star and use almost none of its own energy reserves doing so. And a ship that was virtually undetectable to outside forces searching for it. 

The perfect metaphor for the flagship of a fleet that was less than even a rumor in the Kartuiin Sector. A fleet equally skilled at accomplishing the dirty little jobs that the rest of the sector would rather not know about.

- GEN Derik Bel Iblis, the Wyvern
    Fourth Fleet Commander Retired

Nicolai had not felt more like a fool in a while that he felt like now. After the little scene he had made, he was now quite worried about his marriage. Truth be told, he still loved Katrina as much as he did when he first met her. He knew that she was willing to accommodate some of him, but he was certain now he crossed the line.

As he walked up to the door, he felt tears welling in his eyes. He felt like a fool for having taken it out Katrina. She was only trying to help him, and he shunted her away. Taking a deep breath and wiping his eyes, he opened the door to the house and stepped inside. All of the lights were off, which meant everyone was asleep at this point. He closed the door and walked down the hall to the master bedroom and stepped inside carefully.

The curtains were open, and the pale moonlight seemed to give his sleeping wife an ethereal glow. Nicolai smiled a little, and approached the bed, and sat down.

"Nico?" She asked quietly, rolling over and looking at him.

"Yeah. I'm here, hon." Nicolai replied, smiling at her, although his eyes betrayed it all, "I'm so sorry. I was a fool. You were right."

"Nico, you don’t need to say that. You're not a fool. We're all entitled to our imperfections." Katrina replied.

"I shouldn’t have taken it out on you, though." Nicolai replied, sighing. 

Katrina sat up, and the two embraced.

"I love you, and that's what's important." Katrina said.

"And I love you." Nicolai replied. Katrina let go and laid back down.

"But you know what, why don't we get some sleep, take tomorrow off, and take up the whole day to ourselves. No work, no kids." Katrina suggested. Nicolai smiled.

"Alrighty. I think I have something in mind...Blue Onion?" Nicolai suggested.

"I don't see why not. But, why don’t we get some sleep first, dear?" Katrina asked.

"Yeah. I'll be there in a sec." Nicolai replied, standing up and walking to the bathroom. He shut the door before turning the light on and stared at his reflection.

"It's time now they remember who I am." Nicolai said, "Time to remember why they didn’t like me."

He smiled, and then finished getting ready to go to bed, and then climbed into bed with his wife, and drifted off right away.

-Lt. Cmdr. Ginovef

The morning after Mark Wyler's surprise birthday party, Cameron DeLong went looking for his friend. Jaq had bowed out of the party a little early, and had looked a little green around the gills as he did so.

He found him sitting in the shade of at tree, lost in thought.

"You skipped out just a bit early, man," Cam said lightly as he walked up and plopped down next to him. "The part was just getting good."

"How can it be a good party if we can't drink the champagne?" Jaq grumped in reply.

"My Dad's had champagne; he says it's overrated. Seriously, Jaq. What's wrong?"

Jaq remained silent for a long time; then he sighed and looked towards his friend.

"I had another flash, Cam," he said quietly.

"That's the third one this month! What happened this time?"

"It...," he broke off for a second. "Ah, if I can't tell you... It was a party, like Mr. Wyler's. 'Cept we weren't here on Xenen, we were... I can't tell you what planet it was. But it was just Mom and me... and a bunch of Imperial bigwigs. We... we were there to convince the planet to join the Rebellion. We'd already set the groundwork for a popular uprising, and had convinced the garrison commander to assist in the coup; wasn't all that hard, really, as the Imperial Governor and the Ubiqtorate Station Chief were real pieces of work. The sort of Imperials that gave all other Imperials a bad name.

"We'd already made the arrangements at the garrison. T- Mom was at the party, covering my back and distracting anyone from watching me as I watched the table where the Governor and Station Chief were. The two components of the binary poison we'd chosen were harmless by themselves, and we'd spiked all the food with the first half. I was watching for a chance to  slip the second half into their drinks. Then the Governor sent their personal waiter off for more drink, and I saw the chance and..."

He shrugged.

"And then I was back at Mr. Wyler's party."

He shrugged again, at bit desperately this time.

"What's wrong with me, Cam?"

~Cameron DeLong and Jaq Losoda

            Tick tick tick tick tick.
            She lay on her back, listening to the ticking of the clock.
            Tick tick tick tick.
            Dalsuna lay next to her, on his side, arms wrapped around her waist. It was a comfortable, familiar position-one she'd found grew more and more familiar, more settling, as the years had passed.
            It was early-they'd only gotten back from Mark Wyler's party a few hours before. They'd gone to bed, cuddling together and quietly smiling, remembering good times long past, and then they'd both fallen asleep. She hadn't stayed that way.
            Tick tick tick.
            She groaned quietly, throwing her arm across her eyes. The nightmares had returned, for the first time in a long time...for the first time since Jaq had been born, they'd come back.
            Tick tick.
            She got up, rubbing her eyes and pacing toward the window, staring unseeing out at the darkness. Dalsuna stirred.
            "Tag?"
            Something was coming. She could feel it. It ate at the core of her-something was coming, and it could not be stopped.
            "Tag? What's wrong?"
            "Nothing's wrong, Dal," she whispered, "Go back to sleep."
            "Come back to bed, sweetheart."
            The former intelligence officer sighed, nodding and turning back toward their bed, mustering up a smile for him. "Okay." Something's coming and I have no way of stopping it. What is it?
            Tick.

            He'd been away so long, even his pillow didn't smell like him anymore. Indy's hand rested on her husband's pillow, cold for almost a year now. Tours just seemed to get longer and longer, the leaves fewer and farther between. It had been a sacrifice she'd been willing to make at the time, but now…
            ...now it was getting harder, much harder. It was lonely. Their children had grown up and left-the twins had been the last to leave, just a year ago to Corellia. They were living with her great-aunt there while they were in school. Playing with Slate and Karri's youngest kids just wasn't doing the trick.
            The recent realization hadn't been nearly as hard to accept as she thought it would be. What would be difficult was convincing her husband-indeed, the whole family-that it was a good idea.
            Maybe it'll fix our marriage, she'd thought optimistically. As if their marriage could still be fixed. But wasn't that why she hadn't left? No. It was because it wasn't in her to leave. Wasn't in her to quit.
            If this marriage was going to end, I would have let him leave fourteen years ago. And he wouldn't have come back, either. No. This isn't something we can run from. There's a reason we've stayed together this long. 
            She'd stayed in bed that morning-it was now after nine, well after the time she usually got up to face the day. It was a weekend, though, and the night before-Mark Wyler's birthday party-had ended late. Besides, her knee ached-ached in that way it only did before there was a change in the weather. A storm was coming. She wasn't going to drive to base unless she had to-she'd decided that when she'd gone to bed the night before. And since no one had called…she wasn't planning on going in.
            Her room was comfortably dim, and the bed was warm, soft. She sighed quietly.
            He's coming home, though, soon. He'll stay for a couple weeks, then be gone again, but at least then his smell will be here again…at least for a little while.
            She sighed, burying her face in his pillow for a moment, breathing deep and trying to imagine it. It was hard. 
            It's been too long...by the Force, maybe I should have gone to him. But when do I ever get to leave? The only places I go are inside the sector, or to Coruscant, and even that doesn't happen often. No. I'm trapped here, and that's a decision I would make a thousand times over, even knowing what I know now. This is where I'm supposed to be. But him...I don't know. I just keep thinking that he should be here. That he always should have been here.
            She sighed, rolling onto her back and staring at the ceiling. Would their having a baby really fix all of it? Would he finally decide to stay? To be a real father, now that he'd finally grown up-maybe?
            Indy closed her eyes and exhaled quietly.
            Whatever happens, happens. You can't change the past. All you can do is hope for the future.

~ Indy

T -3:02:59

He was in trouble, and he knew it. The ship was shaking itself apart around him, the hull was on fire, and he had only the sensors to rely on to determine if he'd even come out of hyperspace in the right place.

Jedi Master Ion Qel-Droma forced himself through a calming breath and looked over at the two little astromech droids beside him. "Emergency procedure X-377-119! Download, now!"

The two little droids went dark and still as their electronic minds downloaded into the backup computer, many decks below them. That was one thing done, and he had only minutes to do the rest before it would be too late. Ion hit the emergency transmit button on the control board in front of him, and felt the button sink under his touch as the control panels started to melt. They must be in the atmosphere already, burning up on entry. The screen in front of him flashed "COMMUNICATION FAILURE" just before the screen exploded in a shower of sparks. The antenna must have melted off already.

With a curse, Ion flung himself out of the bridge and down the corridor towards the lifts, feeling the heat nipping at his heels. He thrust out a hand and a lightsaber seemed to just appear in it. With one swipe, he cut through the support cables and threw himself into the lift, feeling the world drop out from beneath him. Reaching out with the Force, he forced the doors to the shaft open on the appropriate floor, and with perfect timing he threw himself out of the car and through the open doors as the lift hurled downward to crash at the bottom, many floors below.

Rolling with the impact, Ion felt his shoulder give, reminding him that he was far too old for this, the lightsaber dropping from fingers no longer able to hold it. He forced himself to his feet and deeper into the Jedi Sanctum he'd built inside his ship. The walls here were triple reinforced, laced with stone and minerals gathered from across the galaxy, and yet even here the sweltering heat threatened to overwhelm him. 

Dropping to the floor, he allowed his body to shut down, even as he cast his mind and spirit out to the force. Drawing it around him like a shield, he reinforced the walls of the Sanctum, silently praying they would hold together long enough to deliver his message. Then, gathering all of his strength, and drawing deeper than he even had before he cast outwards.

And Ion Qel-Droma screamed his warning to all that would hear.
=========================================================

At Shay Memorial, Admiral Indiana Bridger looked up as first one, then another sonic boom sounded. She stuck her head out the window of her office, looking up to see the massive, burning form of the Dreadnaut cruiser streak across the sky. An instant later, she felt her feet knocked out from under her as she was assaulted by a wave of pure force energy, too loud and too anguished to make out the details. A mouth suddenly dry managed to whisper. "Ion..."
==========================================================

At the Bridger Compound, Ari Bullian was heading outside to go ask Tag Rendar something as what looked like a comet burned by in the upper atmosphere above.

Tag looked up with a confused look before they were both knocked to their knees by the wave of agony that washed over them.
==========================================================

Minutes later, far to the south, Bobby and Kingston Drake were standing on the front porch of the Drake Ranch, watching the ball of fire in the sky approach, it was nearly half the size it had been when it passed over Shay Memorial, now. Like the others, and every other force-sensitive on the planet, they were all but knocked off their feet by the force of Ion's last, sustained force-cry.
==========================================================

No one was there to witness it, as what remained of the ship's wreckage slammed into the southern polar ice cap with the force of a large warhead. No one was there to witness as the red-hot metal twisted and screeched, rapidly cooling as it buried itself hundreds of feet down into the glacial ice. There was only Ion, still calling out, his final cry unending.
==========================================================

Far, far away on distant, cold Kartuiin, General Garan-Dur bowed his head, feeling the contact of the Jedi Master, and somehow knowing it would be the last time they felt each other's presence. Feeling a gentle touch on his shoulder, he looked up at Governor Tegan Dargan-Canelle, his alien eyes unreadable, but his face unmistakably sad. Opening his mouth, no words came, and he closed it again. Taking a steadying breath, the warrior of two eras managed only a whisper.


"They are no longer coming, Governor. They are here."

T -12:42:37

"General Sparks, TempestOne communication with ISD Liberated established, sir. General Rand is holding."

General Jeff Sparks grinned to himself as he leaned back in the leather-bound chair. He'd let Ethan wait a moment, it might improve the sour attitude he'd had the last time they'd talked. The leather chair was the least of the luxuries he'd allowed himself here in his private study. Hardwood floors under his feet, hardwood bookcases on the walls...and most lavish of all, actual paper-bound books on those shelves. 

With a grin, he finally reached for the comm button and activated the small screen in front of him. "Blue Rose calling Liberated, you there Ethan?"

On the other end, General Ethan Rand managed to stay sour-faced for ten seconds longer than Jeff expected, then grinned back. "Yeah, I'm here you pirate. What was so important that you had to tear me away from the bridge?"

Almost twenty years, and a brand-new MC-85 flagship later, and Ethan still wouldn't let him forget the events that led to him gaining command of the Liberated away from Jeff. "Just got word from Karen. She needs me to head back to Wayfarer for 'important news'."

Ethan just raised a brow, hiding the smirk at the all-too-familiar addressing of the fleet Admiral and their commanding officer. Then again, Jeff was well within his rights to call his wife whatever he wished. "That's all she told you?"

Jeff nodded. "My guess would be that the bid on that ranch we've been looking at finally went through. In any case, we're cutting the survey mission short, and I'm giving the whole battlegroup three days on Xenen. Aren't you scheduled to be heading back sometime soon, too?"

It was Ethan's turn to grin, as it dawned on him exactly why Jeff had called. "We're on our way home now. We're about eighteen hours out, you?"

Jeff got a sly look on his face. "About the same. Shall we call it the usual bet?"

Ethan nodded. "Losing ship pays for the winning ship's damages during shore leave. I'll see you when it comes time to pay the bill, Jeff."
----------------------------------------------------------------------
T -12:45:15


The mood on the Acclamator-Class ship Five-Star Legacy was just as light, and just as teasing. Captain Cay Bel Iblis, Commander Dorrin Drake, and Lieutenant Davil Bullian were all crowded in the small engineering control room overlooking the much larger engine room. Mainly, they were there because Davil refused to stop working. They were also all there because Cay enjoyed the opportunity to tease his friend. "You still haven't answered the question, Davil. What WAS Aly doing on my ship before we took off?"

Dorrin, who'd just joined them, did a double take. "Wait a minute. Aly? As in my -sister- Aly? Davil...."

Davil ignored both Cay's teasing and Dorrin's attempt to loom over him. "I really have no idea. I was half-awake, and I'm not sure I didn't dream the whole exchange."

Dorrin got even redder. "Oh, so now you're DREAMING about my sister?"

Davil shot them both an annoyed look. "And while we're on the subject of sisters, did you and Mary set a date, yet?"

Cay was saved by the bell, or in this case, the alarm. Red light filled the room and both Cay and Dorrin stepped back to the doorway out of instinct, hands raised in a "I didn't touch anything" gesture.  

Davil all but flew to another console, cursing as he did. For Davil Bullian to curse, it had to be bad. He hit the comm, still muttering under his breath. "Molly, what the sith did you hit up there?"

Molly Lasoda, in charge of the bridge simply by being the only officer still ON the bridge while the ship flew on autopilot through hyperspace, spat back as only a natural red-head can. "I didn't touch anything! Why don't you ask your precious hunk of metal what happened?"

Davil did just that, not bothering to respond, and looked up at Cay and Dorrin with a bleak face. "Primary life support is out. Completely. Back-ups have kicked in, but at best we have twenty-four hours of air left."

Cay blew out a sigh. "Dorrin, where's the nearest port, and how far?"

Doing some quick calculations, the first officer/former navigator thought. "If we turn around now, we can be back at Wayfarer inside of thirteen hours. Conceli VIII would take almost twenty."

Cay nodded. "So we turn back. Davil, see what damage control you can do in the meantime."

Davil nodded. "I'll do what I can, but we're going to need a drydock to repair the primaries."

Cay and Dorrin headed back to the bridge to calm down Molly and reverse course for Xenen.

--Wyvern

*Ping*

The silence of the bridge was broken by the low, warbling pinging sound that indicated a new message had been received and was stored in the comm. station.  Nobody on board paid attention or really seemed to care, however.  As soon as the sound faded away, silence resumed.  The young man draped lazily across the captain's chair picked idly at his fingernails.  The executive officer looked bored.  The fat man at the comm. station looked asleep.

*Ping*  

Andrew Astoris shifted in his captain's chair in order to lie in a more comfortable fashion.  "Are you sure we're in the right place?" he seemed to ask nobody in particular.  As his voice broke the silence, the fat man appeared to wake up, but only for a moment.

Chase rolled his eyes from the XO's station.  "Yes, cousin, we're in the right place, just like we were when you asked twenty minutes ago."

Andrew put on a look of mock hurt.  "No need to be so exasperated, my friend!"

*Ping*

The Corvette Amethyst hung suspended in deep, dark space in the Kartuiin Sector, not far from Xenen.  The weeks since Andrew had been freed from his brief confinement on Xenen had been wild.  Stumbling from barfight to barfight, Andrew had somehow managed, with the help of his cousin Chase, to get his ship back.  The tale of how exactly two misbehaving aristocratic teenagers had managed to wrest a Corvette from the clutches of a fairly merciless mercenary crew had not spread very far, but was likely to get more outrageous each time it was told.  

It was not terribly easy to man a Corvette with only two people, so Andrew and Chase had hired a couple lazy louts in a familiar place for the wretched: Mos Eisley.  One of them, who had started fat but had still probably gained ten pounds in the last week, was currently snoozing in front of the comm. station.  The other must have been wandering around the hold, for all Andrew knew or really cared. 

*Ping*

Chase yawned.  "According to all reports, he has to drop out of hyperspace here and calculate for the final jump before he can move on to Xenen."

Andrew nodded amiably.  "And when he does, we'll pounce him!  Nobody ever escaped from Captain Andrew Astoris.  Rawr."

"Except most women," Chase retorted. 

"Shut up," Andrew replied.

*Ping*

The Amethyst was waiting in space outside of Xenen, because Andrew hoped to ambush Dil Theory's ship, the Fortune's Fate. It wasn't that he had anything personal against Theory or any extreme desire to see the ship with which he had almost escaped Xenen weeks ago.  But the thought of the rum that Theory supposedly ran had been in his mind ever since that day.  Now that the Amethyst was Andrew's again, he was determined to advertise that fact to the people of Aurora Force by forcing the Fate to stand down and stealing rum from it.  Or at the very least paying for a barrel or two in an extremely manly fashion.  Then everybody would know that he really was the captain of the Amethyst.  It was a fool-proof plan.  It wouldn't fail.  It couldn't fail.  Except for the fact that they were sitting in space and there was no sign of Theory.  And Andrew wasn't exactly the most patient man ever. 

*Ping* 

The fat man at the comm. station picked up his head, slapped a button on his console, and promptly fell back to sleep again with a snore that cut through the silence much more offensively than the message beep had.  The mighty Amethyst was in action again


":)
Dave/Andrew/Schizophrenia ensues

Supreme Commander Rupaak Kag, *not* of the Praetorate Vong, Warrior of the Yuuzhan Vong, devotee of Yun Harla, snorted in amusement. He was not the first to see action in this infidel galaxy, not even counting Nom Anor and his scouts, for if the invasion timetable was proceeding according to plan, then the yammosk secreted at the ice world called Helska should have already sent forces outwards towards the next planets in line. Still, given his mission parameters, he hadn't exactly meant to face action quite so soon, but the inopportune presence of the infidel starship at his flotilla's division point forced his head.

Again he snorted. Though devoted to the Trickster Goddess, he never fell into the trap of trusting her, for she saved her most devious tricks for those in her service. And the sense of humor of Yun Harla was keen, twisted, perverse, and ever utterly inscrutable. As their chance encounter made absolutely clear.

Rupaak Kag was something of an anomaly for a Yuuzhan Vong warrior. He did not favor the frontal assault, the yelling of war cries and the chase for personal honor and glory, unless such a tactic was useful towards completing the mission. And while such tactics often were advisable, he did not disdain the backstab, the ambush, the flanking maneuver and the rear assault. Nor was he afraid of withdrawing to return and fight another day. Such trickery earned disdain and mockery from many in the Warrior Caste... and a devoted clique of like-minded followers.

That clique – and a sizable contingent of traditionalists who regarded their assignment to him as a personal insult and wished heartily to find some action worthy of their exalted honor and skill – had accompanied him on his current mission. They were ordered to stage attacks upon New Republic worlds and supply lines well in advance of the invasion, and thus force the military to redeploy in a defensive fashion, with a little here and a little there, trying to cover everything and thus covering nothing well.

Little enough martial honor to be had in such an endeavor, but Kag had seen value in the task. 

Then, of course, Yun Harla had decided to have a merry laugh at his expense and placed that accursed infidel starship right in his path. The Goddess of Deception (*Bless and curse her both*, he thought with worshipful exasperation) had chosen, in her mirth, to compound the problem for him by allowing his flagship to get a very accurate vector trace, and to place a tracking tag, on the starship. Naturally, the escape of the enemy just Would Not Do for the traditionalists, and so Rupaak Kag had elected to pursue the retreating vessel.

And, he had to be honest with himself, it hadn't taken much to persuade him. Devotee of the Trickster or no, he was still Yuuzhan Vong, and the showing of quarter, or allowing the enemy to escape, was a sour taste upon his tongue. He set two thirds of his fleet our upon their mission, and then he took his flagship (the Matalok command cruiser *Erounalok*) and three other ships (an A-vek Iiluunu carrier, the *Vahong*; and two Uro-ik v'alh battleships, the *Fra'lat* and *Drn'ta-Ur*), the three which carried the majority of his traditionalist contingent, and gave pursuit.

And ah, how fruitful that pursuit was. He pushed aside his own amusement. 

"Tactician," the heavily scared warrior growled, "where are we?"

"My lord, this is the Xenen system, if we read the stars right," the Tactician replied. "It is known to us from the Intendant scouts."

"Is it, now," Kag mused. "What do we know about it, then?"

"It is the citadel of an elite military unit known as the Aurora Force. Their warriors are said to be skilled and puissant, my lord."

"That should please the warriors," Kag said with real amusement. "It seems that we have brought them to a proper fight."

"Yes, my lord."

"Current disposition of this... Aurora Force?"

The words felt strange in his mouth.

"Currently they have several ships in orbit around the planet; the yammosk is still working to identify them. No forward pickets to speak of, aside from a single ship some thirty degrees bearing to starboard. From the activity I can assume that they have detected us and are moving to intercept. Also – interesting."

"Go ahead, Tactician," Kag said after the younger warrior had stopped.

"My lord, it seems that one of the scouts had an encounter with this Aurora Force many years ago."

"What!?"

"He suicided before capture, destroying himself in one of their shuttles," the tactician said with a snarl of distaste. To die in one of the infidel vessels was... not a pleasant concept. "The Aurora Force and the local Imperial forces each dealt with true abominations."

"So does much of this galaxy, Tactician."

"Yes, but these involved the placing of living souls into... mechanical devices."

They both grimaced.

"There were only two of them; the scout ensured that one killed the other, and then he killed the survivor, and was himself killed making his escape from their flagship."

"He did well, Tactician," Kap rumbled, then shifted back to the present. "But we must not focus on such things, save to inspire us to do just as well. Do the infidel ships still advance towards us?"

"Yes, Supreme Commander."

"Good," he said with a very Yuuzhan Vong expression. The lust of battle came even unto Rupaak Kag; he just preferred to be canny when he could get away with it. "Signal the* Fra'lat* and *Drn'ta-Ur* to cover the *Vahong*, and then prepare to launch all coralskippers. Let us at least give these abomination-lovers a* taste* of the Gods' judgment."

GEN Carlos DeLong
GDFCO

            Her head was still ringing, thoughts fuzzy, when she heard Nylan's voice come over the comm. It was watery, proving that for once something could shake the calm, level-headed bastard. "We have incoming."
            Indy shook her head, hard, trying to clear it. Ion, what did you do? What happened to you? "Who is it?"
            "Admiral," Nylan said, starting to regain his calm, though the fact that she could still hear confusion in his voice bespoke that he hadn't quite regained control yet, "I have no idea. But I think they're hostile, given the flaming ball that just crashed into the southern polar cap."
            She swallowed, downed a mouthful of caf, swallowed again. Her head began to clear and she drew a breath as she started out of her office. "Recall the fleet, pull the pickets in. All elements are to report to the nearest Sector planet and hold station there until further advised. Order the platforms and Wayfarer to fire when fired upon and no sooner. Inform Golgan III that we are under attack from unknown forces and get the fighter squadrons in the air-everyone. I don't care how much rack time they've had after a CAP." By the Force. What is this? Another swallow. "Nylan?"
            She could hear him relaying her orders in the background, and it was a moment before he answered-she was almost to ops. "Yeah, Indy?"
            "Do you think.?"
            For once in his life-the only time she could ever remember hearing it-he sounded afraid. "Yeah. I do."
<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 
            "Controlled chaos" adequately described Karen Wood's command center on Wayfarer. Ion's ship had passed close enough to the station to set off proximity alarms, which had gotten their attention-and what held it now was a sight the likes of which none of them had ever seen.
            "...what is that?" Karen breathed, staring at the visuals for a moment, utterly unable to shake herself loose of the feeling that she was looking at her imminent doom.
            "Orders from Shay," her comm officer suddenly barked. "Recall fleet. Pull the Imladris back. All elements are to report to the nearest Sector planet and hold station until further orders. Fire when fired upon. Golgan III is to be advised of our status and we're to scramble all fighter squadrons at our disposal."
            "Admiral! We have a widescale failure in our long-range communications. Getting that notice out to fleet and to Golgan III is going to be impossible."
            Shaavit. "ETA on repairs?"
            "If we live through this?"
            "Right." She grimaced, turning back toward the visuals. "Send the Imladris to intercept. We need them to buy us time. Wake Istil Corna and tell her that I need all her medics off my station and on her ship. We're cutting her loose. Tell Jim Henderson that the Caduceus is his responsibility as soon as she's loose. The Dashan covers are arses until then. Get the civvies to shelters. By the numbers, people! I know it's been a while, but if we do our jobs, we'll live through this one." I hope. 
<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 
            "What do we have?" Slate Bridger was less breathless from his sprint to base ops than from the lingering sense of wrongness. Something was up, but he couldn't get a whiff of what it was.
            Nylan and Indy were in ops, and it was his sister that answered. "Our long-range comms are out. Nylan's trying to get Arin on the horn to see if she can run a message out, but he's having trouble...and given what we all felt, that doesn't surprise me at all."
            "We're under attack?"
            Indy nodded. "Looks like. Beta plan, go."
            A wry smile twisted the commando's lips. "Yes ma'am."
            And with that, it was off to the races-he was sprinting back the way he came, to go start getting emergency orders out, to start preparing the population in case of a landing. After all, that was his specialty, these days.
<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 
            "What do you mean, 'can you run a message out?' Nylan! All I've got is the shuttle and no one's going to be able to read my comms except for the Silent Prayer! That doesn't do us any good." Karinlyyn Chase Bridger Kel-Solan made a face at her brother's sharp retort. "Oh come off it, you know as well as I do they're not going to let that slip. The shit that's just hit was what we had the Prayer for! They're not going to blow their cover now. I have to go find Ion, since we all know it's him! I'll call you from the air." She shut off her comm before Nylan could say anything else.
            After all. If Ion was still alive, his ship would be buried in that polar cap. It would take months to dig him out, and she suspected he didn't have that kind of time.
            Mercifully, for her, there were other options.
<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 
            "Battlestations." The order was not hurried, but calm. Calm enough that most of the crew, as usual, thought it was a drill, and grumbled.
            Also as usual.
            "Sir," murmured his yeoman, "don't you think that all these drills are a little excessive?"
            Jim Henderson, longtime captain of the ISD-II Dashan, smiled wryly at his yeoman as the sensor officer barked his surprise at what he saw on his boards. "On the contrary, Simon. This is what all those drills were for."
<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 
            "What was that, Tag?" Arilyn was on her knees, her vision still dazzled by what she'd seen. Her master drew a deep, steadying breath, then murmured.
            "The only warning we'll ever have." She turned back toward the house to grab her jacket. "I have to get to ops. Stay here."
            "Yes, ma'am."
            As much as she hated to admit it, she'd missed the sound of those words.

~ Indy

“Ready to go?” Janet asked Les as he came into the living room carrying his luggage, consisting of a single duffle, the strap thrown across his shoulder. Mark and Asya had left earlier to prepare the Stormcrow for the long trip across the galaxy.

“Yes, mom.” He took her luggage from her and took it out to load in the waiting speeder. Janet started to follow, but memories caught and held her. She paused in the living room and looked back, letting herself become enveloped in the silence that would settle in after them; it was already taking over, and would reign in these rooms for years to come. Scenes and conversations that took place in them paraded before her mind – little things so soon and often forgotten. She reviewed them with the feeling that should she turn away without touching each one of them, they would evaporate into the nothingness that would follow their departure, and be forever lost.

“Mom?” So absorbed in her reverie was she that Les’ voice made her jump. Her eyes were moist when she turned to her son. “You okay?” he asked.

“I was just…remembering.”

He smiled in an understanding way, taking a moment himself to join in her reflection. Putting his arm around her encouragingly, together they put the house behind them.

Trevvik had little to say as he drove them across the base. Indeed, there was little left to be said. Goodbyes to longtime comrades and friends had already been made the day before; now it was just them and Trevvik. 

Already Janet was thinking ahead to settling back in to the quiet, easy pace of Arradan, which would involve seeing to the orchards, soon ready for harvest, and continuing the restoration of the west wing. Although she looked forward to waking to the scent of wet forest and hanging out on the upper terrace to watch the stars while listening to the forest awake to the night, she would leave Xenen with a heavy heart, for it was unlikely they would ever return.

Why Asya blamed her for this, she had yet to figure out. Though it was Mark more than anyone that yearned to return to Atad’s peaceful sanctuary, it was on Janet she focused her frustration. Her father, as far as she was concerned, could do no wrong. While they could find common ground on that point, what reason had she to take out her angst on her? It perplexed both Mark and Janet. Maybe it was just one of those pre-teen things she would grow out of. They hoped.

Trevvik turned the corner around a large hangar, and there sat the Stormcrow. He pulled the speeder up to a yellow holding line painted on the tarmac, and they all got out. Sounds typical of a spaceport met their ears: ships coming and going, clanging metal and the voices of techs echoing out to them from the open hangar as they went about their work. While Trevvik and Les transferred the luggage to the ship, Janet lingered to look up at it and the Xenen sky looming above, blue and scattered with fair weather clouds. It was a beautiful morning. In a matter of moments they would leave it behind, perhaps for the last time, and the pace of life at Shay Memorial would carry on without them.

The top of Asya’s head could be seen in the cockpit, where she went over the preflight checklist. Trevvik soon appeared alongside her, joking with her and giving her a hard time. He got a laugh out of her and a playful punch in the arm. Above them Mark walked about on the ship’s upper hull, making his usual inspection. Janet smiled as she saw his lips moving as he talked things over with his ship. The Stormcrow wasn’t the Raven – could never be; yet he had become attached to her over the years, whether he would admit to it or not. She would never ask him – she didn’t have to. Espying her below, he waved and gave her a big smile.

“Well, Jane,” Trevvik said as he strolled down the landing ramp, “everything’s stowed and set to go.”

“Thank you, Trev.”

He followed her gaze to see Mark just as he climbed into the top hatch and disappeared inside the ship.

“Looks like he’s about done.”

“Yeah, looks like.”

In a moment Les appeared beside them.

“Dad says we’re ready.”

“Right behind you.”

“Goodbye, Uncle Vik,” Les said, unashamed to give his uncle a big hug. Trevvik returned it so fiercely that Janet listened for the popping of bones, but he was returned to the ground unharmed. He ran up the ramp with a departing wave.

“So long, you old pirate,” Janet said, receiving a hug from him that was thankfully less severe. “You going to follow us out?”

“Nah,” he said, becoming suddenly awkward. “I don’t think so. You know how I hate goodbyes and all. I’ll just stand here and wave as you take off, if that’s all right by you.”

She shook her head. “You boys really ought to let it go,” she said softly. “Life’s too short to hang on to things that come between you.”

Remarkably, tears filled his eyes and he looked away. “Yeah, well, maybe someone oughta should tell his lordship.”

Standing on her tiptoes, Janet reached up and kissed him on the cheek. “I will,” she said, smiling consolingly. “Come see us.”

“Aye, ma’am.”

A look of surprise came over his face when, behind Janet, Mark came limping down the ramp, all smiles, to greet him. “All set,” he said with a clap of his hands. “You following us out, Trev?” he asked, grasping his brother’s hand to shake it.

His surprise elevated to the level of astonishment. “You want me to?”

“Well, duh!” he said in his best imitation of Asya. “Of course!”

“Really?” Trevvik’s face lit up as though someone had just told him he’d won Corellia. “Five minutes!” he exclaimed, then turned to add “or less!” as he took off at a run across the tarmac for the Malady.

Janet took Mark’s hand as they watched him go. “My dear, I think you’ve just made someone’s day,” she told him with such approval that it made him blush.

“Well…I um…I’m feeling generous today.”

 

“You are in good spirits,” she commented as they settled into their places on the bridge.

“We’re going home,” he explained, his eyes sparkling behind the smile he couldn’t wipe away. “We’ve got departure clearance,” he announced as he fired up the engines and activated the repulsors “Everybody ready? Atad, here we come!”

It seemed more that Shay Memorial fell below them than they lifted above it. It passed by beneath as Mark flew over the base, then the city of Quis, touring the familiar city and surrounding landscape one final time. Their circle complete, Mark took the Stormcrow upward, into the blue sky, through the scattered clouds, past the thinning air, and out into the star-spilled blackness of space.

Mark and Janet made a couple of attempts at conversation, but eventually gave up and sat in silence. Behind them Les sat silent and calm, keeping tabs on their progress, but his mind seemed to be elsewhere. Sulky, Asya showed none of her usual enthusiasm for embarking on a journey. Feigning a complete lack in interest for lending her hand at the controls, she instead tapped into her music collection and drifted away with it into some other universe. Trevvik cruised alongside them in the Malady, acting as escort though none was needed. He would stay with them until the Stormcrow made its jump to lightspeed, at which point he would turn his ship around and go back to Xenen, where he intended to hit the bottle and get good and drunk. Things just weren’t the same since the Empire threw up its hands and quit and Alex got dead and Mark and his family moved away and The Crash Site burned to the ground. He brightened for a moment at remembering that Alex wasn’t dead anymore, but then the sunshine went away when he recalled Cap’s engagement to that woman, meaning he wouldn’t be interested in hanging out with a sullen old bachelor pirate anymore, even when it involved a bottle of the strongest whiskey. The cloud over him darkened. Instead of gritting his teeth and grumbling, he breathed a deep sigh.

Good and drunk.

 

Getting away from Xenen, Les reasoned, might offer some release from the wrongness he’d been feeling of late; but no, it was getting stronger. Stronger, in fact, the farther they got from the planet. It quickened the pace of his heart, his breathing. He closed his eyes, slipping into communion with the Force. Though calling upon it for calm, there was a note of discord, of disharmony, resonating in the heavens, in the atmosphere, everywhere, growing in volume and intensity so that it left his efforts in vain. Unconsciously, he clenched his fists. Beads of sweat formed on his forehead. Eyes darted about beneath closed lids.

Sensing his distress, Janet leaned around to look behind her. The sight of him in such a state filled her with dread. As she watched, she got sucked in to share a portion of his growing alarm.

To her side she heard Mark’s voice as through a mist-shrouded forest. As he spoke the words “What the heck,” Les’ eyes flew open, wide with horror, piercing directly into his mother’s eyes with such an expression that it sent a tremor of electricity down her spine and turned her arms into a mountain range of goose bumps.

Knuckles white from gripping the arms of the chair, he let out a yell that caught the attention of everyone on the bridge. Quiet filled the cabin so that Trevvik’s voice came in loud and clear: “Hey, bro. You see anything…unusual going on with your scanner there?”

It was a moment before any of them could move. Blinking, Mark shook off the shock of hearing such a cry from his son, turning his attention to whatever Trevvik was carrying on about, while Janet and Asya remained riveted by Les, who was beginning to come to himself.

“Les? Les, what is it?” Janet asked in a composed manner.

He shuddered. “Master Qel-Droma…a warning…warning! Dad, we’ve got to turn the ship around.”

“What – what’s going on?” Asya asked, no longer entranced by the music. Her eyes were wide enough to pop.

“Yeah, I see that,” Mark was saying to Trevvik. “Very strange, yes. Closing fast on Xenen.” And on them. Though he didn’t want to say it, he recognized a formation of attack when he saw it. 

Trevvik saw it too. Gripped with a sense of dejavous, Trevvik swore. “Get on out of here, Marcus. Go on home.”

“Turn the ship around, Dad!” Les was adamant nearly to the point of panic.

Mark looked back at his son; over at his brother, flying wing; out to the stars, to the place where the ships on the scanner would soon appear to the unassisted eye.

“Pour on the juice, man - you can still make it,” Trevvik insisted, “Get back home to Atad, go!” Whether they could make it was questionable – it would be close. Could they turn their back on the AF? And what if they were pursued – back to Atad? 

This was not supposed to happen. They were supposed to go home, watch their kids grow up, manage the day to day things that went on at Arradan, tend the gardens, take long walks in the woods, enjoy the calm after the storm – not get caught up in another one.

“What’s going on?” Asya almost screamed. No one seemed to be listening to her - or there was no suitable answer to give.

“Dad – turn back!”

Teetered on the edge of indecision, Mark looked to his wife. In her eyes he saw the warrior emerge from its long rest, the caged commando longing for something to do. She nodded; the meaning was clear. There could be no halfway – do or do not, and by returning her nod, the decision was made. Pulling his harness on, he tightened the restraints. “Les, Asya – man the cannons. Janet – ”

“Shields up. Extending the hull plating. Torps are standing by,” she announced as she flipped the appropriate switches, already settled into battle mode, while the kids sped to their appointed tasks in such a hurry that it left their chairs spinning in their wake. When they announced they were in their places, he executed a hard turn, seeking the nearest group of fighters gathering for defense.

“You’ve gone crazy in your old age, geezer man!” Trevvik complained as matched his bank and kept to his wing.

Mark swallowed the knot forming in his throat. Though his heart pounded hard with foreboding over getting involved in whatever was going on here, for some inexplicable reason, a smile tugged at the corner of his mouth.

Until he got a glimpse of what was coming.

“Mark,” Janet said, her hand coming up to grip the pendant hanging from a silver chain about her neck. “What is that?”

Sweat formed beneath his fingers as they tightened on the controls. “By the Raven,” he exclaimed beneath his breath. “I have no idea.”

--Skyy

Nicolai was hardly pleased when the call to report to the squad area came in, until someone filled him in. And then he was both afraid and angry. He simply told Katrina that she had better get the kids back home and be ready to leave the planet in a real hurry. After that, he pulled on his BDUs, and headed for the squad area.

As soon as he got there, he walked right up to Sergeant Luger, who snapped a salute to him. Nicolai returned it hurriedly, heading into his office.

"Talk to me." Nicolai said, going to his desk.

"Not much to say. We got a whole lot of unknowns in orbit, and they don’t appear to be here to say hello." Luger replied.

"And I'm sure the troops don’t think we're needed yet, do they?" Nicolai asked, opening one of his drawers and pulling out a gun case and holster.

"Not really, sir."

"Well, they better get ready. Because, frankly, it'll become our problem VERY fast. Where's the commander?" Nicolai asked, looking up.

"Don’t know. He's nowhere to be found." Luger frowned.

"Brilliant. Tell you what, he doesn’t show in five minutes, I'm taking over and you're my exec, got it?" Nicolai said.

"Yes, sir." Luger nodded. Nicolai went back to the case, opening it up and pulling out what was unmistakably a BlasTech DL-44. Nicolai grabbed the pistol in his holster, a Merr-Stonn knockoff, tossed it on the table, unclipped the holster and set it on top of it, and clipped his new holster onto his belt and placed his old DL-44 back into it.

"I want the armory opened up, and the troops gearing up. When orders come in to us, I want us to have a little more than our you-know-whats in our hands." Nicolai said, "I'm going to take personal command of Alpha Company. Make sure the other company commanders know what's going on."

"Yes, sir."

"And Luger. I want you backin' me up in Alpha." Nicolai said. The younger man nodded.
-----------------------------------------------------------------------

For all the bureaucracy that people claimed tied up the New Republic Armed Forces, an attack could clear all that up in no time flat. Normally, it was a long and drawn out procedure to check out weapons from the armory, but that was hardly the case now.

"You know the drill, Sarge. Primary shooters get A-280s, demo guys and gals get their explosives and E-11s, sharpshooters G8s, and anti-armor, make sure you get your PLEX and E-11." Nicolai said, already handing blasters out to the troops. Once everyone in the company had their weapons, Nicolai took a rather unusual weapon, which was a Striker Carbine, used in urban situations, which was a small blaster carbine, fitted with a grenade launcher. He then took his P-11 rifle, which was in its case. Normally, it would be futile to take, it, but over the years, Nicolai had modified the case with a rigging to let him carry it on his back with his pack. Something told him he wouldn’t be back for it. They headed outside of the armory, but Nicolai still had no idea what to do yet.

"Alright, troops, stay loose. Orders should be getting to us soon...or whoever is shooting us will be landing. In which case, we'll blow them away to whatever it is they came from." Nicolai said.

--Nicoli

    There was whiskey on the floor.
    Perhaps this revelation is not particularly significant to the reader. "There is whiskey on the floor often," they might say. "It really depends upon how drunk the whiskey drinker is." Unfortunately, this minor incident was the result of a much larger one that had happened only seconds before. And THAT incident... well, it hadn't had anything to do with the incident before it at all, to be honest. But nonetheless, the narrative will pick up from the beginning of the day.
    On this particular morning, Alextravia Grentarii awoke on a couch. The couch was located aboard Amanda's ship. Alex was sleeping there because he had not yet formally reactivated his service with the Aurora Force, and thus had no quarters, no clearance code, and nowhere to stay. Nonetheless, he was happy. He was happy because, for the first time, he was waking up in the arms of his fiancee. Previously they had never had this opportunity, either because he was too busy staying up half the night re-doing everything he thought his subordinates were too stupid to do, or because she was too busy running around the galaxy being a Dark Jedi. Now that both of them were reformed, in some way or another, they were finally together.
    It had been a difficult decision. They hadn't been sure if it was a good idea to continue or not. So many things had happened, so many things were different. But reflection revealed that many things were the same, too, and that helped the decision process along greatly. The Force would not have arranged so many things so well to ensure that they found each other again if they were not meant to be together, they decided. And they could think of no other reason why they might both have been drawn to this place, seemingly against the flows of time, space, philosophy, and death itself.
    That thinking was about to change. The reasons they had been placed here were about to become painfully obvious, but that was a clear three hours away so there was little to worry about at this point.
    This morning, though, everything was peaceful. That is, until Alex looked over at the chrono. He let out a yell of anguish as he fell off of the couch and out of his lover's arms. Amanda, awakened by the chaos, looked at the spectacle before her. Alex was attempting to pull on a shirt and both socks at one time. "What are you doing?" she asked.
    "They Wylers will be leaving in ten minutes," he said. "I wanted to say one last goodbye and give them this!" He held up a wooden box. He'd found an old Katarns squad patch, mounted it on red velvet, and put it in the decorative box in order to give it to them. 'Something to remember me by,' the small plaque on the box said in copperplate writing, with the Katarns motto below it.
    "Well, you better hurry," she said, throwing his shoes out from under the caf table towards him.
    "I will," he said, and opened the airlock. He was halfway out, when he turned back to her. "Hey!"
    "What?"
    "I love you."
    She smiled at him warmly as he ran out towards the speeder. He engaged the drive and headed towards the airfield. He arrived at precisely the right time to see two points of light disappear into the sky. He turned the speeder around and was back at Amanda's ship in a minute.
    "That didn't take long," she said.
    "Missed 'em. No worries. Just gives us a reason to go see them sometime."
    "Sounds like a good idea," she said, hugging him.
    "Well, just the two of us now," he said, smiling. "Maybe we should do something tonight. How do you feel about a classy restaurant? There's this place Nicolai told me about... the Blue Turnip or something," he said.
    "That sounds lovely," she said. She got up and headed towards her quarters. "I've got some errands to do in town, and then we can work on getting situated on the base."
    "Do you want to stay here?"
    "In the military? Honestly, no. But I feel like the Force is leading us here. So we'll stay."
    "We'll stay," he repeated with conviction, and there was no hesitation or delay in his reply. They'd gotten into trouble disregarding the Force's leading before. This time, they'd follow it into the heart of a star if need be.    
    "What are you going to do today," she called.
    "I think I'll go see Trevvik," he said. "He'll probably be missing his brother and nephew."
    "Sound like a good idea. Take in a movie, maybe?"
    "Knowing Trevvik, he'll be mostly interested in getting drunk."
    "I've got a bottle of Corellian Whiskey in the refrigeration unit," she said. "Why don't you take that with you?"
    "I think I will," he said. "I...." He trailed off as he looked out the viewport. There was a flaming ball heading in towards the planet. He could barely see it... it seemed to be headed towards the pole. But the flash was there nonetheless, and it caught his attention. He punched a frequency into the comm unit. "Trevvik, you there? Something just hit the pole. Might have been a meteor." There was only static on the line. Ah well. Probably just EM disturbances from the crash. They could talk about it over drinks, and maybe even go see it. "Well, sweetie, I'm gonna head out," he called, picking up the bottle. "I'll be back in-"
    Amanda's scream was terrible. It was the worst scream Alex had ever heard - not just frightened but anguished... sad. The fact that it came from his recently reunited fiancee didn't help either. Alex ran for the other room, dropping the bottle. It shattered.
    There was whiskey on the floor.

--Alex

It hung in deep space, a dirtied cream wedge, smattered with splotches of brown. At closer examination, the splotches could almost appear to be moving, growing slowly over the hull like an infection. To either side of the distinctive shape, hung a pair of what looked to be mid-sized asteroids, nearly the same size as the Star Destroyer. Their ruddy-brown exteriors, however, were too regular to be simple asteroids. There was an eerie life about them, by the way they kept their perfect interval from the drifting Destroyer, the strange glow that seemed to come from nowhere around them. 

There was a third rock, much smaller than the rest, the size of a small shuttle, that was picking its way across the void to the Destroyer. It seemed to hesitate as it neared the cold, metal ship, afraid to enter the gaping bay beneath it. It eventually made a forced decision, and flew into the receiving bay of 'The Wolf's Pride.'   
*******   

A cloaked man awaited the humanoid figure that exited the rock-ship. To anyone else, the humanoid would have been a shocking sight, clad in only the most basic of coverings, and what exposed skin was covered in ornate tattoos and piercings. It's face was a carved ruin, laced with more tattoos and piercing, and a hole instead of the nose, which looked like it had been violently removed. The waiting man simply bowed his head in greeting.

The humanoid spoke in a gravely, deep voice. "You have done well, Infiltraitor One. Though I do not understand your reasons in keeping this...abomination. And starting the growth process upon it." 

There was a flash of white teeth from beneath the shadow of the cloak's hood. "It is a message," the man said. "For many years, this ship has been a symbol to the people of this Galaxy, a symbol of power. To see it consumed in this way, to be changed into one of our tools, it will show the people here that they cannot resist our might. It will break their wills."

"I see your point, and while I do not agree with your methods, you do know the people here the best of all our agents." The visitor glanced over at a group of workers moving bodies and repairing damage, being carefully guarded by more who resembled the visiting humanoid. "I see the taking of this ship was not as smooth as you made it sound."

"Actually, it was moreso." The cloaked man spat on the deck. "There were enough cowards willing to surrender that those who tried to defend themselves were dealt with quickly by myself, my second, and the strike team that awaited my arrival. No. This was a very smooth operation, for the most part."

"For the most part?"

The man actually hesitated a moment. "There was a complication. There was a daughter, and she escaped. Another ship arrived in time to rescue her before I could destroy her ship, so I sent two of my fastest escorts to eliminate them. The task should be done, and no one nearby the wiser." 

The visitor's eyes opened wide. "A Daughter? I thought that was impossible. The reports that we had archived said it could not be done!" 

"When I discovered this, I found it no less disturbing. But the problem has been remedied, nonetheless." 

"Very well, though I suggest you pray to your patron God that you are not wrong. I would hate to have to put down one of my best tools."

The man snorted. "I have no words for your Gods. They have no cares for me, so I should have none for them." 

This time the visitor laughed. "Well spoken. I will depart now, and bring my report to our masters. You have done well, Son of Karin, Warrior of the Clan Sa'kai. Have you chosen a new name for yourself?"

The man lowered the hood from about his head, revealing a face still slick with blood, some of which his own, much of which not. "Not yet. I've been known by many, but they will all remember me by my given. Alexander Kerensky."
   ********   

Natasha cried quietly into her knees, which she had drawn up against her chest in the pilot's chair of the Star Shrike. She'd just parted with a fellow who called himself 'Ion', who was leading their pursuers away from her. It scared her to be alone, with the demons inside her memory, the fear that the carnage that was wreaked upon the Destroyer that had been her home for so long lurked in the sanctuary of the Shrike. 

...Natasha...

She was lucky that she'd had a bad sleep, that she'd been awoken by what seemed to be a voice calling her. If she'd stayed in bed any longer, she'd have been killed in her sleep, like so many others. The crewmen who helped her escape, they had thrown themselves on her father and brother's blades to buy her the time she needed to leave. She could see the two of them cutting the men down, one by one, piece by piece. It was one of the most hideous sights she'd ever seen, and knowing the men had done so for her placed a tight ball of guilt in her gut. 

....Natasha!

She wept into her knees. Many of the crewmen, she didn't even know. She'd never bothered to get to know...but they all knew her. Every last one of them knew who she was, and had died for her. It was too much....and her own father! And brother! Cold murderers of the ship's crew? Those other....hideous men, those tortured souls who almost looked to enjoy the death? Those who burned so bright in her eyes that she could hardly look upon them? Those who she felt every bit of ecstasy radiating from, every time their blades bit through bone? They truly scared her.

NATASHA!

"WHAT?!" she screamed at nothing. The voice had grown too insistent over the past few days, too annoying in it's calls for her attention. "What..." she sobbed again. 

You must listen..." the voice whispered. 

"Listen to what?" She mumbled. 

The voice grew stronger, ever so slightly. "To me. I can give you redemption, if you do as I say." 

"Why should I listen to you?"

The voice continued to grow in volume, and almost seemed to be coming from a single direction, now. "Because I know the truth, and I can show it to you. That your Father and Brother are victims of a forgotten legacy...and that they can be freed from it."

She turned her head, and could almost make out a face in the darkness of the ship. "Who are you?"

The face moved. "My name is long forgotten. I'm simply known now as Calziran."
   
   -Kerny!

Bobby and Kingston Drake all but ran inside as the flash of the burning wreckage vanished over the horizon. The comm crackled as they took the stairs to the private hangar, Kingston somehow managing to keep up with her husband as he took the stairs three at a time.

"Admiral Drake."

"Kingston, it's Nylan. Indy wants all pilots in the air, and now. We've got incoming, and they look hostile."

"Roger that, I'm on my way up to Wayfarer now. Nylan, your head still ringing?"

"Ringing? I can still hear the scream."

Bobby grabbed the comm from his wife before she could hang it up. "Nylan, it's Bobby. Other than the invaders, is anything else...strange going on?"

There was a pause at the other end before the older man answered. "Long range comms are down."
Bobby cursed under his breath. "Nylan, I'm coming there, and I'm gonna be coming in pretty hot. I'd like not to be shot down."

"Then you'd better make sure you have the right IFF on. Everyone's pretty twitchy right now."
===================================================================

Light flooded into the darkened room as Captain Rameth kicked the door to Ice Squadron's ready room open. "On your feet, flyboys! We're in the air five minutes ago!"

Fast Track, Ice 6, groaned as he shielded his eyes from the light. "Cap, we've been off of CAP for four hours. Tell 'em to shove their stupid drill."

Rameth walked over, picked Fast Track up and physically threw him out into the hallway. "No drill, boys and girls. We've got incoming, and they're coming hot!"

The rest of the squadron was on their feet and travelling down the hall while getting dressed thirty seconds later. The last in the line, a pink-skinned twi'lek woman looked back at the big, red Devaronian. "Don't you ever sleep?"

Ten years ago, they'd rescued her from a slaver ship, barely able to even remember her own name. Rameth was convinced he was one of only a handful that even knew it. For the last nine years she'd been a pilot in Ice Squadron, taking vengeance for all the girls like her that had never been rescued. That's why everyone called her Lucky Break, her callsign. Three years ago, when Rameth had been made CO of Ice Squadron, she'd been a natural choice for XO. Six months ago when they'd been stranded on a little planet with an inconsequential name (her crash, not his, for once), something...deeper had formed between them.

Rameth half-grinned before going serious again. "Get your butt in the air, Lucky. Plenty of time to worry about me if we live through this." He was a little more than half serious about that last. It took a big emergency for the flight deck to bother "Old Scarface" when they knew his pilots weren't rested.
==================================================================

Five minutes later all twelve X-Wings were winging their way away from Wayfarer station, and towards the oncoming enemy. Rameth toggled the comm.

"Alright hot shots. Command wants something shot down and blown up, and they want us to do it. Are you the right pilots for the job, or should I tell them to go get a squadron of regulars?"

For the past five years or so, at the suggestion of Admiral Kingston Taylor-Drake, a healthy rivalry had been fanned between "Regular Auroras" like Lightning Squadron and the special detachments of the AFFC, like Ice Squadron.

The reply over the comms was, of course, a resounding affirmative that he had the right pilots for the job, but the cheers died away as they came within sensor range of the enemy.

"Scarface, Lucky Break. What the hell ARE those?"

"Lucky Break, Lead. They're small, they're fast, they're ours. Enough intel for you? First flight, on me."

Lucky piped up. "Second flight on me."

Fast Track joined in. "Third flight on me. Ice Lead, take us in."

The pilots of Ice Squadron broke into three groups as they passed the mammoth bulk of the Imladris, Flight Two skimming the starboard hull, Flight Three skimming the port hull, and Rameth leading Flight One up and over. To their credit, the bridge officers didn't instinctively duck when they rattled the forward viewports. Rameth was grim as he listened to the radio chatter back and forth from Imladris to Wayfarer.

"...we've got some kind of civilian craft moving to engage the enemy."

"We see them. Civilian craft Stormcrow, this is Wayfarer flight control. Return to port immediately and allow authorized personnel to handle the situation."

Stormcrow? Rameth swore. They have no idea who they're actually talking to. "Wayfarer, belay that order. Stormcrow, this is Captain Rameth of Ice Squadron. -General- Wyler, welcome to the party. Wherever you can lend a hand would be appreciated."

By now they'd passed Imladris and were rapidly closing with the swarm of enemy...whatevers. Rameth toggled the comm again. "Ice Squadron, Imladris, this is Rameth. Making first contact with the enemy in five...four...three...ready...steady..."
Now, there are few constants in warfare. Every battle is different, the reasons for fighting change, and someone who was once an enemy will be an ally the next battle. Across the galaxy, however, one thing is more or less universally the same, and that's the weaponry. A blaster is a blaster, a slugthrower is a slugthrower, and while there are variations on these, they're still fundamentally the same. Needless to say, Rameth was a bit surprised when the oncoming fighters began to spit fireballs at him.

As molten rock splattered itself across the nose and canopy of his X-Wing, Rameth swore and pushed forward on the controls, letting the rest of the fire direct itself across the upper hull, because he'd never be able to land if it attached itself to the undercarriage and landing gear. "Break! Break! All units break! Do not engage head-to-head!"

Lucky Break answered him. "Rameth, what was that you got hit with?"

"Looks like some sort of molten rock. It's cooling pretty fast out here in space."

"Head for home, nothing you can do with that stuff weighing down your fighter. I'll take lead."

"Roger that. I'll be back as soon as I get a new fighter....or a chisel."
========================================================================

Lieutenant Alyson Drake frowned at the message she'd received. It was happening, and it was happening now. She'd already risked her cover trying to contact her father at the ranch, but there'd been no answer, and now she was torn, trying to decide how to be in two places at once, or whom she could really trust in this situation.

She'd made her decision and was headed for Wayfarer's shuttle bays when she passed a comm station and saw an incoming message, and she smiled. Stopping and using her security access to send a message, she continued on to the shuttle bay to catch a ride down to the surface.
========================================================================

In Wayfarer's command center, several floors above where Aly Drake was abandoning her post, Admiral Karen Wood was about ready to tear her hair out. Imladris had just engaged the three largest incoming ships, and while Karen's flagship was holding its own, it was clearly a losing fight.

"Status on the long-range comms?"

"Still down Admiral. I've patched all the power I dare into the short-range comms, but we're still only going to reach halfway to Conceli."

"Then we try and we hope. Patch it through." She waited until they gave her the go ahead, and she spoke. "This is Admiral Karen Wood of the Aurora Force station Wayfarer, to any ship within the range of my voice. The Xenea system is under attack by parties unknown, and our long-range communications are down. To any ship able to receive this transmission, we request this information be relayed to all allies and outposts. If you can read us, please respond."

And then the command center fell quiet...relatively. Time seemed to stretch unbearably until the silence was broken by a reply.

"Wayfarer, this is Five-Star Legacy. We receive, and we are en route to assist. Blue Rose and Liberated are within range, message will be relayed to them to route to all points."

The cheer across the command center was more than enough to drown out Karen's sigh of relief.
==========================================================================

As Rameth brought his damaged fighter in for a rough, but serviceable landing, he detonated the emergency bolts to blow off the canopy and vaulted out of the cockpit, ripping off his flight gloves angrily. He had, after all, failed to fire a single shot before being taken out of the fight.

The deck chief came over to him, surveying the cooled and hardened rock that covered most of the upper hull. "Its gonna be awhile before we can get this bird back in the air, captain. I can try to get a spare from the planet, if you want. About a third of their pilots are reporting unfit for duty, for some reason."

Rameth nodded. "The force backlash, probably. We escaped most of it up here, but they'd have been hit hard." He pulled out his pocket comm unit as it beeped at him, and grinned a mouth full of sharp, pointed teeth as he read the message. "Just get this one fixed, chief. I've just received different orders."

Leaving the chief to figure out exactly where the maintenance crew stored the jackhammers, Rameth stalked off into the station, ripping off his flightsuit as he went. The silver metalmesh armor of an Auyn Warrior glinted brightly on his form as he went.

--Wyvern

"I was wondering when I would find you."

Alexander Kerensky smiled grimly at the false-man before him. The fellow smiled back, revealing too-perfect teeth, part of the evidence of his illusion. "It took you, the great Alexander Kerensky, far longer than I thought to figure me out," it replied. 

"Oh, I had my suspicions," Alexander said, rubbing his knuckles. They seemed too hard, yet too tender. All that fighting must have worn on him worse than he thought. "I've just had more important matters to attend to. You are, then, I presume, my....handler?"

The humanoid smiled, nodding. "After a fashion. I am Torlil Va, and I will be relaying commands to you from higher, and you will relay through me everything you know about the security of this sector, and galaxy.

Alexander leaned back in his chair, cupping his hands on his desk. The pounding headache he'd had for the past few weeks had subsided into a dull thud, so it didn't interfere with him nearly as much. "And should I refuse to cooperate, you have orders to destroy me."

"Right again, though we both know you would not."

"No, I would not." Alexander reached into his desk and removed a data chit from a slot. The other made a face at the object.   "I know how much your kind abhors this technology here, but until more suitable equipment arrives or is grown, we'll have to make do with what we have on hand."

Toril Va nodded reluctantly. "Even all the work we've done on you could not reverse your need to have this stability at this time, even these...machines." 

"Do not belittle me, Toril. I am not simply some housepet to be leashed and fed. I am a weapon, and I intend to draw my quota of blood, in my own way. Now, do you want this information, or shall I sit on it until one of your betters comes to dispose of the middleman?"

Toril Va puffed up, and then exhaled slowly. "I'll take the information. What, though, are you giving me?"

Alexander smiled grimly. The expression made his jaw hurt, but he refused to let it show to the visitor. "Entry codes, hyper corridors, ship strengths, weaknesses, maintenance schedules, bases, frequencies...basically, the key to this sector." He let his feral hunger enter into his smile, which brought a small reaction from his ' handler.' Good. Let the creature fear him. "Also...I've drawn up a few suggestions on where we should strike first. Be sure the recommendations are passed up as well. I would hate for you to leave something out, and have a golden opportunity be missed."

Toril Va took the chit, and then stepped away from Alexander. Somewhere in the conversation, he'd lost control   Either he'd have to reassert it, or else the human would begin handling him...and unpleasant thought, to say the least.

"I must continue my work here, you have a message to relay. I suggest we meet again later to discuss everything at a greater length." Toril Va nodded at the dismissal.

He'd have to do something to regain that control, but today was not going to be the day.
   
-K

*He walked the trail for a long time, and always it was the same. A rock there, the occasional squirrel here, and always the trees along the side. A few side paths, some of which he took, and all of which led him back to the primary trail. Always the day was sunny, yet cool and with a pleasant breeze.

But then the trail changed.

What had once been a straight and singular trail now forked. To the right the trail grew twisted, and dark, for the trees overshadowed the path and blocked out the sun. He could not see the end of that trail, for it twisted about, here a right angle, there a double-back, all joined with the green trees in concealing the destination of the trail in great shadows.

As for the other path, he could see its end all too clearly.

The trees were high and widely spaced; though voluminous, their leaves allowed through plenty of light, and were not green, but rather the red and gold of fall. The trail itself was wide, and straight, and while there were many paths that led from the darkened road to this red road, there were few that led back.

At the very end of the trail was a collection of true aliens, the likes of which he'd never seen. Tall, obviously powerful in body, yet almost to a man terribly scarred and covered in the strangest tattoos. They carried great snakes in their hands, and wore armor that looked, impossibly, to be alive.

A great chant rose up from the aliens, of an unknown and yet hauntingly familiar tongue. It was strange, but he could swear that he was almost able to pick out some of the-

The chant turned into a warsong as the man stepped out of the wood. He was of average height and build, clad in battle-armor as black as the void and argent trimmed, and his faced turned away from all but his enemy. He watched in great surprise as the man drew a bronze lightsaber, the hilt shaped in imitation of the krayt dragon, and ignited the grass-green blade. One of the lead aliens brandished his serpent-staff and snarled a challenge.
**

The man raised the saber in mocking salute, then set to battle with the alien and claimed his head after the briefest duel. The man strode over the fallen alien and set upon the rest with a vengeful wrath, blade thrumming, black blood hissing, and the man's own tears turning to vapor upon that blade.

Then he saw through the man's eyes, and his will moved the man's hands, for he was the man, and the xenocidal slaughter before him was his assumed duty to rid the galaxy of a great plague; and rid it he did. 

As he raised the lightsaber after the last alien fell, and turned it towards himself and drove the blade into his own gullet, he looked down and saw that his hands were stained black, permanently, for he had bathed in their blood.*
---

He shot upright, and after a moment's disorientation was relived to find himself still in his cabin, on the Illuminator. Still, it looked a bit...different, somehow, but he attributed that to the muted lighting as he started to lay back down.

"Don't go back to sleep."

He whipped his head to the right, at the voice that had come from the empty portion of his bed. His eyes widened in surprise.

"We need you," she said.
---

"Gahphrprbbbpth!" Carlos DeLong exclaimed as he shot upright, for real this time. Now wide awake he stared at the far wall of his cabin, which looked exactly as it had when he'd laid down to sleep. Slowly, and with a strange sort of trepidation, he turned his head to look at the space next to him on the bed.

Still empty.

He reached out and touched it. Still cold.

He was – almost – disappointed.

Then the com chime sounded.

"Well, it's not like I was asleep," he grumbled as he reached over and hit the answer button. "Yes?"

*"General, flag bridge,"* came the voice of Aral Contassia. *"Sorry to wake you, sir, but I think you need to get up here."*
---

The trip was not going as planned.

Robert DeLong wasn't really surprised by this, as the trip had been a bit of a spur-of-the-moment decision, and those really didn't tend to work out well for him. Well, except for that one time, when the spur-of-the-moment-what-in-*hell*-were-you-thinking "plan" worked both worse and better than he'd had any right to expect. Most of the time, random action tended to get him shot at.

But honestly, this one should have worked. It was certainly simple enough, just put himself, Talia, and the right supplies into the Vendetta and head up to LaGrange point L2. Easy. Simple. Good view of planet, nice romantic dinner, and Ven specifically instructed to keep her electronic eyes to herself, thank you very much. And, honestly, it had worked, given that they'd finished dinner and then... moved on, so to speak.

Which was about when Ion came screaming in. Bit of a mood-killer, that.

His first plan, once he's stopped cussing and Talia had stopped laughing, was to head down to Xenen's south pole, dig Ion out, and mock-strangle him. His second plan, once Ven's long-range sensors spotted the... odd looking starships jumping in, was to get the engines and weapons back online and join the fight.

At least he thought they were hostiles. They were certainly acting hostile, and it wasn't too far of a stretch to connect their arrival with Ion's. Still though, he wasn't feeling any hostile intend coming off of the ships, so he reached with the Force and tried to feel them out-

At which point he turned white and had to take a moment to stop his hands from shaking.

It just wasn't *possible*, so he looked again.

"Ven, patch me through to Wayfarer Station," he said once he was certain he had control of his voice. He looked over at Talia, in the copilot's seat, and saw the same look of this-is-so-wrong consternation on her face. She felt it, or, rather, didn't, too.

"I've been trying to do that for the last fifteen minutes!" the AI replied. "I can't seem to get through."

"What do you mean, you can't get through?"

"As best I can tell, they changed the handshake protocols a week ago," she (female AI gestalt) explained. "Somehow, I didn't get the upload."

"Do we at least have a working transponder?" Talia asked.

"The transponder code is valid, yes," Ven answered, somewhat abashed.

"Well," Robert said, "I guess we'll have to be a nice, non-communicative-but-still-helpful surprise for the fighters."

"And the fact that we can't feel those things in the Force?" Talia said, gesturing at the incoming warships.

"Bad surprise," Robert answered. The engines came online, and he set in an intercept course for the enemy fighters. "But what the heck. The old Jedi were always about 'balance'."

"I just hope the kids'll be alright."
---

Carlos was still securing his uniform tunic (cut in the old Imperial style, but space black and with silver trim, rank indicated by silver collar pips and cuff stripes) as he stepped into the Illuminator's flag bridge. Greeting him there was Aral, a nervous looking lieutenant j.g., and a holo of Eric Corwin, the ship's captain. He raised an eyebrow at the holo.

*"Aral called me just after you,"* Eric answered.* "I'm on the bridge now."* 

"Right," Carlos said, and then he turned towards Aral and the lieutenant. "I'm going to assume that this is bad."

"Most likely, sir," Aral admitted. "That's why I called Eric... but I'll let Lieutenant Atkins explain."

The poor kid, who was the 'night watch' communications officer for the flag bridge, looked about to take a fright.

"It's alright, Tommy," Carlos said gently. "Just tell me what's happened."

"Uh, yes sir," the lieutenant said, momentarily stymied by the fact that the General knew his name. "Well, um, you see, I've struck up a bit of an acquaintance with one of the communications technicians at Shay Memorial Base. Just over the Holonet, sir. We, um, we play dejarik-by-mail, occasionally in holochats, and, well..."

Tommy reached over to the control board and called up a record file. The screen displayed a dejarik board with a game in session, and the face of a not at all unattractive young lady, whom Carlos figured to be the com tech in question. He decided, for the moment, not to bring up the subject of the young lieutenant's use of the Illuminator's com system for this sort of thing.

Nor did he mention that Tommy really should have moved the Ng'ok to the right, rather than to the left.

However, the com tech apparently had felt no such restraint, and taunted him gleefully as she moved to exploit the opening he'd left. The record continued in that same vein for another minute or two, until the red alert sounded.

He recognized the voice of Nylan Bridger in the background, barking out orders, and then one order to "call Golgan III" and-

And then the video fell away to static.

"Alright," Carlos said after a moment, his stomach and heart heavy like lead, "I believe it's time for Lieutenant Atkins to meet his girlfriend in the flesh. Aral-"

"Third Squadron is out on anti-piracy duties," she answered before he even finished the question. "First Squadron, including the* Freedom's Fire*, is still undergoing refit and repair; most of the crews are still dirtside. Second Squadron is pulling Home Fleet duty, so their scattered all over the system. However, we can have the *Ketaris*, *Olahan Beach*, and *Azure Woods* in formation with us in about fifteen minutes from now."

He just stared at her, his mouth twitching. So was half the flag bridge. She had the grace to look somewhat abashed, but certainly not apologetic. 

"I figured you'd order a reconnaissance in force, sir," she explained.

"And this, ladies and gentlemen," he said with a grin that he only half felt, "is why I keep her around. Okay. Lieutenant Atkins, contact the *Ketaris*, *Olahan Beach*, and *Azure Woods*, and instruct them to form up on us. Then raise Commodore Drax, on the *Argent Sound*, and Commodore Kincaid, on the *Freedom's Fire*. Instruct Drax to maintain the system patrol, and Kincaid to pull together whatever he can and get ready to hyper to the Xenen system on my signal."

"Aye, sir!"

"Eric, have your navigator draw up a jump to the outer edges of the Xenen system. Then get ready to fight your ship, Captain."

"Will do, General," Eric Corwin acknowledged, then signed off the holo.

When Carlos finished barking out orders and everyone on the bridge was to their assigned tasks, he turned to the central holo plot and pulled up a map of the Xenen system. He needed to read the ground, the orbits and the LaGrange points, so he could plan the action...

He also needed to call the president and get authorization for this deployment... but that could wait. Even if he had to get authorization after the fact, Martyn wouldn't begrudge it.

Not for this.

"The outer edge, sir?" Aral asked quietly. She come up to stand beside him at the tactical plot. The chief of staff's place.

"Like you said, this is just a reconnaissance in force, and we don't know what's going on. We jump in, get a sensor reading, and then act accordingly, just like Vran did at Second Xenen. If the AF is still engaged, or victorious, we will advance to help. If they've been defeated-" his voice didn't waver at all, but he couldn't quite keep the worry out of his eyes "-then we play tauntaun-and-wamp in the outer system until Everett can get here with the rest of the Fleet. Aside from that..."

He shrugged.

"Aral, the AF is engaged in battle with somebody right now. We've managed to shave down the transit time, but it still takes thirty-six hours to get from here to there. What's happening now will be done and over when we arrive, just in time to help pick up the pieces. I just wish there was more we could do."
---

"There has to be something we can do!" Sarah DeLong queried a bit too loudly. "Besides just sitting here..."

When Robert and Talia had headed for their little romantic getaway in orbit, and just haring off on a whim wasn't exactly something they were used to doing, had wondered what to do with their three offspring. At the last they'd decided just to let them have the run of the house, with Cameron (who was almost but not quite as responsible as most thought him to be) assigned to keep an eye on Sarah (who was a good bit more responsible than most gave her credit for) and Matt (who was just as responsible as everyone thought he was, which wasn't really saying much). Cameron assured them that all would be well, that they should just take off an have a good time on well-deserved parent's-night-out, and not to worry about thing.

Upon their departure, he'd promptly invited Jaq over (much to the delight of his siblings, though Sarah seemed both a bit more delighted than Matt and a lot more delighted that Cameron was really comfortable with), and the foursome set out to just roam around the base and the surrounding grounds.

As such, they were in the base when the Ion's call went out. They were still recovering from that when the sirens went off and an obvious attack began. 

Just sitting quiet during a fight did not come naturally to any of them. They were each of nature and nurture both the sort to jump in and help wherever and whenever they could. Which meant that they'd many a time come home from school with black eyes and bruises, but all acquired in service of a good cause. Really.

"We'll think of something," Cameron said in what he hoped was a soothing tone, hoping to keep his (excitable, by her own admission) sister calm, and glad beyond all reason that Matt had decided that now was not the time to pester her, but was trying to 'help' Jaq instead. "For now, though, we're in the shelter, so just stay cool until we find out what's going on."

They'd headed, counter-intuitively, to the nearest air-raid shelter when the sirens began. Cameron and Jaq had figured, pretty much simultaneously, that it would be best as the moment to get themselves off the street and out of everybody's way until they could figure out something to do. Besides, if whoever was up there decided on orbital bombardment, well, better down here than up there.

"But what about Mom and Dad?" she asked.

"Don't worry about them," Cam replied, reaching out with the Force and touching his father and mother. He sent them reassurance that he, Sarah, and Matt were all fine. They sent reassurance of the same, and also that they were getting into the fight, and that the enemy was a bit... strange. 

"They're fine," he said after a moment. "A bit worried about us, but ready to fight off the bad guys."

He didn't mention the bit about the enemy, how they didn't exist in the Force.

"I know," she said, relaxing with a sigh. "I just..."

Cam grin and reach over to muss her hair. She glared at him, but then grinned herself and mock-whapped his arm.

"C'mon, sis, let's go see what-"

"I'm in," Jaq called out. He'd secreted himself in a corner with a datapad as soon as they'd entered the shelter, and had set about, with 'assistance' from Matt, hacking into the AF's battlenet. 

"How bad is it?" Cam asked as he guided his sister over to his best friend, and very pointedly did not notice the way she looked at Jaq.

Matt, for his part, stared at the pad and nodded in a knowing fashion. He was a bright kid, no doubt, and clearly talented in the ways of computers, but if Matt DeLong understood half of what was flowing past on Jaq's hacking screen, then Cam was a mynock's uncle.

For that matter, Cam wondered if Jaq really understood half of what was on his hacking screen. Such things, for Jaq, were almost as if they were instinct, not knowledge.

"Looks like somebody's trying to hit the system," Jaq replied, calling up a real-time tactical plot. "Looks like only four cap ships, though. Lots of fighters."

"Unidentified?" Matt asked. "Not Remnant?"

"Doesn't look like it."

"Okay, main battle's in space," Cam said, trying to give the conversation some direction. "Is there anything we can do to help, besides staying out of the way?"

"You want to stay out of the way?" Sarah asked, incredulous. Cam shrugged, and Jaq nodded.

"With an unknown enemy, it might be best," Jaq answered her. "It would certainly be one less thing for Aunt Indy to worry about. But if we're looking for stuff to do..."

He called up another list, and scrolled down it until- 

"Ah, this looks..." he murmured, and then he selected one item on the list, which looked like and directory of internal communications lines, and switched the pad's speakers.

*"-do you mean, 'indisposed'?" *came a very irate voice from the pad.*

"They're, ah, they're drunk sir."

"In the middle of the bloody afternoon?!"

"They had night shift, and it was a bachelor party."

"Can they operate the systems while intoxicated?"

"Not while unconscious-drunk, sir."

"Good gods, the Admiral will have their asses."

"Demon Murphy strikes again, sir. So what do we do about PDB 0427?"

"For the moment, leave it operational but unmanned, under computer control. If worse come to worse and we actually needed the PDB's, then we'll have crews for it soon enough."*

Jaq shut off the sound at looked at Cam expectantly. So did Matt and Sarah.

"Are you thinking what I'm thinking?" Cam asked with a grin.

"If I'm thinking what you think I'm thinking," Jaq answered with his own grin, "then yes. You do realize, of course, that I'm not sure how to get into one of the PDB's. And we might not even be able to operate it if we do get in. And what'll happen if we get caught in the act. Not to mention what our *parents* will to do us even it we *don't* get caught."

"Yeah, that had occurred to me."

"Okay," Jaq answered, mollified. "Sounds like fun."

GEN Carlos DeLong
GDFCO

            When Ion Qel-Droma crashed into the southern polar caps on Xenen, it rang the heads of every Jedi from Xenen to the far end of the sector like bells. Never in all my life-not even when Alderaan died-have I ever felt something the same as that scream. How Indy figured it was him so fast, I'm not sure. Arin knew, somehow, too, and she went for him-why, I'll never know. They never got on all that well. Probably because no one else could do what needed to get done.
            I have to believe that.
            The Vong War-that's what it was that started for us that day, after all-changed everything. Retirement was no longer an option for any of us. We had to stand and fight, or lay down and die.
            Lying down and dying wasn't something that was in any of us. 
            But things are never as simple as they appear to be. A surprise attack? We could have handled that, easily, despite an unknown enemy, despite the fireballs...despite all that. We could have handled it.
            But the enemy didn't come alone. Seems like it never does.
            We were never that lucky.

~ Excerpt from Silent Eyes: Memoirs of an NRI Senior Agent by Nylan Mikhail
Bridger, published 35 ABY.

Sometimes what you want to do and what you have to do are different. Sometimes, they're the same without you even realizing it. Either way, what's more important? Yeah. That's what I thought you'd say. Either way, you're wrong. ~ Karinlyyn Bridger Kel-Solan, Auyn Warmistress 
_____ 
            "Gods damn you, Ion," Karinlyyn murmured, maneuvering her craft through wind shears in Xenen's atmosphere, shears that grew more and more violent the nearer she got to the south pole. "You had to go and crash in the worst possible place, didn't you? And even then, you didn't have the good graces to die doing it!"
            She was annoyed.
            'Annoyed' was generally not a good thing for a Jedi to be.
            Good thing that she didn't think of herself as a Jedi.
            Her craft dipped low over the ice pack as waves whipped against the harsh cliffs of the frozen wastes that characterized Xenen's southern polar region. She could see the smoke rising still, mingled with steam, rising into the skies.
            The war's beginning. She could feel the empty above. Space had never felt so empty, especially not here.
            Especially not here.
            Why her head didn't ring as badly as the others, she didn't know. Likewise, she didn't know how she knew that her head ached less than the rest, only that it did. Perhaps it was the way she'd compartmentalized for so long. Maybe there wasn't an explanation.
            All she knew was that she could act when others couldn't, in ways they could not. 
            God, I hate this. I never should have come home.
            Of course, there had never been a choice.
            *Ion...if you can hear me, you'd damned well had better answer unless you want to spend your eternity inside a ball of slag. And I do mean that.*

~ Indy

    The military is based, more than anything else, upon communication. It is a skill that every member must master; everyone from the admiralty down to the cadets must be able to clearly and succinctly deliver a message. This is the point of basic training is learning to work effectively in a team and follow orders to the letter - things that cannot be accomplished without proper communication. This accounts for the precision and professionalism that the members of a military unit are able to exhibit. They can deploy in a matter of moments, and each one knows what he or she is meant to be doing.
    When a situation arises, generally the first people to know about it are those in the control center on the planet, and those flying in orbit. Often those who are flying aren't high on the chain of command. Rather they're just the first to see the thing when it comes in, whatever it is. It's usually relatively easy to know if the base is under attack or not, so this is the first order of business to be decided upon. Once the determination has been made (based on whether or not the ship (or ships) in question is firing upon allied forces) then information is sent to all the wing COs. They, in turn, brief those under their command and then lead them into battle.
    Of course, there's other things that need to be done as well. The injured must be taken out of the field of engagement and treated. Support crews fuel fighters, engineers see to ships not exploding, and local repairmen (or repairwomen, take your pick) ensure that the plumbing is running in the right direction. In the midst of a heated battle, of course, this is as close to useless as it is possible to get. After the ship you are on explodes into a million pieces, it's rather difficult to care if the drains in the executive officer's quarters were clogged or not.
    The point of this whole thing is not to explain the system to people who already know it intimately, but rather to make this point: Alextravia Grentarii and Amanda Lance felt less in the loop than the previously mentioned repairmen (or repairwomen). The reason for this is simple: the accurate and timely dissemination of information to members of the base is only extended to members of the base. Since that did not include either of them, they were very much in the dark. All their calls went unanswered, except for one.
    "Hello? Hello!" Alex shouted into the comm panel. "This is Alextravia Grentarii, former member of the Aurora Force. What's the situation? Is everyone alright?"
    "Yes," the voice came back, "we're all okay. But the fire's still burning."
    "Fire? Have we been attacked from orbit?"
    "No! Just a gas leak in the back room. Caught a spark off the wiring and the whole place went up."
    Alex looked at the base. It seemed to be okay. More specifically, it seemed to be not on fire. "Who is this?"
    "Nick," the voice said.
    "Nick who? Name, rank, wing!"
    "Just Nick. Nick Garson! My restaurant's on fire! Send me help now!"
    "I haven't got time for this," Alex said, closing the comm off. "This is supposed to be official channels only."
    "If you got a civilian channel," Amanda said, "it means we weren't getting anything on the official bands."
    "Well... what does that mean, then? There's always chatter on the official bands." This statement was made more to himself than to her; what she'd said just a second ago was the first thing she had said since Ion put every conventional means of broadcasting to shame. "I need to get you medical help."
    "No, I am alright."
    "What do you mean, alright? You screamed and fell down. I barely got you over to the couch."
    "But the shock is dissipating rapidly. I believe it was simply a message."
    "A message about what?"
    "A warning."
    The silence was so thick you couldn't cut it with a knife. You'd probably have to go out and get a saw in order to tackle this particular silence. 
"What do we do?"
    "Let's head in to the base. You, my dear, have medical training. In conjunction with my skills as a Jedi Healer, we can perhaps do some good here on the ground." And with that, they were off.

Alextravia Grentarii

In every military action, starting when the first group of beings attacked another, there is always chaos when it is unexpected. All of the discipline in the universe cannot hold back the initial chaos that occurs when an attack occurs unexpectedly. Typically, one knows when they are going to be attacked, be it based on information from spies, or observation or just by sheer luck.

The outbreak of conflict on Xenen is no exception. Though it appeared that things were being taken care of, no one could admit to being calm. Fear, surprise and even anger were the prevailing emotions. 

Or, at least, that was how Nicolai read the situation. No one looked to be particularly enjoying the situation, that was for certain. He decided now was not a time for him and his troops to be sitting on their duffs. He pointed to one of the Sergeants.

"You! Get back to the assembly area, relay the order that we're going to start establishing defensive positions. The rest of you, on me. We're going to start setting up at the port. If we're to get offworld, they're going to need to cover." Nicolai ordered, "Ravins, Belunaksi, Buran, get us some E-Webs and any other heavy small arms that they can spare."

As the three commandos headed for the armory again, Nicolai went to stop a passing hovertruck.

"What is it?!" The driver protested.

"You carrying anything?" Nicolai asked.

"Not yet."

Good. You're taking my troops to the spaceport. Make it snappy." Nicolai ordered, waving the remaining troops over to the truck, which they piled into. The driver opened his mouth to protest, but decided against it. One of the three Nicolai had sent in came back out.

"Sir, we'll have to catch up to bring what we need." The younger soldier said.

"Fair enough. Move quickly." Nicolai ordered, piling in with the troops. The hovertruck started for the spaceport at a rapid rate

-Lt. Cmdr. Nicolai Ginovef

Natasha jumped from the chair and backed against a console. Her saber, forgotten aboard The "Pride," was unavailable, and probably wouldn't do much good against the incorporeal. Instead, she held her hands up in a sort of warding manner.

"YOU!" 

Calziran chuckled. "I see your father's warned you about particular Sith spirits. Wise, but at the same time, annoying. You have nothing to fear from me, Natasha, Daughter of Karin, Of the Clan Sa'kai. My spirit's become far too weak to harm an insect, much less one of the Tar'Keta."

Natasha narrowed her eyes and glared at the apparition. "I do not believe you!"

"No, I didn't think you would, not at first. There's too much bad blood between us all, and no explanation for that existence. First of all, don't you think it rather odd that a Sith, of all things, could remain in spirit just like the Jedi are sometimes rumored to? That our souls were not consumed entirely by the dark?"

Finally thinking, Natasha nodded slowly. In general, only Jedi could do that trick. Sith Lords were too crude in their grasp of the Force to manage such a feat, and far too impatient. "Alright, you have me there," she said. "Explain to me, then. Tell me why you want to 'help' me, and what this 'bad blood' is."

Calziran smiled a ghostly smile. "Sit, then. This is going to take a minute." Natasha glanced at the chair, and ever so slowly resumed her seat. "Good," he continued. "First, we will start at the very beginning."

Calziran began to explain to her the origin of the Tar'Keta, how they were refugees escaping enslavement by an alien race in living ships. A race which called themselves "Yuzahnn Vong" [Spelling mistake likely!]. In the midst of the refugees was a man, planted by the Vong, of the family Karin, belonging to Clan Sa'kai. He had been engineered to be a slave of their bidding, and to pass this trait down in his children. 

The man had known of this, and decided to maintain the secret, in hopes that someday, a cure might be found for his bloodline. And ever since, not a single female child was born to the family Karin. This secret was passed down, protected by the family, their tainted Legacy.

Two thousand years before the present, Calziran had been a foster-child to the family Karin, who's name had been corrupted by the thousands of years prior to the current 'Kerensky.' Calziran was entrusted with the Legacy first, because his cousin Alaarn's parents had seen the possibility that Alaarn would reject his duty and destroy the Legacy. In that event, Calziran was to end the Kerensky line, to protect the Galaxy from their imminent betrayal. 

Unfortunately, Calziran knew he could not kill Alaarn in a one-on-one fight. He'd tried on multiple occasion, and even attempted using a star-system destroying weapon, but failed every time. Finally, realizing that he could not defeat Alaarn, he created a special safe-haven laboratory, and then met Alaarn in single combat. He allowed Alaarn to kill him, setting his spirit free to bide the millennia. When the pre-set time had arrived, Calziran's haven activated, a clone was made, and Calziran's spirit took rest in it. 

Natasha cleared her throat. "I'd like to point out one glaring error in your story." 

"Oh, please do," Calziran purred. 

Natasha pointed at herself. "If the family line could not have female children, how do you explain me? My mother cheated on my father?"

Calziran shook his head. "No, I am getting to that. You see, the data implanted by the Vong is stored on the Y chromosome, and the best way to ensure it's safe passing was by ensuring that they could only have male children. Also, the family tended to have only one child; very rarely could they have two."

"I knew I could not beat your father. He'd have half of the same genetics as his ancestor, and I could not beat that. So, I realized I'd need his own blood to do it." 

Natasha's eyes began to cloud as a suspicion built in her mind. Calziran hurried on before she could make an objection. "When I fought your father, I implanted him with a set of one-shot nano-bots. Their duty was to extract the X-Chromosome, and to ensure its delivery. That his first child would be a daughter."

Natasha looked at her hands. "You mean...I was born...to be a tool? I was deliberately created by someone else?"

Calziran sighed. "After a fact. I hoped not to need to reveal this to you, I had hoped that maybe the Vong would never come...but during my last stint alive, I saw the reports. I saw the information I had wanted prepared while I was dead. I knew they were coming, and I had to act. Unfortunately, it was too late."

Natasha sprung out of the chair, swinging a fist at Calziran. It passed through harmlessly, but brought a strange look to his face. She swung again and screamed at him. "I don’t want to be your tool! I don't want to! I don’t want to!" She collapsed onto the decking, leaning against the control console, and drew her legs close again, sobbing. 

"Natasha..."

"Go away."

"I'll have no choice, soon enough. They call to me, the other spirits. The Force itself. It all calls to me...to rejoin it, to let myself go...but I cannot. I have to hold on a little longer, to ensure the fulfillment of the promise I made to a man I never realized until it was too late cared about me. A family that cared. And I cannot do it by myself."

"I don’t want to be your tool..." Natasha whispered between gasps. 

And I didn't want to save the Galaxy....but I have to try now. I saw them, when you fled the Pride. Only, I didn't see them as you could...I saw them as holes. As a great darkness, and their lust for pain and death surpasses even some of the darkest urges I ever felt from the Dark Side."

"I don't want to..."

"The galaxy needs your help, Natasha. I can help you save your brother from them, and I can help you redeem your father's soul. Help me. Help them."
   
  -K

            "Wayfarer Control, this is Ice. What's our situation?"
            Twenty-five years, and she'd never shaken that callsign, even though the squadron that shared the appellation was no longer hers. Twenty-five years of flying and fighting. If she'd stayed in Imperial service, the service she'd been trained for, she'd have been out by now. Out or dead.
            "Ice, Control. Captain Rameth has set down on-station-his fighter's too damaged to fly. Be advised, bogeys spit molten rock."
            That's something new. "Roger that. Relay to squadrons, append following. Switch to tac two and break by pairs. Ice is taking command of fighters in the air; Rameth's wing on me."
            "Roger, Ice. Relaying."
            Kingston got a good eyeful of what was going on before she was part of the fight. They weren't doing well-that was for certain. She flipped to tac two. "Squadrons, this is Ice. Report in." She waited a minute as she edged closer to the fight, listening to most of the pilots sound off-a lot of them were still alive. That's good. Let's keep them that way. "New plan, kids. Take your wingmen and pair up with your flights-we're going to make these guys shoot at each other. We don't know what we can do against them, but we know what they can do against us. Let's see how this pans out."
<><><><><><><><><><><><><> 
            Slate Bridger strode into his command post for his meeting, his wife at his shoulder. It was rare to see Karrially Darjinn like that these days-she was usually stuck in an office somewhere. But today she was here, with her husband, where the intelligence officer liked to be.
            It made Slate feel good to know she was there.
            Something was wrong. He could feel it, on the edge of his senses. He tilted his head, his gaze fastening on one of the militia commanders.
            "Mr. Valero, is there a problem? Because if there is, we can fight it out right here and right now. Think you can win hand-to-hand?"

~ Indy

    When a crisis hits, medical centers get busy. Doctors and nurses run around prepping surgical bays and cots, and converting the mess hall and lounges into triage centers. They are like a well-oiled machine. Not a too-well oiled machine, mind you. A machine with too much lubrication actually becomes more of a hazard than a machine with no oiling at all.
    The medical teams at Shay Memorial were at the perfect level of lubrication. Provided the battle stayed in orbit, there wouldn't be injured for an hour, but if whoever was up there started firing on the surface... well, better to be ready. They completed their task in fifteen minutes; people ran about carrying supplies, doctors scrubbed up and applied rubber gloves, the stable, recovering patient were moved back to their quarters to make room for critical injuries, folks shouted 'stat' a lot, and absolutely nobody ran into anyone else.
    That is, until someone arrived who wasn't supposed to be there.
    Actually, it was two someones. They were Alextravia Grentarii and Amanda Lance, and immediately upon entering the medical unit Alex slammed into an orderly and knocked a large jar out of her hand. It fell to the ground and shattered. The chief surgeon walked over to them, looking unhappy.
    In retrospect, considering the training they both had, they probably should have realized that two people without identification who nobody's ever seen before are not going to be welcome around wounded people during an unknown red alert situation, even if they turn out to be the moon goddess Shiraya herself. Everyone was watching them carefully. Nobody in the sickbay had anything else to do, after all. The wounded weren't here. They were all just standing next to the beds, all staring at the shattered jar. Alex thought, based on their faces, that the jar must have contained something important. He also thought about how much he was breaking glass bottles as of late, and thought that maybe he should try not to do that anymore.
    "Now what?" Alex was frustrated at their lack of ability to help.
    "We will find a place where we are really needed," Amanda replied.
    "Wanna go help Nick Garson with his burning restaurant?"
    "But Amanda wasn't listening. She was plugging her datapad into something.
    "What are you doing?" Alex asked.
    "Slicing the network," Amanda replied, just as casually as if she'd answered, 'Getting a bagel.'
    "Why?"
    "We need information. Since we're not going to get it officially, we'll use... alternative methods."
    "You'll never get in," he said. "This is the most secure network I've ever seen, and that was ten years ago! I designed some of the encryption codes myself! There's no way we've got time for-"
    "Got it."
    "You. Are. The fastest."
    "In the galaxy," she replied. "Now, listen to this."
    "Can they operate the systems while intoxicated?"
    "Not while unconscious-drunk, sir."
    "Good gods, the Admiral will have their asses."
    "Demon Murphy strikes again, sir. So what do we do about PDB 0427?" 
    "For the moment, leave it operational but unmanned, under computer control. If worse come to worse and we actually needed the PDB's, then we'll have crews for it soon enough."
    "We're going, aren't we?" Alex asked.
    "Unless you think we can be of use elsewhere."
    "Nick still gets my vote, honestly."
    "Come on. Let's go."

Alextravia Grentarii

"Keep trying until you get something." Nicolai ordered his communications specialist.

"Yes, sir, but it looks like nothing is getting around." The Lieutenant JG replied. Nicolai nodded, and started out of the weather monitoring building and headed over to the control tower. As he jogged over, he looked over at the soldiers working to set up defensive positions. Thankfully, his troops were able to get the weapons they needed. At the primary defensive positions, E-WEBs were set up, with smaller E-WABs at the secondary fall-back positions. The secondary beings manning with the E-WEBs and E-WAB crews were armed with T-21s. A few of the primary positions, namely the tower, had one of the two PLEX launchers that the defense team had.

Nicolai walked into the tower, where a couple of the troops were rigging up anti-personnel mines at the base around the stairwell and turbolift banks. Nicolai nodded to them.

"Sergeant, is the turblift usable?" Nicolai asked. The Bothan demolitions expert looked over his shoulder.

"It will be usable for another fifteen minutes. After that, we're going to rig them with Detonite with a hybrid remote-proximity detonator I've been working on. We can detonate them at will, or they'll go off if the proxy sensor is tripped. The explosives on the stairs wont be armed until every last man gets out."

"Roger. Keep it up, Sarge. What else are we doing?" Nicolai asked.

"Well, we have plenty of those fragmentation grenades, those explosives that are way less than thermal detonators, proton grenades, and then we have thermal detonators for the heavier stuff. PLEXes have about fifteen rounds each. And then I got this." The Sergeant jerked a thumb to the Stouker Arms Concussion Rifle that was laying next to him. It was deadly, but took someone skilled to use. The Sergeant had acquired it on one of their operations, and rarely used it.

"Okay. Thanks." Nicolai said, taking the turbolift up to the top of the control tower. Halfway up, there he stopped just to see how the shooting port that one of his teams manning an E-WAB had blown out and set up. He finished taking the lift up. The transparisteel had been removed to allow for the best fields of fire. The E-WEB was in place, but the crew was practicing moving it quickly. They also had one of the sharpshooters with them.

"Sir." One of the E-WEB crewers nodded and then looked to the other, "Okay, let's try this again. MOVE!"

The supporter disconnected the powerpack and picked it up, and then the two lifted up the E-WEB together, tripod and all, and hauled it to another end of the tower. In all, it took about three and a half minutes to move it and have it ready to fire.

"That's our best time. Three and a half." The gunner said.

"Try to refine it, but three and a half will have to do." Nicolai nodded, looking out at the spaceport.

*This is going to be one fight to remember.* Nicolai thought to himself, *I hope Kat and the kids got out like I said.*

-Lt. Cmdr. Nicolai Ginovef

Conceli VIII, as the battle commences at Xenen.

            Wil Scarlet had been watching a smashball game on Xenen when the Holonet had abruptly cut out. That had actually been a welcome opportunity to get up, grab another drink, and check on his wife, who was in her study with a book.
            "How's the game?" Robyn asked absently as he kissed her beck.
            "Eh, cut out. Must be some signal issues between here and Xenen. It'll be back; always is."
            "Hmm," Robyn frowned a bit, looking at him. "You know, I tried to call Kala a few minutes ago, but the line was unavailable. Think something's up?"
            Her husband frowned slightly. "I don't know. But not worth worrying about right now. Nothing we can do, right?"
            She nodded. "Of course."
            Then his comm went off. Wil frowned as he answered. "Scarlet."
            "Governor? We have priority message relayed from Xenen by way of the Blue Rose."
            "What's wrong?"
            "I think you'd better get down here, sir."
            Robyn's comm was going off, too. Wil almost swore.
            They're under attack.

Kartuiin, as the battle commences at Xenen.

            Alek was sitting on the edge of the couch, head held in his hands-it was still ringing. Being on the far edge of the sector, he'd caught things in a little more of a backward fashion. In the part of his mind that could still think, he wondered how Garan was handling this.
            The screams. By the Force, the screams.
            Tegan was crouched at his knee, her hands on his arm. "Alek?"
            "They're screaming," he whispered in a broken voice. "They're dead, but they're still screaming."
            He didn't have a chance to articulate anything else before the events that followed snapped him violently back into reality.

~ Indy

In the trees outside a small, unassuming farmhouse on Grassus, a man waited. The man waited patiently, hidden in the trees, with only his high-powered sniper rifle to keep him company. His target would be home soon, he thought. He had to be, he was already a week overdue. But the man had his orders, so he waited.
=================================================================

"Admiral," one of the comm techs in the command center of Shay Memorial looked up at Indiana Bridger, "Wayfarer still reports long-range communications down, but we've apparently got a communication from General Dur on Kartuiin coming -in-. No idea how he's doing it."

Indy frowned. Maybe it was the fact that her head wouldn't stop ringing, but something about that didn't feel right. Still, if anyone would find a way, it would be that crafty old Jedi. "What's the message, lieutenant?"

"He says he has vital intelligence about our attackers, but he will only communicate on the secure line in your office, Admiral."

Indy sighed, she -had- just managed to limp her way all the way up here from her office. "Tell him I'm on my way."
=================================================================

A small, furtive man glanced around the hallways of Wayfarer station as he slipped out of the command deck, sneaking down the hall away from it. No one seemed to notice him, with the chaos of battle going on, or so he thought. Despite his size, the small man failed to notice the hulking figure in silver metalmesh armor following him discreetly down the corridor. The small man slipped into an auxiliary security station and eased the door shut behind him. His pursuer smiled with a mouth of sharp, pointed teeth and pulled on a pair of leather gloves with metal studs on the knuckles.

This was going to be fun.
=================================================================

On Kartuiin, Tegan Dargan-Canelle couldn't even bring herself to offer a smile in greeting as she met General Garan-Dur in the corridor outside her office. "Garan, have you heard? Alek says..."

Garan nodded gravely, cutting her off. In ten years of service, Garan had -never- cut her off. "I heard them all too well. There is little that we can do for our brothers and sisters, being so far away. For the time being, matters here at home must take...precedence."

Tegan just nodded. He also hadn't called her formally by the title of governor. Something was -really- bothering him. "I'm told there's a priority call for me from Admiral Bridger, but she insisted on speaking on the secure line in my office. As my military advisor, I'd like you to listen in."

She moved to open the door to her office and Garan stopped her with a hand on her shoulder. "Wait. Let me enter first."
=================================================================

The corridors of Shay Memorial base were strangely empty. Those who had official reason to be inside the base were all busy at their stations. Those without official reason were busy being elsewhere right now. That being said, the two squads of commandos advancing on the operations center were unnoticed and unopposed. Two dozen armed, trained agents, all with very specific orders, and they were certain they would be unchallenged. Of course, they were prepared to kill anyone who did.

None of them noticed the lithe, female figure who dropped off of a rooftop as they passed the commissary, landing in a crouch behind them silently. Equally stealthy, she rose, her silver metalmesh armor glinting in the afternoon sun as she began to track the trackers.
=================================================================

Indy was in a particularly sour mood as she opened the door to her office and stepped inside. That was cut short by the strong arm that wrapped itself around the back of her neck and the hand that pressed a vibroblade to her throat. A voice simply whispered "Scream, and you die before you hit the floor." Being a trained medic, Indy knew the threat was less from the blade and more from the pressure on her spine from behind. One flex of those muscles, and she'd never walk again.

The chair at her desk turned around, and a woman with jet-black hair and ice-blue eyes smiled coldly at her. "Indiana Bridger. How nice of you to come to my office. You'll forgive me if I don't call you by your rank. You won't be using it much longer."

Indy's eyes flashed. "Frost. What rock did you crawl out from under? What the hell is this?" Bianca Frost had been the instrument of Bobby Drake's fall from grace and forced retirement from the military, all of which had left the Tempest Control intelligence organization in her hands. There's been nothing either she or Tag could do about it at the time, and Indy hadn't personally laid eyes on the woman since.

"Call this a...changing of the guard. I feel it's time that the Kartuiin Sector were being run by more capable hands. Mine."

"You're insane. Do you have any idea how many people will oppose you?"

Frost smiled coldly. "Nylan Bridger, Slate Bridger, Karen Wood, Jeff Sparks, Ethan Rand, Kingston Taylor-Drake, Tag Rendar, Derik Bel Iblis, Garan-Dur...and of course, dear Tegan Dargan-Canelle. All of these people will be dead by the time you are. There won't be anyone truly organized enough left to stop me."
===================================================================

Rameth grabbed one of the two men in the security room by the back of his shirt and slammed his face into the wall. The second man tried to rush him, only to be met with Rameth's boot in his chest, throwing him backwards against the monitor board behind him.

The one-horned, scar-faced Devaronian growled at the man whose nose he'd just broken. "I won't ask again. What the hell did you do on the command deck?"

The second man tried to rush him again. Rameth let go of the first man, grabbed the second, and brought his knee up and into the man's stomach. He felt ribs crack and splinter as the man dropped limply to the floor. Seeing his partner down, the first man started to talk.

"We're agents of Tempest Control. Admiral Wood and Admiral Taylor-Drake have been compromised by the enemy. We have orders from Admiral Bridger, through Director Frost, to eliminate them before they can sabotage our defenses. We were ordered to make it look like an accident, so the public doesn't learn the truth. One of the control panels on the command deck is rigged to explode when the enemy fire on us. It'll electrocute the traitor."

Rameth's eyes flashed. "That is the stupidest.... what about Kingston?"

"We're supposed to sabotage the flight-control auto beacon before she lands. We were on the way down there when you burst in."

Rameth growled and picked up the man like a sack of potatoes, dragging him to the command deck and muscling his way past the security guards at the door. "Which panel? WHICH ONE!?"

With a shaking hand, the man pointed. Rameth dropped him and pushed his way past a startled Admiral Karen Wood. With a beastial growl, Rameth shived his clawed hand right through the panel. The fail-safe kicked in, and the panel overloaded, sending enough voltage into the Devaronian to kill ten ordinary men.

It would have been enough to kill Rameth, too, except for a little-known fact about the metalmesh armor of an Auyn Warrior, the same armor Rameth was wearing. The armor dissipated and grounds electric current, keeping the wearer from being shocked. The amount of current flowing into Rameth now was a bit too much for even this, and the big alien staggered backwards. Even dazed as he was, he caught the flash of metal out of the corner of his eye. 

Rameth grabbed Karen by the arms and stepped in front of her, taking the blaster shot from the agent he'd dropped right in the middle of the back, where his armor protected him from most of it. He looked over his shoulder at the man and -growled-.

The agent dropped the blaster and immediately put his hands up. "Isurrender. Isurrender. Pleasearrestme!"
==================================================================

In Indy's office, Indy was still trying to buy time for someone to notice she was missing. "What makes you think anyone will believe any of us, let alone all of us, betrayed the Aurora Force?"

Frost smiled. "It really all boils down to your dear cousin, Tag. Or should I say, Link Shanar?" Indy swallowed. For Frost to know THAT secret...

"Link took control of poor Tag again, and then took control of Slate, Nylan, and you. The blood connection, of course. The rest of it is really all about one group not knowing what the others are doing. The agents neutralizing Karen and Kingston think the orders came from you. The agents neutralizing Sparks and Rand think the orders came from Tag. And the agent sent to neutralize Bel Iblis....well, the Dracosian makes his own enemies, doesn't he?"

Indy swallowed again. Was there a skeleton this woman DIDN'T know about?
==================================================================

As Garan stepped into Tegan's office on Kartuiin, someone tried to slip a plastic bag over his head, probably with the intent to slip the bag over Tegan's head and suffocate her. Garan assumed this, because the attacker seemed surprised when the crown of horns on the Auyn WarMaster's head ripped right through the thin plastic. Garan reached up and tore the rest of it free, turning to face his attacker.

The man was dressed in all black, and pulled out a long, curved sword. "They told me to prepare for you, Jedi. That's why I armed myself with a blade made of cortosis metal. Your lightsaber will be useless."

Garan pulled the cylindrical handle from his belt anyway, and assumed a battle stance from the Verpine Warriors of the Old Republic. "That would probably be true...if this were a lightsaber. I fear you have been gravely misinformed about your opponent, lad." He pressed what would normally be the activation stud for the lightsaber blade, and three feet of retractable, sharpened metal sprang out of the handle. Garan's face remained cool and unreadable. "Just so you know, this is also made of cortosis metal."

The black-suited assassin leapt at him, and Garan countered the attack easily. The blows between the two were traded so quickly Tegan could scarcely tell who was attacking and who was defending at any given moment. The assassin was good, but Garan had many more years of studying ancient fighting styles, and putting them to use. He switched flawlessly from one fighting style to another, keeping the assassin off-guard, until finally the younger man lay at his feet, with Garan's sword held to his throat.

"Who else did they send? Who else is here to kill the governor?" He pressed the blade a little closer.

"No-no one. One spoiled bureaucrat and an aging mystic. I was supposed to be able to take you both."

Given what had just occurred in the galaxy, Garan found it hard to smile at even that. "It seems your master underestimated the Order of Auyn."
======================================================================

"Viktor, close the door, would you? I wouldn't want someone to walk by and see this." Frost smiled that cold smile at Indy.

The man with the blade to her throat reached out with his foot and kicked the door shut with a click. From behind the door, Bobby Drake smiled to Frost and put his arm out, pressing the barrel of his blaster to the man's head. "Hello Bianca. Funny meeting you here."

Frost's eyes widened momentarily, and then narrowed at him. "What do you think you're doing here, Drake?"
He smiled. "Oh, just spoiling your plans utterly. You -were- kind enough to do exactly what I expected you to do."

She raised an eyebrow. "Oh did I? You expected me to orchestrate the deaths of half a dozen of your friends?"

Bobby just shook his head. "No one's dying today. It's over, Bianca. Tell your man here to stand down."

"And if I don't?"

Bobby shrugged and clubbed the man over the head with the butt of his gun, moving to turn it on Bianca as the man crumpled and Indy stepped back. "I'll do something like that."

"I hope you understand I brought two teams with me. Two dozen highly-trained soldiers. You've only taken out one."

As if on cue, the door behind Bobby opened, and Aly Drake stepped inside, her silver hair perfectly matching the silver metalmesh armor of an Auyn Warrior that she wore, wearing it openly for the first time since her graduation on Kartuiin two years ago. She was disheveled, her other clothes were torn, and she was bleeding from a cut across her forehead, but she ignored it all. "Hey, dad, I count twenty-three incapacitated and in custody, but....oh, there he is." She smiled, seeing the one unconscious at Bobby's feet.

Bobby just grinned at Frost as she turned several shades paler. Before she could so much as twitch, he pulled a second trigger on the gun, and fired a dart into the side of her neck. "There's a fascinating little creature in the southern oceans of Mon Calamari. Its blood is an almost total paralyzing agent for the human nervous system. That's what's keeping you from biting down on the little poison capsule in your third molar, by the way. Next time, don't go to a dentist I introduced you to. Oh, wait, there won't be a next time."

He walked over and hit the comm on Indy's desk. "Nylan, it's Bobby."

"What are you doing in Indy's office?"

"Long story. Listen, is Tag up there with you?"

"She just walked in, why?"

"Could you ask her to come down here? I have a little present for her. Tell her I'll even wrap it up with a bow."
He grinned at the immobile Frost and looked at Indy. "Don't you have a battle to run, Admiral?"

--Wyvern

    Alex and Amanda ran towards the PDB. "Do you have a backpack in your ship?"
    "Yes, and a duffel."
    "Let's get a few supplies. Dunno when we'll be back."
    They hurried up the ramp into the ship. "What do you want to bring?"
    "Grab your lightsaber and any blasters you have. I'll fill up a few canteens with water."
    "Right," Amanda said. She opened her storage compartments and began stockpiling weapons. All very basic - no show stoppers. A DL-44 for her, an E-11 for Alex. Two BlasTech pistols as backup, one for each of them. "I have a rifle and pistol for each of us."
    "Any grenades?"
    "Just a few, and they're flashbombs only."
    "Bring them anyway. Might do some good." Alex returned with the water.
    "I've got some bandages here, and a little disinfectant."
    "What about some kind of armor?"
    "Nothing, sorry."
    "Then we shall have to try very hard not to be shot."
    "I try for that anyway."
    "Except it's more important this time. Anyway, here," Alex said, pulling up a base map on the large display. "The Planetary Defense Batteries are located here, here, and here. We'll head for the one we heard them talking about, but we might need to split up. If anything happens, we meet here," he said, indicating a place on the map. "It's on the perimeter so it should be easy to get to... even if the base itself is under siege."
    "There are many things we can use but that will be too heavy to bring into combat. We might do well to stockpile some supplies there."
    "Even better, let's relocate the ship out near the woods, and just meet there instead."
    "I agree, that is a most wise plan." Amanda started the pre ignition sequence. "This will only take a moment."
    "Have you got any sense of what is happening?"
    "No," she said. "All I feel is confusion and fear."
    "Well, here's hoping we accomplish something."
    The ship took off and landed a few minutes later in a clearing.
    "Should we try to hide it?" Alex asked. "Yeah, take your lightsaber and cut some branches to cover the ship."
    Amanda did as Alex said. After a minute they looked at the ship. It looked like a ship with some branches on it.
    "That was less than impressive," Amanda said.
    "It worked in the holofilm I saw last week..."
    "Last week? You were floating around deep space last week."
    Of course. It was hard to remember that the events of 'last week' were actually ten years ago so far as everyone else was concerned. "Sorry. Anyway, at least it's disguised from the air, if not from a ground patrol."
    "I believe that is the point."
    "Come on, let's get to the Battery."
    They ran through the woods and towards the large cannon. Alex was about to open the door and go in, when Amanda put a hand on his arm. "What?" he asked.
    "There is someone already inside."

LCL Alextravia Grentarii and Amanda Lance

The first line of defense for a planet facing an assault from space is a mobile system fleet. Such a fleet not only has the advantage of keeping most of the turbolaser fire away from a planet's surface, as turbolaser fire directed at a planet's surface is the encyclopedic definition of "the suck", but it also has the flexibility to respond to any errors (or acts of brilliance) on part of the invaders. Say, for instance, if an attacker really flubs up the initial jump and arrives in the outer system. The mobile force can then jump to engage, and hopefully end the battle before the light from said battle reaches the inhabited planet in question.

There was at least one incident of that during the Rebellion, when a rebel assault mistimed the jump and got itself bushwhacked a good five light-hours out from the planet in question. The defending Imperials, returning to the planet after a four-hour battle, had pulled out an old optical telescope for their AAR. It was the sort of thing that both sides still toasted in bars, for the style factor alone.

The second line of defense consists of minefields and "fixed" weapons emplacements, located either in high orbit or at various points in the system itself. These are of somewhat limited utility, as unless the aforementioned mobile fleet can herd the attacker into contact with the defenses, or they are emplaced around objects or locations that an attacker *must* strike, then said attacker can easily bypass them and continue on to engage the objective. A solar system is huge, with many times ten to the
twenty-ninth power cubic *kilometers* of volume to play around with. A system cannot, then, be entirely closed off with fixed defenses. 

However, a well-placed minefield, or defensive platform cluster, should not be underestimated. Because while a system can never be fully interdicted, any system worth attacking has a target in it that *must* be attacked. Usually, that target also *must* be defended. And while an attacker has a fully three-hundred sixty degrees spherical of available attack vectors, a cunningly placed platform cluster, or the ability to emplace mines on-the-fly, can add a certain* piquancy* to a system defense.

The third line of defense, ere a full invasion takes place, is the Planetary Defense Batteries. Generally designed to range from atmosphere to just past geosynchronous orbit, the acronym PDB has received a number of alternate meanings throughout history, most equal parts profane and fatalistic. For they, quite frankly, the last line of defense before the infantry gets
involved. Or the orbital bombardment starts. Or the rocks start falling down the gravity well.

Or all three. 

The PDBs on Xenen weren't part of the planet's facilities at the time of the Aurora Force's first... arrival on station. In fact, it wasn't until after Variner his own self re-invaded the Xenen system (the *second* Imperial operation to do so, by and by) and the AF and GDF retook the place that the PDBs were designed and installed. A case of closing the blast door after the
smuggler has gone through, perhaps, but what else can one do?

Xenen's PDBs were arranged in trios, each cluster forming an equilateral triangle around Shay Memorial Base and each of the major population centers. Each PDB had three long-range turbolaser batteries, and three long-range ion cannon batteries, for to engage capital ships in orbit. Also, each sported a substantial collection of quad turbolaser cannons and concussion missile launchers, for use against fighters or landing craft that managed to breach atmosphere. The... substantial power generators for the beam weapons, and even more substantial magazines for the missile launchers, were located beneath the PDBs, and were easily the single most armored locations on the planet. For good reason, that; one "lucky shot" to the C-M magazine would likely cause the warheads to sympathetically detonate, which given the PDB's proximity to either the primary base or a major city would easily redefine the word "suck".

PDB 0427 (they weren't numbered consecutively-as-constructed, but rather according to an algorithm that was designed by committee (read, political concerns) and that "it seemed like a good idea at the time" was the best that could be said about it) was exactly like the prototypical Xenen PDB. In fact, it was the prototypical Xenen PDB, since it had been the first one constructed. As such it normally received the crack PDB crews: best shots, best at on-the-fly maintenance, best at spit-and-polish. In theory. In reality... well, the secondary ion gunner was getting married, and what else was a well-greased machine of a PDB crew supposed to *do* at a time like that except close ranks and get hammered in one last night of freedom?

Besides, it wasn't as if someone was going to invade the Xenen system, ferfrakssake. That would be just... *stupid*. 

So the crack crew lay on the floor of a hotel room in an alcohol induced stupor; someone was invading the Xenen system, in ships that looked like a hallucinogen-induced concept of a tumor; and all that PDB 0427 had to man it was a pair of thirteen year old boys and two twelve year old fraternal twins.

Had it tear ducts, the venerable structure would have wept. Another thing it didn't have was a guard, the theory being that were a malicious sort able to gain access to a PDB then the AF would already be dancing terrible the charlie foxtrot, and that warm bodies would best be needed elsewhere. Namely, covering an evac line.

Besides, Jaq Pellman had put in a fitting 'reward' for any such unauthorized persons who managed to force the door's security lock.

The same security lock which young Jaq Losoda poured over in concentration. The lock itself had no scomp link, so he couldn't attach his pad and hack it directly. Whatever files in the primary database that contained the access codes were stuck behind a couple hundred layers of firewalls, passcodes, ready-to-fire virii, and at least one program that looked like an ancient first-person shooter. Also, the very first layer of security was digitally marked with a sign that literally said "Here be Dragons." So getting at the codes the old fashioned way was definitely out.

He was about to start guessing, a prospect that did not thrill him, as he wouldn't put it past the late Colonel to have install a hidden blaster or somesuch at the lock, which would pop out and kill whomever entered the wrong code three times. Or worse. He didn't know what would really be worse than that. But Pellman would have thought of something.

He was about to try guessing anyway, when- 

-*'The code is Charlie-Lima-Indigo-Seven-Five-Three-Two'* came into his head. Just on a lark, and before he could stop himself, he entered the code on the keypad. 

Lo and behold, the door opened. 

He heard the cheering at his back, felt Cam clapping him on the shoulder and congratulating him, but all he could think was where in *hell* that code had come from... and why it had come in the same voice 'he' used in the flashbacks?

"Jaq?" 

He shook his head at Cam's questioning tone, and brought himself back to the present... back to the* mission*. He could worry about the source of the information later; so long as it *worked*, he was perfectly willing to go along with it.

For now. 

"We're okay," Jaq replied. "Just... you know, waiting to see if a half-starved rancor comes out or something."

"Nah," Cam said with grin, as he led the party into the PDB. "Rancor wasn't his style, from what Dad's said. Now, a half starved* wampa*..."

"Wampa wouldn't survive in this climate," Matt announced. Sarah made a remark about when was the last time he'd been to Hoth, and Matt stuck his tongue out at her and then made a snide comment right back. It was looking to turn into a full-fledged twin pester-match, so Cam turned around and started to tell them to cool it.

Then they were all four into the PDB's foyer, and the door slammed shut behind them.

"EEEP!" Sarah exclaimed, snark forgotten.

*"Warning. Negative match on authorized biometrics,"* intoned a pleasant sounding female computer voice. *"Initiating emergency security procedures. Have a nice day."*

*"EEEEP!"* exclaimed both Sarah and Matt. Cam started to duck even as he looked for opening gunports and went for his lightsaber. Jaq... Jaq just stood there, in the middle of the foyer, as if listening.

"Computer," he said with far more calm than he had any right feeling, "command override Papa-Echo-Lima-Lima-One-One-Two-Three-Five. Cancel emergency security procedures. Add biometrics of current party to authorized database, command code Mike-Able-Nike-Eight-One-Three. Execute commands."

*"Override code accepted. Command code accepted; biometrics added to authorized database. Welcome to Planetary Defense Battery Zero Four Two Seven. Have a nice day."*

The far door opened, and Jaq let out a breath he hadn't known he'd held and sagged with relief. Then he realized that the others were staring at him, Sarah and Matt with something that looked a bit like awe, and Cam with something that was quite clearly concern. He looked at his friend pleadingly, and Cam nodded.

"Sarah, Matt," Cam said quietly, "you two go on ahead. See if you can figure out how to get the control working, all right?"

The responded with an okay and practically ran into the control room, though Sarah did so a bit more reluctantly than Matt, and Jaq *thought* he saw her cast a glance back at-

Good *grief*, had she just looked *that way*... at *him*? As if everything else he had going on wasn't weird enough!

"Um, Jaq?" Cam asked uncertainly. "How did..."

Jaq pulled his brain away from another possible complication and shook his head.

"Cam, I... don't ask. Just don't ask."

"Why not?" he said, not pressing, not challenging, but genuinely curious.

"Because," Jaq answered with a very slight smile, "I don't have an answer. Not right now. Let's... let's just get this thing ready to fight, okay?"

"Okay."

~Jaq Losoda
Cameron DeLong
Sarah DeLong
Matthew DeLong

            So this was what it was all about, Les mused as he watched the battle unfold, and listened to Dad and Uncle Vik discuss tactics while Mom complained about nearly being dismissed - again. 

So this was what it came down to, this zero hour; their time was up. It was upon them now, after all the premonition, the foreboding, the warning – what good it would do them was yet to be seen. These...things, they were unlike anything any of them had encountered before. So strange, so - though the word seemed insufficient - alien. 

With a calmness that could have only come from the Force, he watched, he observed, he analyzed. In an aura of unreality, he felt as though his processors were in overload; yet the thing that bothered him most, in the back of his mind, was the vision he'd had of the Raven...of Asya. That the reason for it still waiting for them sometime in the future disconcerted him to distraction, especially in view of what had come in on the waves of intuition that had been the private discussion of every Jedi he knew. He wondered if any of them were as afraid as he.
            "Hey, Les!" Asya's chipper voice piped in through his earpiece, returning him to the present.

            "Yeah, sis?"

            "Isn't this exciting?"

            He was surprised to find he could still laugh. Though the word did indeed
describe what was going on, it wasn't exactly the word he had in mind. 

--Skyy

    "What are they saying," Amanda asked.
    "I can't make it out," Alex replied, his ear against the door. "It's just muffled voices... and they're getting softer."
    "We should go in and offer our assistance."
    "This keypad, attached to that lock, seems to be here to prevent that happening. Want to start with one-one-one-one-one-one-one and see how long it takes us to get in there?"
    "If we do that, the chances are very good that we will be killed. There is likely a security system."
    "What do we do, then?"
    Amanda took out her lightsaber. "We make our own entrance."
    "The door's probably wired to do something if we try to break it down," Alex replied, shaking his head.
    "Then we make our opening where it would not be expected."
    "There's probably circuits weaved all the way through the wall."
    Amanda hunched down and, using the Force to propel her, jumped up to the top of the control room. Her feet made a loud KLANG as she landed. Then, looking down and concentrating on the small projection unit that created her fiancee, she brought him up to the top as well. "And NOW we make our opening, and drop down," she said. She cut a large circle in the surface they were standing on, and kicked it down into the room below.
    "After you, my dear," Alex said.
    Amanda jumped down and Alex followed. They were in a small room with a door, a few glowpanels, and no controls. "Are we in the right place?"
    "I think so," Alex replied. "We probably have to get through there." He cupped his hands to his face. "Hello? This is Lieutenant Colonel Alextravia Grentarii of the Aurora Force. Is anyone in here?"
    "Warning. Negative match on authorized biometrics. initiating emergency security procedures. Have a nice day."
    "That's not exactly encouraging," Alex said.
    "No, it's not," Amanda replied.
    A gunport opened. Or, more precisely, a lot of gunports opened. "Oh. That's less encouraging still." Alex ran to the far door and knocked on it, rather politely for the situation. A blaster bolt warmed the air next to him. Then he began pounding on the door. Somewhat less polite, of course, but the situation seemed to warrant it. "Hello? Hello! Please let us in!"
    He turned and dived, hitting the ground and rolling to avoid a blaster bolt. Amanda raised her lightsaber and deflected a bolt. Alex dived and rolled 
again to avoid her deflected bolt, then rounded it all off with one more roll, this time to avoid being hit by her swinging lightsaber. The redness of the blade reminded him of another, not-so-pleasant time when she had been swinging it at him; oddly enough, she was coming closer to hitting him now that she was on his side again than she ever had when she was possessed by the dark side and, subsequently, actually trying to hit him, which must explain why evil people never win.
    "Forget the guns," Alex shouted as he shot at one and forced Amanda to deflect his bullet. "In these close quarters, we'll kill ourselves! Maybe that's the plan! I'd like to meet the sick mind that thought this up!"
    "It does occur to me that it would be very hard for someone to come in here and save the day, yes," Amanda replied.
    "Right, but no. Let's protect the hell out of it. I mean, heaven forbid a person coming in here to save everyone's ass actually be able to do it without being shot through the head!"
    And suddenly, the blaster bolts stopped, and the gunports covered themselves up again.
    "That's better," Amanda said.
    "Warning. Counterinsurgency program level one unsuccessful. Initiating counterinsurgency program level two. Have a nice day."
    "Fat chance," Alex said.
    "What do you think it'll be? Electric shocks? Poison gas? A trapdoor, maybe, or a robot sent out to kill us."
    "My money's on poison gas," Alex replied.
    A gentle hissing filled the room.
    "You win," Amanda said.
    "Joy." He ran to the door and began pounding on it again. "Please! Please! For the Love of God, and all that is holy, open the door!"

-LCL Alextravia "my eyes feel like they're on fire" Grentarii
-and Amanda "you think that's bad, I can't even feel my eyes anymore" Lance

            I scold myself often for not seeing Bianca Frost's coup attempt before it happened. Perhaps I did, and just convinced myself that it could not happen; no one would possibly try to do something so foolish. Everyone loved my cousin-the only people who'd ever hated her, ever done anything even close to that (other than her husband, but he's another case entirely), were her enemies-the Empire, during a war that had ended.
            And then there was Tegan Dargan. Without her call so many years ago, we'd not even be here, made this sector our home. Her only crimes were that she was too young to wrest her sector out of Imperial control on her own, and that she was born to the eldest son of Imperial supporters, a son who rose through the ranks of the military and eventually came to govern this sector of space for long years. Even those crimes of parentage were remitted; her mother had been a Rebel sympathizer; her aunt, uncle, and cousin had all become part of the Rebellion itself-Izra and Kingston were heroes, even.
            Two women, who'd sacrificed and given almost everything for this sector that we called our home. And yet Bianca Frost targeted both of them.
            She targeted all of us, really. But it was those two that topped her list. Surprising, the folk who didn't make it. They'd have
caused the most trouble of all, I'm thinking.
            Woe be it to the person who forces an alliance between Mike Bullian and Carlos Delong.
            But I digress.

~ Excerpt from Silent Eyes: Memoirs of an NRI Senior Agent by Nylan Mikhail
Bridger, published 35 ABY.

"So, can we work with this?" Cam asked as he and Jaq crossed into the control room.

"Oh, sure," Matt replied with an airy wave of his hand. "I just like that video game we play. You know, the one with the guy and the things."

"Oh. Yeah. That game. So we can engage if need be?"

Matt nodded, with a look that said *'duh, that's what I just told you.'*

"Sarah, range to targets?" Jaq asked. She was at the tactical board, and that sounded like something that one should ask someone who sits at a tactical board.

"Um, looks like one-hundred twenty thousand kilometers... and closing," she said nervously but steadily.

"Still a ways out, yet," Cam muttered. Then, louder, "alright, lets keep an eye on the battle and try to assign priority targets. Well start firing at extreme, but hopefully we won't-"

An alarm sounded and a red light flashed, cutting off whatever he was about to say. Jaq whirled towards the security screen, just in time to see two people drop into the foyer. He could see the male say something, but the volume was turned low and they hadn't taken time to figure out those controls, so neither he nor the others heard it.

"Who the heck is that?" Matt asked loudly.

"Well that," Sarah replied, gesturing at the woman, "is Amanda Lance. I have no clue who the guy is. Looks familiar, though..."

At that point the security system came online, the message (*"Have a nice day"* and all) sounded in the control room for the benefit of those watching, and the shots started flying.

Later, Jaq would swear that he meant to shut down the blaster and open the door. He was after all, bare seconds away from the door switch, and his mouth was open to give the verbal override. He just... didn't. 

What he did instead, what all the boys did instead, was to comment on Amanda Lance's saber form.

"She's good."

"Oooh, that was close!"

"The guy ain't half bad himself. You see all that dodging? That's good dodging."

"Did you see that? I need to get her to teach me how to do that."

"Whoa! She almost took off that guy's-"

"Hey, I figured out who that guy is!" Matt enthused. "That's Alextravia Grentarii!"

"I thought he was dead," Cam observed.

"Cool! A zombie!"

"Boys!" Sarah snapped sternly. "Don't you think we should, you know, *let them in?!*"

The three glanced at each other, abashed. Jaq about to yet again open his mouth to issue the verbal override when... the blasters stopped firing. They all looked at each other, each look revealing an inner way between "Yay!" and "Oh, *shaavit*."

*Shaavit* won out.

*"Warning. Counter-insurgency program level one unsuccessful. Initiating counter-insurgency program level two. Have a nice day."*

"Command override Papa-Echo-Lima-Lima-One-One-Two-Three-Five! Cancel level two procedures!" Jaq yelled.

*"Unable to comply,"* the computer answered sweetly.* "Gas concentration has reached point of no return. Lethal amounts will reach subjects even if ventilated immediately. Have a nice day."*

"Oh, *shaavit* all* over* the Emperor's black bones," Jaq growled as he stabbed at the intercom button. "Ms. Lance!" he called, hoping she heard him, "when we open the door, get ready to move!"

Jaq turned towards the door, but Cameron was already there. No words on instruction were needed, and Cam pushed the switch to open the door. 


~Jaq Losoda
Cameron DeLong
Sarah DeLong
Matthew DeLong

            As Indy returned to Ops, Tag headed for her cousin's office, wondering what in the world was so important that Robert Drake would make mention of it during a combat situation. Granted, as a civilian there wasn't much she could do anymore-no authority, no nothing, short of grabbing the X-wing that had been collecting dust here at Shay for years and hoping that everything still functioned right, and that her reflexes hadn't atrophied that much after years of not being in the cockpit. In a way, she was silently grateful to Bobby for giving her an excuse to leave Ops.
            On the other hand, she silently cursed him for the same reason.
            She stepped into Indy's office and blinked at Bianca Frost, now neatly laid out on the couch, a bow taped to her forehead. She cast a quizzical glance toward Bobby, who leaned up against the desk, smothering a yawn behind his hand. Brow raised, she asked, "What's this?"
            He shrugged. "A present. She was going to have us all killed in various ways. I sent the info to your datapad. Welcome back to the loop, Tag." He straightened. "She shouldn't be any trouble-she can't move for another few hours. You have your blaster on you, right? Right, of course. I'll be in Ops."
            And with that, he walked out, leaving Tag staring at Bianca Frost, the woman who'd wanted nothing more than to kill them all.
            Tag smiled. "I think, Ms. Frost," she said in a soft voice, "that you made a grave mistake here today. And believe me...it wasn't getting caught." She sat on the low table in front of the couch and stared at the woman, continuing conversationally, "There was no way you could take down everyone. I don't even know who exactly you were targeting yet, but I know you couldn't have killed everyone without missing someone. Or several someones." She smiled again, leaning back and taking out her datapad. Her eyes skipped over the information that Bobby had sent-by the Force, when had he sent this? Ten minutes ago, maybe, when she was peering over Nylan's shoulder to get a feel of the battle in the skies above Xenen.
            Her gaze returned to Frost, but instead of just looking at the woman she was looking into the woman, her thoughts skipping over surface thoughts. Oh, she thought. This will be fun.
            "I know what you're thinking. I won't break you in half or read you like an open book because I'm a Jedi, and Jedi don't do that kind of thing. Newsflash for you that's not in my official file." She leaned in, smiling wryly, and whispered in her ear, "I'm not one of Skywalker's Jedi. I don't play by his rules." She stepped back and waited for that to sink in. It was easier than she thought, sinking back into old molds. Far easier than she thought...far less painful than she'd thought it would be. Maybe it was the wrath talking, though. "I'm sure you know some of my history. I suppose I should allay your fears by telling you that Link Shaner no longer exists-I left that part of myself on the deck more than a decade ago. What you're going to get, Bianca...what you're going to get is pure. Corellian. Justice." Tag smiled wryly at the other woman. 

            It was a first step in an old direction made new again.

~ Indy

It was abbreviated start-up checklist.

"Power up dorsal turret."

"Dorsal at red. Closing circuit breaker."

"Engines are go. Shields go. Torpedo tubes... Ven, how are the feeds looking?"

*"Feeds are good, Robert. We've got a full magazine, and no blockage."*

"Dorsal at barber pole," Talia called out, then, "... and cycled to green. Ventral at green. We're good to go."

"Right," Robert said, giving his wife a smile and then turning in his seat. "Ven, you've been monitoring the battle?"

*"Right, same as you."*

"Who'd be the best pilot for it?"

The AI was silent.

"Yeah, that's what I figured," Robert said with a knowing chuckle. "It would work out that the computer is the best pilot out the three of us, wouldn't it?"

"We did leave Cam on the surface," Tal observed with a shrug. Their oldest son was proving to be a talented pilot.

"Vagaries of the Daemon Murphy. Can't be helped... and it feels like they're, ah, keeping busy."

"Getting into trouble, you mean."

"Yeah, but a good kind of trouble."

"You hope."

"I hope. So, Ven, you up to flying on your own?"

*"Rachel did upgrade my routines a few months ago,"* the AI said helpfully.

"Good girl," Robert said, giving the console a reassuring pat as he rose up out of the pilot's chair. "I've got dorsal."

"How come you get the dorsal turret?" Talia grumbled as she rose up out of the copilot's seat.

"I thought you liked me on top."

Only by virtue of the fact that she was not aiming to kill, and that itself was a very near thing, did Robert DeLong dodge the flight manual that Talia DeLong chucked at his head.

---


"The battle goes well, my lord."

"Not as well as it should, Tactician," Supreme Commander Rupaak Kag murmured. "They engage only with fighters; fighters that we should be able to slaughter like larval grutchin! We have killed but few, and for far higher losses than I would like. I should have pressed for a yammosk... but enough. Are all the coralskippers in play?"

"Yes, my lord."

"And the infidel's warship?"

"It moves slowly. Hesitantly. Uncertain."

"Confused, perhaps, by the sight of living ships? Overawed by the works of the gods," Kag mused. "Or, more likely, waiting for something. In either case, now is the time to press inward. If they are overawed, then let us show them our might, and turn their awe into fear. If waiting, then let us spring their trap before it is ready.

"*Drn'ta-Ur* is to break formation and threaten the infidel's station; this should force their warship into action.* Fra'lat* is to remain in escort of *Vahong*. However, we will form up on them as well. Should the infidel warship continue to engage us, *Drn'ta-Ur* will swing around and take them in the flank. Should the infidel warship turn to support their station, we will do the same for *Drn'ta-Ur*. Do you understand this, Tactician?"

"Yes, Supreme Commander. I do."

"Then pass on my orders to your villip choir, Tactician. And from there unto the ships."

"It will be done, my lord..."

Rupaak Kag gave an expression that only a charitable, and preternaturally knowledgeable, xenologist would call an analog of a smile.

"Speak your mind, Tactician," he barked.

"My lord, the ship captains will ask how far you plan to press the offensive."

"Will they," Kag whispered dangerously. "Were my orders unclear when we set out?"

"No, my lord. They were perfectly clear, but the captains will see a chance for early conquest, and they *will* ask."

"Tell me, Tactician. *Can* we take this system?"

"If the infidel forces remain as they are... yes. It is likely."

"That accords well with my own interpretation," Kag said approving. "Now, Tactician. Can we* hold* this system?"

"No, my lord. Not with unknown and unfought forces on each of our flanks. And not when we are so far forward."

"*And* in our rear," Kag corrected. Then he relaxed. "That, then, is your answer to the captains, my friend. Tell them that we are to do as much damage as possible, including at least one close-in pass at the planet, this Xenen, and then we *will* leave this system. Make *certain* that they understand and acknowledge that."

"Yes, Supreme Commander. They will not like it."

"I do not care if they like it," Kag snapped. "I only care that they* obey*. To that end, Tactician, also signal, covertly, our agents on the ships. Pass them instructions that they are to remove the captains, on *my* authority, if my orders are not carried out to the* letter*. I will not have our mission dishonored by brain-dead fools who only seek glory in charge and eath, rather than in victory.

"Now, let us put the fear of the gods into these infidels."

---


"It's too bad that we can't broadcast on the tac frequency," Robert mused from the dorsal turret. The *Vendetta* was making best speed towards the developing furball, and if Robert read the chart right, they'd be engaged in about five minutes.

"Why's that?" Talia asked over the com circuit. She still sounded a bit put-out by his unilateral calling of the dorsal turret.

"Well, we can't really make an entrance this way, can we? No calling up Wayfarer station and letting them know that we're locked, cocked, and ready to *do* something."

At that moment a pair of enemy fighters, whatever they were, broke out of the furball and vectored towards the *Vendetta*.

"I think," Talia remarked dryly, "that we don't really have to announce that for everybody to figure it out."

~Robert DeLong
Talia DeLong
Ven
Rupaak Kag

    As it turns out, the interior doors of a Planetary Defense Battery are very thick. Its designers probably decided that if the control room came under attack (which was not an altogether unlikely scenario as any ground troops of an opposing force would most likely not want to see their ships blown from the sky), it would be a pretty good idea to keep people out. As such, in addition to the blaster turrets and the poison gas, the interior door and walls were incredibly thick and, also, mostly soundproof. And as a direct result of this, Amanda did not hear Jaq's cry through the door.
    She also did not hear it over the intercom due to some electrical problems that prevented the speaker from working. But that will be expounded upon momentarily when the entire group (the four kids and Alex and Amanda, who do indeed survive) enter the control room and begin to attempt to get the unit ready to fire. For the moment, all that must be known is that Amanda did not hear the intercom, or hear through the door, but she DID hear Jaq's message in her head. It was a smart move on his part to broadcast through the Force, because otherwise she and Alex would be dead.
    Alex, of course, being about as sensitive to the Force as a frostbitten foot is to being poked (which is to say, not very) didn't hear a thing. He continued to beat on the door, and when it opened he said, "Finally! Are you trying to get us killed out here?" At least, that is what he meant to say. What he actually said was, "Finally! Are you trying to getomph!" And the reason he said this was because Amanda ran into him and threw him into the control room so that Cam could shut the door. As the large steel door slid shut and Alex spit out a mouthful of dust, the four children surrounded the newcomers.
    Cam had taken somewhat of a command position early on, and didn't see any reason to stop now. "Alright," he said. "What are you two doing here?"
    Jaq wondered just what Cam thought he was doing, but further thinking revealed the answer. Amanda was supposed to be in parts unknown, and Alex Grentarii was supposed to be dead. Presumably, then, neither had any reason to be here. Jaq probed out with his thoughts. The two seemed to be who they appeared to be, but it paid to be sure.
    "We intercepted a transmission that seemed to indicate that this battery was not staffed," Amanda said. "Obviously that is not the case."
    "I rather think it is," Alex said. "Look at them! They're children!"
    "Children who got past the security system... something you could not." Jaq delivered the line with perfect Jedi calm. Of course, they'd had the code, but the strangers didn't have to know that. Not if they were going to be rude.
    Sarah watched the spectacle for a few moments and made her own judgment regarding the situation. "Will you boys stop playing soldier? This is a real, live battle and unless we can prove these grown ups aren't who they say they are, then we should let them help."
    "Let... let us help?" Alex said with a chuckle. "We're sending you back where it's safe."
    "Newsflash," Jaq said, "it's not safe anywhere on the planet."
    "Alex," Amanda said, "they may be able to help us. We cannot get the unit ready to fire alone."
    Matt turned to her. "It IS ready to fire," he said. It had to be. He'd told Cam it was ready and if it wasn't, he'd sure look bad.
    "That is not exactly true," she replied. "While you are able to control the unit, view sensors, and target incoming ships, there are several problems to be overcome before you are ready for combat."
    "What are we even firing at?" Alex asked.
    "You mean you don't know?"
    "All I know is that someone is giving my fiancee here headsplitting Force messages, and that I can't raise anyone off of the planet's surface."
    "Sarah," Jaq said, swallowing hard and quickly losing his suspicions about these two, "can we give them a visual?"
    "I think so," she said.
    Alex and Amanda looked at the screen. "My God..."
    Alex was still staring dumbfounded, but Amanda turned to face the kids. "Listen to me. If we do not get this battery in shape within the next ten minutes, we can plan to die before the day is up. We will all have to work together in order to get it working."
    Alex looked at the kids. Jaq and Cam looked at him. There was still some doubt in the young mens' minds, but they were running out of options. "Agreed," Cam said.
    "Agreed," Alex replied, nodding. He stuck out his hand. "Lieutenant Colonel Grentarii reporting for duty," he said, shaking Jaq and Cam's hands.
    "Cameron DeLong," Cam replied. "And these are Jaq, Matt, and Sarah."
    "There are six of us, so we should form three teams of two. Sarah, you and I will work up here on the computer, selecting targets and clearing up some of these wiring faults. This place probably hasn't been used for a while. That means connections need to be strengthened and all the consoles need to be powered up.
    Jaq, you and Matt should head below and begin manually loading missiles. Once we have all the consoles up, we can engage the automatic loader, and clear any red-lights.
    And I elect that we transfer command to Alex and Cameron." Amanda wasn't sure who looked more pleased - Cameron or Alex.
    "Alright, then," Cameron said. "You heard her! Let's move!"
    "Sarah," Alex said, "what's the range of the enemy fleet?"
    "Down to one-hundred nineteen thousand kilometers," she said. "They are closing faster."
    Amanda added, "They'll be in extreme firing range in fifteen minutes, optimum range in 20. We should be ready in ten if we can."
    "May the Force be with us," Jaq said.
    "I second the motion," Alex replied.

LCL Alextravia Grentarii,
Amanda Lance,
Jaq Losoda
Cameron DeLong
Sarah DeLong
Matthew DeLong

Nicolai knew that the situation was bad. It did not take a moron to figure that one out. But he really felt that he was going to need a touch more than just a rifle company to hold the spaceport, and to assist in whatever was necessary. 

The civilians who opted to stay had armed themselves with the security unit's E-11s and DH-17s, but Nicolai had told them to just stay alert and continue making preparations. He stared out of the tower at the destruction, and knew fully that soon, the landing forces would come. If they had any sense, they'd be hitting the spaceport for sure. He knew he would. Hitting this facility would really mess things up. But it was far too big to hold with just a rifle company.

What frustrated him further was that with comms down, he was certain that coordination would drop, as they would have to rely on runners to get messages passed.

*What I could really do with is some frelling armor. Not asking for a kriffing AT-AT, either. I'll be satisfied with some hovertanks or even some light attack speeders with repeating blasters on 'em. Just something more substantial.* He thought to himself.

"Commander?" Someone said from behind. Nicolai turned.

"Yeah?" He replied.

"Sir, we've tried everything we can, and we cant get any comms." The younger soldier said. Nicolai nodded gravely.

"Pick a runner, and get back to base. Round us up some vehicles. Attack vehicles. I don’t care what, though. And if you can get us some more personnel to man this place, the better. I don’t care if you have to recruit everyone in Admin to do it, either. But we need those vehicles. If it runs, has armor plating and a weapon on it, I want it." Nicolai explained, "I don’t need a whole frelling armor division, just a few vehicles to patch up the holes. And find out if anyone has any orders for us. I need to be better in the know."

"Yes, sir." The runner replied, heading back down from the tower.

-Lt. Cmdr. Nicolai Ginovef

"Nothing like I've ever seen," Trevvik replied in answer to Mark's question as they observed the advancing swarm. "Like someone's chucking rocks at us."

It was a good description, until they got closer and realized their aerodynamic shape.

"Rock...ships! That's going to make one heckuva silhouette on the side of my ship."

"Tough as rocks," Mark commented as the battle before them joined and they witnessed the beating they could take.

"Team up?" Trevvik suggested.

"Team up," he confirmed with a knot in his stomach. It had been a long time. He had thought - they all had - that these days were long behind them. "On my mark."

"We're ready, Dad!" came the call from the gunner stations.

On his signal they peeled away from each other and dove into the fray, Trevvik diving right through an attacking enemy formation, breaking it up and scattering them like angry hornets. Scissoring back and forth, double-teaming their targets from above and below, they made short work of the strange fighters - but there were so many of them. For every one they eliminated, it seemed there were a dozen or more to replace it. This didn't bother Trevvik, who let out a whoop that let them know he was having fun. His cry was joined by Asya's as she scored another hit. "Just like the games back home!" 

If Mark had taken the time to think about it, he would have realized that although it had been awhile, he hadn't forgotten. Instinctually he fell into his old fighting style, even learning a few new tricks to accommodate this entirely new foe. Trevvik adapted as well, taking cues from his brother as they dove and swooped, dodged and fired.

"Coming around to your right."

"Roger dodger."

"Watch it, you've picked one up."

"Yeah, I see him. Bringing him around to you."

"Good shot!"

"Watch it, watch it!"

"Whoa, lucky --"

"You all right?"

"No problemo, bro."

"How are our shields holding out?" Mark asked his wife.

"No problemo."

Shutting out the noise, Les let the Force guide his aim, while at the same time feeling out their enemy - or attempting to. It seemed there was nothing there, like Force-less voids. 

Strange.

He was about to say something about it, when he heard Janet reverse her earlier report: "No shields!"

"Say, what is this?" Trevvik complained, indicating that the Malady, too, had been stripped. This was followed by similar chatter from other fighters.

At that, Janet paused from tracking down the malfunction and looked at her husband, who glanced back and said, "Time for some fancy flying."

--Skyy

Had Ven, the AI flying the YT-2000 Vendetta, a head, then she would have cocked it slightly in curious befuddlement, for the sensor readings were...odd.

Not just because of the strange emanations coming from the fighters themselves, which were more like some of Syri's old sensor records of an Ithulian Ore Hauler than, say, an X-wing. While truly* living* ships were practically non-existent in the history of the galaxy, certain variations on the theme were known to pop up every now and then, so the concept wasn't totally unheard of. It was generally considered unworkable, if for no other reason than the stuff designed to shield flesh from radiation doesn't really graft well onto said flesh, but it did prove great fodder for science-fiction writers looking for something... spectacularly above the norm.

Nor because of the gravitic readings associated with each ship. The ability to manipulate gravity was a somewhat understood and well-used technology, be it manifest in an inertial dampener or in an Interdictor's gravity well projectors, and Ven often found herself marveling (AI or no, she had the ability to do that) that no one had yet worked out to make a gravitic drive system. Until now, at least. But even then a gravitic drive looked a lot like the sensor readout from an interdiction field, albeit smaller and slightly more focused.

The really odd part was the anomalous reading that accompanied each of the gravity fields. It looked like a point-source of black body radiation, but there were a couple of oddities there. She took a moment and dedicated a few processing cycles to analyzing the sensor readouts from one enemy fighter. That solved one mystery, for it became clear that the point source was moving along with the fighter's own vector, meaning that whatever the point-source was, it was the key component to the fighter's drive system. But the other mystery...well. It was black body radiation, sure enough, but it was very *atypical* black body radiation, and so Ven cross-referenced the sensor readouts to her database- 

No.

That *couldn't* be right.

*Hawking radiation?*

Who were these people, that could so casually manipulate *black holes* that they used them as drive systems for *fighters*?

How do you fight something like that? It was... it was...

It was rather simple in concept, really. So they used black holes as a drive system, eh? And also as a shielding system, given certain other data points. Well... a drive system is a drive system, a shield system is a shield system, a fighter is a fighter, and no captain can do very wrong by offering battle to the enemy, to paraphrase a beyond-ancient human sea-admiral.

Simple in concept, but complex in execution. As they all discovered when the two enemy craft reached engagement range of the *Vendetta*. All three ships opened fire; molten rock splashed against the *Vendetta's* particle shields, and the enemy's gravitic drives swallowed up Robert and Talia's fire. The ships passed each other after that first volley, neither having damaged the other save for the drain on Ven's shield systems. The ships began to vector around to reengage, with Robert firing in controlled bursts at the enemy fighters, given Ven's orientation. The enemy fighter's drives continued to drink in his fire.

There was something strange about the enemy's maneuvers, though, and it took Ven a moment to figure out what that was. The available data was too small of a set to draw any reliable conclusions, yet she was ready to tentatively identify the enemy as a warrior culture. They fought with a certain coordinated wildness, one similar to that employed by the ancient Mandalorians, or the Gamorreans, but-

But it was nowhere *near* as coordinated as it should have been.
---

Rupaak Kag shook his head as he watched the tactical villip. The plan was set, and in hand of his ship commanders and squadron commanders, but...

But the warriors that he'd brought into this battle were the ones who considered war to be little more than a chance to win personal honor in glorious combat. The ones who would often tell The Plan to go take a flying leap into the arms of the Lover Gods, because they were by Yun Yammka going in there to take on the *entire* enemy force with the might and fury that is their heritage, and thus win great honor for caste, creche, kin, and their own blood. The ones who could pound their chests and bellow their devotion to Yun Yuuzhan, to the Twin Gods, and to Supreme Overlord Shimmra with the best of them, but who knew about as much about how to win a battle as a Shamed One knew about the proper implantation of a radank claw!

The stupid ones. The ones who most needed a yammosk, which he did not have, to restrain their militant zeal and focus it onto a *useful* goal.

Had his mission been to capture and cleanse this system for the Yuuzhan Vong, then he would have felt well and truly angry rather than mildly annoyed.

In any case, the winnowing his fleet was experiencing was to be expected during the opening phase of such a campaign. Many, after all, would flock to the side of the gods to claim a role in their conquest of this galaxy, in the subjection of the infidels. Yet the gods alone would decided who was worthy to reach that point of honor.

And if in nothing else, Yun Yammka and Yun Harla were of one mind on what to do with the unworthy.
---

The enemy fighters had a much smaller turn radius than did the *Vendetta*, but their poor coordination did them in. One turned slightly tighter than the other, and so both had to veer away sharply to avoid collision... just as Ven reoriented to face them head-on. Two shots from Robert at one, two shots from Talia at the other, and few shots by Ven from the axial cannon just to confuse things, and the two fighters were so much expanding gas and debris. So she wheeled around again, looking for more targets.

Funny, those were the only two that had come after them. For a very brief moment, Ven felt insulted.

*"**Ven,"* Robert called over the intercom,* "take a look at our two o'clock."*

*"That looks like the* Stormcrow *and* Malady*,"* Ven replied, after she'd glanced over the sensor data. *"I cannot hail them yet, but their shields are down, and they look to be in trouble."*

*"Yeah, you could put it that way,"* Robert said with a harsh laugh.*"Listen, the * Stormcrow *is Mark Wyler's ship, and his and Janet's oldest is a Jedi. Move to engage that cluster of fighters on their six, and I'll try to contact Les Wyler through the Force. Don't know the kid very well, but it just might work."*

*"It would be good to get some coordination,"* Ven admitted as she set the ship on course and went to full military acceleration. The DeLongs liked to tinker; this often proved... unsettling for the AIs that inhabited their ships, but Ven wholeheartedly approved of the improvements they'd made to her engines.

Which would help greatly in the current, Ven noted as she screamed in on the enemy at a seventy-percent greater speed than a YT-2000 had any business traveling, and let fly the first of many proton torpedoes at the fighters that harassed the *Stormcrow* and *Malady*.

~Robert DeLong
Talia DeLong
Ven
Rupaak Kag

"Oh well. This day wasn't going that great anyway," Trevvik grumbled to himself after confirming his shields had, indeed, been stripped away – and that same story was true for the Stormcrow as well. Their role now became more one of survival, of ducking and dodging the plasma rain.

Surrendering to the loss, Janet angled the hull plating and relinquished power from the shields, balancing the excess to feed to the guns and engines, increasing speed and intensifying firepower. "Keep it up back there," Mark told his kids as he rolled the ship and nosed toward the stars, letting bolts of hot plasma slide by, scorching the Stormcrow's belly as they passed. "It's a free-for-all. Pick your targets and light them up." As an aside to Janet, he said, "I can't believe I just said that to my own kids." Janet took aim with the torpedoes. The supply was by now half depleted so she chose her targets carefully. Mark whipped the ship into a sharp bank; a pair of their pursuers arced wide, overshooting and bringing them into Trevvik's line of fire, where a few shots got lucky, sending one spinning towards the planet, streaming a trail of rocky fragments. 

With the boost of power that would have otherwise have gone into the shields, the barrage of energy Les and Asya were able to unleash tired their defenses and eventually some got through, blasting chunks of rock from the strange fighters. 

"Yeah!" Asya shouted as their persistence and teamwork paid off.

"Good shooting, sis!" Les praised.

In a pause between maneuvers, Asya got a good view of an X-Wing, consumed with fire, streaking by in eerie silence, as in slow motion. Her smile disappeared as she watched the doomed pilot flailing his arms as he was being cooked alive. A rock ship zipped by behind it, emerging triumphant from the trailing smoke. Her finger slackening on the trigger, she watched for a moment in stunned silence, until the ensuing explosion flashed like strobes, momentarily blinding her. It happened so fast, then her stomach lurched as her father increased the throttle and rolled the ship around in the opposite direction, the stars forming lines stripes of light as they went into a climbing spin. The Malady whipped by the viewport, once, twice….

She hadn't gotten airsick since she was little - now the recollection of that feeling worked its way up her throat.

Mark and Trevvik spun and criss-crossed, making their pursuers work extra hard for every shot, but getting caught in the midst of the swarm, the sky filled with molten fire. Mark banked and dove in time to save them from the full brunt of the crossfire, yet the ship quaked as the Stormcrow took several shots, knocking the occupants around, straining their shoulders against the restraints.

"Hey!" he complained angrily. "Oh-ho, now they've done it."

"Dad, we're hit!" Les declared, adding, "My guns are...jammed or something."

"Asya, it's up to you, kid; let 'em have it." He glanced over to the screen at which Janet worked to assess the damage. "How bad is it?" 
            "Damage to portside airfoil and maneuvering vane; complaints from engine banks two and three," Janet reported. He observed her inquiring look out of the corner of his eye as the controllers shuddered in his hands. 
            "Oh, she'll hold together," he assured her. The ship trembled again as another plasma missile found its mark, splattering against the hull plating. "Come on sweetheart," he muttered under his breath, "hold together." Focusing on the offending fighter, he pursued him doggedly through the thick of it, determined to make him pay for putting a scratch on his ship. He poured on the speed, making even Trevvik struggle to keep up with him.
            "And he calls me a crazy pirate." He lined up on the fighters pursuing his brother, even though he had troubles of his own.
            "Whoa, watch it," Janet warned as they banked to skim between a pair of them within only a hair's breadth of collision. "Shield-less, remember?"

            Undeterred, Mark growled, "Get him, Asya!"
            "Sis, that was your shot!" Les cried, wondering at her hesitation. Reaching out through the Force, he realized she'd been stunned, and was reeling from all the snaps and rolls Mark was putting them through. He knew how it could be, back here at the gunner stations rather than in the cockpit where one could see what was going on. "Come on, Asya, snap out of it," he said. "They're all yours." 

"What're you jabbering on about?" she said, bringing her focus back into the fight. "I'm busy here," she said, punctuating her declaration with blaster fire, throwing herself back into her job with a vengeance. 

"I'm just saying - " Suddenly Les paused, listening, as though a whisper from far away caught his ear. He grinned. Thanks, man. Message received. Keying the comm to the bridge, he announced, "Dad - take a look out to your nine!"

He looked out just in time to see an attacking fighter disintegrate, and a black YT-2000 come flying through the debris. Taking heart, he grinned at the sight of the Vendetta streaking towards them.

--Skyy

            Corsem Losoda's head was still pounding even as he rocketed up through the atmosphere of Xenen, riding the exhaust pipe of Izra Dargan's starfighter, even as Mary Bullian rode his. Izra's voice crackled over the comm, broadcasting to all squadrons lifting from the ground.
            "When we break atmosphere, swap to tac two and keep your ears open for the CAG's orders. We're late to this party."
            Archangel Seven's voice filtered across tac one. "But Commander, aren't you the CAG?"
            "When it's just us from the ground, aye. But Ice is up there, and when she's about, Ice is the CAG." There was quiet over the comm for a moment, but only for a moment before Izra spoke again. "Lightning, Archangel, Whip-on me. Eagle, you fly the Home Guard."
            On the squadron tactical channel, someone in Eagle started to protest. "Home Guard! We'll miss all the action."
            Mary's voice was even over the channel. "Orders are orders, Four. Suck it up."
            Izra's voice came again. "Eagle, break off and hold in the atmosphere. We'll keep you updated."
            Corsem flipped to the squadron channel. "Break by flights, delta-six formation. Hold in the atmosphere."
            "But captain!"
            "Can it, Four." Corsem took a deep breath. "Someone told me once, 'Standing as the last line of defense for your home is the most important duty one can have. It's not a mark against your skill, it's a mark of your skill. Only fools leave the worst at the rear of their defense.' So suck it up like the lieutenant said and stow the ego. We have our orders, now let's do our job. Stay sharp and watch for landings."
            Mary's voice came to him over the command channel. "Which one said it? Dalsuna or Tag?"
            "Mom said it," Corsem answered quietly, "a long time ago."
            "She knew what she was talking about."
            Corsem had to blink back a few stinging tears. "Yeah. She did."

~ Indy

He fell on the deck, spattering blood across the bare metal, writhing in pain. The other stood over him, a smile splitting it's too-false mouth. When he tried to rise, his back spasmed, driving him harder into the deck, driving the air out of his lungs. 

Torlil Va was pleased.

"You have shown disrespect to your betters, and for it, you have been shown our Truth. The truth that can be found in only agony." The inhuman creature bared its teeth into an ever wider smile. 

Alexander Kerensky gasped. "What...have you done?"

Torlil Va shrugged. "I have done nothing, actually. This is part of your....transformation into a better tool. It was built into you to happen when activated. It is only so fortuitous that it should be happening now, in the height of your disobedience, your disrespect." A contented chuckle left its mouth. "I am your keeper, and you will understand that, and you will obey me."

Kerensky growled. To be driven to the ground, to be forced to be subservient to such a weak creature as Torlil Va....it burned in him, burned in his very blood. Though he could not see for the blood clouding his vision, he knew the Vong infiltrator had to be standing near, laughing at him. And then his thoughts abruptly shattered, and his body spasamed again with another bout of pain.

"Oh, do not worry. This too, will pass. And then you will serve us all the better. Reborn into a glorious future, and I will be your master."

To himself, Kerensky knew his pain, his agony would pass. In passing, so too would Torlil Va. And then he will take command, no longer the servant, but as his true self, in his proper place as Death himself.
*******

Natasha glared at the apparition. For all its insistence, the ghost of her family's sworn foe had an annoying habit of being oblique and secretive. It was likely a normal affectation of the incorporeal, but the thought made it no less annoying to her. 

They'd arrived at the hideaway, and as predicted, it had sprung to life already, waiting to receive the "Shrike." The spirit of the Sith Lord Calziran had immediately set her to work, tracking down this device, activating that, all without a single explanation. It had been relentless, up until she'd finally sat down, exhausted and sick of moving. The sprit had acquiesced to her demand for rest, muttering about the annoying frailties of flesh, and lead her to a sleeping chamber before leaving her to sleep. 

Or more importantly, to Dream.

She had dreamt the very first night, the very tired night, not of the carnage that had haunted her before, but of someone else. The realization took time, at first, but it dawned upon Natasha that she was seeing something of Calziran's past. It was his very charging with the mission he was now on, the mission she had been unwillingly impressed into, by his step-father, her very own grandfather many generations removed.

It was a story she already knew, save for one important piece, something Calziran had neglected to tell her, or more accurately, could not remember. And it was what gave her the leverage now, as she stared at the ghost.

"I'm not moving another piece of your equipment until you tell me exactly what I'm doing with it, Simon." She demanded, eliciting a hiss from the spirit. She didn't know it was possible, but he looked almost paler now.

It took him a moment under her stony gaze before he could muster any reply. "I had forgotten that name, you know. It has been so long....It hurts me to hear it, and I have no body for it to hurt!"

Natasha smiled at him, a wolfish glint in her eye. "Well, I'm through calling you by your taken name, so you'll have to learn to live with it."

Calziran/Simon let out a spectral sigh and again, conceded defeat to the young woman. He couldn't best a Kerensky, no matter how young he fought them. Then again, it wasn't as if he could use what remained of his power against her. She would swat him like a fly, in his deteriorating state.

"Fine." He said eventually. "You may call me by Si.....Simon. I suppose it is just one more step on the road to redemption."

Natasha's eyes narrowed further. "Redemption. You're going to tell me what exactly we're doing in this regard. I will not be kept by you, as some leashed beast. If we're going to work together, I want everything."

"We must know the enemy," He finally said, after a drawn silence. "All I know of them is of the old Tar'Keta stories. Living ships. Breathing weapons. Biomodification. A technology vastly beyond ours, yet behind. In order to fight them, we will need to take their ships, their weapons, and we will need to learn them and grow them and use them to defeat the enemy. Everything you are loading, everything you are activating is built for that purpose. I had a general idea of what to expect, and I stockpiled what I could to update my equipment when I was alive this era, no matter how temporarily."

His thoughts grew muddled, and he began to hear the voices again, the singing of the Force, calling him back into it. His grip was weakening, he knew it. He would have to withdraw from a time, gather his strength again. "Go now, rest for the remainder of the day. I must go for a bit." And he was gone.

Natasha sighed and picked her way through the asteroid base to the only living quarters she could find. It was likely his, she could feel a remainder of him about it...but he strangely respected her privacy in there, did not intrude even as she readied herself for sleep. She had, of course, found it very unnerving that the chamber seemed almost prepared for her, with work-clothes close enough to her size and even a couple of nightgowns and pairs of pajamas. 

It was as if she was expected.

In a twisted sort of way, she knew she was. And as she let her long, fiery red hair down out of it's bun, as she exchanged her sullied coveralls for a towel and made her way to the shower, she glanced at the nightstand and again looked at the one other thing Calziran...No, Simon, had left for her. Left unassuming, unimportant upon a simple handkerchief, untouched by dust and the years of disuse, just for her.

And she remembered herself in the mirror the night before, its crimson blade held before her face.

-K

The first barrage, that of proton torpedoes, killed only two of the strange fighters. The rest of the missiles were absorbed by the that strange voids that served as both propulsion and shield for the enemy craft.

The second barrage, that of fire from the *Vendetta*'s turbolaser turrets, randomized by Robert and Talia's firing patterns and by a strange sort of roll-jink thing Ven made the ship do, didn't kill quite as many of the strange fighters as Robert had hoped; their void propulsion systems drank up too many of the shots for that. What it did do, as planned, was disrupt the pursuit of the *Stormcrow* and* Malady*, as the act of redirecting their voids for defense pulled the fighters off course. What had been a relatively well-ordered pursuit devolved into a tangled mess of vectors and no fewer than three collisions.

Into that tangled mess stormed the *Vendetta*, turbolasers blazing at targets of opportunity. The ship cut through to the other side of the slowly recovering mass, then wheeled around and dove back in. 

The fighters that the *Stormcrow* and *Malady* pursued each attempted to turn about and join the developing and glorious furball, and were rapidly destroyed for their efforts. Then Mark and Trevvik wheeled their ships around and flew into the general melee. 

*'Les,'* Robert sent once things had calmed down a mite (and very, very tiny mite it was), *'tell your dad and Trevvik to set their coms to channel 427.8. That should allow us to talk.'*

He received an affirmative from Les, then continued to service targets, which was not proving as easy as it should have since the enemy pilots were a lot better at intercepting his shots than they were in holding formation, as he waited for the signal.

Then, *"Robert?"*

"Hey, Mark. Fun times, huh?"

He scored a kill.

*"Not exactly what I would call it. Did you know that these things can strip away our shields?"*

The* Vendetta * rocked suddenly as an all-too-familiar alarm filled the ship.

"Nope, but I think we just found that out," Robert said grimly as he glanced at his status board. "Since we're pretty much buck-naked at this point, how about me, you, and Trevvik do the old 'you-watch-my-back-I'll-watch-yours' thing?"

*"Works for me,"* Mark replied, with a confirmation from Trevvik following a moment later. *"Anyway, you ever seen anything like this before?"*

Somehow, Robert figured he *wasn't* talking about the Furball From Hell.

"Only in one or two poorly understood nightmares. Helluva First Contact, ain't it?"

*"New contacts,"* Ven broke in before Mark could answer. *"Eight fighters incoming at eleven o'clock, thirty-six degrees high. Eight more in coming at four o'clock, seventy-two degrees low. New targets are holding in tight squadron formation, much tighter than this current group held before engagement." *

"Analysis?" 

*"We haven't engaged the cream of this invasion force, Robert,"* Ven answered.

"Well," Robert muttered, looking at his own tactical plot and the two incoming clusters of little red dots, "this is gonna suck...."

He scored another kill, his fourth of this engagement.

He wondered if it would be enough.

~Robert DeLong
Ven
f/Mark and Trevvik Wyler

            It was a horrible first thought to have, when everything appeared to be coming apart at the seams. It was a selfish thought, very much unlike her, she who had always been concerned with doing her job, with helping people-saving people. Even as Nylan rattled off status reports and the grainy vid-feed played on the screens at Ops, Indy couldn't help but have that thought.
            I'm never going to see Mike again.
            She tried to shake the thought, but couldn't. It had been so long, and she had been looking forward to it more than she'd ever been willing to admit-she'd been looking forward to giving their marriage one more chance. One more chance. But with a war on? She had no doubts that a war had just begun. No strange alien fleet sails into a star system armed to the teeth with strange weapons and doesn't talk to you if they're just lost. No. This was yet another test for the New Republic. 
            She also had a horrible, sinking feeling that they were going to fail.
            "Long range communications?"
            "Still down, Admiral.
            "Shaavit," she murmured, raking a hand back through her hair. "And it doesn't look like it's going very well for us."
            "No, ma'am."
            "Prepare Gamma plan. Alert Novis to the order. We'll start the evacuations if they punch through to Wayfarer."
            Nylan stared at her a moment. "You're sure?"
            Indy exhaled through her teeth. "Our first duty is to the people of this world, Nylan. If we save them, no matter what happens to this planet, Xenen survives. We don't have any other choice. Wes can stand until the last man. I wouldn't ask them to do the same. Not in good conscience."
            The Jedi Master nodded. "Very good, Admiral. I'll relay the orders."
            Her nod was curt. "And get me a status report from Wayfarer."
            "Yes ma'am."
            We're all going to die here. All my visions to the contrary...it's going to end. She exhaled again. Oh, god. Forgive me. I've failed.
<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 
            Tag continued to stare at Bianca. She could feel the other woman's fear-it hadn't ebbed when she'd said that Link Shaner was dead, dead and gone, no longer a part of the Jedi's psyche-which was true. Link had been a piece of herself that she'd burned away when Jaq Pellman died, when rage and injustice born of pain had nearly overwhelmed her. No. Link was long gone-long, long gone.
            Of course, Bianca Frost didn't believe her. That was fine. Fear was as good a tool as any. Tag would learn what she wanted.
            It only took a little tich of concentration to pull the poison caplet out of Bianca's tooth. Tag felt the hurt of it as she did, took some of it, bled it off-cruel, even when wrathful, was something she wasn't. Not often, anyway.
            But business before pleasure. As much as Tag wanted to explore Bianca's motives, her plots, there was something more important at stake.
            "Long range communications. I want to know how you knocked them out. If you think about it, so I'll know, maybe we won't die here today.
            "Oh, that's right. You don't know. You picked a helluva time to spring your trap, put your plans into motion, Bianca. Seriously. It's not the Remnant or criminals or even the Ssi-ruk attacking. It's something new and dangerous and we have no idea if we can beat them. No idea. So congratulations. If we all die here today, it's on your head. And you'll die knowing that.
            "How does that feel? You'll have killed the entire sector you wanted to rule. Ironic, hmm?
            "So, tell me how you did it, so I can fix it, so maybe we'll live through this one." 
<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 
            Jeffrey Taliesin stared blankly at the wreck that was Rameth's fighter. He'd made it to the deck after Ice Leader had landed the bloody thing and then abruptly run off. He didn't think about where the man had disappeared to. He was too busy staring at what he saw. 
            Why is that so familiar? Where have I. He snapped his fingers and flagged down one of the young techs-one of the ones young enough to be excitable and thusly of less use on a deck in combat mode. "Krapinski! Go to my quarters and find a big book-it's a burgundy leather-bound, about three inches thick. Get it and bring it back. Now! Quickly!"
            "Y-yes, sir." The technician took off. Jeffrey continued to stare at Rameth's X-wing.
            "I have a bad feeling about this."
<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 
            Indy snapped her fingers. "Someone call my house and get my daughter on the line. I have an idea."
            Nylan looked at her quizzically. He stepped close, voice low. "Indy?"
            She offered him the ghost of a smile. "Ari's Firelance has a military-grade communications setup. I want to send her to the edge of the system. Someone's got to know what's going on. If she can hit the relay at the edge of the system...the whole New Republic will know what's going on here."
            "It's risky."
            "I know. But we have to do something. And if this is all we can do...then this is what we have to do." 
<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 
            Krapinski came skidding back onto the deck, Jeffrey's book in hand. The deck chief took the book-it was from his home cluster, bearing tales and legends of the near-ancient Knights of the Touched and other legends, those from the worlds of Key, Amidic, and many others. He flipped it open, skipping through the pages frantically, seeking the familiar image.
            And then it was there, right there on the page in black and white, sketched out centuries before by some other hand.
            Jeffrey Taliesin swore. 
            "Trouble" didn't even begin to describe what they were in.


~ Indy

They tell me I have a bad attitude. Sometimes, a bad attitude is the only thing that'll get the job done. Sometimes you have to walk on some people. Sometimes you have to do things they don't like. So remember, kids-sometimes, you need vinegar more than honey. - Karinlyyn Bridger
Kel-Solan, Auyn Warmistress 
_____ 

            She spared a glance back toward her passenger, unconscious on the bench that ran the length of the next compartment back. Still unconscious, but still breathing. Good. Karinlyyn Bridger Kel-Solan punched her communications button, toggling a tight-beam transmission to Shay Memorial. "Flameshadow to Shay Control, patch me through to operations, now!"
            "Ma'am-"
            "Now!"
            She could hear the sounds of a headset dropping, then being picked up again. The voice on the other end of the line changed.
            "What is it, Arin?"
            Damn, he sounds annoyed. "Nylan, shut up and listen to me. I have O Ancient One; he's alive but he won't be in a couple hours unless you have a medical team and our cousin meet me at the pad when I set down."
            "Ion's alive?"
            "Yes. But he won't last. So get Indy down to the tarmac; I'm inbound. ETA is ten." She cut off whatever her cousin said next with the transmission, sparing another glance back toward Ion. 
            Still breathing.
            Don't die on me, you ancient bastard. I didn't race down to the pole to bring back your corpse.
<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><><> 
            "Right. Get me a ride down to the tarmac." Indy reached for one of the portable headsets as she spoke, intending to use it to stay abreast of everything else going on.
            Nylan stared at her a moment. "You're actually going? We have a major situation here."
            Indy shook her head at him. "That's why I'm taking the headset. I'm going to do more good saving Ion's sorry arse than I am standing around here. You have my orders and if you need more...well. If you need more, that's why I have the headset. You have the comm, Nylan."
            "We have your ride, Admiral."
            Indy nodded, fitting the headset onto her head. "Very good, Mr. Jarrell."
            "What about your call to Arilyn?"
            Indy suppressed a sigh. "You know the plan, Nylan. I told you the plan." She shook her head. "If you're so bothered by all this, get Tag out here and tell her she's in command. You know what? Do that anyway." She turned to go.
            Tag came skidding into ops, eyes wide. "I know how she took down communications."

~ Indy

"Sir? We finally solved the problem. Short range comms are back online." Nicolai's comlink squawked. Nicolai blinked, and answered his headset commlink.

"Good work. Keep me posted. Out." Nicolai replied.

"Yes, sir." The other end went out. Nicolai looked around, and picked up on the distinctive hum of airspeeders. He pulled out his electrobinoculars and spotted what had to be a flight of five V-Wings escorting a Lambda-class shuttle. The shuttle set down not far from the tower. Nicolai also spotted that some light and medium repulsortanks, as well as a pair of AT-STs (which Nicolai was still unsure how an NR unit could maintain so much former Imperial hardware). He smiled a little to himself as he ran down to the turbolift, and took it down to the ground to meet up with who had shown up.

He walked outside to see a Rodian in a Captain's uniform. Troops dispersed from the shuttle, and the Captain approached him. Nicolai smiled.

"Captain Neelans, it's been far too long. Still runnin' this rapid assault group?" Nicolai asked, shaking the other man's 

hand. “Commander Ginovef? Wow, surprised they didn’t kick your sorry hide out of the military yet?" The Rodian replied, in surprisingly good Basic. 

Nicolai laughed.

"So, what'd you bring me, buddy?" Nicolai asked.

"Two companies of my troops, and then apparently, someone sent you some V-Wings and armor. Guess it's pretty bad up there because someone up top wants us to hold this port at all costs until evacuation of the civilian population is complete." Neelans said, "What do you have going here?"

"I have some troops set up inside the hangers and tower, with a last ditch point near the main terminal. Explosives wired where I could to make up for the lack of troops. I just have one company on me." Nicolai replied.

"Okay. I'll set up my troops closer to the terminal and strengthen your weak points."

"I apologize for interrupting, sirs, but where do you want my armor at?" A Sergeant asked. Nicolai turned to face a short, but strongly built human female with short red hair.

"I want them to strengthen my weakest positions. Hanger A is pretty bad, and it's too close to the main terminals to risk. Let's try not to get too clumped up, okay?" Nicolai said. The other two officers set out to stat setting up."

--Nicholia

He didn't notice them, at first.

It was the growths that had distracted him. Their protrusion resulted in an extreme agony as his skin stretched and split around the new, excess bone. Blood had long stained his shirt, caked itself on his body, in his hair, and had even pooled on the floor. Yet, he retained consciousness, his mind being forced to endure the agony of his metamorphosis. 

But eventually, drowning in his own pain, he turned inward, and saw them. Noticed them watching him. Waiting. Whispering.

And his thoughts were a whisper when he answered. 

"Hello, little ones...what are you doing here?" he cooed. He could feel them, a part of himself, and still something else, something apart from him. Unnatural. 

They answered, their voices one unintelligible whisper. They sounded urgent though, as if they wanted...no, needed him to understand them. They were reaching out to him.

"Speak up...I cannot hear you!" The pain wracking his body sharpened, sending new waves of agony through his veins. The voices grew with it, and he could finally hear their whisper.

*Come to us. We will free you. We cannot live without you, and now you without us. Embrace us.*

He laughed aloud. The Vong Infiltrator gave his servant a cross look, but otherwise did not intervene. He couldn't know what was happening. It was more than he would understand. In his mind, he again whispered, "you would free me from this pain?"

*No. We will show you the Way. Open yourself to us. Embrace us.* Again, his body was shocked by the agony. A grim smile split his cracked lips. He could feel them now, feel them stronger in him, feel the power that rode beneath their words, the power resting within them, the power that was waiting to be drawn -through- them....

"Show me." 
***

Torlil Va was disappointed. The betrayer had proven to be good sport for the first few hours of his agony, but he'd recently grown silent. The blood still flowed from his growths, and the human still breathed, but it was no longer enjoyable to watch him simply lie there, staring into nothing. 

A laugh, followed by a wicked grin ventured forth from Kerensky, lying on the floor. Probably the last vestiges of his sanity, separating from his body. It was too bad, but, Torlil supposed it was all natural. He was, after all, an ancient specimen at best, and it was likely the very instructions coded into him were stripping away his mind. No matter. They had what they wanted from him, and when his sport was finished, they would put him down as a rabid beast, and then destroy this...abomination he was growing. Torlil glanced at the ship around him. Disgusting. Disturbing. Those words couldn't describe the revulsion he felt even being aboard the Star Destroyer. No, it would not be long until he could move on. Get promoted. Grow more powerful.

Torlil Va grew more preoccupied with his own thoughts, so much that he did not notice the casual brush on his clothing. He did, however, take notice when a giant invisible hand slammed him against the bulkhead. He let out a startled gasp as he was pinned, and looked at the figure that had been occupying the center of the cell. To his horror, the man had drug himself to his feet, an unnatural glow in his eyes, fresh blood still dripping down his face, still pooling fresh on the floor. 

Kerensky's first step was a stagger, but his second was more sure. The third was almost solid, and the fourth became natural. He drew himself close to the Vong, his tormenter, and stared at him, bare inches from his face. "What are you doing?!" Torlil cried, the invisible hand holding him immobile still. "I command you to release me!"

Kerensky's lips parted into a hungry grin, and a small rivulet of blood diverted itself onto his mouth. His tongue darted out to remove it, and he almost seemed to grow darker, more malevolent. The Vong actually felt fear, and it showed.

"Torlil Va, you've got it quite wrong. You will serve *US*."

The screaming did not stop for hours.

-K

On a good note, they didn't have to move any of the concussion missiles. Each missile tube fed directly from the central magazine, but always kept a single missile "up the spout". And fortunately, as Jaq and Matt's initial inspection determined, none of those "ready" missiles had suffered any corrosion or other maintenance causalities.

On a bad note, the feeders for tubes two, four, and nine were not so lucky. Feeder two was a known issue, one that had been marked a good six weeks prior but which the maintenance crews hadn't gotten to yet. Feeder four had suffered a colonization by some sort of local rodent sometime since its last opscheck; said colony discovered why nesting next to a power conduit is* not * a good idea when Jaq signaled Sarah to power up the feeder.

They'd fixed the damage, and the feeder itself was working fairly well, albeit with the vile smell of flash-roasted critter.

The true mystery was feeder nine. There was no corrosion. There were no missing parts. The maintenance sensors, which told Matt and Jaq that everything in feeder nine was hunky-dory fine were themselves confirmed to be hunky-dory fine. The feeder just would not turn on.

"Okay, Sarah," Jaq said for the third time as Matt slid back out from around the feeder and gave him a tentative thumbs-up. "Try it again."

They stood back and waited. Nothing happened. Matt started muttering words of which Taila and Robert would not have approved; they were of the opinion that one needed to be at least seventeen before one could cuss effectively, otherwise it just sounded silly.

"Sarah?" 

*"Yes, I* did *push the button,"* she answered testily. *"Just like the*last * two times."*

Matt growled something that likely would have been very inventive had it been audible and stalked back over to the feeder. He glowered at the recalcitrant device for a long, fulminating moment, and then he kicked it – hard – in the side.

As Matt hopped away, clutching his injured foot, the feeder went *thunka-thunka-thunka-chug-chug-whirrrrrr-hmmmmm*, and all the status lights showed green.

"Sarah?" Jaq asked over the intercom as he tried not laugh at Matt, "is nine showing functional on your end?"

*"It turned on all of a sudden,"* she confirmed. *"What did you do?"*

"Oh, that was all your brother," Jaq clarified cheerfully as he watched the younger boy give the suddenly obedient feeder a Glare of Death. "Looks like Matt has something of a way with machines."

~Jaq Losoda
Sarah DeLong
Matt DeLong

   Sitting in his quarters, watching the blue wonder that was hyperspace roll by, he blinked as a swell of Force energy manifested itself into a slightly muted scream in his mind. Something was wrong at Xenen. They had to get back. Quickly. Which wasn't much of a problem. The Xenea System was their destination anyway. The problem lay in where they would be coming out of hyperspace. All vessels entering the system had to exit hyperspace a certain distance from Wayfarer Station. Their exit vector was outside that distance so as to follow this protocol. Under the circumstances, he judged this would be inappropriate. He left for the ship's bridge.
============
   Commander Markus Pivin was momentarily startled as General Lommax entered the bridge. It was unusual for the general to be on the bridge during his off duty time. Unless something was wrong. Finding his voice he bellowed "General on deck!"
   "As you were. Helm, emergency stop. Navigation, plot a new course to position us directly above Wayfarer's north pole. Try to get us within 10 klicks of the station if you can."
   A chorus of "Aye, sir" came from the two stations followed shortly by a lurch as the MC90 *Excelsior *reverted to realspace. Within 5 minutes, a new course had been plotted and helm was waiting on the hyperdrive to be reset. As that was going on, Lommax issued more orders. 
   "I want the ship on full combat alert. Have all fighters prepped and ready to launch when we drop out of hyperspace."
   "Aye, sir." responded Pivin. "If I may, what's going on, sir?"
   The general grimaced. "If I'm right, something not even the Empire could have prepared us for. If I'm wrong...Well, I get to explain to both admirals why I decided to conduct a battle drill that close to the station. If I were you, I'd pray that I'm wrong on this."
   "Sir, Engineering reports the drive is ready to go."
   "Acknowledged. Initiate jump countdown in 10 seconds on my mark. Mark."
   Ten seconds later, the *Excelsior* jumped to hyperspace.
   Thirty-two minutes later, she arrived in the midst of a warzone.

Kirgs

"Tell me everything she said."

To her credit, Tag didn't -quite- jump. Of course, no one had noticed Bobby leaning on the wall by the door, looking quite out of place in jeans and a button-up linen shirt (the name Drake Ranch wasn't just for show).

He listened intently as Tag repeated everything Bianca had told her about the damage to the long-range communications array, nodding thoughtfully. "And you're absolutely sure she said the primary power couplings, not the master power conduits?"

Tag gave an annoyed snort, she wasn't used to being questioned. "That's what she said. Either way, the array has to be completely replaced."

Bobby just smiled and walked over to the comm officer. "I need your terminal."

The confused tech looked to Nylan for confirmation before surrendering his terminal to a civilian, but he did surrender it. Bobby started typing almost before he sat down, the screen in front of him going blank before being replaced by a full-screen TempestOne logo. "Override: Kilo - Alpha - Delta - X-ray - 4 - 18 - 1 - 11 - 5."

The logo on the screen began to change, morphing from the TempestOne logo to the old Tempest Control insignia, the one used when the department first formed under Bobby Drake all those years ago.

GOOD AFTERNOON, CAPTAIN DRAKE. TEMPEST CONTROL OVERRIDE OF TEMPESTONE SYSTEM ENGAGED. IT HAS BEEN 3776 DAYS SINCE YOUR ID WAS LAST USED TO ACCESS THE SYSTEM. YOU HAVE NO NEW MESSAGES.

"Thank you, computer. Do you have full access to the TempestOne communications system?"

AFFIRMATIVE. WAYFARER CENTRAL IS ATTEMPTING TO OVERRIDE USING ACCESS CODE ESSEN19. DO YOU WISH TO LOCK THE SYSTEM?

"Yes, lock the system, computer. Access maintenance reports and verify functionality of the secondary communications array."

Behind him, Nylan shot a questioning look at Tag that said "what secondary array". Tag responded with an equally confused shrug, but gestured to let him continue.

SYSTEM LOCKED. SECONDARY COMMUNICATIONS ARRAY IS FUNCTIONAL.

"Good. Engage emergency procedure nine-delta. Activate ejection protocols for primary array and execute."
========================================

High above on Wayfarer station, the entire central hub shook as the explosive bolts detonated and the emergency rocket engaged, launching the entire mass of antennas and equipment up and away from the station...and right at the MC-90 Excelsior as she appeared out of hyperspace above the station. The equipment impacted against the battle-ready shields and exploded harmlessly, while giving the bridge crew quite a shock.

Commander Sarah Essen, operations commander for Wayfarer Station looked up from the terminal that was still telling her ACCESS DENIED. "What was that?"

"Unknown, ma'am. Something exploded on the hull, and then a ship appeared out of nowhere. IFF identifies the ship as General Lommax's Excelsior. We've lost all communications now, though, long-range and short-range."

From the catwalk above, listening to the exchange, Admiral Karen Wood silently cursed to herself. A powerful new ship in the equation, and no way to tell them where to go or what to do. "Come on, Jim," she thought, "pick up the ball on this one."
========================================

PRIMARY ARRAY EJECTED. WAYFARER UNDER TOTAL COMMUNICATIONS BLACKOUT. INSTRUCTIONS?
"Engage secondary array lift system. Execute."
========================================

Again, the entire central hub of Wayfarer shook and vibrated as a hidden system inside the central communications core went into operation, lifting an entirely new second communications array into the place where the old one had been and locking it into place.
========================================

SECONDARY ARRAY IN PLACE. ACTIVATE SECONDARY ARRAY?

"Activate secondary array. Establish uplink to primary communications protocols and route to secondary array. Rename secondary array to primary in the system, we won't be using the old one anymore."

SECONDARY ARRAY ONLINE. CONNECTING TO PRIMARY COMMUNICATIONS GRID.... CONNECTION ESTABLISHED. SECONDARY ARRAY NOW ENTERED AS PRIMARY.

"Good. Release system lockout and re-establish local access to communications. Terminate override uplink."

SYSTEM LOCKOUT RELEASED. LOCAL CONTROL ESTABLISHED. SIGNING OFF.
================================

As suddenly as they had gone down, the screens on Wayfarer's control deck came back up, just as though nothing had happened...with one minor difference.

"Admiral!" the excited comm specialist shouted, "long-range communications are back online! We've got a live uplink to the Blue Rose established already!"

Admiral Karen Wood smiled. She had no idea what had just happened, and when she found out who was messing with her station, someone was going to pay. But for right now, the thought of talking to her husband sort of crowded all of that out. She absently laid a hand on her still-flat stomach as she responded. "Patch the call through to my station, lieutenant. And someone get Generals Henderson and Lommax on the line for me as well. We have a battle to win."

--Wyvern

That was... interesting. First an entirely new ship, one that didn't show up in the Yuuzhan Vong's intelligence files, had jumped in system. At the same time the infidel's station (*Wayfarer*, he read, the Tactician having brought him a copy of what information they had on the Aurora Force) had actually shed a portion of itself, a part that looked very much like a "communications array" (blasphemous construct; not at all consecrated in design, like a proper villip). That piece, in a move that greatly surprised Rupaak Kag, had struck the new, clearly allied, arrival. Which suggested to him certain truths about the enemy's capabilities.

And which suggested to him that those truths were about to change. He wanted to sigh in frustration, but could not, for such a prank was the hallmark of Yun-Harla.

At least she was watching.

"Signal to all commanders," he barked. "Stand ready for change in enemy disposition."

No sooner had he spoke than a second array sprung forth from the station.

"My Lord?" the Tactician asked. Kag merely grunted and gestured towards the display.

"Their communications were out when we arrived, Tactician; had they not been, then their new ship would not have collided with the jetsam from the station. I believe they have restored them now, and so we should see- yes, there."

It was more felt, intuited, than seen, but a definite change came over the infidel forces, a change rather like that came over a flight of coralskippers during transition to yammosk control.

"Yes, I see it. Shall we adjust?"

"No," Kag said after a moment's thought. "Continue with the advance as ordered. How long until we are in range of this ship, this... *Imladris*?"

"One-hundred and forty-six seconds. Perhaps less, now, that they are closing in on us with confidence."

"Very well. Are Flights Grychnyr and Thyrask engaged?"

Flights Grychnyr and Thyrask, named for their respective commanders by common accord of all the pilots, were two of the coralskipper squadrons from the *Erounalok*. Of the group he'd brought into the Xenen System, these were two of five squadrons (the other three had no special names, yet; such distinction might be earned in this fight) who swore personal fealty to *him*, after the Gods, the Yuuzhan Vong, the Supreme Overlord, and their own Domains. As such he'd seen to it that they were trained to fight, and fight together, without a yammosk to coordinate them. Most warriors of the Yuuzhan Vong, including those pretentious fools in the Praetorite Vong were, in Rupaak Kag's opinion, unduly reliant upon the more spectacular gifts from the Gods, like the yammosk. Not that he disdained those gifts, and thought them not wondrous, but he wished to be able to at preserve his forces, if not press on to victory, should the infidels or competing Domain get lucky – or should Yun-Harla be in another *mood* – and kill his (hypothetical, at this point) yammosk with a the first salvo. 

"Grynchyr has engaged the infidels medium ships, those three "freighters" that are clearly more capable than first suspected. Thyrask moves against the enemy fighters, though he considers moving off to engage their warships."

"He is to maintain engagement of the fighters," Kag ordered sternly. "We will deal with the warships, and will not need the added distraction of infidel fighters. Duurok, Sien'et, and Eshkru will know what to do; *remind* the other squadron commanders of just whose lead they are to follow in this. I was required to bring them with me, and I will not have so-called pilots who would not know an attack vector without a yammosk to hold their hand screw with my warriors.

"But gently so, Tactician, and let us see who can get the point without overt threats. Those who do, may become warriors that I can use. Those who do not, better that they die here, and no longer infect us with their stupidity."

"Of course, my Lord," the Tactician said with a bow, and passed the message along to the villip choir.

Kag settled down to wait, and watch. Another of the infidel's ships, the *Dashan*, and the new ship, moved into formation with the *Imladris* (such odd words they inflicted on their vessels, though fitting in a way for such foul and lifeless constructs). That would... complicate matters, but not too badly. Even if he had to break off before ranging on the planet, he could ravage the *Imladris*, and damage the other vessels and *Wayfarer* Station. He would suffer casualties, both to his own sworn retainers and the other warriors foisted upon him, and maybe even his own life, should a hit take *Erounalok* wrongly.

But such was only death. 

While he did not chase death as so many others did, he would not run from it, either.

A warrior's death was but for the glory of the Gods and they Yuuzhan Vong; even if death took him here, his mission would still be a success, for the arrival of the new ship was evidence that he had already forced a redeployment of the infidel forces. No doubt this sector's political leaders would scream for more, more, *more* ships to come and garrison the sector, for if the Yuuzhan Vong could come once, and lightly, then they could come again, and greatly. Nearby sectors, and systems, would do the same, for even the dumbest beast knows that if a strike can come* there* then it can also come *here*. His other ships would repeat this act in other sectors, in other parts of the galaxy.

Each ship they would draw off would be one less to face the advance along Vector Prime.

Victory and glory, mayhaps, in one fell swoop.

It was good day for it.

Rupaak Kag bared his teeth in a smile that made his scarred face all the more grotesque, and the range close, close, close, until they were close enough to the *Imladris* to fire.

~Supreme Commander Rupaak Kag, *Erounalok*

She stared at the mirror again, bathed in a crimson light. Her damp, blazing red hair was draped over her bare shoulders, no longer pinned up against her head. But as she stared into the mirror, it wasn’t her thin face; it was not her slight nose, her narrow cheekbones. It wasn’t her feline-green eyes...It was all someone else’s. 

Oh, it looked like her. To anyone else, the image in the mirror would be the same as hers, but she could see the difference. Looking at the mirror, she saw *her.* 

While the first dream was no doubt inspired and planted by Calziran, (Simon as she began calling him) for the past two nights, she’d started dreaming of someone else. That second night, she wasn’t quite sure who, but last night, she had come to realize the truth. 

It was her. 

It was her, thousands of years ago.

It seemed impossible, but when she thought about it, there was not much of a stretch between it and reality. If her own father still bore the manipulation of thousands of years prior, it should be little surprise that her very soul was borne of the same. It was all so much bigger than her….

She shivered, breaking out of the trance she’d fallen into, and shut down the saber. She set it down at it’s place on the nightstand, and continued preparing to sleep. It was not long after she lay her head on the pillow that she was swept away again by the past.
****

She wriggled her toes in the tickling grass, the morning dew cooling her feet. The sun was still making it’s lazy rise into the sky, and the nareesh were cooing encouragement for it to continue higher from the trees. She took a moment to turn in a circle, drinking in the life of the planet around her, the joyous celebration of life taking place. 

It took several moments, but feeling deeper, she caught an eddy of fear, of doubt from nature, and she took hold of it, riding it back to it’s source. The trail ended not far from where she stood, in a once beautiful meadow, now tainted by a distinct feeling of not-rightness. It followed wherever the Invaders were, both nature’s fear and fury at being manipulated into something wrong, something twisted, something it was not meant to be. 

It was a feeling she’d been tracking for over a month now, and finally she’d found where her quarry had come to rest. She gently prodded a nearby nareesh to spread it’s golden wings and fly over the aberration, to let her see through it’s eyes what awaited her. The gentle, fearful creature was reluctant at first, but with a gentle firmness, she encouraged it aloft, and very soon it flew over the Invader encampment.

She saw only three of their living chariots, creatures twisted beyond recognition. She suppressed a shudder of revulsion, and glanced around further. One, two, three….five, seven. Seven Invaders outside. She released the nareesh and it fled north, away from the invaders. It knew how wrong, how corrupt they were. She wished she could join it, flying free, but she knew it would be some time before she could do as she wanted. 

She had finally found her quarry, and it was time to move in for the kill. 

She continued onward, towards the invader, keeping a wary eye for sentries that her winged friend might not have seen, while pushing out her senses, feeling for any abnormalities in the environment around her. 

An hour later, she found herself peering through the brush beside a small stream, eyeing the warriors. They were hideous as their ships, their faces twisted grimly, a horrible ruin. How living creatures could do such things to themselves, much less the nature around them appalled and mystified her.   It was so unnaturally wrong. 

She felt around the Invaders, and discovered something very surprising. Their very weapons were living as well, and she could feel them. Curious at this, she prodded its mind gently, which awoke it with a hiss. The warrior around whom it was wrapped started, and began growling at it in a tongue as horrible as himself. She pushed a little further, and tried to plant the suggestion in its somewhat feral mind that the Invader was a threat to it. In response, the creature-weapon hissed louder, began to squeeze the body of it’s wielder, and began biting furiously.   To his credit, the warrior was able to let out several shrieks before he was silenced, and his companions rushed to his aid. 

She thanked the creature for its sacrifice as they began to hack it apart, their comrade already dead. Reaching out towards the living chariots, she felt for her quarry and found it on the nearest. He was guarded by two more warriors, but between them and her was a small cache of more of the staff-creatures. While the outdoor guards were distracted, she slipped behind them into the chariot.

The interior was similar to the exterior, though much smoother. It was still disturbingly unnatural, and she could feel it’s echo of pain, its distorted self. It didn’t know what it was, and it cried to her, asking to know. For a moment, it almost overwhelmed her, and she had to block her senses to keep from falling. She whispered a quite apology and set a gentle hand on the wall, and she could feel the chariot-creature calming itself and returning to reclusive contemplation. 

Satisfied she could continue, she first found the rack which held the staff-creatures, and they began to hiss threateningly as they saw her. Again she whispered gentle words, quiet assurances to the confused not-animals, and they calmed for her. Reaching out to one, she held her palm open to it, and it leaned forward, its arrow-shaped head close to her skin. It reached out with a forked tongue and tickled her palm, before it began to slide itself forward, around her arm. It wrapped itself around her arm, in a gentle, yet firm hold.

She gave its head a caress and she began down the hall, towards what she had been seeking. Turning a corner, she encountered the guards, who shouted in alarm and raised their staff-creatures menacingly. Her own responded with an angry hiss and slithered back down into her hand and stiffened, forming a weapon for her to use. The Invader warriors let out grunts of surprise and paused for a fatal moment. With an amazing, lethal speed, she gutted the first with a single slash of her creature’s tail, and brought its hissing mouth level with the second’s head. The Invader screamed with pain as the creature spat its venom into his eyes, which she silenced with a single slice across the neck.

In the mere blink of an eye, she had downed two of their grown warriors. 

Pathetic.

Reaching out to the chariot once more, she gently asked it to open the doorway to her quarry. It was reluctant, still unhappy at being pushed aside earlier, but it obeyed nonetheless, and she entered a small chamber. In it was a single man, who leapt to his feet in surprise.

“Nataya! What’re you doing here? How did you find me?” He asked, running to her and gripping her in a firm embrace.

”Hush, brother!” She admonished. “We must hurry! They will come looking soon, and I don’t think I can slip by them again unnoticed if we take any longer!”

He paused for a moment, and his eyes narrowed oddly. “I should stay...they’ve…done things to me.” She shook her head.

”No, we go. Hurry!”

She lead him back to the closet where she found the staff-creatures, and coaxed another onto his arm. It reacted to him oddly, though, half-possessively, half warily. She spared no thought to it, however, and leaned out the doorway. She saw the Invader warriors, still standing around their fallen fellow, contemplating what could have brought his demise. Nodding to her brother, she ran out of the chariot and into the brush, while he followed closely. 

They ran for some time, but no sign of pursuit came. It was no doubt they had already found their other dead, but with as much of a head start as they had, it would be impossible to find them. Slowing to a walk, she finally turned and smiled. “I’ve been tracking you for weeks now. I’m glad I found you today, if they had moved on further, I don’t think I could have found you!

Her brother forced a weak smile. “Dear sister, I thank you for your concern, but I think they were going to release me soon. Though I don’t know why. It’s all very strange…I don’t remember anything after the village, until just before you found me.”

“We’ll figure it out, and then we can fix whatever they tried to do to harm you.” She beamed at him and forged ahead.

“And yet…I’m so sorry…I..can’t…” He whispered to himself. She didn’t notice anything was amiss, until in a brief, stunned moment, she felt a sharp pain and noticed the tail-spike of a staff-creature protruding from her chest. She staggered a single step, and then fell back, to see her brother’s tear filled eyes.

“I’m...sorry. I can’t stop it…you…would ruin everything.” 

As the light faded from her eyes and the life from her body, he fell to his knees and began to sob. 

Natasha Kerensky awoke again, to yet another day.


Alexander exited the chamber with a sureness of foot and strength that baffled even the guards posted at the door. From the blood left behind in the room and covering his body, he should have, by all rights, been dead. And yet, here he stood, as if nothing was wrong...as if he had grown stronger. They averted their sight from his unnaturally glowing eyes, looking past him and into the chamber, and saw an even more horrifying sight. Collapsed in a corner in a pool of even more blood, sat a motionless Torlil Va. His masquer hung from his face in tattered shards, and every piercing, every implant had been ripped from his body and lay strewn about. They glanced back at Kerensky and visibly cringed.

"Torlil Va has become a threat to the plan. He will be detained here until I return to deal with him. See to it he does not die, I have plans yet for him," he growled. The guards bowed low, acknowledging his command and visibly shaken, allowing him to pass unhindered. Within steps, however, another Vong fell alongside him, obviously Torlil Va's former aide. 

"The commander will not be pleased!" The aide exclaimed. "He hand-picked Torlil Va himself to retrieve you!"

Kerensky whirled and latched a clawed hand around the aide's throat. The Vong's eyes bulged and the aide gasped for air. "Let him be displeased," Kerensky snarled. "Torlil Va has become a problem, and I have taken care of that problem. You will accept my decision and you will now take me to the creature you use to communicate with our commander." He released the aide and turned to walk again. As if nothing had happened, he asked, "Have you been monitoring the status of the Conversion?" 

The aide hesitated for a moment, and then let out a weak cough. "It...has not been closely followed. Torlil Va assumed once your transformation had completed, we would leave this...vessel for more...suitable accommodations."

"Torlil Va, it seemed, assumed a great many things. He has paid, and will continue paying for those assumptions." Kerensky's eyes narrowed dangerously, and the aide suppressed a cringe. "Would you like to join him?" Almost as sudden as his glare appeared, it left and was replaced by a smile. "His screams were most pleasant, as I removed his implants piece by piece....I doubt you would make as enjoyable a show..."

The aid swallowed and stared. "To remove his....forcibly...the greatest of dishonors!" 

Kerensky shrugged. "It matters not to me. I do what is required to complete my mission. Now, I ask again for the last time, what is the status of the Conversion of this ship?"

"It has...stalled, sir." Kerensky raised an eyebrow in question, and the aide hurried on. "There is a distinct lack of materials necessary for some aspects of the conversion. We will need to gather more of those materials if you wish to continue with your plan for this....ship." 

Kerensky grunted. "I suspected as much might happen. Very well...I know of a place to secure more of the necessary resources. There should be more than enough there to finish the Conversion process and to produce even a respectable number of Coralskippers." His eyes narrowed dangerously yet again. "Now take me to the communication creature! I will inform the commander of my plans, and our...needs."

The aide swallowed and nodded. "Villip, sir. And I will take you immediately." He took the lead and directed Kerensky towards Torlil Va's former cabin. As they walked, he could hear Kerensky muttering under his breath to himself. Several minutes went by before Kerensky acknowledged the aide's existence, with yet another question. 

"What do you call the creature you use to coordinate your ships?"

"A yammosk, sir."

Kerensky nodded, and fell back into his own thoughts. "A yammosk..." he muttered. "Yes. I shall need one of those as well..."

-K

Shields gone. Down one blaster cannon. Torpedo count nearing zero. Molten substance eating through the ship's hull. And his arms were beginning to ache. 

The ever-present pain in Mark's back had grown, radiating through his bones to reach his shoulders, gnawing at joints throughout his body as he hauled back on the control yoke and yanked the Stormcrow into a spiral, barely skimming by two oncoming skips, as they would come to be known. Muscles trembled and sweat streaked down his face from his brow.

He didn't recall combat being this tiring. It hadn't been that long, had it? Had the years worn him down this badly? How many years had it been, anyway, he wondered. Time just flew by anymore. He was about to lean over to Janet to inquire as to the exact number, when the ship shuddered again and yet another alarm began to pulse through the cabin. Mark glanced at the diagnostics panel, his mind already addressing the problem and plotting a strategy around it. With each voice added to the symphony of warnings, the odds against them slimmed, but with a little clever finagling they could hold out a while longer. As he reached across the panel to silence the siren, Janet put a hand over his. His eyes met hers. She spoke what he read in her eyes.

"That's the last one. Let's get out of this before we join the debris parade."

He lifted a brow at her. For Janet to back down from a fight was remarkable, but then he understood as she nodded her head toward the back of the ship, reminding him that there were more than warriors aboard. As if to emphasize her entreaty, the ship was jolted again, snapping Mark's attention back to the battle, and to the additional damage report, telling him that his wife was right - it was time to cash in while they still had chips to bargain with. The good they could do the Aurora Force, for the time being, had been exhausted.

"Vendetta, Malady - sorry, but we're going to call it a day before it's called for us," he said as he dove to avoid a collision with one of their own. 

"Roger that," Robert acknowledged, respecting Mark's call. "See you planetside," he added optimistically.
                  "Hey, big bro - you really buggin' out?" Trevvik's voice followed. "I mean - whoa!" He let out a string of curses directed towards the craft battering his ship and sent a salvo in kind before adding, "This party's just getting started!"

"Then have fun and don't stay out too late," Mark said as he nosed the ship towards the planet.

"Very well, your lordship. I'm on your wing." 

"Not necessary, Trev. Go to whatever duty you've got to do here."

"Exactly. Signed up for escort this morning, remember?"

"Heading the other direction," Mark said, ruing the change of plans that had been handed them.

"Can't shake me that easy," he said with a smile in his voice.

Mark sighed in concession. Still thinks he has to make up for things. Well, it can't be done. 

He found a hole in the maelstrom, and took it. Emerging from the heat of battle, he dropped towards atmosphere. The Stormcrow complained of all the damage she'd taken, the yoke shuddering in his hands.
                  "What are we doing?" Asya asked as she entered the cabin and strapped in behind her father. "Why are we heading back?"
            "So we can fight another day," Les answered for his parents as he came in behind her and seated himself behind Janet.
            Watching the battle continue to rage on the scanners, Janet reflected on what they'd just witnessed. "What do you suppose this is all about?" she asked. No one said anything, for no one had an answer.
            "Can she make it through reentry?" Asya asked, detecting something amiss in the pitch, the usual tune the Stormcrow possessed. Plus the red lights all aglow on the panel were plenty indication that all was not right.
            "Oh, sure," Mark assured her. "She'll hold together." Only just, he could have added. He dreaded stepping out and getting a look at her hull for himself. The old girl was in for a good many repairs before she could get them home again - supposing their journey resumed. 
            They broke through the clouds en route to Shay Memorial, Mark switching communications to approach control, hoping that it would still be there when they arrived - and that, this time, they would be allowed landing clearance.

--Skyy

Robert understood perfectly why Mark and Janet had pulled out; had he his *own* kids aboard the *Vendetta*, and had the *Vendetta* taken the same amount of damage that he saw on the *Stormcrow*, then he would have bugged out quite a while ago. Standing one's ground was all well good, but kids change the equation a bit. Which brought his mind back to his own kids, and he reached out towards them again, checking to see if-

Well.

*That* wasn't the way the mind of someone hanging around in a shelter felt. Darned if he knew what they were up to; darned if he *wanted* to know what they were up to, but if they were up to even one of the options that the emotions he picked up off of Cam brought to his mind, then assuming survival after the next few hours, they were grounded.

Locked-in-basement-fed-through-hole-in-wall grounded. 

For life.

Exactly how he would enforce that was a problem that he would have to deal with later. He had plenty enough to ponder through on his plate at the moment, as he opened fire with near-desperate abandon into the steadily thickening cloud of enemy fighters.

Good news was, after a few long moment's hesitation, three-quarters of the remnant of the first group of fighters and one-quarter of the new group had given in to the run-to-ground predator instinct and had pealed off to run down the *Stormcrow* and *Malady*. Further good news was that the fighter's delay allowed the Wyler's enough lead time to reach Xenen ahead of the fighters.

Bad news was, the rest were swarming over the *Vendetta*. She was holding her own, thanks in no small part to the DeLong family's devotion to the old maxim "there ain't no such thing as a stock freighter", but not even a souped-up YT-2000 was invulnerable. And in her case, there wasn't any opening anymore that would allow a run at the planet.

"Ven," he called over the intercom, "try and get us a breakout, get these guys behind us rather than all around us. Then try to head for the main battle."

*"I don't think they'll appreciate that."*

"I don't care if they appreciate it or not. If we've all gotta get it stuck in, then we might as well do so together. Break out and head for the line, Ven. Right now."
---

"They've almost crossed the line," Cam whispered, then turned to Alex. "What do you think, Mr. Grentarii? Another two minutes until that big ship is in range?"

"Less, most likely," Alex answered. "See? They've increased speed, and- what is that?"

"The two ships coming in?"

"No, behind them."

"Behind-"

*"All PDB's, Planetary Control,"* came a voice, a human and somewhat familiar voice, over the comm panel.* "Incoming. Engage at will."*

Cam felt the blood drain from his head down to his feet. That was a large group of enemy fighters bearing down on the planet, and a calm, strangely detached portion of his mind figured that they'd originally been after the two friendly ships, but had spread out to vector against Shay Memorial and Quis when their pilot's realized where their targets were going. 

Force, he didn't know what to* do*-

"Jaq, Matt," he heard someone using his voice – he couldn't be *that* calm – say, "take the quad turrets. Sarah, Ms. Lance, take the missile launchers. Mr. Grentarii, help me make sure we're networked with PDB 1230 and 0606, and then you and I will run the capital turbolasers."

For some reason, everyone moved in response to his words; their actions left his mind warring between stark naked terror and the single greatest *rush*he'd felt in his short life. Neither impulse won out, but they averaged out to happy medium that left him with and outward calm and an inward fear that wasn't anywhere near unreasoning.

He and Alex checked the networking; it worked just fine. PDB 0427 would be able to interface, and coordinate fire, with 1230 and 0606 through the Shay Memorial TacNet.

Cam nodded once as Jaq, Matt, Sarah, and Amanda signaled readiness. If there any three other people than Jaq and his brother and sister that Cam would rather have at his back, he didn't know who they were. Amanda Lance he didn't really know, but Sarah seemed to know of her and didn't mind working with her, so that was good enough. 

As for Lieutenant Commander Alex Grentarii... he faced the older man, looked him clear in the eye.

It was a face out of legends, out of the stories that his parents and his uncle had told him growing up. A bit of a martinet, they'd said of him, but a good man at your back.

Worked for him.

"All right., y'all," he said as the first enemy fighter entered concussion missile range, conscious of just how much he sounded like both his father and his uncle, "let's get it stuck in. Engage."

~Robert DeLong
Cameron DeLong

     When a PDB has been disused, neglected, lightsabered, cobbled back together, beaten with shoes, and finally asked to fire on incoming enemy craft, some things are bound to go wrong with it. As soon as the quad turrets started firing, the sounds of machinery whirring became more prominent, and the control panels and even the floor began to vibrate in a worrisome manner. As each missile fired, metal groaned as if it were fatigued from years spent in the elements... which of course it was.
    The lights dimmed when the turbolasers started firing. At first it was just a small decrease in the ambient light - in some ways it was nice. It made it easier to see the illuminated control panels. But then it got darker and darker with each shot that was taken.
    "This isn't good," Cam said.
    "I agree with you," Alex replied. This seemed like the time that, in all the holofilms, the older, more seasoned soldier would turn to the younger one, and ask him what he wanted the team to do. The young man would feel empowered, needed, and important. Perhaps he and the older man would take a moment and look one another square in the eyes, and some form of bonding and unspoken understanding would pass between them in that instant.
    Holofilms be damned! If you did that in real life, if you actually stopped working to have your tended moment, then you'd probably get your head shot off. Alex gave an order. "Put the turbolasers on computer control."
    "We don't have the power," Cam told him.
    "Then release control to unit 0427. We've got to get power back to 100 percent or we'll be out of the fight."
    Cam did as he was told, and Alex was already climbing down the ladder to get at the equipment below, with Cam hot on his heels.
    "Start the diagnostic cycle," Alex said.
    "Got it! We've... oh."
    "What is it?"
    "We've got over two thousand wiring faults," Cam said.
    "What? How can that be? Has the wiring degraded"
    "No. It's just all the circumventing and rerouting we did to get this thing ready to fire. The computer's reading each one as a failure."
    "Oh, terrific. More work well done by the system engineers, I see."
    "Well, we have two minutes to find it, at best. Then we'll lose power."
    "I'm open to suggestions," Alex said,
    "We can drain our powerpacks... anything that might give us some charge. Blaster packs, the power cells from our lightsabers..."
    "You've been watching too many action holos," Alex said, thinking ever so briefly that the action film was, most likely, going to be the fall of civilization as they knew it. "You can't just cobble together a solution out of batteries and... and..."
    Cam watched the distracted Alex a moment, then said, "What?"
    "A battery is what we need. Some form of charge that can run for a long period." He pointed. "Splice me some of that heavy duty cable together, and plug one end into the intake. Think that poison gas has dissipated by now?"
    "Considering the size of the hole Amanda cut in the roof, probably."
    "Right then." Alex climbed the ladder and called out, "Amanda! I'm borrowing your ship!"
    He charged up the ramp, and engaged the repulsors. They weren't far from the PDB so it only took a minute for the ship to coast in close to it. Cam was waiting outside with the cable in hand. Alex ran down the ramp again and tore open a side panel. "Plug it in there," he called. "Then go back inside and wait for my signal to hook up. Come on! Get it stuck in!"
    "Gotcha!" Cam ran back inside and down the ladder, and called out, "Ready!"
    "Okay! Three... two... one... connect!"
    The connectors at both ends sparked and sizzled, but eventually calmed down. Now the reaction in the fuel tanks was running the PDB as well, and when Alex entered, the place was noticeably brighter. "Take back control of the Turbolasers, and watch for any red-lights on the board. We're doing good work, team. Let's keep it up. There's folks counting on us."

--Alex

Look’s like we’ve brought company with us.” Janet pointing out the fact on the scanner. 

“Hm,” said Mark, as though this was not entirely unexpected. Coaxing more power to the Stormcrow’s remaining engines, he decided now was a good time to take his brother up on the service he offered. “Trev?”

“I see ‘em. The Malady’s up to it; just you get back to base. You’re trailing smoke, you know.”

“I don’t think leading them straight in to Shay is a good move.”

“Never mind diverting – they’re already vectoring in on it. Sorry, but you’re just not that interesting.”

“Am a dang fool, though,” Mark said under his breath. He began mumbling unintelligibly to himself.

“I’ll help keep them off our backs,” Janet said, rising from her chair.

“I’ve got it!” Asya was unbuckled in an instant, jumping from her seat enthusiastically, but Janet placed a firm hand on her shoulder. “My turn,” she told her. “I need to shoot at something.”

Crossing her arms and shooting her mother a disappointed glare, Asya slumped back into her chair and blew at a stray strand of hair that hung over her eyes.
Les’ eyes fluttered, then closed. Breathing deeply and evenly, his senses extended beyond the ship, spreading outward, until he saw the whole picture in his mind in a way that always reminded him of being in a colorful, three dimensional painting – colorful but for the skips, which showed themselves, or rather, didn’t, by blank or grayish blurred areas, which he found very strange, indeed. Action slowed until it crept along in slow motion. The brothers Wyler were outrunning their foe, with the Stormcrow advancing at the greater speed in spite of her injuries, the Malady weaving a distracting course behind them. They were at a range to make anything they sent their way irrelevant, especially where his father and Uncle Vik were concerned, in his estimation; but come it did, if only to keep them on their toes.
Then he detected a change in the air, as if in premonition of an imminent stroke of lightning – but it didn’t come from behind, but from the vicinity of their destination; glowing energy, red, bright, hot as the sun….
Everything reverted to real time like emerging from hyperspace, and he was back in the Stormcrow, seated behind the chair his mother usually occupied. Eyelids few open. 
“Incoming!”
“Huh?” Mark asked, just as the first barrage from the surface sizzled past them. Below and ahead of them, flashes of light showed the battery that fired as more came their way, trained on the enemy that brought up their rear.
“Missiles,” Trevvik announced. Shortly his statement was verified on the scanner. He gave them plenty of leeway as they sped by, several meeting their mark on the hoard that followed. “Fired at from behind and before. Someone’s either gonna get thanked or have their lights knocked out when I get home.”
“I wonder who the heck’s manning that PDB,” Mark muttered as he pulled back on the yoke to keep clear of the oncoming salvo, pushing them into their seats, then everything went weightless for a moment as he nosed it back over to dodge one from behind.
Les reached out in curiosity, then gasped when he realized he had the answer to that question. In the Force he sent his friends an acknowledging nod. They were doing some good. Upon reaching the outskirts of the base, they were in the clear…for the time being. Mark set the Stormcrow gently down in the space on the tarmac they had occupied mere hours ago, in a time of peace, a peace whose hour was rapidly counting down to zero.
Before the ship had even settled on its landing gear, everyone was unbuckled and on their feet. As the engines grew silent, the rumbling of the oncoming war met their ears. 
“Dad! Can I use the speeder?” Les asked.
“Where you going?”
“My friends – ” He left that unfinished and held steady to his father’s gaze, hoping he wouldn’t ask him to fill in the rest. He didn’t. Instead, he just looked at him, standing there in his deep blue Jedi robes, shining silver lightsaber hanging from his belt, looking, even at his young age, more like a man than a boy. It seemed to have happened overnight. 
“Yeah, yeah; OK,” he sighed, giving him a proud smile and refraining himself from mussing his hair like he used to when he was a boy. “But keep out of trouble.” He nodded in the direction of the approaching storm to indicate the kind of trouble he meant. As Les scrambled from the bridge with a ‘Thanks, Dad,’ Mark hollered after him, “And don’t be too long – I’m going to need your help.” He didn’t see the hurt look Asya gave him. Some kind of acknowledgement wafted back his way as Janet came in, in about as much hurry as their son. She was buckling on her sidearm. It had been a long time since he’d seen her with that old DL-44 strapped to her thigh, and he stared as the realization washed over him afresh – they were at war. Again.

“Going to look Indy up,” she told him. He had expected she would, but to hear it said was yet another blow. “Try and find out what’s going on here, lend a hand where I can. Where’s he off to?” she asked, jerking her head back to where Les had disappeared.
“Oh – uh…friends.” He continued to stare in a distracted sort of way.
“And you just let him run off?”
“Well…he is a Jedi Knight now, after all,” he justified. Asya scowled.
“I mean….” She waved a hand to signify the damaged ship.
“I’ve got my little engineer.” He sent a wink and a smile to his daughter, who brightened considerably. But as he looked around the cockpit, his face fell. “However, I’m afraid that even with all of us working on her we can’t get back into the air today.”
“How long?” Her tone turned sympathetic at the look in his eye. She knew how much he looked forward to getting home, how much he enjoyed their life back on Atad. She stood with her thumbs locked in her gun belt as she waited his answer. A slight smile crossed his lips; he always liked that pose – casual and relaxed, belying a strong undercurrent of pent-up energy and a penchant for action, as though in a moment she might spin around, draw her weapon, and sprint away, firing as she went.
Mark rubbed his chin with his hand. “Don’t know,” he concluded. “Depends.”
They were surprised by Trevvik’s form suddenly filling the doorway. “What are you doing standing here talking? Have either of you noticed we’re under attack?”
They all stood for a moment in stunned silence punctuated by distant explosions. Finally Mark said, “What are you doing here?”
“Completing the job I set out to do this morning.” He stepped in, filling the cabin with an intimidating presence as though he might grab them by the arms and drag them to safety by force.

Janet chuckled. “Later,” she told them, kissing Mark hurriedly and turning to go, but Mark took hold of her wrist and pulled her back for a proper good-bye kiss, and an admonition to be careful.
Trevvik stood aside to let her pass. “Aw, ain’t that sweet,” he growled with a wry grin when she had gone. “Now, get along, you two,” he ordered; now he did take hold of Mark and Asya above the elbows, leading them towards the exit. “All non-military personnel – that means you – are to report to the nearest shelter while the base is under attack.”

Asya protested the injustice. “You didn’t stop Mom!” 

Jerking a thumb over his shoulder, he stated, “Veteran.”
“Sorry, Trev, but I’m not going anywhere,” Mark told him, wrenching his arm free. “I’m staying with the ’Crow.”
“Yeah,” he snorted derisively, replacing his hand on his brother’s arm with a firmer grasp, “with a great big bull’s eye target painted on her hull.” Mark sighed and looked away.
“You don’t have to keep protecting me, you know. Consider it paid, all right?”
Trevvik drew a blank for a moment, then lowered his brows. “Are you going to make me pull the ‘civilian on a military installation during a full alert’ card on you?”
“I don’t want to go to a stupid shelter,” Asya complained when she saw that she was about to be left out of everything - again. “Hey, Uncle Vik – I could be your gunner!”
“Don’t need no tag-a-longs. Now move it, both of you, and no more arguments.” His forceful manner and tone of voice let them know that right now he was no one to be trifled with. Mark went along with him in a resigned kind of way. Asya, however, gave him a withering look that, this time, was to no effect.
Trevvik’s speeder was right where he’d left it in what seemed a lifetime ago, and now they were back, the world a changed place. Asya craned her neck to watch the darkness approach. Mark looked over his shoulder as well, but his eye was on something else. As he watched the battered Stormcrow recede in the distance, he felt as though his safe, comfortable little world had suffered as much - only, it may not be as repairable. 
Should have gone. Should have done as Trevvik said, and hyped back home. Yet, ultimately, what difference would it have made? The fate of his home world had taught him long ago that safe havens in a time of war were a fickle thing.
He turned back round and sank his chin to his chest. Everything had spun out of control, and if today’s events were any indication - he hoped against hope that they were not - war had entered their lives once more, only now with numerous bodily complaints that past injuries and added years inflicted on him daily. As dumb a statement as he had always believed it to be…He wasn’t as young as he used to be. 
But there was one other difference from those bygone days that in his increasing gloom he’d overlooked. He was reminded by a youthful, feminine hand wrapping around his. Looking over at his daughter, he squeezed her hand in return. Her eyes, full of the inexorable optimism and confidence of youth (in spite of being hauled against her will to a stupid shelter), glittered like the stars, filling him with warmth and renewing his joy. Maybe…maybe it could all turn out right, and once they get the Stormcrow repaired they’ll all be on their way back to Atad, back to the life he loved. 

Returning the smile he gave her, she tried to bolster his spirits. 
“Don’t worry, Daddy,” she assured him. “We’ll fix it.”

--Skyy

Les Wyler typically enjoyed the thrill of speed, the rush of wind drawing tears from his eyes and tugging on the folds of his cloak as he kicked the bike into high gear. But as he put the city behind him and left the road to cut through the forest, his wish that the time and space between him and the battery in which he’d felt his friends’ presence would just get over with and he would be there. The canopy above shutting off the sky left him concerned with not being able to view the pending approach of the attackers. Briefly, he saw things from the perspective of one Force-blind, having to rely on the five senses alone – and it was a very closed and defenseless feeling indeed. He didn’t like it. But at least he knew he wasn’t cut off from the it, as had crossed his mind for one terrifying instant while puzzling over the Forceless void in which their assailants seemed to dwell. It was still with him – he could still see his path before he met it as he picked his way through the forest with relative ease, the trees rushing past him in a blur as he wove deftly through them at speeds his parents surely would not approve.

At last he reached the clearing surrounding the battery. Slowing as he approached it, the hollow roar of wind in his ears was replaced by the sound of heavy blaster fire coming from the battery, and the hiss of the missiles it hurled at the sky. Feeling that he was coming late to this party, he was off the speeder before it came to a complete stop, jumping to the ground and skidding to a stop at the blast door. He slowed himself down - no more hurry, we’re here - and stared at the door, so thick, heavy, formidable, impenetrable. First he attempted the simplest solution, to open the door in the conventional manner, and found it, unsurprisingly, as secure as it looked. 

“I suppose I could hotwire this thing,” he said half jokingly to himself, without realizing he was adopting his father’s habit of speaking his thoughts into the open air when faced with a problem. If Asya had been there, she surely would have pointed it out and had a good chuckle. Figuring out the code or slicing his way in would take too long. They were coming. Slicing…his mind touched on the idea of his lightsaber, but he quickly dismissed that plan – government property, after all – opting instead for a less destructive method; what, he figured, he should have done in the first place. With his palm pressed against the cold metal, he closed his eyes and sent a message to his friends inside.

Janet arrived at base operations half out of breath, which seemed to be the state of everyone on base; so many people running here and there, preparing for the assault that was coming their way. Hopefully they wouldn’t get this far. 

All along the way she had been haunted by the look on Mark’s face when she’d announced where she was going. Trevvik hadn’t tried to stop her and haul her off to wait out their fate in a shelter along with all other civilians and nonessential personnel, as though the mere call of duty had her refitted for a uniform, ready and waiting for her at ops. Apparently sharing this view, Mark’s countenance took on that worried ‘good-luck-return-safely-to-me’ look she’d seen a dozen times over, way back in the day of dropping her off along with the Katarns on some dangerous mission from which they might not return. Some didn’t. He’d always tried to hide it but she would see it anyway, recognizing it little by little at first; now, seeing right through it. Either she had grown to know him all too well or he no longer disguised it. But what bothered her the most was the resignation she’d seen mixed with it. It was the look of a man watching his life come apart at the seams.

Couldn’t the galaxy rest for at least one generation in the peace it had fought so hard to attain? Why us, why this, why now? Somebody was going to pay! Fear-overriding anger toward whoever – or whatever – had come along to mess it up for all of them simmered up inside her, feeding her adrenaline enough to propel her all the way from the tarmac to ops, with some left over to deal with security, who would either allow her in on her credentials as a veteran General of the New Republic Military, or eat them. Even though security was tight – there had been a ‘situation,’ it appeared, in addition to all that was already going on - the latter was not necessary. A quick confirmation call to command got her waved through. Accompanied to the epicenter of command, as if she couldn’t find her own way, she found Tag Rendar standing in the midst of a hurricane. She was busy. Quite busy.

Suddenly Janet felt useless and in the way, wondering why she had come. She was retired, out of the loop. But she’d come this far, and the least she could do, if nothing else, was nose around and try to figure out what was going on.

The shelter was comfortable enough. Padded chairs that could pass for couches if they were lined up together, holos to watch or hopefully catch some news from the outside, food being passed out by soldiers unlucky enough, it seemed to Asya, to be stationed to look after their well being and keep everybody calm. Most everyone seemed calm enough. Some even speculated, or maybe just hoped, that it was a drill. Well, they hadn’t seen what she’d seen, or just come in from shooting the bad guys out of the sky. She’d manned the cannons in the Stormcrow, for real – no simulations today! It made her feel older, like a veteran, a part of the team. She thrilled at the thought. Together we will defeat this evil!

Her father, however, found nothing thrilling about it. He sulked with his unlit pipe hanging from his teeth. No smoking allowed, he’d been told. Politely enough, but it had made Asya mad, and she sneered at the guy when he turned his back. At any rate, Mark wasn’t watching anything in particular or listening to the conversations going on around them; his mind seemed to be elsewhere. Every now and then he would adjust the pipe in his mouth and mutter something to himself.

Uncle Vik had left after checking them in and everything; he told them he had to take off and get orders from his commanding officer, who, he said, would probably be put out with him. When Asya asked how come, he’d laughed in his carefree way and with a shrug replied, “Why the heck not?” Then they were left to themselves in a room that was becoming increasingly crowded. She craned her neck with the arrival of every new group that trickled in, straining her ears for news. Conflicting reports carried to and fro throughout their secure bunker, little of it reliable. 

She hated being shoved aside with these other civilians while everyone else was taking action, addressing the problem head on. It was getting stuffy in here, felt closed up. She hated the absence of windows, no view of what was going on outside. Sighing, she wished she wished for an escape. If she could slip out, she could take just a little peek at the sky, breathe some clear air, maybe check things out a bit, and be back before anyone knew she was gone. As she eyed the door, it opened to admit another group, including a haggard looking woman with a group of small kids, one crying on her hip, adding to the noise and the crowd. The door slid shut again. Suddenly her view was blocked by an enlisted walking by with a container of snacks, handing out small packets of candy to the kids, bringing smiles to their faces and easing their fear. Before Asya knew what was happening, she found one of these packets in her hand. 

“That does it,” Asya said, grabbing one of Mark’s hands, opening his palm to smack the unopened package into it. She stood up and stretched.

Drawing his pipe from his mouth, he examined the treat she’d placed in his hand, wondering for a moment what it was, what it was doing there. “Where are you going?” he asked, looking up at her with face drawn and tired, a lost look in his eyes that gave him a bewildered expression.

“Walk around a bit. Stretch my legs. Be right back.”

He nodded, sinking back in his chair and folding his arms, closing his eyes as though he might go to sleep. He probably would. “Good idea. Don’t wander far.”

Wander far. As if there was someplace to go. Wander about she did, though, making her way in the direction of the door. Standing nonchalantly nearby, she pretended as though she were merely milling about as so many were. Sure enough, before long it opened again, this group fewer in number than the last, but adequate to distract the soldier in charge of recording attendance long enough for her to slip out the door before it closed, unnoticed by anyone.

Asya avoided the sidewalks, staying instead close to buildings, hoping she wouldn’t be caught and sent back to the shelter before she’d seen all she wanted to see. So far, so good. It was all so exciting: sirens were going off; groups of soldiers ran with rifles in their hands while officers barked orders or instructions; vehicles of war rumbled past, faster than she’d seen them move before. All preparing for the storm that was on their doorstep. She paused to crouch beneath a great tree, whose broad canopy was not so good for getting a view of what was coming, but it did keep her in the shadows and out of sight. 

It was like being dropped into an exciting war holovid – the enemy is coming! To battle stations! “I wish I could capture this,” she said as an armored walker trudged by. Then she remembered – she could! In her messenger bag, which she’d had the luck to have kept with her and picked up on her way out, still packed with all the snacks and stuff to do on the journey back home, contained the palm-sized holocam she got for her birthday. Digging around for it, she found it and switched it on, delighted to find it still had hours and hours of battery life left. She began recording immediately.

“This is Asya Wyler, reporting from Shay Memorial on Xenen, in the, um, Kartuiin Sector.” She focused on an open speeder carrying somber-faced officers. The one in the front was sitting forward with her hand on the dash, intently scanning the sky. “We are under attack from an unidentified entity. I, myself, have just returned from the battle raging in the space surrounding this very planet. If this cam should be found, let it be known that I manned a laser cannon on my father’s ship, the Stormcrow – maybe you’ve heard of it; and if you haven’t, you will – and scored some kills. I’ll have to review the logs later to confirm the number; I lost count. Anyway, here we are, preparing for battle, which is imminent.” There was a rumbling in the distance, verifying her assertion. “See?” she pointed out.

She decided it would be best to find a more suitable venue, where she could get a good shot of the sky in the direction from which the enemy would be appearing. Looking around, she saw a more suitable location across the street. When the way was clear, she sprinted across to it, pleased with the bit of drama the running would add to her video. She trained the lens to the flashes of light in the distance. “We had to put down after taking some damage – not to say my father’s a bad pilot; he’s the best you’ll ever see,” she added to inform the ambiguous ‘you’ for whom she recorded her tale. “These things are – they’re…well, I’ll just show you.” Zooming in as far as the cam was capable, she gave her future audience an image of strange fighters that looked like they’d been carved from stone. “They’re not like any kind of ship I’ve ever seen, and Dad, he didn’t recognize them either. Mom – she’s a retired General who served on this very base – was likewise mystified. Maybe one will get shot down close by and I can get in close up. I – ”

Suddenly her view was cut off; something got in the way. “Hey,” she protested. Looking up, her heart sank to find a security guard standing in front of her. He had his arms folded in front of him and was wearing an ‘I’m an officer and I’m here to give you a headache’ look that Asya hated.

“And what are you doing outside of a shelter, young lady?”

She thought fast.

“It’s about time you showed up,” she said as though she were glad to see him. 

He raised his brows, confusion rippling slightly through his official demeanor. “Excuse me?”

Asya Wyler sat in a tree. Lucky for her it happened to be in her path – and had a branch at just the right height that she could grab onto it and use her momentum to haul herself quickly into its boughs. Catching her breath, she tried to keep the sound of it down to a minimum. Sitting still, she waited. Pretty soon, from around the corner he’d last seen her dash, here came that dumb security officer, more out of breath than she. Puffing and wheezing, he paused just below her and put his hands on his knees, resting for a moment. Heart hammering in her chest, Asya held her breath until she was going to burst. Several meters below her dangling feet, the officer’s head swiveled this way and that as he looked for any sign of her, tried to figure out where she’d gone next. At last he gulped a good helping of air and lumbered off again in search of her. She let out a long breath.

Dangit, what was wrong with her? How come she hadn’t been able to convince him she was with the Atadian Press Corps, training division, on special assignment to cover the hostilities? And when showing him her Young Ambassador’s card didn’t add any legitimacy to her claim, how was it he’d never heard of General Janet Wyler, or Captain Mark Wyler and the Stormcrow, or even her Jedi Knight brother? When name-dropping hadn’t helped and it was apparent that she was going to be hauled right back where she’d come from, she turned and put on the speed. She could outrun even Les, when he didn’t cheat and turn on the Force; she could outrun this office boy. Then, as luck would have it, right around that building there was this tree. The hours of solitude she’d enjoyed back on Atad had proved itself true here – trees were the perfect hiding place; people will search everywhere, but up.

Deciding to stay put even after the guard was out of sight, she climbed higher, and finding a good vantage point that didn’t compromise concealment, she again turned on her cam. Now there was dark smoke rising in the distance, the source of it out of range of the cam’s zoom. Sounding somewhat breathless still, she narrated as she panned around. “Have just evaded capture,” she said, omitting by whom. Let the viewer wonder. “I’m safe here, for the moment.” Focusing on the smoke, she went on. “A sign of the approaching storm. It’s almost upon us, though just what ‘it’ is remains to be seen. I intend to stay here as long as I can, and hopefully, we’ll find out.”

“:)

Skyy

"So they do have planetary batteries," Rupaak Kag said quietly as the first few bolts of fire reached up towards them from Xenen's surface. The battle went well, maybe even better than he had hoped; while he had clearly achieved a measure of strategic surprise, it was equally clear that he had arrived right in the middle of some sort of local disruption. That had proved very useful, and his ships had managed to press the advance despite the fierce resistance from the infidels.

"Tactician, keep an eye on those batteries. I want your best estimate regarding where they are on the surface and total offensive power."

"Of course, Supreme Commander. Do you wish to engage them as we pass the planet?"

"No," he answered, surprising most of the command crew. Then he gave the Yuuzhan Vong version of a grin and stood up to face them all.

"We will not use that information today, my warriors," he growled, holding up his right hand and commanding the implanted needle-sharp claws to extended. "But later, when the rest of the fleet has caught up with us, we will gather all our forces, and all the information we have on this system and this sector, and then..."

His voice lowered into a cruel hiss.

"And then, my warriors, we will return to this system and harvest it, as one harvests a ripened lambent."

He made a fist, digging the extended claws deep into his palm. The black blood flowed out, tracing garrish lines down his forearm.

"This I swear to you."

~Supreme Commander Rupaak Kag

        Alex and Amanda; Cam, Jaq, Matt, and Sarah - they had their hands full, both engaging the invaders and holding the neglected battery together. 
        It was evident that, from their end, they weren't going to be able to hold them back - not their one PDB against an invasion force, if indeed that's what this was. But they could do their darnedest to make them pay for it as dearly as they could. The patch job Alex and Cam had done with the power was holding up well, and Alex congratulated himself on his stroke of brilliance. But that didn't help that they were still getting targeting information from one computer. Making up for the resulting lag was getting easier as their enemy closed the gap, but that wasn't much of a bright side.
        All at once, Alex's panel winked out. Judging from the chorus of young voices singing "Hey!" coming from behind his back, he wasn't the only one to experience such a failure. He heard a muffled 'sorry!' from somewhere inside the computer, it seemed, and it whirred back to life again as quickly as it had gone out, with the exception that some of the alarms had shut down, bringing some degree of relief to their ears; though it was hard to tell if their sudden absence meant a good thing.
        "Targeting's back online," Sarah reported without looking up from the firing screen.
        "Les?" a puzzled Alex inquired to his control panel, from where he'd heard the voice come from. "Les?" he said a little louder, giving the panel a knock. He looked over to the open maintenance hatch. Alex hopped up and went over to have a look down the ladder after him. No one was there, but on the floor, where he had last seen him standing, was a crumpled blue Jedi cloak, looking as if it had collapsed straight to the ground from his shoulders. He didn't - he couldn't have! The strange voice coming from the computer haunted him.
        Getting on his hands and knees, he cried down into the hole, "Les, no! You didn't have to entech yourself! It wasn't worth giving your life for!"
        Wham! Alex jumped back as a metal panel beside him buckled outward. Another crash and it clattered to the floor, a booted foot punching through. It withdrew back into the wall, then a toolkit was shoved out. In a moment, Les' face appeared in the small opening. It was smeared with grease and sweat, and there was a light scratch across one cheekbone. 
        "Though that might've been an access panel," he mumbled to himself. "Hope it was...is now." When he saw Alex sitting right there, he grinned. "That do it?" he said.
        "Where did - how did...do what?" he asked, recovering himself. "Oh!" Looking over at the master panel, there was more green than red glowing there than he recalled seeing before. "Yeah, looks like it did."
        Grinning even broader, he squeezed an arm out and began pulling himself out. A cloth was wound around an electrical burn on his left hand. His tunic sported a tear at the shoulder, as well as several new oily-looking smears. When he got all the way out, he stood up and brushed himself off, which only made the state of his tunic worse.
        "My mom's gonna kill me," when he noted the condition of his clothes.
        "I bet not - but if she does, I'll put in a good word for you," Alex said, mussing Les' unruly mop before hurrying back to his station. There was something about his hair that invited that kind of treatment, but for the moment, basking in the knowledge that he'd been able to help his friends, it didn't bother him.
        "Shielding's up to a hundred percent," Amanda said with a glance at the grinning Wyler. "Wait," she corrected as the display flickered and changed. "Eighty-seven." His smile collapsed.
        "It'll have to do," Matt said as the shielding system strained to stay conscious after such a long rest. "They're through."

        Asya eased out on the branch on which she was perched, focusing on the flashes in the distance, getting close in on an invader ship harmlessly swallowing several blaster bolts from the ground. Yet to be noticed by those scurrying by on the ground and no longer fearing being caught and sent back to the shelter, she engrossed herself in the battle in the distance.
        "And then a missile," she continued her narrative, having picked up the pattern, similar to what they'd employed in the battle just offworld, of tiring out the baddies' 'shields' then driving home the killing punch. "Then...boom. Suh-lam! Another kill for the Aurora Force." Another kill, yes - amid so many to take its place. 
        The battle was well within the atmosphere now, a tangle of New Republic fighters losing ground in keeping those strange rock-ships from reaching the planet. She was recording some great shots, if she did say so herself. The zoom on her holocam seemed to be working better than ever. So engrossed was she in what was going on in the little viewscreen that it took a moment for that fact to sink in. A rumbling followed by a tremor quaking through the tree, rattling its leaves and raining some of them down around her, awakened her to the fact that it was not the zoom taking her to the battle; the battle was coming to her. She looked away from the viewer in time to see an orange fireball climb into the sky just a few blocks away. A moment later, she heard the boom. Adrenaline building, she shimmied even further onto the branch, wishing she were on a tower or the top of a building rather than up in a tree full of leaves to obstruct her view.
        "They appear to have breached the planetary defenses," she reported, turning the lens to the activity on the ground. "They've punched through, and Shay Memorial itself is seeing attack! Can you believe this?! What an unlikely day this is - if but for a few minutes, we'd have been well on our way home right now - but that's not how it was meant to be and here we are." She concentrated on keeping her voice calm and unbroken by undue emotion. She wasn't into theatrics. "Anyway, lookit now...they're breaking into small attack wedges and coming in low, like they're setting up for strafing runs. Which may not be so good for me up here. I'm going to get out of this tree and find some cover. Stand by." Leaving the camera running, she hung it by the lanyard about her neck and stood up, balancing her way to the main trunk of the tree. An explosion - closer this time - shook the ground far beneath her feet, almost vibrating the branch out from under her. She leaped forward and hugged the trunk until the tremor passed. The cam clattered against the trunk. "Getting closer," she noted with heart thumping hard against the sturdy central pillar of the tree. She examined the cam for damage. "Looks like it's all right. Whew!" 
        Looking over her shoulder, she saw a wedge of enemy starships, or whatever they were, flying almost perpendicular to her, spewing fireballs at the ground. The target of their fire wasn't visible from where she was, and trying to recall the layout of the base, she wondered what they were shooting at. Small flashes of largely ineffective ground fire followed from below. As they passed over, they left a wake of fire and debris rising up behind them. "Even as I watch, heroes and martyrs are being made; there are people over there are dying, suffering, being blown apart and burned to smithereens at this very moment. It's a horrible thought," she reported as anger rose inside her. Hearing a familiar roar, she looked up as a trio of X-Wings shot by overhead to intercept. Fumbling with the cam, she caught them just as they swooped in on the enemy's tail.
        "Yeah!" she shouted after them. "Nail 'em! Go get 'em! Yeah!"
        "Asya!"
        At the sound of her name being called, she stopped cheering and cocked her head, looking around in some confusion. It had seemed distant, almost a play of the wind mixed with the sound of explosions and blaster fire and ships crisscrossing the sky. Then she heard it again, more distinctly this time. Climbing down a couple of levels in search of a place where she could better look around at ground level, she tried to locate the source of the voice.

Across the road from Asya and the tree, a familiar figure walked dazedly down the sidewalk, looking this way and that as though searching for something - or someone. Asya turned the cam onto him and zoomed in. Her father's face filled the screen, looking forlorn and worried like crazy. While she watched, he cupped his hands around his mouth and called for her again at the top of his voice.
        "Ohhh," she groaned. "Busted!" She couldn't stand to let him wander around all worried about her, wondering what had happened, if she was all right. There was nothing for it now; she'd best climb down and face the music. Maybe she'd only be grounded for half the rest of her life. Knowing her father, she would probably be able to sweet-talk him out of having to suffer too much trouble. Sighing, she swung down to the lower levels of the tree and dropped to the ground.
        "Dad!" she called, waving big. She ducked instinctively as a series of blasts, nearer now, drowned out her voice. He failed to hear her, and kept looking all around, more intently now, while keeping one eye on the battle as he went.

After waiting for a speeder to race on by, she started across the street, calling out to him. Stopping abruptly at the sound of her voice, he turned her way. As she waved and recognition lit his face, he was so visibly flooded with relief that it looked as if he might cry. She didn't mean for her smile to be sheepish, but it couldn't come out any other way. He began a kind of a limping jog over to her. 
        Her shoulders sagged as she saw her little escapade coming to an end, just as things were getting exciting. He would escort her back to the shelter and they'd sit out the rest of the battle shut off from the action, that was for sure. She took a final look at the sky - and saw a dark shape growing silently, almost serenely, and quite alarmingly, larger in the sky. Following her gaze, Mark saw it, too. 
        As Asya was beginning to register what it was - lifting a finger to it and starting to say, "Hey, that thing's going to -" - she was broadsided, lifted off her feet and tumbling to the ground. In a confusion of earth and sky and deafening noise and heat and dust and sky and there's the tree again and the sidewalk is very hard, she found herself sprawled on the ground, feeling like the world was still tumbling and trembling all around her. When everything stopped spinning, she found that she wasn't scattered across the street in pieces, and the weight thrown across her was not the wounded enemy craft that had been careening their way or the tree that was no longer there, but her father, shielding her from debris still falling from the coralskipper's crash into the street where they had just been walking. Pieces of it, distinct and strange against the road and the ruins it had left behind, were scattered everywhere. Dust filled the air. Sensing the worst was over, he sat up and helped her do the same, and found themselves sitting beside a street with a new furrow going across the middle of it, the building across the street from them a pile of smoking rubble. 
        "Asya," he said, smoothing her now dust-covered hair with a shaking hand. "Are you all right?"
        "Yeah, I think so...you?" she asked him.
        He grimaced as he stood and helped Asya to her feet, but everything seemed to be intact. "It's nothing my pipe and my favorite chair back home wouldn't fix."
        Amazed that her father had been able to move so fast as to shove the both of them out of the way in time, she grinned at her hero. She tossed her head at the newly rearranged landscape. "Looks like another kill," she said as she recovered, "for the Aurora Force."
        "Lets get out of here," he said, expecting things more terrible to fall from the sky. Grabbing her hand, he led her quickly alongside the brick and stone building on their side of the street, still standing for the most part, but missing a few lower story windows. They didn't stop again until they were in a narrow alley, resting in a recessed doorway. Mark stooped to put his hands on his knees and catch his breath. He seemed to be in pain but trying not to show it.
        "Don't you ever sneak off from me again, hear? Never pull a stunt like that again!" His voice had a quaver to it - guess she'd really gone and scared him. She nodded her assent and, apologizing, looked away. While she felt bad for causing him such alarm, the footage contained in the little cam hanging around her neck gave her some consolation. 
        Rumbling in the distance. Blasts nearer by. Mark eased away from the recess into the middle of the alley, looking to the sky, getting his bearings. He put his hands to his head, muttering, "This is awful! This is terrible!"
        "Are they going to land? Send in ground troops, you think?" she asked of their attackers.
        He shook his head. "I don't know...I don't know."
        "Mother's gone to Ops," Asya said to ease his concern. "They're probably deep below ground, in some ferrocrete bunker where they can plan out the battle and everything in safety. I'm sure they've got a plan in case they do."
        "Yes," he agreed. "Likely so." Another rumble, like thunder, in the distance. He turned in that direction and winced. "Better not be hitting the Stormcrow," he murmured beneath his breath.
        "She...doesn't have to know about what happened today, does she?" she asked. 
        He turned his eyes on her. "I don't think this is the time to discuss it," he said tersely in a tone that held the promise of a lecture on trust.
        "She's probably got enough to think about already, don't you think?" she pressed.
        "What did you think were doing? Do you realize how scared I was when I couldn't find you? And you might've have been killed!"
        There were few things in this galaxy that could well tears in her eyes as quickly as a stern scolding from her father. "Well...I wasn't going to go very far, just like you said, and I thought I'd just take a few pictures and all, since this is like history happening and guess I lost track of - oh, Dad! My cam!" Somehow forgotten amid all the excitement, she now cradled the treasured possession in her hands. A wide crack ran the length of the little unit, the outer lens was gone, and the inner one was cracked. Who knew what else was wrong with it. Must have happened when they hit the ground. Now she thought she really would cry.
        He blew a breath out through his mouth that stirred his large moustache. His anger seemed to ride out with it. There were few things in this galaxy that could melt his heart into a helpless gelatinous mass than his daughter's tears. 

Taking from her and taking a moment to examine it, he reassured her, "It may be nothing more than a cracked housing."
        "What if it isn't?" she complained, bemoaning her lost footage.
        Lifting her chin with the crook of his finger, he looked her in the eye and smiled. "I'm Mark Wyler. I can fix it," he said, bringing a smile out of her in return. "We'd better get back to the shelter," he said. "Because that's where your mother's expecting us to be." He gave her a wink. "Right?"

--Skyy

Throughout the history of the Universe, several different religions have sprung up, experienced some time in popularity, and then died down again. Most of these are mainly concerned with rules and regulations, such as not killing other people, making strange markings on your face with paints and pigments, what color shoes to wear on the fifty-seventh day of the year, and other such rituals. Also of paramount importance is the existence of some kind of God.

Many do not have any such belief system, instead relying completely on the Force. Others still believe the Universe is cold, Godless, and an Unpleasant Place to Live all around.

For those belief systems that do hold to the idea of a God, however, one regulation remains surprisingly constant across all religions, and that is this: It is extremely impolite to use the name of a God (be it your own or someone else's, or even one you don't believe exists), in vain. This means that if you were to, for example, smash your own thumb in a door or with a hammer, it would be considered extremely rude of you to scream at the top of your lungs, "Oh, for the love of Vedna!" Those around you who worship Vedna, the Seventh Goddess of the Seas on the planet Cinkha, would be horrendously offended, and it would be their solemn duty to take up whatever heavy objects they could find in the immediate vicinity and bludgeon you to death. And even someone who does not worship her would probably at least gasp in surprise at your rudeness (Incidentally, Vedna and the other seven Goddesses with whom she spends most of her considerable free time teach, above all else, peace, love, and the wrongness of killing. Apparently this is an issue only until the Goddesses' names are sullied, in which case killing the infidels becomes your only option. Apparently a Goddess commands protection of her honor, not just followers).

The point of all this discussion is to explain just how frustrated Alex was when a coralskipper began bearing down on them. "Good Vedna!" he screamed. "Fire! FIRE! Take that one down!"

The gunners managed to do that, but not before the thing spit out two of its molten lavaballs (which incidentally have no relation to the spicy treat manufactured by SugarBlast Industries). They came roaring towards the battery.

When the hot lava from one of these projectiles impacts upon the triple-reinforced hull of an X-Wing or other fighter, or even a capital ship, it tends to do some damage, to spread out over the hull, and to cool into a mass that hampers the vehicle's operation but does not significantly impair the vessel by itself. When the hot lava from one of these projectiles hits the aged metal of a Planetary Defense Battery which has been exposed to the elements for decades, it tends to melt through it in exactly the same way a lightsaber melts through butter, which is to say that it slices off a pat of butter, comes down through the table, and then amputates your leg.

In order to understand what happened in the next few seconds, it is necessary to understand how standard New Republic technology works. You are probably familiar with most forms of electrical wiring; electrons are present and move in flow from a source of power to the item they are powering, and back again. If you pumped electrons into a Planetary Defense Battery and then tried to summon up the massive power required to destroy even a small fighter, you would produce an electrostatic shock that would, at best, scratch the paint without even denting the armor. Greater power requirements are necessary for this type of operation. The cable Alex had connected from Amanda's ship to the input port contained in the control room was capable of pumping energy produced from the Ion engines directly. A flow regulator on the PDB end kept too much power from flowing directly into the circuits.

So, when the molten bits melted through the ceiling and began to melt the cable, Alex could see the problem coming before it actually came. "We've got to get out of here! NOW!"

"But we got the fighter. We're safe-" one of the kids began. Alex cut him off.

"You did promise to obey my orders when you elected me your leader!" he yelled. The kids looked resigned but, apparently, a promise was a promise. They got up from their consoles and ran out as Alex stood by the exit, making hand motions as if this would increase their top speed somehow. "Come on! Quick, quick!"

Then all of them were out. Les, Amanda, and Alex, having had more experience with things blowing up than the children (with the possible exception of the two boys, who had most likely created their own sort of mischief involving chemical reactions in the past) dived to the ground, each taking one of the kids and pushing their faces down into the mossy earth. The probably did not appreciate this and a few of them made indignant noises, but the adults figured they would be even less appreciative of having their hair set on fire by burning debris.

They sat up, looking at the big hole in the ground that had once held the battery and Amanda's ship. "It looks as though I will be staying here for a time," Amanda said.

"Probably. I-" Alex flickered and turned colorless for a few seconds. In people, this isn't so bad. A lot of them get flushed. But in the case of a hologram, it can indicate something far more serious. This was not color draining from the face. His uniform, his shoes, his hair; all turned a shade of grey and then returned to normal. "It appears my lightbee took a hit," he said. He ran his fingers through some grass on the ground. "Looks like my tactile functionality is offline."

"Mister Grentarii, I-"

This was not any of your faults. You performed admirably. Now, we must head back to the base and further asses where we are needed.

The adults were concerned with the fate of their world. The children were too, but there was also a sense of childish pride. They performed well. They were NEEDED!

--Alex

For the second time in the last three minutes, Robert threw up. Fortunately this last... emission...was far smaller than previous one; he seemed to bebwell on his way towards emptying his stomach. Unfortunately, some of the floating chucks from the first time had gotten into his hair.

The *Vendetta* was dead in space; gravity was down, and he'd never done well in zero-g; communications with the ventral turret, and Talia, were down, but he could still feel her in the Force; and the ship was open to space, evidence by the fact that the emergency force field had shimmered into place just 'behind' his turret.

Not a good position to be in.

He'd been in worse spots, he was sure... but right at the moment he just couldn't think of one.

On the plus side, he could talk directly with Ven, though she couldn't talk to Talia either. Also, the enemy ships that were chasing him had lost interest once the *Vendetta* started drifting, and had vectored off to rejoin the battle that was getting just a bit too close to the planet.

About the time the first dry heave started the senses he'd been getting from the kids changed from mild combat exhilaration to something rather like annoyance, which quickly segued into 'oh holy freaking poodoo.'

There were also echoes of a fairly impressive gout of fire and accompanying pressure wave.

He felt Talia start counting new gray hairs.

He'd stopped counting his own years ago, when the gray finally outnumbered the brown. Still, not for the first did he wonder if his hair was turning gray because of genetics or because he'd fathered three children, including two sons who liked to poke at things until something happened.

And they were all alive.

Which meant he had to decide whether or not to hug or strangle them when he got back to the surface. Assuming they *did* get back to the surface, because if something came after the *Vendetta*, or if something else blew up and changed their course-

Yeah. He'd just hug them. Ground them for all eternity, but hug them first.

"Ven," he rasped, his throat sore from all the horking, "are we still- hrmmph..."

*"Still on course for Wayfarer,"* the AI answered, tactfully ignoring his rather undignified state.* "I think they're aware of how badly we're hit, and will have a tractor grapple waiting for us."*

"You *think*?"

*"Communications took worse of hit than I initially though; contact has been... lacking, at best, but I- Wait one."*

He waited. Ven usually had a good reason when she interrupted herself.

*"Hyper contacts, I can't get an exact count. Coming in from sunward."*

"Hawking radiation?"

*"None detected. Probable blackbody radiation from one contact."*

"Black-?"

Robert reached out through Force, passed the brightly burning defenders, past the emptiness of the attacks, towards the new arrivals-

Then he leaned back in his chair and laughed.

~Robert DeLong

A cool wind brushed upon his face, as the guards brought him out of the earth-bound jail house and into the star-lit predawn air. Aside from the tap-tap-tap of men's feet, the only sounds were the steady beeping issuing forth from his stuncuffs, and the low hum coming from the grounded transport.

It was the speediest trial that Damien Korssetti had ever seen; by remarkable coincidence, it was also the first one he'd ever seen from the defendant's bench. Still, he wasn't very surprised that the court had taken less than a week to decide his fate. For most of that week the prosecutor had simply played back Korssetti's own captured records, and let the smirks and looks of pleasure that crossed Korssetti's face as the records showed a particularly cunning trade, or skillful acquisition. Even though the trial had occurred on Golgan III, considered as the most likely place for him to receive a fair trial, by nature of its independence and the fact that he'd never had business dealings within three light-years of the Golgan star, he didn't even bother defending himself. He opted to act as his own council, and happily confessed to the most brutal abductions, slaughters, and things all the more unspeakably grotesque.

Happily. Proudly.

For in doing such things he'd proven his power over the other meat.

He felt honest pity for the jury who'd convicted him, who'd looked on him in horror and hate. Pity that they did not understand the great truth, that they looked upon the deeds of a great predator and found him guilty.

A sad state, really, that they could not accept the natural order of things and had to resort to passing judgment upon him to satisfy their own illusions. Illusions that sapience made them more than meat, more than food for whatever was stronger than they. Illusions that they actually had worth, and purpose, above that accorded a tender steak.

What did it matter if he tore husbands from wives, parents from children, and sold them each to this master or that mistress; they were but meat, to be consumed for profit. What did it matter if he took the first taste of all the women; they were but meat, to be consumed for pleasure.

What did it matter if a Golgan court sentenced him to death, to serve in the penal mines of the Golgan VIII gas giant and its moons, until the automatic appeal granted him by the law was resolved and his sentence carried out? He, though a great predator, a hunter of men, was too but meat, and had at last met a predator greater than he, and would be consumed.

The natural way of things. The strong feasting upon the weak, predators feasting without mercy and without pity.

In fact, the only thing about the whole process that bothered him was that he was denied access to the whores. He wished to see what it was about them that had led Golgan III's pitiful General to take up their cause and treat them as more than meat. But prisoners didn't receive conjugal visits with whores; not, apparently, by any government policy, but because 'Lady
Carlotta' (what a name, for the basest meat of all!) had decreed such, and had the clout to back her decree up.

His thoughts tracked back to her as the guards loaded him up onto the transport. A formidable woman, to have denied him those pleasures here at the last; they'd never met, and likely would not, but he wished that they could. To test himself against such a creature, to consume and be consumed in turn, a game to see which would be obliterated first... just the imagining of such a thing...

He shook off the thought as the guards bound him into a seat. Such a feast would never be, and even if it were, no predator feasts in sight of others.

As he had learned to his detriment, to feast in plain leaves one vulnerable.
-------

Captain Edward Stratemeyer, CO *Gules*, CO Second Squadron Screening Elements (better than having to juggle all those ponderous capital ships; give him a nimble, light unit any day), gray of hair and green of eye, set aside his empty tea cup and examined the tactical holo with satisfaction. He had, in his own humble estimation, deployed his forces well to cover the
space around Golgan VIII; no small feat, given the sudden and heretofore unexplained nature of the alert.

Not that his forces were of any great count; all he had besides his own *Gules* was Commander Franklin Dixon's *Or* and Commander Victor Appleton's *Sable*, each sister Carracks to his own ship, which gave him a grand total of three light capital ships and fifteen fighters with which to cover Golgan VIII, its moons, and all the orbital and Lagrange infrastructure.

*"-and thankfully the L4.VIII CSP commander is getting jurisdictional on us,"* Commander Appleton said gratefully over the holocom. *"He's agreed to put his fighters under our command if something happens."*

"Hm. Frank?" 

*"The same at L5.VIII, Captain,"* Commander Dixon said. *"Full cooperation, though I don't think they believe that anything is coming."*

*"I'm still wondering what this alert is all about,"* Appleton said inquiringly.

"Commodore Drax didn't say, Victor. All he said was that the General took Illuminator and our own Second Division out to investigate something, and left orders to beef up the system pickets. In honor of our greatness, we drew Golgan VIII."

*"Lucky us."* Dixon muttered.

Stratemeyer just grinned.

"Look at it this way, Frank: according to L2.VIII station command, there's a prison transport incoming, and Commodore Kincaid had to deploy some of his fighter's for escort duty." He chuckled. "I'd hate to be the poor kid who had to pull *that* detail."

---------

*"Why do we always pull these crap details?"* Lieutenant j.g. Bren Silversun, Charlie Ten, black of hair and grey of eye, a decently handsome man as things go, if slightly built, growled over the com as he settled his X-wing in front of the prison transport. 

"We *don't* always pull crap details, Bren," Lieutenant j.g. Mikale Sunschilde, Charlie Eleven, brown of hair and eye, thought of by many as a bit of a looker, answered exasperatedly as she guided her X-wing to the transport's starboard side. They were on a 'flight' frequency, one shared only between the third flight of ISDII *Freedom's Fire's* Charlie Squadron, so she was reasonably certain that no one else heard them.

And what if they did; it was just grousing, everybody groused.

*"It is kind of boring, isn't it?"* Lieutenant j.g. Cullen Bronzeban, Charlie Twelve, shaved bald with hazel eyes and built like a pre-space tank, added as he settled his X-wing in along the transport's port side.

Mikale tried not to shake her head. Wherever Bren went with an idea, Cullen was soon to follow... and so, admittedly, was she. Despite being on a few weeks senior, Bren had scored highest of the three of them in various leadership and tactical exercises, and was nominally in command of their little tactical trio.

*"Well, maybe we'll get lucky and the Empire will attack or something,"*Bren said, almost hopefully. Then, quieter, *"I signed on for this to kill Imps, not guard the fracking transports."*

She didn't reply; Bren's utter hatred for the Empire, along with anyone and everyone associated with it still, and about half of those once associated with it, was the thing of rec room legend. To hear him tell it, the GDF should just up and invade the Remnant, devastating each world from orbit and salting the fields, since it was abundantly clear that Coruscant wasn't going to do a damn thing about it. 

Any mention of the Gavrisom-Pellaeon treaty accomplished little more than provoking an at least ten-minute rant. Sometimes spittle was involved.

At times, Mikele thought her flight commander, himself only twenty-five to her sparse twenty-three, was just another young hothead, with a lot of fire and indignation to go along with what sense he had.

His 'command' only had the flimsiest of pretexts, and as long as the chain of command remained in place, she didn't have to obey any order that he gave.

But she did anyway.

It was easier just to go along with it.

Besides, Bren's 'fire and indignation' hadn't gotten them into any trouble. Unless you count that one time... but really, a political discussion a bar escalating into a fight could have happened to anybody...

And it wasn't like anyone got killed.

With that thought hovering at the back of her mind, she joined Bren, Cullen, and the transport as they jumped their ships into hyperspace for the short hop to Golgan VIII.

At least it would be *short* boring duty.

~Assorted GDF Characters

To Space Control technician Dana Solan, it was a pleasant and quiet day in the local Golgan VIII neighborhood. Processing and Mining Station four, residing one-hundred klicks from L2.VIII, had only one planned inbound and three planned outbound transports on the day’s schedule, and the outbound ships had already long since departed. The inbound was a fairly simple matter as well, a straight-shot from Golgan III. A triplet of fighters from the local defensive forces had joined it, but 
they would be leaving as soon as the transport was safely docked and therefore not his worry. 

While the extra security was normal in this case, the transport in question being a prison ship, throughout the rest of the system there was an alert. The rumor mill was already running full tilt, with friends trying to call Dana and ask if he’d heard anything he could add to the discussion. Of course, he hadn’t heard anything beyond what anyone else had already said, and he told them as much. It was all just a curiosity, and probably a passing military exercise, no matter the rumors. 

All things considered, he was both surprised and not when a Victory-Class Star Destroyer suddenly exited from hyperspace just outside the station. An unscheduled arrival, yes, definitely not Imperial from the transponder signal, and a developing headache for him. There were, however two things wrong at first glance. First, the ship did not leave hyperspace as much as it fell out of hyperspace. The difference was subtle, but the way the ship tilted and drifted as it entered realspace gave away a poorly-functioning drive. Second, the Destroyer, which was obviously originally painted a blinding white, was covered in blotches of sickly brown growths.

Then the third thing wrong crackled over his headset.

“This is the Independent Deep-Space Explorer *Wolf’s Pride* to nearby Golgan station! We’ve come under attack from an unknown hostile force, and require immediate assistance!” The voice sounded distressed, and Dana punched up a scan. The ship appeared to be normal across the white sections, but the areas covered by the growths lit up with an increased amount of life signs. 

”This is Golgan VIII LaGrange Point Two, Processing and Mining Station Four Space Traffic Control to *Wolf’s Pride.* Please state the nature of your damage and required assistance.” By the book would be the best way to go in this situation, Dana decided.

The voice from the stricken Destroyer grew more frantic. “The aliens! They hit us with some sort of biological weapon, and its interfering with our systems. Our life support is failing, escape pods won’t launch…we’ve only got a short time left before they get here and finish us off!” A burst of static interrupted the transmission for a moment. “—get more transport assistance to evacuate the crew before it’s too late!”

Dana raised his eyebrows. The ship was requesting an evac, which considering the story, was not all too unusual a request. “Roger, *Pride*, Please hold your launches until I can receive confirmation from station administration.”

He pressed a button on his console, which switched him to the administrator. “Sir, I’ve got a severely damaged destroyer requesting evacuation outside. They say they were hit by unknown attackers, and their ship is falling apart around them. They, ah, also said they’re expecting company soon.”

The line was silent for a moment, and then the station administrator spoke. “Launch as many transports as they can handle. We won’t leave them stranded outside, not especially if they say whatever hit them is following. I’ll forward an alert.”

Dana cut back to the outside channel. “*Pride*, We’re launching six transports to offload your personnel, please have them standing by to board.”
*****

Roger Vane, Tactical Commander (Civilian), breathed a sigh if relief. Now, all he needed to do was to evacuate the personnel not suborned by the alien invaders, and warn New Republic Command of the terror about to fall on them. 

He was quite surprised, actually, that he had managed to get as far as he did with his plan. It was in part due to no small amount of trust that Kerensky, despite the horrific changes in both his body and personality. It was that trust he’d broken when he had more or less hijacked the *Wolf’s Pride* while Kerensky was aboard one of his other ships, a ‘living ship’ of some sort. He had no doubt his former friend was in a rage and was coming after him as fast as possible, and if caught, his death would be painful and gruesome. 

Aside from that, the alien guards left aboard the ship despised and feared technology, so there was no way for them to know he’d disobeyed orders, anyway.

He kept his face straight when one of the aliens entered the bridge and walked directly to him. Two more took up flanking positions on either side of the door. The first alien held out a data stick, looking visibly disgusted at even being near it. Roger took it, nodded to the alien, and placed it in the receptacle on his console. It was obviously something sent by Kerensky, otherwise the alien would have never tolerated touching it.

In a moment, he was treated to the feeling of being right as Kerensky’s hooded visage leapt to life on the screen before him. 

”It is good to know where you lie, old friend.” Kerensky said almost softly. A surprise, actually. “It was, however, your convictions which I counted on, and I’m quite glad my judgment of you proved correct. If you’re seeing this, then by now you’ve run to the Golgan system, as I had planned. Since you were not aware of my plan, the message you no doubt delivered requesting evacuation would be authentic, and there’d be nothing in your voice to lead them otherwise.” Roger’s face paled. He could feel the breath of the alien on his neck.

Kerensky continued, unawares. “Thank you for rendering this service to me. And have no fear, your people which you have counted on to assist you in the evacuation to subdue my guards, they will be well taken care of, just like you.” A flash of yellow-white, a smile from under Kerensky’s hood. “I have special plans for you, old friend. You’ve served me loyally in the past, and you will continue to do so.” 

The message ended, and the alien guard clamped down on Roger’s shoulders. He didn’t bother resisting, and instead just stood and was lead off the bridge. The rest of the crew continued their work.
*****

Dana breathed a sigh of relief as the first wave of transports, six from the station and two more from the Destroyer, reappeared on his plot. Assuming all went to plan, a full sixth of the ship’s listed crew should now be on their way to safety. “This is Control, I have transport flights Omicron and Epsilon on scope. Proceed to docking bays.”

He leaned back in his chair, and stared at the ceiling for a moment. At least this minor crisis didn’t appear to be ballooning. No sooner did that thought come, however, before it was brushed away again. His long-range sensors fluttered for a moment, and then died. He sat up, and adjusted a setting on his screen. Maybe a rat in the wiring…it wouldn’t be surprising. A pair had gotten loose on the station awhile back, and now everyone was having problems with them.

He glanced at his short-range plot and frowned. Now it was gone, too. “Golgan VIII Co-“ He yelped and tore his headset off, a high pitched screeching coming from the speakers. 

The transports, meanwhile, began docking with the station.
*****

Space Traffic Controller specialist, Technical Sergeant Jessie MacAllen of L2.VIII Control frowned as Station Four and it’s general area disappeared from long range scanners. First an oddly damaged Destroyer showed up, and now the entire area is blanketed in static?

She reached for the alert, just as four very large rocks exited hyperspace, almost on top of L2.VIII. There was a moment of silence, and then space exploded into molten fire.


-K

Leroy Damfage, contractor and Assistant Dockmaster Third Class on Station 4, was bored. There were, after all, only so many ways one could log in an arriving shuttle/transport/ore hauler, or log out a departing shuttle/transport/ore hauler, and Leroy figured he'd pressed the keys for all of them. A computer could have done the job, or perhaps a trained monkey; unfortunately, Personnel had decided that a Real Person needed to be there since a smuggler could out-smart a computer easier than he could a person, and Golgan III didn't have any monkeys to train.

So he pushed the key (the same gorram key every gorram day) to confirm receipt of manifest, and never once had to out-smart anybody, as the minerals and gases mined from Golgan VIII and its moons were so gorram *normal* that skiffing any would be a waste of any self-respecting smuggler's gorram time.

At least, he often comforted himself, he wasn't a tech writer like his brother! Here, at least, there was a *chance* that something new would happen.

So, like every other gorram day, he pressed the key to accept the manifest (evacuees, assorted enlisted and junior officers) off the transports from *Wolf's Pride*, and idly looked up from his terminal as they started settling down in the main hanger. And hey, pushing that gorram button meant he'd taken part in an honest-to-whomever Rescue Mission! Maybe he could leverage this... there was that one girl at the bar, after all....

Then the transports opened.

*'Well,'* a small, oddly calm part of Leroy's brain remarked,* 'this is gorram new.'*
------

Lagrange point L2.VIII played host to six stations – three material processing and three defense platforms – arranged about the center of the Lagrange point in a widely-spaced Klemperer rosette. The L1.VIII, L4.VIII, and L5.VIII points were populated and guarded in much the same way, though with a higher ratio of processing-to-defensive facilities; L3.VIII, lying as it did clear across the system, played host to a GDF R&D facility and would not matter in this engagement.

The four enemy ships, for that was what they clearly were, jumped in-system 5 kilometers above and practically in the middle of the rosette... and in the middle of fire from Stations 1, 3, and 5. Fire which the many odd gravitic voids issuing from the enemy ships swallowed up. 

Grant this of the crews, backend of the system or not, they weren't slow off the mark. For all the good it did them, but they could claim that honor at least.

*Gules* and the fighters were another story, though not due to lack of skill; they'd vectored towards Station 4 when it vanished under the jamming, and were caught looking the wrong way. In the time it took to recognize the situation and react, the enemy's first salvo savaged the fighters. The second was less effective; training had kicked in for the GDF pilots. 

The third was aimed at Station 1.
------

"Do we have communications?" Captain Stratemeyer asked as the bridge lights flickered once more and then died.

"I... I think so, Captain," the communications officer answered as the emergency lights took over. "Data only; no audio, no visual."

"Then send to *Or* and *Sable*: Attack in progress, enemy unknown. Verify situation at PoR, then execute approach pattern Sierra Romeo.

"Request handshake receipt, Comm. Quickly, please."

"Aye, sir."

Stratemeyer turned back to his own screen and the scrolling damage reports. The enemy, it seemed, had gotten a decent piece of his *Gules*.

He switched over to the battle-stations reports.

They were going to get some back.
------

*"Well, at least it isn't boring."*

*"Enough with the bright side, Cullen,"* Bren snapped back. *"We've jumped into the middle of some Imperial attack-"*

"Imperial?!" Mikele exclaimed incredulously. "Open your eyes, Bren. Imperial ships don't look like that. And those," she continued, referencing the new, smaller unknowns that had just appeared on their CMDs, "are most certainly *not* TIE Fighters."

*"But who else-"*

*"Does it matter?"* Cullen added softly.

*"I-"*

*"All ships this net,"* came a new, female voice,* "this is L2.VIII Control. We are under attack and request immediate assistance. Repeat-"*

*"Transport, Charlie Ten,"* Bren said, cutting across the distress signal.*"Status, over."*

*"No trouble yet, Ten,"* came the drawling voice of the transport's comm officer.* "Looks like the big caboodle's shaping up over by Stations 1 and 4, so how's about y'all kip on over there and help out? The Cap's gonna cut engines and lie doggo for a bit, 'till this here boondoggle settles down."*

*"Well... roger that, Transport,"* Bren said just a bit too enthusiastically (in Mikele's opinion). *"Good luck.*

*"Mikele, Cullen, close up. Echelon right, and arm torps.*

*"L2.VIII Control, this is Charlie Ten off the* Freedom's Fire.* I've got three X-wings with full loads coming in hot, 5 klicks out by 3 klicks down. Slot us where you want us."*

Control passed the targeting information to Bren's astromech, which passed it along to Mikele and Cullen's. They adjusted course slightly, vectoring towards the indicated ship, and switched over to torpedoes, waiting for sensor lock.

Bren kept up a slow, muttered rant about how he was supposed to be fighting Imps, not a bunch of wackos in giant fire-spitting asteroids. 

Mikele looked down and saw that her hands were shaking. Funny how she hadn't felt it.

It was the first time any of them had gone into combat against anyone besides a dumbass pirate in some cobbled-together Ugly...

She wondered how they'd do; certainly they'd scored well enough in the Academy, and they each had a half-score of Ugly kills to their credit. But this seemed a bit more... real than any anti-piracy operation, and while she didn't feel any fear or incipient panic, she couldn't quite get her hands to stop shaking.

Then her targeting reticle flashed yellow, and a tone sounded; and her hands became still as a sword before the draw...

~Captain Edward Stratemeyer
Lt.j.g. Mikele Sunschilde

Amanda Dressner, one of six Emergency Medical Technicians on station, had been waiting for a good fifteen minutes in Station 4’s landing bay. The damaged and plagued destroyer did not mention any casualties, but as a safety precaution she and the rest of the EMTs were waiting for the incoming evacuation transports. 

Amanda had been on station for six months already, and was nearing her time to be rotated out back to the surface of Golan III. There, her husband and two sons of six and three years were waiting, as well as a very nice job in the system’s premiere hospital. After her voluntary contract for the past two years in space, with only intermittent leaves back home, it would be a very welcome change. 

“What do you think we’ll see?” Kevin Sorensen asked. Amanda glanced at the young man, who had paled slightly. This would be his first time seeing live massed injuries. Treating broken ankles and pulled muscles aboard station was one thing, but how he reacted here, in case it was bad, would determine how useful he’d be outside of a simple health clinic. 

Amanda decided not to pull the punches, and get him expecting the worst. “After a battle,” she said, “what you’re going to see will range from first to third degree burns, amputations, decompression, broken bones, lacerations…the list goes on. Think of a bad wreck, and then add lasers and explosives.” Kevin paled more. Not a good outlook for the young lad.

“Stop it, you’ll put him into shock.” Amanda and Kevin turned to face the station’s one and only bona-fide doctor, Mr. Eric Lessons. The graying man had a gentle demeanor about himself, and Kevin soaked it up and clung to him like a child on a life raft. Which, for all intents and purposes, he was. 

Amanda rolled her eyes. “Now instead of me sending him into shock, when he sees all the blood and smells that fleshy burn smell, he’ll freeze up and be useless then.”

“I’m quite sure.” The doctor said, facetiously. “Look alive, now. The transports are landing.”

Amanda and Kevin turned back, and saw the sleek ships settling to the deck. “You take that one, I’ve got this one.” She said, rushing forward. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be too bad. The transport gantry swung open, and she started up into the ship. 

”Any wounded?”
*****

Kerensky was grinning uncontrollably, the radio he’d browbeat the Vong into allowing aboard the ship he had commandeered pressed against his ear. It was too good to be true; the GDF had no reason to suspect anyone could be listening in on their frenzied defense net, which gave him a clear window of what exactly was going through his opposing force’s ranks. Of course, the trick now was to be subtle and keep from giving away this valuable gem. If that meant a handful of coralskippers, it was of little consequence to him.

“Focus fire on station one for another thirty seconds.” He ordered his ships. Glancing over at the ‘display’ created by the dancing insects, he suppressed a sigh. For all the usefulness of living technology, the interface just lacked the intuitive capabilities of his own –Pride.- It was a pity. 

One of the shapes formed by the insects caught his attention, and he looked at it thoughtfully. It was surrounded by a swarm of fighters, and had been caught further out than the rest of the area clutter, closer to Station Four. A Carrack Light Cruiser. Kerensky pointed at it.

“Maul that. Do not destroy it…just maul it. I want them to know we could have killed them.” His gunners nodded, and took over with their tasks. Another glance at the insect display showed his fighters were dancing a lost dance, some pilots acting in cooperation, others seeking glory and honor through being loners. An insect flickered and left its fellows, one of the latter being sent to confess his stupidity to the Gods. 

In boredom, Kerensky began flicking through the separate channels. The third selection, his eyebrows jumped, and his feral grin began anew. 

“-cut engines and lie doggo for a bit, 'till this here boondoggle settles down.” He heard, and then swapped back to the main channel. 

The second snippet of conversation he caught made his grin grow darker, if that was even possible. 

“Control, this is Charlie Ten off the -Freedom's Fire.- I've got three X-wings with full loads coming in hot, 5 klicks out by 3 klicks down. Slot us where you want us.”

He looked over the plot, and then stabbed a point in it, scattering the insects wildly around his hand. “There! Show me what’s there!” He ordered.

The insects regrouped to form the shape of a transport ship. A strange tingling ran through all his joints. *There……* he heard faintly. *Take it…TAKE IT!* Kerensky felt as if he had been punched in the gut, and let out a sharp breath. To himself, he whispered, “what? What is there? Why do we want that ship?” 

His answer was an even harder pain, as if all his skin was being raked through glass. *TAKE ITS CARGO! FOR US!* Kerensky laughed, drawing startled looks from the bridge crew. A trickle of blood ran down the side of his face.

He turned and looked to his second officer, another Vong, his face cast in the otherworldly glow of the insect display. “Take over here. Remember…do not destroy the large ships…but feel free to take as many of the fighters as you wish. And tear up these stations.” He paused for a moment. “And have a troopship readied. I want that hiding transport.”
****

TSGT MacAllen escaped her traffic control bubble mere moments before the molten rock fired by the unknown ships ate its way through the window. She felt the slight tug of the air change as the blast door slammed shut behind her. Who these attackers were, she had little idea, but their danger was irrefutable. They were far from some regular rim-rats, looking for trouble and spoils on the edge of the galaxy. They were mean, they were coordinated, and worst of all, it looked like they had the GDF outclassed.

She leaned against the blast door for a moment, and then yelped as searing heat from the other side of the door made it through to her skin. She looked at it for a moment, and then began to run, putting as much distance between her station and herself as possible. Whatever they’d fired was now eating its way deeper in, and she had no intention of being caught for it.

Maybe someone further in station would know what was going on.
****

Vlorn was pissed. First, he’d been passed over for the great conquests. Then he was sent off to guard some blasphemous traitor aboard his sacrilegious ‘ship.’ Now, he was forced to ride in more of the unclean vessels, to yet another unclean station, to go round up supplies.

It wasn’t even a military station, the Traitor informed him, but instead a harmless civilian station! Where was the honor and glory in that? And it still wasn’t the worst of it. Oh no, the Traitor had ordered, with full authority, that not a person aboard the station was to be damaged more than necessary, nor were his troops to destroy any of the blasphemous equipment aboard the station and loot anything they might find clean enough to take. 

Things like this, they were enough to drive a proper warrior mad. It was a good thing the Traitor had been endorsed. 

It did help, though, that as much as Vlorn hated the Traitor, and wished to kill him and be back on his way, on the road to glory, the story of Torlil Va had filtered through the ranks. A powerful warrior, a proven handler…defeated in detail, down to the last humiliation, by the Traitor. A weakened, injured, bleeding, defenseless Traitor. 

No one in their right mind would stand up against one who could do what the Traitor was rumored to be capable of.

So, it was in a helpless raging frenzy Vlorn found himself when the transport doors opened, and rushed out of the ship, leading his warriors. He lead them straight into the body of a very shocked and unsuspecting woman, whom he picked up with one hand. 

”You will not resist, and you will show me where others on this station hide. We will find them, bring them to one place, and we will not kill them. You don’t help, we will kill.” He snarled. 

-K

The reticle flashed red, the tone sounded. Mikele held a tight weave on her way to the target, dodging what looked like blobs of lava. She held fire, waiting for-

*"And loose!"* Bren called.

As one, six proton torpedoes streaked towards the target.

As one, the six proton torpedoes vanished in a burst of light and radiation.

*"What the frak- we didn't even *touch* it?!"* Bren exclaimed. *"What the hell was that?"*

Mikele's droid warbled something at her.

"What are you talking about, Arfor?" she asked, one eye on the translation, the other on her gunsight. "Gravitics as in repuslors?"

Arfor warbled again, and added a derogatory beep for effect.

"What do you mean, 'black holes'? And it's not nice to say that about Cueball."

Cueball was Bren's R2.

Arfor blatted in reply, and Mikele didn't bother to look at the translation. There was bad circuitry between Arfor and Cueball.

"Lead, Eleven," she called. "Arfor reports that the enemy ship is protected by what looks like projected black holes."

*"That would explain the radiation burst,"* Cullen interjected.

*"Yeah. We need to-"*

But he didn't say what he thought they needed to do, for all three astromechs let loose shrill warning cries. Mikele glanced at her scanner, and stiffed just a bit more: five unknowns, fighter sized, with those same gravitic point sources, coming in hard and fast from above.

*"Break! Now now now!"*
------

So little love in him that all he had was reserved for his homeworld and system, that's what they said of him. How funny would 'they' find the holo he now stared at; a holo of someone he actually missed. 

And after only such a short time, too.

"Sir? We have a problem out at Golgan VIII."

Commodore Everett Kincaid, GDFXO, very slowly and precisely shut off the holo and then turned to look at his chief of staff. He was glad she had only seen his back, as with whatever the General might say it would not do at all, at all, for anyone else to get a view of that picture.

"Go ahead, Captain." he said calmly.

"Twenty minutes ago we received word from L2.VIII Control that a Victory-class Star Destroyer named *Wolf's Pride* made an unscheduled jump in-system. She reported heavy damage from unknown hostiles, and requested immediate aid and evacuation. She also brought pursuit warning."

"I saw the alert, Captain. What has happened?"

"Sir, that's the last we heard from L2.VIII. We've picked up scattered transmissions over the battle frequencies, but something’s interfering with long-range transmissions."

"Or else the situation means that Stratemeyer is too busy to contact us," Everett amended. The chief of staff nodded, acknowledging the point. "Golgan VIII is currently at opposition, correct?"

"Yes, sir."

He thought a moment.

"Signal Commodore Drax to maintain a watchful eye. Then inform Captain Tand that we are taking *Kartuiin*, *Mount Pracyn*, and *Binging Ward*, and heading to relief of Golgan VIII."

"That's nearly half the force General DeLong asked us to put together, sir."

"Duly noted, Captain. But that force is not going anywhere until the General gets to Xenen and calls back, and that will take the better part of another day and a half. Better to use them here than have them sitting around waiting."
------

"We still can't hit them?"

"No, sir," the tactical officer replied just a bit too calmly. "Those gravitics of theirs are eating up everything we fire at them, and our own shields-"

*Gules* rocked from another particularly nasty hit, and the tac officer shrugged, his point no longer needing to be made.

"Very well," Stratemeyer said, and fell quiet, for there wasn't much left to say. All his earlier hopes for 'getting some back' were proven vain. The alien defensive and offensive systems had proven much more capable than anything he'd expected, even with his own fire supported by the stations and fighters. They *might* have laid in a hit or two against one of the ships, but they hadn't done any noticeable damage, which meant the sensors were just confu-

"Sir, I have new hyperspace contacts! Five klicks up and dead center, read as two medium heavies and four-six fighters. *Sable* and *Or*, sir."

"At last." He pressed a comm stud. "Victor? Frank? What in the black took you so long?"

*"Sorry about that,"* Captain Appleton replied apologetically.* "Sierra Romeo is just a bit time-consuming."*

"Fine. Gentlemen, keep this in mind and pass it on to your squadron leaders: the enemy uses gravitic point sources, basically projected black holes, as shielding. They are very effective on capital ships, slightly less so on the fighter analogs."

*"Noted, Captain," *Captain Dixon said. *"Can you still engage?"*

"Quite so," he confirmed, though he noted with no small amusement that his bridge crew didn't look quite so sanguine. But he was a veteran of the Rebellion (once on the Imperial side, actually, as were many of the Old Guard GDF), and figured it was time for them to get used to it. This attack, he knew deep down in his gut, was merely a herald of something far worse.

It *had* to be; spaceships that look like giant asteroids don't just get out of bed one morning and decide to raid systems, there is generally a plan involved. Usually, the arrival of something unknown and hostile means *bad things*.

"In fact, I recommend concentrating on this one here," he said, pointing out a single enemy ship, the one on upper right of their formation, as measured relative to the Golgan star. "Ignore the rest."

His *Gules* shuddered again.

*'Besides, it isn't like they're not singling* me *out.'*
------

"Well, somebody finally pushed the button," Corporal Sandulf Tand remark as he strapped on his body armor (looked almost but not entirely unlike stormtrooper armor; wouldn't stop blaster fire, but would help against shrapnel). His Lieutenant looked at him oddly, and the young Marine pointed at the flashing red light on one of the briefing room walls. 

Silent alarm from the docking bay.

"Not like we needed it," another Marine remarked as he checked his blaster.

"Can the chatter," the Sergeant barked grimly.

They shut up.

Their platoon was Station 4's primary security force. It was a small platoon, consisting of only two squads (both lead by corporals, of which Tand was one), and the Lieutenant and Sergeant. Officially, the platoon was on Station 4 to help protect  against any boardings by pirates. Unofficially, like the other out-system security platoons, it existed to provide a 'mixing' place for young up-and-comers (like Tand, the only member of his family who was both a Marine and not an officer, as he said he wanted to 'earn' his commission; all agreed that he was likely to do so and would mustang up within the next year and a half) to serve under and learn from some of the old hats who had 'been there and done that' (like the Lieutenant and Sergeant, both formerly of the Hellwalkers, and both having seen just a bit too much during the recent campaign against Damien Korssetti).

Of course, Tand had done a good bit of 'going there and doing that' himself, but hey, it was not for a corporal to question the why of Personnel. And it wasn't a bad assignment: the Lieutenant and the Sergeant both had some pretty good stories and were pretty free with advice. He had learned a lot.

Like, for instance, how to maintain security watch when nothing ever ever happens.

Which was why the security platoon saw the aliens clamber off the transport and act in an obviously threatening manner towards the medical personnel.

Rude, that.

"Tand, have they left the hangar yet?"

He looked back over at the security holo.

"No, sir. Still talking dirty to Doc Dressner." 

He tried not to notice that the Lieutenant shook a bit.

"Okay, here's what we're gonna do..."

~Assorted GDF Characters

“The Admiral will see you now…umm, sir.”

Admiral Indiana Bridger looked up from the piles of forms and reports in front of her, watching as a brown-haired man in denim jeans and a checkered button-up linen shirt walked into her office and folded his lanky form into the chair across from her.   He looked older than her, but they both looked about ten years older after the events of the last 36 hours.

“It was nice of you to dress up, Bobby. I thought I remembered telling you this meeting was an official one?”

Captain Robert Drake, retired, looked at her with a wry smirk and shook his head. “Indy, I’ve been out of the game for ten years. I don’t have a uniform that fits me anymore, and frankly, I think I’ll keep it that way.”

An annoyed look flashed across her face, and she looked about to respond to him, but it passed just as quickly, and she shook her head, moving on. “Fine, wear what you want.” She looked down at the reports again, sighing. “Hell of a thing, isn’t it?”

Bobby nodded. “That it is. You look tired, Indy. Did you get any sleep at all last night?”

She shook her head. “Alien attacks lead to sleepless nights. We both know that. Sure, they retreated when Admirals Sparks and Rand showed up with their fleets, but there’s still the aftermath. Plus…” She trailed off.

Bobby just quirked an eyebrow, letting her continue at her own pace.

Her voice was softer, with something that almost sounded like fear in it, something he’d hardly ever heard from her. “Mary got separated from her squadron when their fighters hit atmosphere. No one’s been able to contact her since.”

Bobby nodded. “I know. Kingston’s supposed to call me as soon as she finds out anything about her, right after she calls you.”

Indy just looked at him. “You…you already know?”

He nodded, reaching across the desk and squeezing her shoulder. “I did, just like I knew I was probably the first and only person you’d see today that you’d admit you were worried to.”

She breathed a sigh and nodded. “Which is why you’re here, you know. Of course you do, knowing things is just what you do, whether we’re paying you to do it or not. I’ve got a problem, Bobby, a big problem.”

“A bigger problem than our old friend the Wyvern showing up in a ship with some sort of gravimetric repulsor shield and an energy lance that can punch a hole through solid rock, with a mystery fleet no one knew anything about?”

She said nothing, merely looked back down at her desk. 

Bobby whistled low in surprise. “You knew he was out there with this fleet, didn’t you, Indy?   You knew he was still in the game.”

“Officially, the Fourth Fleet is an off-the-books operation that just suddenly came very on-the-books. That’s going to mean some major changes in the way Derik operates, and how his fleet operates. Unofficially, his people have done some good things over the years that none of us even heard about. But yes, I have a bigger problem than Derik, or him showing up at the last minute during the battle yesterday and damaging that big ship of theirs as they retreated.”

Bobby nodded. “Which is why I’m here, right? What can I do for you, Indy?”

“Bianca Frost may already be in custody, and to be honest, this is the most fun I’ve seen Tag have in years, but her agents are still out there, and a Tempest Control with no one leading it seems somehow more sinister to me.”

Bobby nodded thoughtfully. “And you want me back at the helm of the organization that betrayed me and forced me into retirement?”

Indy sighed, she’d been expecting that response. “Bobby…”

He cut her off. “Alright, but I have a few demands of my own. First of all, Tempest Control as a pure intelligence agency got too out of control, too fast. If we’re going to reform it, and not simply disband the whole mess as a bad idea, I want to make things a lot more above-board, and a lot more accountable for our actions.”

She smirked. “All of that sounds very good, Bobby, but I have a feeling you’re buttering me up to ask me for something.”

Bobby chuckled. “Maybe so. I want you to turn Tempest Control into an investigative law enforcement agency. We gather the intel, and we act on it. No jurisdiction issues, if it falls inside the Aurora Force’s sphere of influence, we have the authority and training to cover it.”

Indy nodded thoughtfully, looking even more tired, if that was possible. “So, how does this fix my problem with all of these agents we don’t trust?”

“Because, in order to qualify as a field agent for my new Tempest Control, I’m going to put each and every one of them through a training regimen that would make a clone commando cry. Novis SWAT training is an eight-week course of back-breaking work, my people will do it in four, or they won’t qualify. From there it’s on to military police training at Camp Pellman. Again, they complete the standard course in half the time, or they don’t qualify. And so on.”

Indy nodded. “So, how long until you have people in the field? We DO have a war that just started, you know.”

“Two months for the first batch of field agents, my initial, provisionary force can be on the job in eight hours.”

She raised an eyebrow. “And who do you want for the provisionary force?”

Bobby grinned and leaned back in his chair. “First of all is Juan Escobar, current CEO of TempestOne communications, and the inventor of the TempestOne system. Possibly the only man alive who knows more about it than I do.”

“And what makes you think you can get a man who’s been a civilian for ten years making corporate CEO money to come back to military service?”

“For starters, because I already called him, and he’s already on a flight from Kartuiin. Secondly, because I promised him a promotion to Captain. There’s my communications chief.”

He paused for Indy to nod approvingly before he continued. “Second on the list is Captain Sarah Essen, currently control chief for Wayfarer Station. She’s my operations chief.”

Indy shot him a look. “You understand what kinds of hell I’m going to catch for interfering with Karen Wood’s command roster?”

Bobby nodded and continued on. “Third on the list is my co-pilot on the Rob Roy, Wheezie. You know him as a fair co-pilot, and one of the best pastry chefs in Novis, but what you don’t know about him is that before he came out here and joined up with me, he was a sergeant for Gran Special Security. Wheezie is my drill sergeant, it’ll be his job to whip the potential agents into shape, and to break the ones that don’t belong.”

Indy nodded again. “I assume you have a copy of his credentials from the GSS?”

“Of course. My fourth and final agent is my daughter, Allyson Drake. She has the benefit of security training as a member of Wayfarer Security, and the physical training of an Auyn Warrior.   She’s the only field agent I’m putting on the ground right away.”

Indy had the grace to look surprised. “An Auyn Warrior, really?”

Bobby grinned. “She outed herself as one during the mess with Frost, we don’t have to pretend we don’t know anymore.”

Indy chuckled. “Alright, alright. Any other demands of me?”

“Not immediately, but I’m sure I’ll think of something. Now, what do you need of the new Tempest Control, Admiral?”

Indy passed him a datapad. “When Sparks and Rand showed up, the aliens bugged out. They headed sunward, where they ran into Derik’s ship, the Black Vise, and he damaged what we assume is their flagship before they fled the system completely. They recalled all of their fighters before that, at least, all of the fighters they could. Several were shot down, I want the crash sites checked out before we wind up with a bigger problem on our hands. Military forces are stretched thin upgrading systems that have lain dormant for a decade, so I want you to handle it.”

Bobby nodded and got up. “Looks like 18 fighters shot down, more or less. You should have a preliminary report on your desk by dinnertime, Admiral.”

As he turned to go out the door, Indy stopped him one more time. “Oh, this might help open a few doors around here for you.” She tossed him a small box from her top desk drawer. He caught it and looked inside, where a pair of shiny brass Commander’s insignia gleamed back. “You’ve been a captain for the last 15 years at least, right? Time for a promotion.”

- CMDR Robert Drake

            So it was a far better lot than to be floating in a vacsuit in space, that was a sure thing. But damn, was it cold. Snow crunched under her boots as she marched, legs and hips and back aching with each step, toward the blot on the horizon that was Had Addan.
            Mary Bullian muttered a few more choice terms as she trudged through the snow, cursing all the more for the glass-like ice being tossed in her face by swirling eddies of wind. This was truly not how her day was supposed to go.
            Communications had cut out in the atmosphere, and she knew why-her antenna had been sheered off by some debris. Of course...that wouldn't have been such a problem if her redundant backups hadn't been damaged, too. How much of her craft was salvageable was anyone's guess.
            Unable to call for backup, she'd found herself cornered by some enemy fighters and alone. She'd managed to run one into a chunk of debris and get it to vaporize itself, but she'd taken heavy damage before doing the same to the other of the pair giving chase. That had resulted in a wild flight into the atmosphere-a neatly-controlled crash, if she said so herself (and she did indeed say so herself). Of course, with communications iffy to begin with (and her commlink smashed sometime in the interim), she was stuck out in the middle of nowhere, just barely in sight of Had Addan.
            And it was a long walk across the ice flows and tundra to Had Addan in a flightsuit.
            And bloody cold.
            Her head was still ringing from the screams the enemy had somehow induced-was it some kind of secret weapon? Surely there couldn't have been whole worlds.
            ...there wasn't anything that could do that anymore, right?
            …right?
            She didn't dare to pause as she squeezed her eyes shut for a long moment, almost tripping over the edge of a snowdrift. Mary muttered another curse as she collected her balance, eyes snapping open.
            "This is never happening again, dammit."
            The wind sang at her for a moment, assuring her that oh yes, it probably would.

~ Mary Bullian

The transports descended to the ground, bringing within them the walking wounded from Wayfarer and the ships. Cameron, Matt, and Sarah stood to one side of the great crowd, waiting to see if they're parents would come home. The weave of the Force in the Xenen system felt twisted and tangled, now, disrupted by the strange enemy and by all the death and fighting. Also by whatever... scream... it was that had reached them all, however faintly; it came from the Outer Rim, from near to the edge of the galaxy; another wind portending the storm.

Even in concentrated searching, they couldn't get the feel of their parents, and everyone In Charge seemed to have plenty enough to worry about without handling the fears of three kids.

The transports landed, and the wounded disembarked. Cam felt a brief rush of elation as he caught site of his father... which gave way to a heart-clenching fear when he realized that he could not see his mother-

No. There was a perfect explanation for that; there had to be.

They caught sight of each other, and father and children met in the middle of the crowd. Robert hugged each of them in turn; Sarah whom he lifted up and twirled, to her delight; Matt who managed not to groan aloud at his dad being so embarrassingly demonstrative, but though he hugged back would not be lifted; Cam whom he couldn't lift, for they were nearly of height.

"They're keeping your mom on *Wayfarer* for another day or so," he explained at the question in Cam's eyes. "Just for observation; she got flashed by some kind of radiation on the way in, and the docs want to make sure it won't do anything before they move her."

"But she'll be alright?" Cam couldn't help asking.

"Of course."

His father's certainty settled it. Cam sagged in relief.

"Ven?" Matt asked.

"Her core is still intact, but she'll still need a few weeks' repair work."

He grew stern; Cam swallowed.

"And with that settled, just *what* did you three think you were doing?"

Matt and Sarah looked abashed, but Cam felt suddenly annoyed.

"What you taught us to do!" he said back.

"What *I* taught-"

"Yes! To take a stand, to not sit back and *wait* for the teachers to take the bully away!"

"Cam, this wasn't some school yard dispute! This was, is, a war!"

"So?"

"You could've been killed!"

They were shouting; many turned to stare.

"So could you!"

"I’m in my forties!"

"What does that have to do with anything?"

Robert glared at him, and Cam glared back, refusing to yield a centimeter, just as Robert had taught him to do when he thought a cause just. Then Robert's expression gentled (yielding, Cam realized suddenly, as he had also taught them to do when the battle required it), and he grinned, and laughed out loud, and Cam found himself grinning back.

"A point, definitely a point there," Robert said.

His grin faded a bit, and he shook his head.

"Well... did you get any?"

"We got a few good hits in on the ships, and I *know* we got a least eight of those weird fighters. But I don't know if we can prove it."

"Why not?"

"I think we lost the records when the PDB blew up, so-"

"No, you didn’t," Robert said. Cam looked surprised, and he continued, "your uncle helped design those things, remember? He and Jaq Pellman both came out of Intel; all the telemetry from the PDBs is recorded in at least four locations, only one of which is physically at the battery itself."

"Oh, good. I thought we'd have to ask Mr. Grentarii to back us up."

"Mr. Gren- *Alex* Grentarii?"

"Oh yeah, you didn't know. Yeah, he's alive again."

Robert looked as if someone had clubbed him upside the head.
------

"Message from the bridge, sir," Aral said quietly. "Reversion in two minutes."

Carlos nodded curtly, and they both returned to studying the tactical plot in silence. It portrayed the Xenen system, showing the orbital positions of each planet and moon and station, as predicted for their arrival time. No ships, though; just a planetary template for their sensors to work against and fill in.

He was as tense as she'd ever seen him; still projecting an air of calm, but all too noticeably watching the clock and the plot and worrying. She understood why, of course; for a long time Xenen had been his home, the Kartuiin Sector his battleground, and the AF his friends and family. So she let him his space and his silence, and trusted that he'd be there if the worse happened and they had to fight.

A chime sounded, and they dropped out of hyperspace. Theirs were the first points to show on the plot: one blue light for the *Illuminator*, and three more behind her, arranged in a V, for the VSDII *Ketaris* and the Dreadnaughts* Olahan Beach* and *Azure Woods*. The plot continued to update with active ships, stations, and floating derelicts and debris... but all the actives were in the green used to designate AF and New Republic transponder signals.

"General, incoming hail from Xenen," Lieutenant Atkins announced. "It's Admiral Bridger, sir."

Aral smiled as he relaxed at last, and all worry fled from his eyes. She bumped him once with her elbow, just because, and to her surprise and mild delight he grinned and bumped her back.

"Put her through, Tommy," he ordered softly.

"Aye, sir!"

Carlos stepped up to the holocom's pickup, and a holographic image of Indiana Bridger sprang to life before him. She grinned at him. 

*"Not that I'm complaining, but you* did *just give my command staff a bit of a fright."*

"Sorry, Indy," he said, still grinning. "Communications were still down when we jumped out."

*"Exactly. Do I want to know how you knew?"* 

He didn't answer for a moment, and seemed to Aral's eyes uncertain how to respond. But that moment passed.

"Let's just say that one of my commo guys was in touch with one of your commo *gals*, and he knew enough to let us know when communications went down. What happened?"

*"Someone chased Ion down and decided to raid Xenen in the process. We're still not sure why, or who."*

"Not Remnant?'

*"No; completely different tech base. Someone else."*

"Do you have telemetry data from the battle?"

*"It's fairly complete, yes. Wanting a copy?"*

"Please. I'd like to study my enemy."

*"We'll send it up as soon as possible."*

"Thanks. Indy.... I'm very glad to see you well."

This last he said so quietly that Aral thought no one else was meant to hear it. Admiral Bridger answered something back that she didn't catch at all, and then they were back to discussing the aftermath of the latest battle of Xenen.

"Captain?" Lieutenant Atkins called out quietly, and Aral stepped away from the General and over to the staff communications officer.

"Tommy. How's the girlfriend?"

He blushed.

"She... she's okay, ma'am; she was the one who called up. But... we've got another call incoming."

"Who is it?"

"Commodore Kincaid, ma'am. I... I think something happened back home."

~ Carlos DeLong
Cameron DeLong
Robert DeLong
Aral Contassia

“Why are you so hoarse?” Janet asked Trevvik as he drove her home from the long day at ops. It had been a long day for everyone, everywhere. The sun had long sunk into the horizon and the night seemed especially dark. “You suddenly catch cold or something?”

Trevvik grinned over at her. “Yelling at the men,” he explained. A corner of Janet’s mouth twisted into a wry grin. Somehow the worst misfits and scalawags ended up in Trevvik’s unit, where the old pirate would whip their troublemaking into something useful. 

“So you’re telling it’s been a good day?”

His smile faded somewhat. “In some respects.”

Janet considered he was thinking back to this morning – could it have really been just this morning? – when he failed to convince Mark to punch the Stormcrow into hyperspace and go on home - and leave the fighting and dying to someone else. Now the Stormcrow was down for some extensive repairs before they could count on it to get to the nearest moon, much less as far as the Meridian Sector. He confirmed that line of thinking as he said, “Can’t say I didn’t try and talk him out of it.”

“You know him better than that, though.”

“Yeah, that’s the thing. Mark’s never had a penchant for violence.” He coughed harshly to clear his throat and try to get some semblance of his usual voice to return. “Not that he’d shrink from a fight or anything if he really had to – he’d just rather be sitting at a drawing board or have his eyes glued to a computer creatin’ things, than blowing stuff outta the sky.”

“Yes, I know. Yet, here we are.” Guilt swept over her. With a word she could have tipped the scales and they’d be home right now; but under the circumstances, she couldn’t. She just couldn’t. They fell silent for a time, each lost in their own thoughts and reflections on the strange day they’d had. 

“What about you?” he asked at last. “How were things back at ops?”

“Oh, Trevvik,” she sighed, “I’ve been out of the loop for so long I was like a fifth wheel in there.”

“They got any idea what’s going on?”

“I’m sure they’re working on it.” Gazing out at the scattered columns of smoke rising darkly against the black sky, she said softly, “I fear we’ve all got a long road ahead of us.”

“Yeah,” he agreed. They were silent for the remainder of the trip. “Here we are,” he said as they pulled up to the curb in front of the house, where lights burned cheerily in the windows as though nothing beyond the ordinary had gone on today. Before Janet could open the door, Trevvik had jumped out of the speeder and circled around to open it for her. Taking the hand he offered her, she climbed out of the speeder and looked at him in surprise.

“Careful, Trevvik,” she told him. “You might turn into a gentleman.”

“Needn’t worry about me getting too civilized, general.”

“Thanks for the ride. We’re going to be here awhile with the ship in need of repairs, so I guess we’ll be seeing you again soon,” she said as she turned for the house.

“Hey – Jane,” he said tentatively, as though he wanted to say something but wasn’t sure yet what words he was going to use. She turned and raised her brows in inquiry.

“Yes?”

“Tell…tell Marcus I’m sorry. About today, I mean.”

She smiled sympathetically. “No worries, Trev. The fault’s not yours.” Her smiled faded as she added, “It’s mine.”

He watched her until she’d gone in to the welcoming embrace of her nice little family. Pondering with dread the empty silence of his quarters, he thought for a fleeting moment of striding up to the door and inviting himself in, but quickly dismissed that plan. He’d be an intruder, a trespasser. That tiny spark of accusation Mark tried, and sometimes didn’t try, to hide from behind his eyes, would haunt Trevvik until his dying day. Maybe sometimes he just imagined it – that’s a long time to hold a grudge, after all. 

Heck, he wanted a smoke. He hadn’t had one in a long, long time. His fingers trembled for a cigarette as he swept a hand habitually across his stiff goatee. His throat, scratchy from grating his voice across it so harshly throughout the day, screamed for a drink. Would Alex have had time since his magical reappearance to have stocked his bar? His shoulders sagged yet again as he remembered Amanda. He imagined the two of them together, all snuggly and comforting each other after the day’s traumatic events. No, three would certainly be a crowd.

His indecision dissolved as the answer came to him, almost like an old friend that’d been lurking about in the shadows, always nearby, waiting for the right moment to reintroduce himself. That was it; folks would be hanging around his favorite old haunts, discussing the news – misinformation, more likely than not – about the day’s fantastic events. And, by the by, drinks were served there, defeating two mynocks with one bolt. Maybe he would have just one. Or two.

And slip right back into those old habits that were killing him off now.

“Aw, heck,” he said aloud to the starless sky, giving in quickly before that thought or any that would inevitably follow could turn him aside. “What’s the worth of living if I can’t have a little fun while I’m here?” Hopping into the speeder, he burned off into the night before he could change his mind.

Janet followed voices to the kitchen, to find Mark and Asya huddled over some electronic something spread out in pieces on the kitchen table. They stopped what they were doing and looked up when they heard her come in. Although she had spoken to Mark following the aliens’ withdrawal and assured herself that their family remained intact, her heart skipped a beat out of gratitude to see proof of the fact.

Mark presented his most disarming smile. “Hey, baby.” 

“Hi, Mom.” Asya’s grin was wide. Too wide.

“How…did things go?” she asked, taken somewhat aback by their strange manner. “Was the shelter crowded?”

Without moving their heads, Mark and Asya glanced at each other, then back at Janet. “Oh,” Mark answered for them, “it wasn’t too bad.” He changed the subject quickly. “What are they saying back at ops?”

“They’re working on it.” Though having been granted a special security clearance out of respect of her previous service to the AF, she was unsure how much of what little she’d learned was meant to become common knowledge and how much was to be kept under wraps until more information was gathered, so she thought it best to keep it to herself for now…at least in front of the kids. Speaking of which…. “Where’s Les?”

“Meditating,” was Asya’s quick answer, along with a jerk of her thumb towards the hallway, where the bedrooms were located. They continued to stare with odd grins pasted on their faces. One didn’t require a mother’s instinct to know that something was up. She looked askance at them from one to the other. 

“What are you two working on?” she asked, looking from their guileless faces to the project laid out in pieces on the table. Enough of it was still together for her to recognize the camera they had given Asya for her birthday. Everything came together quickly in her mind, and she gave them the look they had hoped to avoid.

“You two,” she moaned with a roll of her eyes. With a wave of her hand she dismissed whatever events had led to the breakage of the camera. Knowing Asya’s adventurous nature, she could very well guess; but she was alive and unharmed, and for now, that’s all she needed to know. “Just see to it that a copy of whatever you’ve got there gets sent over to intel,” she said, waggling a finger at them, then turned on her heel for Les’ room before either of them could say anything.

Softly she rapped on the door and called his name. When he failed to answer, she opened it just a crack and peered inside. Darkness filled the room. As her eyes adjusted, she could just make him out by the soft glow of the computer screen that faintly highlighted the room in an eerie bluish glow. Cloaked in his Jedi robes, he sat cross-legged on his bed, deeply entranced with the Force. Even for one as Force-blind as her, she could feel its energy gathered in the room. But his breathing was not even and measured as was typical when he was engaged in meditation, but beleaguered and tense. Sweat trickled from his brow, trailing across a small scratch on his cheekbone that had not been there last she saw him a whole lifetime ago, scampering from the bridge of the Stormcrow to meet up with his friends. Eyes shut tight and lips uttering unheard words, he seemed to be engaged in some deep internal struggle or troubled vision. Troubled herself at seeing him in such a state, she resigned herself, knowing there was nothing she could do at the moment to help him, and quietly closed the door again, wondering at what was going on behind those tightly closed eyes.

No one slept well that night. Les remained in his meditative state long into the night. Asya studied over and over again the video she and her father had salvaged from her camera; backing up, reviewing at slow speed, zooming in on obscure details. Janet lay in bed awake, thinking. Beside her, Mark was particularly restless, tossing and turning as he mulled over the events of the day, and what they meant for their future. Finally, in the morning’s early hours, he gave up and sat on the edge of the bed. Janet propped herself up on one elbow and reached up with her other hand to massage his shoulder.

“Mark? You okay?”

He was silent for a time, then, “I’m just wondering how big a window we’ve got here.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well…those things struck, then fell back. I can’t pretend that they’ve been chased away for good and won’t be back for more. It seemed too much a hit and fade, testing defenses along with a bit of showing off. So, what I mean is…how long do we have to get back to Atad before they strike again?”

“You think we ought to go home then?”

“Don’t you?”

“I…I don’t know. Looks as though we’re smack at the beginnings of another war.”

“We’ve done our time, paid our dues.” He breathed out a long sigh. “Why, Jan? Why can’t things just be left well enough alone?”

Sidling up behind him, she reached her arms around his slender middle and laid her head against the back of his neck. “I know, sweetheart. I know.”

“How bad do you think this is?” he asked. “How far reaching do you think it goes? Do you think they’re after the system? The sector?” He didn’t dare say it; indeed, it seemed too outrageous to suggest ‘the galaxy.’

“That remains to be seen, I’m afraid. It’ll help to know what they want, once we find out exactly what they are.”

“What do you think…you think Atad might be in danger?”

“It hasn’t any strategic value,” she pointed out. “And it’s so very far from here.”

“Yes; it is at that.” In more ways than one, he might have added.

“We could just walk away from this and go home,” she said simply.

“And what if you’re asked to return?”

“What would you have me do?”

“You know I’ll follow you wherever you go.”

“You’ve already proven that, love.”

“What I’m wondering is….” He paused, gathering the right words. “You know, you and I have been across one end of this galaxy to the next, following whatever edict’s been sent from on high, whittling the Empire down to a insignificant sliver, doing what we could to make safe the people of the New Republic. I guess what I’m asking is…what would you say to following me around for a while?”

“You know I would.”

“Even if you’re asked to come back?”

Janet paused and steeled herself for this declaration, as it was not an easy one, going against every obligation she’d made in the past, before they retired for real and for good, pulled up stakes and moved back to Atad several years ago. “If you asked it of me, I would turn them down.” 

“You really mean it?”

“I do,” she answered, nuzzling his neck. 

Disbelieving, he turned his head so he could see her out of the corner of his eye. “You’d turn down a call to duty…for me?”

“You turned down plenty to shuttle a bunch of blaster-toting commandos around, didn’t you? I’ve trusted you with my life more times than I can count. I don’t see how this is any different.”

“Well…I wasn’t really expecting…. All right, then. Thank you.” Her answer left him somewhat stunned, and for a long moment he sat there, thinking. The house was so quiet Janet could almost hear the gears turning in his head. His heart kept its strong and steady rhythm beneath her hands clasped about his chest as she waited for him to reason his thoughts through aloud. Finally he spoke the dilemma that anchored him to uncertainty. “But…what if something like this comes our way? By the Raven, what’s gotten into me? I’d gone thinking like an Alderaanian again – a pre-Death Star Alderaanian.” Torn between what he wished for and what was, he stroked his fingertips across his forehead. “Oh, Janet. I don’t know what to do.”

What he would do in the immediate future, that she could easily guess; in a moment he proved her right. Turning his head, he kissed her, then got up and began pulling on a shirt. He moved about laboriously, more than usual, like a man older than his years. “Think I’ll go and fiddle with the Raven for a bit.”

“With the uh…the….” She stopped short, regretting having said anything.

He paused midway through buttoning his shirt, then sighed and corrected himself. “Stormcrow.” When he had finished dressing and gone, Janet lay back down, settling her head against Mark’s pillow.

She knew him well enough to know that his sense of duty far surpassed even her own. Why had he stuck it out all those years in a military environment he really didn’t fit into? It wasn’t over revenge for Alderaan; Mark wasn’t a vengeful guy. He was driven by something else, something greater, stronger; but all he loved had been stripped away from him on that one fateful day, draining him of every reason to labor on, to get up and live. Then he met Janet. It was love for her that had brought him back to life, shaken him to action. It was love for her that had kept him by her side when he could have very well moved on and gone through any number of doors his skills and talents could have opened up for him. 

How much more had claim on his heart now, than then? How much – or how little – of it was staked to this place, to this cause? They were Atadians both, with home and world and people and family to think of, to defend. Perhaps he was right; perhaps this was not their place any longer.

Yet Mark’s own doubts were the same that niggled at the back of her mind and wound cold tentacles of fear around her heart. Whatever was going on, she had the feeling that it was bigger and deeper than anyone could guess; and that unless a stop was put to it here and now, the ripples extending outward from it would echo throughout the galaxy, and no one, no world anywhere, could be considered safe.

Not even Atad.

--Skyy

Feeling numb and rudderless after his long night of wrestling with difficult visions and searching for answers in the Force, Les climbed the landing ramp of the *Stormcrow* in search of his father. Once he'd gone far aft, all he had to do was follow the voice and the clanging and scraping of tools on metal. When he came upon him, he was climbing awkwardly out of an open access tunnel that fed to the fore of the engine banks' internal couplings, mumbling in Atadian to himself and to the ship. He was drenched in sweat and his hands as well as the tools in them were slick and smeared with oil. Perching himself on the edge and letting legs dangling over the opening, he sat for a moment, looking distraught. Les was about to approach him when he exploded with a curse and sent a tool hurling across the room, where it clanged against a grouping of pipes and skittered noisily across the metal floor panels.

Dull headache forgotten for the moment, Les stood there with brows raised, surprised by his father's outburst. Very rarely did he display a temper, and he could count on the fingers of one hand the number of expletives he'd witnessed from his mouth. He counted to ten after the deep sigh that followed before clearing his throat. Startled to find he was not alone, Mark looked up suddenly with the look of one caught in the act of letting loose with Force lightning in a Jedi temple.

"I, ah, didn't see you standing there, son," he said sheepishly. "Sorry you had to see that." He unconsciously ran a greasy hand through his hair. "Guess I went and let things get the better of me."

"S'alright, Dad," he said, coming over to sit across from him, letting his legs hang over the edge. "So, what's the damage?"

Preferring a simple pad of paper and pencil over a datapad, Mark pulled a tattered pocket-sized notebook from his shirt pocket and flipped back a few black-fingerprinted pages.

"Well, let's see. So far…we're minus one airfoil-mounted canon and targeting sensor; several engines are offline or minimally operational; got a malfunctioning maneuvering vane and a shield generator in need of extensive repairs; potential hull breach in section nine – oh, and a torpedo tube full of gunk."

"Gunk?"

"Yeah." He shrugged his shoulders. "Gunk."

"Is that the technical term?"

"Until someone puts a name to that molten stuff those things spit at us."

He nodded. "Gunk it is."

"Some of these things may be hard to find, difficult to replace. We'll just have to get something close enough, then customize or fabricate the rest."

"How're you planning on getting the parts?"

"I'm going to see if I can talk Trevvik into making some trips for me in the *Malady*, pick up what I need."

"I see. Good idea." That could work, he thought, conforming that info to fit his plan. And Trevvik would do it, too. He would do anything Mark asked of him. 

"So," Mark said, breaking the moment of silence that had settled between them. "Come to help your old man get this baby back in the air?" He looked on him with the same pride he had shown when Les described his actions within the inner workings of the battery the day before. It had made bearable the inevitable lecture that followed about being careful and staying out of harm's way.

"Well…I was kinda thinking about heading over to the hospital and seeing if I can find Chase," he said apologetically. "He's not hurt or anything," he added hurriedly. "Just…doing what he can to help out with the wounded."

"Ah. I see." The way he pursed his lips made his moustache stand out all prickly. "Did Asya come along with you?"

"She went with Mom to Command or something." 

"Oh." Whether Mark was uneasy about Janet heading over to the base or disappointed at not having his 'little engineer' on hand to help with assessing repairs, he couldn't be sure.

"Actually, I was wondering if I could talk to you about something." 

"Oh?" The tool that had been spared his wrath he set aside, and curling his fingers around the lip of the ledge on which he sat, gave him his full attention. "Shoot."

Les laced his fingers together in his lap. Taking a deep breath, he gummed his courage and came straight out with it. "While we're working on getting the *Stormcrow* back into flying shape, I think you ought to have Uncle Vik drop Asya back home while he's running those errands for you." At the stunned look that came over his face, he hurried to explain himself. "You know, since we'll be stuck here for a time, someone should see to things at home during our unexpectedly prolonged absence, as well as pass on a message personally to Atad, warning about the attack here so they can be ready in case it happens there, too. Asya is capable of both."

"And you?"

"You'll need a hand in repairing the *Stormcrow*," he said, skirting the real, vision-related reason behind his reluctance to join her. If it was to be averted, she must go – and he must not. How long it must be that way…well, he would have to take things one move at a time until the answer presented itself. "We'll have it done sooner if we work together. Asya," he claimed, going back to his plan, "she can do it." 

Mark took a long look at his son, again pursing his lips beneath his weighty moustache. In the oppressive silence contained within the bowels of a wounded ship, Les began to feel himself sweat beneath his gaze. Finally, Mark confessed, "I can't say that hasn't crossed my mind." Les began to feel a glimmer of hope, like a faint wisp of a breeze stirring the still air. "But it seems to me," he went on, narrowing his eyes at him, "that you're holding out on me. What's really driving you to get your sister out of the way?"

Les' heart caught in his throat, his horrible vision making those words appalling. Catching the twinkle in Mark's eye, he realized it had been a joke. He smiled in relief, hoping that the conversation would move on and he wouldn't be compelled to confess the vision aloud, as though that would lend it a hand into reality.

"She is sore at you, you know," Mark said, again taking the tool in hand to study it. "Not really you as much your mother and I, sending you off to do important Jedi things, being trained in a castle by a Jedi Master, traveling around the galaxy, while she sits at home with mom and dad. That's how she sees it anyway." He examined his hands and fingernails, suddenly noticing what a mess they were. "Being assigned a mission of her own – that's probably the only way she'd accept leaving the center of the action without a fight." Looking weary with the worries of the world, he sighed and looked into his son's eyes. "I can't say I like the idea myself, but those tasks do need done, absolutely; and," he then concluded softly, "she would be safe there."

"Yeah," Les agreed simply, though the weight that lifted from his shoulders was tremendous.

"She needn't know that bit," he said with a wink. 

"Oh, no. I wouldn't think of it."

Scratching the back of his head, he tried to explain, "Not that I'm not concerned for the rest of us, but…."

"It's okay, Dad. I understand."

"I just wonder what your mother will think of this."

"She says she's mature enough and responsible enough to be trusted with the task."

Mark chuckled. "You've already said something to her about it?"

Les blushed. "Yeah, well, I guess so."

"Has Asya gotten wind of it yet?"

"I don't think so."

"Don't say anything of it just yet. I…want to think about it some more. It's awful far."

Les nodded sympathetically. "All right, sure thing," he said as he climbed to his feet.

Mark looked up at him dejectedly. "You're not going to hang around?"

"Chase," he reminded him, jerking a thumb in the general direction of the hospital, where his friend was likely lurking about, helping with the wounded.

"Oh. Yeah."

"I'll be back later, though. Promise. Save me a jumpsuit."

Mark grinned up at him. "There's one back in the living quarters with your name on it. Literally."

"All right, Dad," he said, patting him on the shoulder as he passed by. "I'll see you later, all right?"

"One minute, you."

"Yeah, Dad?"

He nodded his head at the tool he'd hurled across the room. "Mind handing me that before you go?"

Les walked down the ramp into the open air of a day-after battlefield. Small fighters sat scattered about the tarmac, crawling with techs working feverishly to get them back into fighting shape, as though the next attack was imminent. Some of the ships were merely a bit scorched; others, it was surprising they'd made it back to base. Acrid smoke tainted the air, but Les failed to notice as he stood there and filled his lungs. Feeling he'd done the right thing, taken action where action was due, both headache and worry had disappeared. He found it reassuring to know his parents were thinking along the same lines. Still, it would have been nice to confer with Jinx, who might've been able to help him make sense of the things he'd seen.

*Trust your instincts, yet be patient. Allow the Force to guide you*, he would say. Entering his first real test since becoming a Jedi Knight, he wanted to get it right – *had* to get it right, to prevent the things he had seen from happening. But what if he had it all wrong, misinterpreted what he'd been shown? That, he realized, was the problem – he feared. Fear's inevitable companion followed: anger simmered beneath the surface, seasoned with a feeling of betrayal. Where was Jinx? Why did he leave without a word? Why had he shut him off through the Force? Was he trying to teach him something? Or did he just not care what became of his former padawan? He was ashamed that he would think such a thing; Jinx was his Jedi Master, his mentor and confidant. But he couldn't help but wonder, and it hurt. All the years, all the training, all the dedication; then at the moment he needed his counsel and guidance, he had made himself unavailable, as though it all meant nothing; he was nowhere to be found, as though he'd vanished from the galaxy.

Les banished all troubling thoughts from his mind. All that mattered was that Asya would be safe; the future as he'd seen it, would be thwarted.

Hopping on his speederbike, he headed for the hospital to catch up with his friend, and compare notes on what had been learned of their new foe.

--Skyy

"Wow." 

"Wow indeed." 

"That was quite a day, wasn't it?" 

"It was, indeed, quite a day." 

"Yeah." 

"Yeah." 

If you have spent twenty years of your life being an uptight, rule obsessed person who then has a life changing experience while saving your fiancee who had turned to the Dark Side, killing yourself in the process, and then you are reunited with her ten years later mere hours before the next intergalactic war begins, wherein you fight alongside six children before narrowly escaping with your life, it is surprisingly difficult to find something to say after all those things have happened. Pretty much every single topic you can think of pales in comparison to the events that have surrounded you recently. In fact, there really is only one other topic of higher importance. "So. How much longer do you want to walk around in the woods?" 

"Dunno, really. I have no quarters as of yet. They reassigned them after I... uh... they're not open anymore. And then your ship was the victim of an unfortunate accident." 

"Yes. Unfortunate." 

"I did try getting in the base." 

"And?" 

"Nobody recognized me. And apparently my security code became obsolete eight years ago." 

"Well, those are the rules. Probably there for a good reason." 

"Still, they could have made an exception." 

Amanda stopped, and turned to look at him. "I don't think I ever heard you speak that way." 

"What way?" 

"Making concessions to a rule? Who are you, and what have you done with my Alex?" 

"Oh, that," he said. "Your Alex had a rather unfortunate accident." 

"Really?" 

"Yes, it seems he got involved with a woman. She ended up changing him quite a bit." 

"Interesting. I hope he's not been hurt by the relationship." 

"He disappeared for quite a while, but the general consensus is that he's better off now." 

"Well, good." 

They continued walking. "I'd hold your hand if I could touch you," Alex said. 

"I know." 

"Yes, we'd probably better see about getting some repairs done for me." 

"That'd be good. Any idea where we are?" 

"Not really. I don't... wait. I do remember this." 

"Well?" 

"When I was first reactivated, I didn't have any memories. It took some time to reconstruct all the data, so my memories of those first few hours are kind of spotty. But... this path here..." 

"What about it?" she asked after a minute had gone by. 

"I've come this way before. Here, up here." 

They walked up the path, and spotted the building at the top. "Where are we?" 

"That's the... uh... the Bridger compound! Yes!" 

"And that," Amanda said, pointing, "is the security sensor network. So unless we want to set the alarms off in there, we had better not get any closer." 

"At least we know where we are." 

"Come on, then. Let's have a look around. Maybe we can find a place to set up camp." 

They found a small clearing, and were going to lay down to sleep there, when Amanda said, "I need some water first. I think I hear a waterfall or something this way. Let's go check it out." 

They continued on, and found a cliff overlooking a waterfall. The bad news was that the water was out of reach. The good news however, was that there was someone on the cliff. 

"Hello!" Alex called. "Hello! Excuse me! Do you have a commlink we might use?" 

Whoever it was sighed. "Can't get a minute's peace. If it's not homework for the girls it's someone wanting my comm." 

"Oh, we're terribly sorry. It's just we've been fighting for the survival of the planet and lost our temporary residence when it exploded. Sorry to be a bother. We'll just be off." 

What was shocking was not hearing this said. What was shocking was that it was Amanda who had said it, not Alex. The figure on the cliff stood and turned around. "Oh, it's you," she said. "What do you need now?" 

"Pardon? I'm afraid I don't know you." 

"Forget me already? It's Arin Bridger. The one who reactivated you." 

"Oh! Of course!" 

"You remember, then?" 

"No, I was trying to be polite. I'm sorry, but I suffered a significant program fault at that time." 

"Well, don't worry about it." 

Amanda had been listening and thinking. "All my equipment was destroyed when my ship went up in flames," Amanda said. "Do you have some tools? My fiancee here needs to be repaired." 

"Again? High maintenance, isn't he? What's wrong this time?" Amanda passed her hand clear through his chest and waved. "Ah. And I suppose you'll be wanting me to do it. I'm not just a hologram maintenance-" 

"I can do it," Amanda said, and annoyance flashed behind her eyes. "I happen to know my way around a computer system. Just give me a polaric modulator and I'll be all set." 

Arin scoffed at that. "Here. This'll be better." She handed Amanda a small case. 

Amanda took the toolkit from her, deactivated Alex, and made a few modifications to the projector. She reactivated him and laid a hand on his shoulder. 

"Good, we've got it," she said. 

"Excellent work as always, my dear." 

Amanda turned to Arin. "Thanks for the use of the toolkit. Interesting design. I've never seen anything quite like it before. What's this triangle symbol stand for?" 

Arin started to walk away, completely ignoring the subject. "Come on," she said. "You must be hungry and thirsty. You'll come stay at the compound while I tell Indy I’ve found you wandering about." 

"Thank you for your hospitality... again, apparently." Alex said. 

"Sure thing. After all, then you're Indy's problem and not mine."


--Alex

            Tactical situation planning meeting in two, she thought, massaging her temples lightly. Bobby had left her office maybe ten minutes before, and after gathering her wits about her once again-the reminder about Mary had shaken her, despite the fact that she hadn't felt her daughter...well, she was shaken anyhow.
            What was I doing? Her brow furrowed slightly and she leaned back, tilting a moment in her chair before righting herself again. "That's right," she mumbled, rubbing at her eyes. She punched a button on her comm unit. "Tassidah?"
            The voice of one of the technicians from base operations came back to her, sounding about as tired as she felt. "Yes, Admiral?"
            "Pull a list of amicably retired officers and enlisted personnel, please, and get it to my palmtop ASAP."
            "Yes, ma'am. Oh! General Skyy just came on base, you asked to be informed whenever any non-active personnel came on base."
            Indy smiled. "Have someone tell her I'd like to see her in my office ASAP, please?"
            "Yes ma'am. Anything else?"
            "No, that'll be all."
            The comm clicked back into silence and Indy leaned back again for a moment before opening up the bottom drawer of her desk and staring down into it, at the strange little oblong boxes she kept there. One down, she thought to herself, only about a hundred more to go.


"Indy's wanting to see me, is she?" Janet confirmed with the young officer that had caught up with her. She'd barely gotten anywhere before she'd been hunted down and hailed. But even from this short distance from the main gate, she and Asya could see evidence of yesterday's battle.

"You mean Admiral Bridger?" Asya asked, her voice flavored with expectancy.

"I can imagine what this is about," Janet said quietly to herself. "Very well, I'll go straight away."

"If you'll follow me, ma'am."

"I can find my own way, thank you."

"Yes ma'am."

"What? What does she want to see you for?" Asya asked as Janet made a beeline for the building that housed Indiana Bridger's office.

"You'll just have to find out along with me."

"You mean I get to go into her office with you?"

"Don't see why not."

Delighted, she further tested her luck. "Do you think she'd let me use this?" She held up the cam that Mark had somehow gotten back together and in working condition - and with only a few parts left over that no one could figure out where they went.

"Hm...I don't know. You'd better ask about that."

Being as quiet and inconspicuous as possible so as to not jeopardize her good fortune thus far, she followed at her mother's side down a busy hallway, where everyone they passed was in uniform, all of them looking grim. Experiencing little problem getting through ops, they soon found themselves standing across from Admiral Bridger.

"Hello again, Indy," Janet said, shaking her hand. "Wasn't expecting to see you again quite so soon."

"Guess somebody's got it out for us, shaking everything up and messing up everybody's plans. Glad you could make it back, and so soon. As you can see, we've got quite the mess on our hands."

"And you look no less worse for wear," Janet commented as they took their seats across from Indy. "You remember my daughter, Asya."

"Of course," she said with a smile. "How did you fare during yesterday's excitement?"

"Just fine, ma'am," she said, averting her gaze from her mother by keeping it fixed on the admiral. She had yet to inform her of her activities during the battle, and she hoped to keep it that way. "Mind if I.." She held up her cam.

Janet chuckled. "I don't think she'd object to having that thing surgically implanted in her head," she explained.

"No, no. It's quite all right."

Grinning, she began recording.

"How did the Stormcrow fare?"

"She took a lot of damage. Mark's out there now, assessing the damage."

"Sorry to hear that."

"So, I suppose we'll be here for awhile."

"Well, that's what I wanted to talk to you about."

Janet nodded her head as if she knew what was coming.
            Indy smiled wryly, unsurprised that the other woman had already figured it out. "I already gave Bobby Drake his commission back."
            "Even after the…incident?"
            It was, of course, the incident that had gotten Bobby kicked out of the fleet to begin with, with Tag Rendar, his wife Kingston, and Indy standing helplessly by, unable to prevent it. But that was in the past now-well into the past, after everything that Bianca Frost had confessed. Indy nodded a little. "Even after that. Seems we were incredibly misled." She steepled her fingers. "So...do you want your job back? Commission, the perks, all of it? I'd understand if you wanted to take the kids back to Atad and hide, but." She chewed the inside of her lip. "Well. No sense in lying about it. This is bigger than all of us, all of our worlds and our concerns. It's the galaxy. If I could get your son into the outfit, I would, but I really don't think he's going to go for that, do you?" She sighed. "So that's it. Your rank is waiting, and I have a captain's bars for Mark if he wants them, and a lieutenant's bars for Les, too. It's your choice."

Asya sighed softly beside Janet, and she knew she was stewing that she wasn't being offered brass as well. More and more Janet considered sending her on the task she'd silently been deliberating, and Les had lent credence to, appealed to her. Indy was right; this encompassed more than them; more than Xenen. Atad should be warned; and she and her family ought to do what they could to defend against this threat to the galaxy. And again donning the uniform of the New Republic Military was what she could do. Ought to do.

Mark was weary, reluctant to reenter service, wanted to go home. But that was what he wanted, and when what he wanted and what he knew ought to be done were two different things, Janet was confident that eventually that which ought be done would win out. She just had to give him time.

"I appreciate the offer, Indy. I'll talk it over with Mark tonight and let you know as soon as possible."

"I understand," she replied, hiding her disappointment at not getting something definite sooner. "You're welcome to attend a TacSit meeting in a couple of hours. I'd like you to be there, in fact. Mark too, if he's not too busy with the ship."

"Very well." Sensing the meeting had drawn to a close, Janet stood before Asya could ask to be included. "I'll see you then. I believe Asya would like to shoot some video around base, so if you'll excuse me." 
            Indy nodded, smiling as she relaxed slightly in her chair. "Make sure she stays away from anything classified...otherwise, Alek might do something mean when he gets back from Kartuiin." She left the words if he makes it back from Kartuiin unspoken. No reason to worry anyone unnecessarily. "And I do anticipate having dinner at home tonight, if you and Mark and the kids wanted to join us. I imagine it'll be something takeout, but you never know. The offer's open." She stood, reaching to shake Janet's hand. "Think hard, will you?"
            Janet smiled, knowing what she meant. She shook her hand firmly. "I will. And I'll let you know about dinner."
            "Good." Indy had to restrain herself from adding 'Dismissed' as she sat back down, watching Janet and Asya go.
            How much more war, she wondered, before our children-and our children's children-finally know peace?

~ Janet and Indy

Xenen ETA minus 28 hours*

Mikele kept up a steady stream of most unladylike expletives, punctuated by the occasional squeal from Arfor, as she dodged and wove away from the fire of three enemy fighters. At least she assumed those weird rock-things were fighters. They were of size and capability comparable to her X-wing (though a fair bit nimbler, much to her annoyance), anyway. Best to call  them fighters and let the Intel boys fuss out the nomenclature.

But first not die. That was key.

Arfor let out a shrill cry, and Mikele barely twisted away from a pair of fighters trying to pincer her; Arfor's cry morphed into a plaintive, almost seasick wail. That pair barely twisted away from crashing into each other. A trio of GDF A-wings from the local garrison slammed into that pair, and for a moment she was free and clear. She realized then that she hadn't fired a shot since that first torpedo volley; no real wonder, that, since the enemy hadn't been in the business of flying in front of her!

Her flight was scattered all to hell and gone, but...

"... and frak it *all*," she finished her muttering, and then keyed the com. 

"Ten, Twelve, copy, over?"

*"Eleven, Ten,"* Bren called. *"Coming up on your left."*

She twisted in her seat to look out the cockpit. Sure enough, there was a slightly scorched blue-and-silver X-wing forming up on her.

"Oh, there you are Bren," she said conversationally. "How's Cueball?"

*"He's fine,"* Bren said shortly; his wave-cap-white R2 unit shook its dome in acknowledgment.* "Where the hell is Cullen?"*

*"Could use a bit of help, over here."*

"Cullen! Where- Arfor, ping that transmission!"

*"Twelve, status?"* Bren asked.

Arfor flashed a single friendly blip on Mikele's HUD, identifying it as Charlie Twelve.

*"One riding my butt, and I can't shake him off."*

*"Where are you?"*

*"Don't know. HUD's down."*

*"Eleven?"*

"Twenty degrees starboard by fifteen degrees down-pitch. One klick."

*"On me."*

"Right, boss."

She throttled back a bit as he turned and passed in front of her; she fell into formation still to his right but now slightly behind. They dived through the battle, past a burning *Gules*, and at last came in range of Cullen. Smoke and debris trailed from his X-wing, the squadron marks obscured by long scorches, but though his maneuverability was clearly degraded, he somehow still dodged the killing stroke and kept the range open.

She targeted him and checked his shields; holding, but barely.

She shifted target to the enemy fighter, and waited for Bren's order and for the range to close.

They were almost there when one of the enemy's shots pierced through Cullen's weakened shields brushed against his upper starboard engine.
------

The platoon barracks were located near the center of the station, in plane with the hangar bays. High-speed lifts could carry them, in the event a pirate or Imp tried something foolhardy, from the barracks to any one of the hangars or nearly any point in between. The Lieutenant, for this operation, had elected to one of the in between points; an intersection which would allow the platoon to split three ways (the Lieutenant and Sergeant took a third of each squad to form the third group), and take advantage of their access to the security systems to pincer the enemy.

Corporal Tand's squad had drawn the right side of the pincer; the Lieutenant took his group down the middle; Corporal Napatha took the left. Tand, for his part, alternated between leading his squad ("Walk this way," and make sure the boys didn't try to imitate him step for step; they were weird like that) and checking the security feed on his monocle. The enemy had long since left the hangar bay, though they left something attached to one of the computers; it looked like a cross between a heptopus and a giant ball of crap, so Tand didn't look at it too much. Instead he followed the enemy's progress on a tactical display, until-

What the hell?

He tossed his head fractionally to the right, switching from tactical to full video and audio.

*"-alone, you son of a bitch!" the man screamed at the scarred freak who roughly grasped a limp and crying woman by the arms. They were both in bedclothes, clearly from one of the prior crew shifts and probably married or at least cohabiting. The man broke past a group of the freaks, who didn't bother to stop him but instead showed and expression that felt like an eager smile, as if they were about to see a good show. The man launched himself at the enemy, but the enemy caught his with one hand, and held him at arms length while the man flailed and cursed. The enemy growled something in a language that Tand had never heard, and roughly flung the man into the wall. Tand could hear the ribs snap over the audio, and then the enemy backhanded the man in the face, shattering his jaw in a spray of blood-*

"Gods Above and Force Around, what in the- Lieutenant, Tand."

*"Go."*

"Sir, have you been monitoring the visuals from the security feed?"

*"We've stayed on tactical. Why?"*

"Check corridor Delta-Six-Seven, sir."

There came a silence, which Tand took to mean the Lieutenant was checking the security feed.

*"Platoon,"* the Lieutenant growled in a voice that Tand had never heard before, one full of rage and naked durasteel,* "at the double-quick."*

They broke into a fast trot, each squad now transmitting in the clear; moving fast and coordinating the assault now meant more than radio silence. The timing had to be perfect, as the two flanks hit the enemy first and then the middle when they were distracted at the sides; for that, they had to communicate.

His squad had five turns left when the security feed dissolved into static, and the comm chatter gave way to a high, loud, painful hiss.

"Lieutenant!" he called over the com. "Lieutenant, please respond!"

There was no answer.

~Lieutenant j.g Mikele Sunschilde
Corporal Sandulf Tand

Vlorn allowed himself a mental smile as he listened to the crack of bone from the man he’d thrown. The Traitor had demanded no one be harmed, but this was certainly repairable. He could tell the first woman he had encountered was gifted in that regard, and thought to take advantage of it. After all, if she could heal the wounded, she could prove extremely useful. 

He glanced around at his squad, who had stopped to admire, and barked at them. “What’re you whelps doing? Get moving, by the Gods, or I’ll do the very same to you!” Immediately, the pack broke up and the soldiers resumed the mission. Save for one, Lieutenant Tellan, anyway.”

“Sir, we’ve broken through their systems. They’ve got security personnel moving on our location!” Vlorn raised an eyebrow at the lesser’s tone of voice. Too much fear there, something he would have to be broken of. Simple enough, when the time came.

Nodding to Tellan, Vlorn reached down to his belt and pulled free a very large, round object. “Let them come then! I have a warm welcome planned!” Louder, he called out to his squad. “Secure these people, set them up as hostages! Looks like we’re getting a fight after all!”
****

Kerensky growled to himself. Having his cruiser separate from the main pack made it stand out more, and the GDF was taking advantage of it. Soon enough, the basals might begin to tire of the relentless attacks, and let something get through to a more vital point on the ship. 

It was about time to execute the plan.

“Prepare to launch. Execute roll,” was all he said. The ship’s commander began to roll side of the ship with the attack transport Kerensky and his strike team had boarded towards the enemy fire. Several light hits rebounded off the solid hull, let by because of the larger shots accompanying them. One shot, however, also slipped by, a turbolaser hit driving home adjacent to the transport itself. Amid the rock and debris blown away by the strike, the transport itself fell free, and began to freefall away from the cruiser. Immediately, the cruiser fell back in among it’s fellows, while the assault transport was left, forgotten.

Perfectly executed.

“Do we still have a good bead on the ship?” he asked, leaning over his pilot’s shoulder.

The pilot nodded. “As good as any, sir. We’ll be there in a few minutes.”

Kerensky smiled. “I love it when a plan comes together.”
*****

How she had ended up aboard an assault transport loaded up with station marines was beyond Tech Sergeant MacAllen, but at least it was a moving target, as opposed to the station.

“Bogey eight-o-clock low!” She called out, and the Gunnery Sergeant swiveled his weapons to face the incoming threat. The laser cannons lashed out, and most were easily gobbled up by the eerie black holes the rock-fighters had generated. A few, however, splashed against the ship’s nose, and it turned away, stung, to pursue easier prey. 

”You’re good at this, lady!” The pilot said, twisting his ship into another of his nauseating turns. “Why are you stuck in station control?”

She looked over at him, green-faced, and shook her head. “I hate these things.”

The pilot barked a laugh. “Too bad!”

MacAllen had crossed through the barracks portion of the station when she’d come upon the marine squad, who more or less picked her up and carried her to the launch bay. She was belligerent at first, right up until she heard the WHUFF of a bulkhead losing pressure, and saw the pressure doors slam down over the path she’d been taking. 

After that, she was right at the head of the pack, piling into the assault transport with them. With a ship and a station between her and the alien attackers, she thought she was safe, right up until she heard the familiar clang of the transport launching. About to go into nervous shock, she was spared by the pilot asking if anyone knew how to read a tactical plot, and if they did, they’d better get up there in a hurry, else this would be a real short escape.

When all the marines had looked at each other dumbfounded, she almost sprinted to the station and fell into it almost immediately. 

There was one thing to be said about battle plots, however. They were a lot more complex than a simple routine traffic plot. Luckily, MacAllen was very, very good at her job, and she’d already saved the ship no less than a half dozen times from her quick eye. 

“I shoulda been a dentist…” she growled at herself as she identified another contact.

Her train of thought trailed off from her work for a bare moment, before she was brought back to work by a quick wink on her plot.   Curious, she stared at the spot, but no object revealed itself. After the past twenty minutes of running the equipment, she’d yet to see it glitch once, which while not quite enough time to make an accurate decision, was enough time to figure it was likely there WAS something there.

“Come about, heading 284, 39 degrees downward.”

The pilot raised an eyebrow. “What’s there?” 

“I don’t know….but there’s something.”
*****

Captain Grennon watched as the plot-bugs danced. It was not the best, most accurate representation of the battle unfolding before him, but it was enough that he could tell the Tar’Keta’s forces were standing their ground. In the distance, the Abomination, the half-living, half-machine ship continued about it’s portion of the plan. 

“It seems that we have entered their space undetected. The Supreme Commander will be pleased. Begin relaying information on the Tar’Keta’s battlegroup.” One of his assistants nodded and began speaking to a nearby Villip. “Inform the Commander that the Tar’Keta is fully conditioned and is operating in accordance. We will, of course, continue to monitor the situation, to ensure the Tar’Keta’s continued cooperation.”

Grennon pat the crest of his controls thoughtfully. His scoutship was one of the best in the fleet, able to slip in and out of systems entirely unnoticed. Skulking at the edge of battle was not his favorite pastime, of course, but he had been specially entrusted to watch and ensure the Tar’Keta, Kerensky, was fully turned, as was planned so long before. 

So far, aside from reports of unusual behavior, he was proving to be an excellent tool. Eventually, though, like any specialized, but old, tool, he would break, and that, as they say, would be that. Grennon looked forward to that day, hoping that maybe, just maybe, he’d be given the honor of wiping that Abomination Kerensky was insisting on bringing into the galaxy from the face of the universe.

He stood, smiling to himself at the thought, and turned to his aide. “I will be retiring now.” 
*****

Dana was terrified. 

It wasn’t because the attackers were totally alien, nor was it because they were coming for him. It wasn’t for any of the usual reasons, in fact, including the guard standing over him now. 

It was because, unlike every single other person on the station they’d found so far, they’d left him right where they’d found him instead of hauling him to join the others.

Something special, they had told him. 

As he looked up at the disfigured face of the warrior keeping watch, he knew he wanted no part in anything special they had for him.

-K

            He was a half-trained doctor, second year in medical school, but no one seemed to care about that. All hands on deck were needed, and Trystan Chase was all too happy to oblige. The base hospital was a scene of largely controlled chaos, and the talents of the young Jedi Healer were being sorely taxed. With the admiral unavailable, though, he was all the healer they had available at the moment. That seemed to be good enough for most.

            Of course, that meant he was being dragged this way and that, pulled in about seventeen directions at once. Almost enough to reconsider his career choice.
            Almost.
            It was well into the morning of the day after the attack when he finally got to sit down, have a cup of caf, take a few minutes to gather himself and reflect. He could almost taste his own exhaustion. It was worth it, though-he'd helped so many people. It was worth it.
            I'm going to love this job, he thought tiredly, resting is head against the wall. I wonder if Les feels this fulfilled by what he does-or what he'll be doing as your basic Jedi Knight. I wonder. 
            He sat up straight. Hadn't Les and his parents been leaving when the attack started?
            "Shaavit," he muttered sharply. How could I be so damned stupid? He reached out with his mind. *Les? You all right?*
            *This place is too big,* his friend thought back in irritation. *Where are you, Chase?*
            He almost laughed in relief, and told him.

~ Trystan Chase Kel-Solan

Even with the instructions, Les got turned around. Why were hospitals always arranged as a maze, he wondered in frustration. At last he found his friend, sitting down to a much-needed cup of caf. 

"Hey, Chase," he greeted as he entered the lounge. "Didn't expect to see you again so soon."

"Heya, Les." He grinned tiredly. "Have a nice trip?"

"Oh, get off. How's it going around here? You look as tired as I feel."

"If I look half as tired as I feel," Chase commented, "somebody might be mistaking me for one of the walking wounded and check me in."

Les joined Chase in a chuckle that lifted their moods just a little. 

"Hey, at least I'd be up off my feet."

"Things were pretty busy around here last night, I bet," Les said, expecting the worst.

"A lot of casualties, a whole lot more wounded," he replied. "I'm just now getting to sit down."

Les refilled his cup for him. "Pretty strange goings-on yesterday," he said, somewhat needlessly. "Can't wait to hear what intel makes of it."

Chase nodded in agreement. "Think this'll put your mom back in uniform?"

"I haven't heard her say, but I wouldn't doubt it."

"And you?"

"I don't know...dad needs help putting the Stormcrow back together. After that...well, who knows."

"She get pretty beat up yesterday, did she?"

"Yeah."

Chase grinned. "So...your stay has been extended, say, maybe, indefinitely?"

Les grinned back. "Definitely."

Falling back into his reflecting mood, Chase sighed and rested his head against the back of the chair and looked toward the ceiling. "You know what, Les? This is what I'm going to do. It felt really good, helping people." As Les listened, he watched as Chase's eyelids drooped, then opened, then grew heavy again.

The communicator clipped to Les' belt beeped at him, making them both jump. "Looks like you ought to help yourself a little bit, Chase," he said as he unclipped it to answer it. "Get some rest, will ya?"

Chase chuckled and rolled his eyes as if to say 'like that will be happening soon.'

The call was from Janet, and Les had to apologize to his friend. "I've got to get home. But believe me, I'll be slipping away from the Stormcrow whenever I can, and we'll find all kinds of trouble to get into."

“You understand what I’m trusting you with?”

Trevvik actually found Mark’s gaze intimidating. He’d seen that look before, back when he was a stupid dumb jerk of a kid who would get stupider when he’d been drinking – one thing he learned then and never forgot was to never mess with Mark’s family.

“Yeah, yeah, of course I – ”

“Do you?”

“Lookit, Marcus, I get it, okay? Haven’t I done this trip a dozen times with that boy of yours?”

Janet came into the dining room carrying a tray laden with cups of caf. Setting it down, she distributed the mugs among them and joined the brothers at the table.

“Oh, come on, Mark, ease up,” she said as she settled into the chair beside him. Trevvik was sitting across from them, looking a little perturbed at his brother. “If we didn’t think he was capable of getting Asya from point A to point B, we wouldn’t have bothered to ask.”

“Thank you, Jane. I do know how to fly, you know. I’ve done it before.”

“And we appreciate that you were able to get off to do this for us,” she told him.

“Hey, no problem. A battle zone is no place for a child.”

“Heh, better not let her hear you refer to her by such terms.”

“I’ll make a note of it.”

“See that you do,” Mark said sternly, putting a puzzled look on his brother’s face. He had returned to making his own notes, writing furiously while wrapped in his own thoughts. Silence descended as his writing held their attention. Frequently consulting his notepad, he muttered beneath his breath as he listed items and their descriptions, occasionally sketching out a schematic, as quickly as they came to his head. Finally he ripped the page off and slid it across to Trevvik.

“This the shopping list for the Stormcrow?” he asked, squinting at Mark’s writing. “Couldn’t you have entered this into a datapad or something? ‘Cause this is just…scribbles.”

Mark sighed and got up, circling the table to look over Trevvik’s shoulder. As he began clarifying what he’d written, Janet excused herself to go look in on Asya. She found her sitting at her little desk, going over the presentation on the Xenen attack that she’d prepared to submit to the appropriate authorities on Atad. She was including additional information gathered at the TacSit meeting Janet and Mark had attended earlier in the day, things that sent chills down Janet’s spine when she thought of them. Worlds were falling, placing far more urgency on Asya’s mission than anyone could have at first supposed. She’d accepted it enthusiastically, and would be leaving first thing in the morning. Her bags were packed and ready to go, needing only double-checking since they’d only been home a day, their trip home interrupted by the sudden outbreak of war. Les sat on the edge of the bed beside the backpack stuffed with things she’d want on hand during the journey - music, her games, snacks, a journal. The two of them were chatting as he inspected the cam that Mark had successfully patched back together. 

He’d been offered the bars of a lieutenant. It hadn’t fully hit her until she’d left Indy’s office. The war, so soon begun, was devouring them all, yanking children from the last vestiges of childhood and replacing it with the uniforms of soldiers. Looking in on them as though witnessing the transformation before her very eyes, Janet put a hand to the doorframe to steady herself.

Her reverie was broken as Asya asked, “Hey, Mom. How do you spell Sernpidal, again?” She spelled it for her. “Thanks. And do you think I ought to mention Chewbacca? I don’t think anyone at home will know who he was.”

“It doesn’t seem right not to.”

“Yeah…you’re right. I can’t believe it, can you?”

In the background she heard Trevvik tell Mark goodnight, and the door close behind him. In a moment she felt Mark’s hand on her waist as he joined her at the doorway.

“How’s it coming, kiddo?” he asked Asya.

“Almost done.” Excited, she exclaimed, “Gee, I don’t think I’m going to be able to sleep tonight!”

Mark tightened his hold around Janet. 

How long will it be, he’d asked her once they’d reached the decision to send Asya away; how long until their family was whole again? Would things ever return to normal? If he took Indy up on her offer, the question would be ‘when would it be safe to bring Asya back to Xenen,’ because they wouldn’t be going anywhere near home in who knew how long. He’d never been in uniform before and always turned down any commission offered him, a fact he’d mentioned this to Indy when they joined the Bridgers for dinner that evening. Fearing Janet might join Mark in his refusal, Indy had looked to her for help, but she could only shrug her shoulders, giving her a look that urged her to be patient, that promised she’d give the admiral an answer soon. The taking of worlds had hit a chord with Mark, sending him deep into thought and striking him silent on the commission she’d been offered. She couldn’t figure out if he were waiting on her, or she on him. Or maybe they were both waiting on the Stormcrow? Time would tell – perhaps more time than Indy would like. But how much time did they have? The time of peace, brief as it had been, was over; and for the Wylers, this might well be the last night their family would be complete for a long time. Feeling tears well in her eyes, Janet had to excuse herself so her children would not see her cry.

The next morning was drizzly and cool with the hint of change in the air. The family Wyler gathered beneath a solid gray sky to see Asya off. Trevvik strode down the landing ramp of the Malady to greet them.

“G’morning,” he said cheerfully. He was wearing that tattered old black trench coat of his, looking more his old pirate self than the surly military captain he’d been yesterday. Wiping his hands on a cloth, he told them, “Just completed preflight, she’s ready to go.” He waited, but they all just stood there, the time to say goodbye coming too soon. Spreading his hands, he said, “Whenever you’re ready.”

“See ya, sis,” Les said, hugging her with an arm around her shoulder. “Don’t give Narak too hard a time.”

“At every available opportunity,” she said, smiling.

“May the Force be with you.”

“And with you - Jedi Knight,” she added, nudging an elbow into his ribs.

“Bye, kiddo,” Janet said, hugging her tight no matter how embarrassed it made her, topping it off by giving her a kiss on the cheek. “Send us a message whenever you can. We’ll miss you.”

“I will, Mom. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

To Asya’s surprise, Janet reached around to the back of her neck and unclasped the necklace she always wore, given her by her father before he died. Hanging from it was an Atadian star, with the Skyy crest at its center. She fastened the chain around Asya’s neck.

“Go in confidence, Asya,” she said, placing her hands on her shoulders. “They will listen to you.”

She was filled with pride at the trust that was bestowed on her. “Don’t worry, Mom. I won’t let you down.”

Mark put on the bravest face he could. He came close to breaking as he enfolded her tightly in his arms as though he might never let go, but he made it through. Brushing a strand of hair back from her forehead, he told her, “You seem to have grown up overnight, you know that, kid?” She grinned up at him, his words praise to her ears. Before he could let tears fill up around his eyes, he said, “You run along now and save our planet, will you? Your uncle’s waiting.”

“All right. Love ya, Dad.”

“I love you, too.”

Turning, she passed Trevvik, then paused on the ramp to look back and wave. Then she was gone.

“Take good care of her,” Mark said. Janet almost expected Trevvik to make some kind of joke at the expense of the tears threatening to form in his eyes, but he didn’t. Instead, he looked at him in a most understanding way. 

“I will, I promise. Don’t you worry about a thing.”

“She’ll be safe on Atad,” Janet said, coming up to Mark and curling her arm around his. “Come on, let’s let them be on their way.”

“Thanks for doing this,” Mark said, offering a hand. Looking a little surprised, he took it, shaking hands with his brother.

“Hey,” he grinned, “no problem. See you soon.”

They stood aside as the Malady lifted off the tarmac, tilted to its flight configuration, then sped away. A few moments later, Trevvik circled around for a farewell pass. They could see Asya seated behind Trevvik, waving to them excitedly, then the ship climbed until it was swallowed up by the clouds.

“Well, there they go,” Janet said as the rumbling of engines died away. When she looked away from the sky, she saw Mark was already halfway to the Stormcrow, hands in his pockets and head hanging low. They watched him for a bit, then Les asked uncertainly, “You think I ought to go help him?”

Putting an arm around her son, she advised, “Give him a few minutes.”

Asya’s safety secured, Les breathed a sigh of relief. Looking up at the place in the sky where they’d last seen the Malady, he silently wished his sister good luck.

Mark awoke early to find Janet’s side of the bed empty and the aroma of freshly brewed caf wafting to him from across the house. He arose and dressed, knocked on Les’ door on the way to the kitchen, ran a hand across Asya’s door, decorated with stickers that she’d stuck on it when she was little, poured himself a hot cup of caf, then passed through the hallway again, checking the bottom of Les’ door to make sure the light was on and he was up and getting ready for a day of working on the Stormcrow. He found Janet in the office at the end of the hall, checking messages.

“Morning, baby,” he greeted, bending down to kiss her. “Anything from Asya or Trevvik?”

“No…but we did get something from Narak.”

“Oh?” he asked curiously.

“‘My Lord and Lady,’” she read, “‘Have received message concerning the disturbing events that occurred on Xenen, as well as other points in the galaxy. Rest assured that the warning will be passed on with reasonable haste to the appropriate authorities, while my people make preparations and look to the sky with vigilance.’ He’s got as much confidence in politicians as we do,” she commented. The Zehdekians, however, she knew even without his assurances, wouldn’t mess around. She read on. “‘You need not concern yourselves with the affairs of the estate, my masters, during your absence; it will be in order upon your return. May the Maker watch over you in all your endeavors and return you in peace and safety to the house of your fathers. Ever your faithful servant, Narak.” She closed the message and looked up at Mark.

“Nothing about Asya?” He heaved a sigh. “Well, he always was to the point.”

“Asya will send us a full report soon. But you know how she can be – as single-minded as you when she gets busy with something. Maybe she’ll pass something on later today, if the holocom isn’t broken down again.”

“Well, if it is, she knows how to fix it.”

Janet looked at her chrono. “It’s late night over there right now, anyway. She’s probably asleep.”

“Or out filming something.” He sighed, missing her deeply.

“At least we know she’s safe and, Atad’s untouched.”

“Let’s hope it stays that way.”

Deep in the bowels of his ship, Mark sweltered in the flash of a welding torch, a pair of dark goggles protecting his eyes. As he inspected the metal he’d joined, he heard footsteps on the metal floor over his head. He hung the goggles around his neck and looked up in time to see Les’ head appear in the open access panel.

“Hey, Dad,” he said, leaning over the hole in the floor. “Here, catch.”

“What, is it break time already?” he said as he caught the bottle of water Les tossed down to him.

“You’ve been down there for hours. Take a break already!”

He took off his gloves and wiped his sweaty brow with an equally sweaty sleeve. “You sound just like your mother,” he said with a smile, then drank gratefully the cold water. He hadn’t realized how thirsty he’d become. He was right like his mother, too. “How’s that seal coming?”

“Tested out okay.”

“Okay?”

“Yeah. As in, ‘passed inspection.’”

“Good! Good work, son. We’ve gotten a lot done, you and I. Don’t know what I’d do without you.”

Les grinned, basking in his father’s praise. He enjoyed getting to spend all this time with him, working together just like on the Raven, when he was little. Mark was pulling the goggles on again when he gathered his courage and spoke again. “Dad?”

“Yeah?” he said as he pulled his gloves on.

“What do you think about…you know…what you and mom were talking about the other day…about the commissions? I mean, have you thought about it any more?”

Mark studied the torch in his hand. “You talking about for you, or your mother?”

“You’ve counted yourself out?”

Sliding the goggles up on his forehead, he looked up at his son. “As I explained to you before, I’ve never held a commission in my life. I didn’t enlist when I was young, and I see no reason to be signing the rest of my life away now.” Considering that to be the end of it, he turned back to his work.

“But what about….”

“Let’s finish up the Stormcrow first, then we’ll talk about it,” Mark said, cutting him off. He wished Les had never gotten wind of the commission offered him that day in Indy’s office. He didn’t have an answer to give because he didn’t know the answer himself.

Les sighed, resigning the subject for now. “Well, what do you want me to – hold on,” he said, his question interrupted by something outside of Mark’s view. He disappeared momentarily, then returned to tell him, “Hey, Dad, there’s a message coming through for you up here.”

“Who from?”

“A…Lieutenant Dramen?”

Didn’t ring a bell. “I’m rather busy here.”

“He says it’s urgent.”

Grumbling, Mark hung the torch over an overhanging pipe. Climbing out was difficult. “How’d I get down there in the first place?” he wondered as Les gave him a hand. He hadn’t realized how worn out he’d gotten either, until he seated himself at the communication console. He allowed himself a moment to rest before acknowledging the call.

“Good morning, Lieutenant.”

“Captain Wyler?”

“This is Mark Wyler, yes,” he answered, somewhat annoyed.

“Sir, this is Lieutenant Dramen, of transport Tango-731. How are you doing today?”

“Uh…well, I’m fine.”

“That’s good to hear, sir.” The officer took a short pause. “Sir, the reason I’m contacting you is because you’re listed as an emergency contact for a Captain Trevvik Wyler. Any relation?”

“He’s my brother,” Mark said, edging closer to the console, concern creeping into his voice. “Is something wrong?”

“Ah, I’m afraid there is, sir. His ship was detected hyperjumping into this sector, adrift and emitting a distress signal. It appears he’d come under attack.”

“What? Is he okay?”

“He’s alive, but not very well, I’m sorry to report.”

“Was there anyone with him?” Mark asked, leaning forward in his chair.

“Sir?”

“Was there anyone with him?” he repeated forcefully, his heart beating hard in his chest. 

“No sir, he was alone.”

Mark slumped back and released the breath he’d been holding. Equally relieved, Les put a reassuring hand on his shoulder.

“Where is he?”

“Captain Wyler is being tended to aboard this vessel as we transport him back to the base in your area. He needs expert medical care that we’re incapable of providing here. A tug is hauling the ship in to Shay.”

“What the heck happened?”

“We’re working on that. Our concern is that this incident may be related to the attacks in this area of the galaxy in recent days.”

“You think it could be?”

“It’s a real possibility, sir.”

Mark was silent for a moment, thinking of his brother, out risking his life for him, getting jumped while out hunting for parts to repair his ship. In a way they were working on it together, just like when they were kids – Mark, the inventor; Trevvik, the scrounger. Little had changed. He felt a kinship to him that he hadn’t felt in a very long time. Trevvik was his brother – his brother. In spite of everything or anything else, that was a bond that could never be broken. If anything happened to him, he would never forgive himself.

“Is he going to be all right?”

“He’s alive, and we’re doing the best we can to keep him that way, sir.”

It unnerved him that similar words were used when Janet had fallen ill on Ketaris and wasn’t expected to recover. “Thank you, lieutenant. I guess that’s all anyone can do,” Mark acknowledged.

Shaken, Mark got up and looked around like he was trying to find something, but wasn’t sure just what. Les realized he had to take command.

“Dad,” he said, taking him by the shoulders. “Go home, clean up, find mom, let her know what’s happened, prepare yourself to see Uncle Vik when he returns. I’ll handle things here, just tell me what to do.”

When the medical transport shuttle carrying Trevvik set down on the roof of one of the buildings in the medcenter complex at Shay Memorial, Mark and Janet were waiting in a small waiting room scattered with a few others. Things were busy around there, with all the wounded the attack on Xenen had produced. Mark stood staring out a window at the vehicles passing far below, the air traffic coming and going at the distant spaceport, the tips of the Stormcrow’s airfoils just visible beside one of the hangars. Janet came up beside him and slid an arm around his waist. She’d been moved by his concern for his brother. She knew deep down he really cared, but his resentment ran deep as well. Glad as ever to have her by his side, Mark put his arm around her and squeezed her tight.

“I just can’t figure it out,” he said. “Why’d he turn around and come right back? If Atad had come under assault, he would’ve gone back for Asya, I’m sure of it. But then, Narak’s note made no mention of any trouble. He had to have ran into the attack soon after.”

“I hope he’ll be all right.”

Mark sighed through his nose and stroked his moustache. “He’s as tough as a gondark, that one,” he said optimistically. “I look forward to hearing the story of how many of his attackers he took out before narrowly escaping with his life – and the many versions of the tale as he embellishes it over time.” He smiled a little to himself.

“Captain Wyler?” someone said from behind them. They both turned to see a middle-aged man in military dress uniform, hat in hand and a small white box under one arm. He was all business, with steely eyes and lips pressed firmly together, his face pocked with scars. He bore his military demeanor with a familiarity that can only come from wearing it throughout a lifetime, attested by the many ribbons decorating his chest.

“I’m Mark Wyler,” Mark said, taking a step towards him.

The newcomer allowed himself a slight shadow of a smile that was there and gone again just as quickly. He crossed the little room to shake Mark’s hand. “I’m Major Tharis.”

“This is General Skyy, my wife.” 

“General,” he acknowledged with a quick salute.

“Retired,” she replied. There was that smile again, almost imperceptible, but there. In spite of his stern and businesslike manner, there was a subtle kindness about him that she appreciated.

“How is Trevvik?” Mark asked.

“Captain Wyler’s in good hands with the staff here, but I’m afraid the prognosis is not good. At the very least, he’ll have to lose the arm.”

“The arm?” Janet asked as the color drained from Mark’s face. “What happened to him? What’s wrong with his arm?”

Realizing they hadn’t been told anything, he explained. “Apparently…well, it looks as if something bit him.”

“What?” they asked together. It would have been laughable if the fellow who’d said it weren’t so serious.

“Like a bite from a snake, if you know what I mean,” he said, illustrating fangs with two fingers, tapping his fingertips on his own hand where it must correspond to Trevvik’s wound. “The effect of the venom seems to be the most serious of his injuries. Looks like he found himself quite a fight out there - cracked skull, broken ribs, face all bruised up – ”

“Surely you’re not suggesting he was boarded?” Mark said, his eyes growing wide at the increasing absurdity of Trevvik’s adventure. He’d imagined injuries corresponding to the fiery results of an aerial ambush, not a bar fight. Then there was the bizarre addition of the venomous bite – that threw him completely.

“Oh, most definitely,” he said, nodding affirmatively.

“Has he been able to tell anyone what happened? Has he said anything?”

“He, ah…not a lot, no. He’s not been very lucid.”

“Maybe…maybe someone stole aboard during one of his stops, tried to jump him inflight, or….” Mark reasoned, scratching his head, searching out a more rational explanation, unable to reason out what he was being told.

Major Tharis shook his head. “He was boarded, without a doubt. The ship is…well, I don’t see how it will ever fly again.”

“We’ll see about that,” Mark said.

“Can we visit him?” Janet asked.

“Actually, there’s something I need to discuss with you.” He glanced uneasily around the room. “Is there somewhere we can talk in private?”

The medtech that had directed Tharis to the Wylers showed them into a small office. He sat across from them with the box lying across his lap and gathered what he was going to say.

“Something more has been found out since Mark spoke to the lieutenant,” Janet said, growing worried. “What is it?”

“What was Captain Wyler doing?” he asked. “Where was he going?” 

“He was transporting our daughter home to Atad, just this side of the Meridian Sector,” Mark answered, “then he was to pick up some parts for the repair of my ship.”

Pressing his thin lips together, Tharis nodded slowly, thoughtfully. “Mr. and Mrs. Wyler,” he said, “we have reason to believe that another person, presumably your daughter, was on board that ship when it was attacked.”

“No, no,” Mark assured him. “We got a message from our servant back on Atad; he said he got our message, the message that was sent along with Asya.”

“He received our message,” Janet said as she felt her palms grow warm and her face grow cold. “He never mentioned receiving our daughter.”

“According to the ship’s log, there was an unscheduled interruption from a series of preprogrammed hyperjumps, and the ship failed to reach its intended destination. It’s strongly believed that they were surprised and attacked by similar entities that attacked Xenen a few days ago.” Mark found Janet’s hand and clung to it. It felt as though the ceiling and walls were closing in on them. Tharis continued, “Following the…ordeal that followed, something referred to as the ‘panic button’ was initiated, sending the ship back to this system, and here we are.” Mark nodded, knowing what he was talking about; a system he had helped install, bypassing all safeguards built into the hyperdrive system, blindly jumping, then taking over to steer the ship to a preprogrammed destination. But he had no interest in explaining anything to anyone. He and Janet had only one question on their mind.

“Then where is she?” Mark demanded, his voice dry and scratchy like he’d been up all night, screaming. “It couldn’t have happened that way, because if it did, she would have to be here, wouldn’t she? No sir. Trevvik was found alone. The Malady’s log must be corrupted – this all had to have happened after leaving Atad.”

“Sir,” he said gently, “I’m sorry to say it happened just as I reported.” 

“Then where is she now?” he repeated.

“There is evidence,” he said with apologetic hesitation, “that her…that she was removed from the flight by the attackers.”

“What?” Mark said, shaking his head, growing angry, frustrated, voicing for both Janet and himself the wish that the whole story would be spilled out in front of them, for this guy to lay everything out on the table, get on with it and get to the point. “What evidence? Show it to me. I will have it now!”

He lay open the box he’d brought with him and allowed them to view what was inside. “Did this belong to her?” he asked. On observing the object lying in the bottom of the box, the walls and ceiling gave way and collapsed on Janet and Mark.

“Oh my God,” Janet said beneath her breath.

Gingerly, as though the slightest touch might destroy it, Mark picked up Asya’s little cam. “She – she would never have left this behind,” he said, looking into Janet’s eyes as though searching for something that would explain this all away, that would turn this bad dream off and return them to the land where everything was normal and right again. “Maybe she dropped it and couldn’t find it?” he said hopefully as tears blurred his vision.

She hated the words she had to put together, the question that had to be asked, dreading what answer they would receive. “Major Tharis, is there…something on here,” she asked, referring to the cam, “something that we should know about?”

Tharis for the first time avoided her gaze, but only for a moment, then nodded. “Ma’am, I’m very sorry.”

“What are you saying, Major?” Mark said, knowing whatever the answer, it couldn’t be good. “Do we need to be organizing a search party or something?”

“I, uh…” he began, then cleared his throat. “I don’t think a search party will be able to help her.” He paused to allow the meaning to sink in. “Do you understand what I’m saying to you, Captain Wyler? General?”

Mark no longer wanted to see any evidence. Not wanting to believe what he was hearing, he shook his head, then bowed over and began to cry.

Janet had gone numb. She removed the cam from Mark’s loosely curled fingers and stared at it. Feeling a strange detachment, as though none of this was real, or that she were watching this happen to someone else, she said matter-of-factly, “You’re telling us, Major Tharis, that based on what was found on this cam, our little girl was killed.”

Tharis nodded again as Mark sobbed at hearing it put so bluntly. “Yes ma’am,” he said gently. “I’m so terribly sorry. She was quite a brave young woman.” He waited a moment out of respect, then said, “If there is anything I can do….”

“Tell me, Major – are they on this video?” Janet asked.

“Yes, ma’am. Intel is very interested in the content.”

Though that made perfect sense, something about it made Janet see red. “They’ll not get a look at it before I do,” she said firmly.

“Ma’am, the images are very disturbing. I don’t think you’ll want to – ”

“I don’t want to,” she interjected, “but I will see the beasts whose filthy hands took my daughter from me - I must see them for myself,” she said, the fires of revenge burning unrestrained in her eyes in the absence of tears. “She’s my daughter. I have to know.”

He pursed his lips for a moment, thinking. Finally, he nodded. “I don’t recommend it, General, but I believe I understand. I have children of my own; I think I would, too.”

At Tharis’ questioning gaze, Mark looked away and shook his head in a very definite no. Recovering himself enough so he could speak, he wiped his eyes and said, “Trevvik – where is he? I want to see my brother.”

Tharis bobbed his head. “I’ll see what I can arrange.”

An orderly was summoned, and Mark left the room with him, shoulders stooped with a burden he didn’t know how he could endure. Janet sat by herself while Tharis stayed within eyeshot of the article of evidence Janet held in her hand, yet standing a polite distance away. Running her finger along the elongated lens housing, she pictured her daughter’s hand wrapped around it as she looked through the viewscreen, imagined seeing the world through her eyes, and questioned if she really wanted to do this, or if she would rather forever wonder.

She was still asking herself that question when she plugged the cam into the computer on the desk in that little office and pressed the power button.

The screen came to life.

Mark was prepared to accuse his brother, to chastise him for being so irresponsible; to take what was left of him and shake him until the teeth of that ugly skull tattooed on the back of his head started to rattle. He’d been entrusted with too much, and failed. Failed him for the last time. 

He was not prepared to see him so pale and wasted. Dark circles shadowed his sunken eyes. Below the bandage wrapped about his head, bruises colored his face in sickly hues. He was hooked up to numerous tubes, while monitors displayed the life plodding on in his seemingly lifeless body. The left arm was wrapped in a white flexible plastic sleeve with tubes trailing away from it. Bile rose from his stomach at the sight of the black fingers that protruded from the end of it, far too bloated to belong to a human hand. Feeling hollow inside, as though someone had carved his guts out with a spoon, Mark slid into a chair near the bedside. 

“We’re preparing for surgery, so you’ve only got a few minutes,” an attending medtech advised him as she went through the routine of checking the connections to the monitors and machines. Her voice enticed Trevvik’s eyes to open.

“Asya?” he moaned.

“There he goes again,” the tech said, pausing for a moment to look over at him. “That’s the one word he keeps saying. Know what it means?”

Ignoring her, Mark got up and leaned over him. “Trev?” Trevvik lifted glassy eyes to meet Mark’s face. “What about Asya?”

With his good hand, Trevvik groped for the oxygen mask covering his mouth. Pulling it down as though it bothered him, he looked at him questioningly. “Marcus?” 

“What happened?” he had to ask.

“They’re taking the arm, aren’t they?” His voice was thick, heavy, like he’d just got off an all-night bender. He grinned as well as he was able. “Well, they can have it. Hurts like hell.”

“Trevvik, what happened on the Malady?” 

-

A confusing collage of floor and wall then floor again, finally settling on an off-angle view of a closed door as the cam was set down, a corner of a control console in part of the picture. With the odd shadows cast by the glow of emergency lighting, it took Janet a moment to recognize the interior of the Malady. All was silent but for the ragged sighing of someone breathing, then the metallic ripple of a zipper, like a bag or backpack being opened or closed. Then a very strange sound, a scrape-thump-screech from elsewhere on the ship, a noise that Janet could not determine the origin. Something was set down in front of the cam, obstructing the view, but only for a moment, as the cam was taken in hand again, and after another brief whirlwind of images, Asya’s face filled the screen. She seemed disconcerted but cool, calm. Janet’s heart caught in her throat as she gazed on her daughter’s face. Her wide eyes roamed the room, then settled on the lens, almost as though looking straight at her. 

“They’re on the ship!” she whispered. While she messed with something off-camera, her eyes moving to follow whatever she was doing, she explained while keeping her voice low, “We were over halfway home when we ran across them, yanking us out of hyperspace. Trevvik, he got thrown off his feet, and gosh, I thought he was dead!” She bit her lip as she diverted her attention more on what she was doing. “I’m afraid I’m not the hotshot fighter pilot I thought I was,” she confessed ruefully.

-

His eyes searched the ceiling, squinting as though he couldn’t focus. “I remember…we was in the galley, talking…next thing I know….” He had to take long, deep breaths between his slurred words to continue. “I was on the floor.” Reaching up, he pawed at the bandage wrapping his head. “She was at the stick…there was a…a fight going on.”

“You were tripped out of hyperspace,” Mark interpreted. “By them.”

“I took it, but too late…disabled.” He winced and swallowed hard. “Gad, I could use a drink.”

“What happened then?” Mark asked quietly, fearing he would be issued out of there before he could coax anything more from his dying brother.

“This snake thing….”

“The thing that bit your arm?” Mark prodded when his pause became long.

“Boarding tube.” Closing his eyes, he winced again. “Snake. Worm.”

Understanding he meant to describe the thing that had breached the Malady, he waited as long as he could for him to resume, then urged him on again. “They came aboard?”

-

“But then Uncle Vik, he – there!” With a light hum of something electronic coming to life, a new light glowed on Asya’s face, revealing the concentration she exerted on the task that helped keep fear at bay. A shout, a growl in some guttural foreign language, came from somewhere beyond, then a muffled ‘whump’ that sounded like a body hitting hard against something solid. Asya turned her head to look towards the door. The angle of the light made visible the pulse in her neck. A cry, something human but not quite, then another that could have been Trevvik.

-

Trevvik’s eyes opened to meet Mark’s gaze directly. Drawing strength from somewhere, he continued. “They’re ugly as death, those guys. But everything about them is…alive. Armor...weapons.” Gritting his teeth, the fingers of his good hand reached for the protective sleeve concealing the other, but Mark guided it away. Clutching his brother’s hand, he grinned through his clenched teeth and said, “Told ‘em there ain’t nobody in this galaxy allowed to be as ugly as me…ugly as Trevvik Wyler.” He relished the memory of the insult. “They’re as tough and mean as they are ugly. But I pulled an old pirate trick on them, Marcus. There’s at least one of them that’ll be heading home in a box. If that’s how they do it.”

The narrative seemed to exhaust him, and he relaxed and leaned his head back. A pair of doctors entered the room, and Mark knew he’d soon be told to leave – yet he hadn’t touched on what had happened to his daughter.

“Tell me, Trevvik. What happened to Asya? Where was she during all this?”

-

Turning back to the camera, she said, “He told me not to come out, but there’s something I’ve gotta do. Here, just a sec.” She set the camera aside, giving Janet a view of her messing with the communications console. Trembling hands tapped at the keys, fumbled with the disc Janet had helped her put together to present to Atadian authorities. Inserting it, she proceeded to transmit it on.

An explosive banging at the door that was shut nearly knocked Asya out of her chair and made Janet jump as well. Keeping one eye on the door, she worked faster. “Come on, come on!” she pleaded, willing the send to hurry up and go through. Janet shared in her anxiety as though she were there with her. Whatever was on the other side pounded and pried at the door. At last, the task was complete and Janet exhaled the breath she’d been holding as Asya snatched out the disc, stuffed it into her pack even as she was throwing it on, seized the cam, and again the screen was a blur of confusion until it settled again with a dark frame around the scene. Janet realized she had scrambled beneath the console, squeezing herself into the footspace below. And just in time – the door slid open far enough for one of the Malady’s trespassers to curl its clawed fingers around it. Losing a degree of her composure, Asya whimpered. “Uncle Vik?” she prayed beneath her breath. Elsewhere on the ship, alien curses mixed with Trevvik’s derisive laughter.

-

“Access…crawlway. Told her stay put until it was all over.” A glimmer of hope lifted Mark’s spirits. Maybe they just didn’t look in the right place, and she was there still now, too afraid to come out and see that all was well, that the ordeal was over; she’d emerge, hungry and thirsty but none the worse for wear and they’d go home and they’d sit around and talk about how close that was and he’d put his arms around her and tell her one more time and over and over again how much he loved her. But Trevvik’s breath quickened as if reviewing an agonizing memory through the haze of his physical pain. He shook his head, and Mark’s fragile hopes were dashed as he said, “But I heard her.”

-

While the intruders struggled with the door, Asya turned the cam on herself. The quality was poor due to the low level of light. 

“Mom…Dad…” she whispered, “I don’t know what’s going to happen. If I shouldn’t come home, I hope someone finds this…I hope that the message I sent gets through to Narak. And, well…I just want you to know that I love you.” Frightened of what might happen to her, a tear spilled down her cheek at the thought that these might be her last words. “And tell Les I think he’s the greatest and I really am glad he’s a Jedi Knight,” she added, before a loud scraping noise cut off anything more she had to say. 

Again the view was focused outward, finding the door. It stood open. Two aliens entered, only their legs and feet visible from where Asya was hiding. They were clad in armor like Janet had never seen. They spoke to each other in a tongue unfamiliar and strange as they inspected the room concealing Asya in her inadequate sanctuary. Even though Janet knew the outcome would not be good, she found herself praying that they wouldn’t see her, that they would her pass by and leave her unharmed – that she would be coming home.

With methodical rage, the warriors began knocking things over and stabbing the electronic boards with the weapons they carried. Sparks sprayed onto the floor - bright, fleeting points of light in the dimness. They were making their way around the room, causing all the destruction they could, coming closer to where Asya cowered beneath the communications console. Finally the armored legs of one were right in front of her, so close. His weight shifted from one foot to the other as he savagely demolished the screens and keyboards above. Asya shrank back as far as she could into the corner. Janet wondered if she knew, even as she did while she watched, that she was doomed, that the clock was ticking down and the inevitable was about to happen.

When the face appeared – tattooed, scarred and mutilated, a thing that was sure to visit her nightmares for a long time to come – Janet almost screamed along with Asya. What happened next was a confusion of alien shouts and primal screams as an arm reached for her and she was dragged from her hiding place. In her panic the cam was dropped on the floor and rolled to a stop, putting things at a dizzying ninety-degree angle, making it appear that Asya scrambled about up and down the wall rather than the floor as she struggled with the hideous beings. Fighting, clawing, wriggling from their grasp, then running, tripping, crawling, screaming. Trevvik’s curses joined the din and he might have shouted her name, but he was quickly silenced, so that all was left was Asya’s fight for her life. Janet unconsciously covered her mouth with a hand as she watched, while with the other she poised a finger over the power button.

-

“Sir? I’m afraid you’ll have to leave, now.”

Mark looked around at the doctors preparing to begin their operation, begging them to give him another minute. A nurse was already adding something to one of the IV’s connected to Trevvik’s body.

Trevvik grabbed the collar of Mark’s jacket and held on. “Tell me she’s all right. I couldn’t get to her…the hatches sealed up on me after they gave me up for dead and set us adrift. Tell me she made it…please….”

-

It happened so fast. One of the warriors caught her ankle with the spear he carried, throwing her to the floor so hard that her head bounced. Asya screamed as the spear was driven into her, and Janet covered her eyes just too late, as the shriek coming from her daughter turned from one of panic-driven fear to that of pain. When Janet dared open her eyes again, tears were streaming down her cheeks. The warrior had removed the spear, and Asya, her back to the cam, had eased up on one elbow, strange sounds coming from her throat as she tried to rise. The alien drove a fist down mercilessly upon her head, knocking her still and silent against the floor, propped on her side by her backpack.

Another alien entered, taller and more mutilated than the other two, carrying what Janet recognized as Trevvik’s large knife. He shouted and gesticulated angrily up toward the cockpit, evidently displeased with Trevvik’s fighting style. He cast the hated instrument aside and spat upon it. In the background, a body was being carried away; it appeared to be one of their own. Giving a command and motioning towards Asya, he went back through the doorway and left. Following their leader, the last to leave wound his hand into Asya’s hair and dragged her after him, smearing her blood in a trail behind her along the floor.

When they all had disappeared, Janet stared at the screen in a trancelike state, wondering why they had taken her away. Wasn’t it enough that they’d killed her? Were they after a trophy? Were they curious? In the end it didn’t matter – they’d taken her from them and she hated them for it. 

The scene remained unchanged for several long moments. She was brought back to the present as the door, just barely in the picture now, slid shut with a bang. Then the cam rolled again, as though caught in a gently rolling sea, then came to rest in a corner where all was dark.

Janet put her head in her hands. She almost forgot where she was, what she was doing, until she found Major Tharis standing beside her, his finger pressing the stop button.

-

After the exertion, along with the drug that had been administered, little strength remained in Trevvik’s body. His grip loosened, letting his hand drop limply back to his side. He looked beseechingly into his brother’s eyes, realizing the meaning behind the tears welling in them. “Marcus?” he called weakly after him as Mark backed his way out of the room. “Marcus?” he heard from him one last time, groggily now, as the door closed between them.

-

“That’s all there is, ma’am,” he told her. “Are you…feeling all right?”

She stared at him blankly for a long moment, unable to say anything. Feeling her lunch rising from her stomach, she turned her head and emptied it into the nearby trashcan.

“I’m truly sorry, General,” he told her, offering her his handkerchief. “Is there anything more I can do for you?”

“Just a moment,” she told him, powering up the cam once more. Head spinning, she leaned close to the screen as she backed the video up until she came to the point where the face of the first alien came into the picture, the one that pulled Asya from beneath the console. There, she paused it. Trembling inside, with teeth clenched she stared at that face, the face of the enemy, studying it, memorizing it. 

As far as she was concerned, it was the face of the entire race.

Janet walked out of that room feeling like she hadn’t used her legs in years. Mark was sitting just outside, wearing a vacant expression, hands hanging limp in his lap. He looked up at her, drained of all but sorrow. When he saw her, he got numbly to his feet and wrapped his arms around her and nuzzled her cheek. 

“Trevvik?” she asked, remembering somehow where Mark had been.

Mark’s silence was telling, making Janet’s heart sink even lower, something she hadn’t thought possible. “What do we do now?” he muttered, his quivering voice close in her ear, his lips kissing her cheek as grief welled in him like a flood held back by a dam altogether insufficient for the task. “Where do we go?” She understood what he meant – How do we go on?

Dizzy, the air abuzz, Janet was left unsteady by what she had seen, and questioned the wisdom of watching her daughter die. Leaning against him, she said, “Can we go home? My meds…I don’t feel very well.”

“If you’ll allow me,” Tharis said, still standing nearby. “I will take you wherever you wish to go.”

Arranging to have their vehicle returned to their residence, Tharis transported them in an official speeder back to where they started, a long lifetime ago. By the time they arrived, Janet had to have help from the both of them in getting to the front door.

“Is she all right, sir?”

“It’s nothing – just the after effects of an old illness that crops up from time to time,” she assured him, though he didn’t seem too reassured by it, even when Mark added his agreement to his wife’s assertion. Mark saw to his wife’s comfort and made sure she got the medication to control the symptoms of the illness she contracted way back at Ketaris, then he saw Tharis to the door. 

Outside on the stair, he handed Mark a contact card told him, “If there’s anything at all that you need, just let me know.” He couldn’t even manage a polite smile as he accepted the card and looked at it, finding himself somehow incapable of reading it, as though everything had suddenly been converted to a language he couldn’t comprehend. “Though I’m the CAO assigned to your family during this difficult time, even if I wasn’t, I’d…well, just say the word, anything at all, and it will be done.” As Mark reached out to shake the hand that had been offered him, he realized how much Asya’s death, and what little he’d learned of her life in so short a time, had touched this officer that had never even known her. Such was his daughter.

Thanking him, he shut the door on the retreating officer and returned to Janet, curled up on the bed and staring at the far wall. More worried about her than he had let on, he sat on the edge of the bed and pulled the coverlet up over her.

“Are you sure you’re okay, baby?” he asked as he stroked her hair. “You want me to get you anything?”

“She fulfilled her mission,” she told him, closing her eyes. “She died for Atad.”

As the statement sank into his brain, he sat there a long time, thinking, while watching his wife lie in her grief. They had joined the ranks of those who lost someone dear, a drop in a growing tide. How long until that tide became a flood that would wash them all away? With that bleak outlook and Janet’s words in mind, he got up and started for the door.

“Where are you going?” she asked him, lifting herself up on one elbow.

“Mind if I step out for a little bit? There’s something I need to do.”

Lowering her head back to the pillow, she closed her eyes again, surrendering to the drug’s side effect, welcoming the sleep that would bring a brief respite from the horrors she had seen. “Don’t be gone too long.”

Promising her this, he slipped out the door, but was stopped short in the hallway. He was glad Asya’s door, its childish stickers stoking his agony like salt in raw wounds, was closed and he didn’t have to look in at her things, sparse as the room was since their move back to Atad some years ago. None of this seemed real. If he opened the door, she would be sitting at her desk, playing on her computer, and look up at him and smile and say, “Hey Dad, what’s up?” No, never. Never again. He had to steady himself against the doorframe, and didn’t hear Les come in.

He hadn’t expected to find them home, and was heading for a much-needed shower after working in the confines of the Stormcrow all day. “Dad!” he said in surprise upon coming across him in the hallway, leaning against Asya’s door. “How’s Uncle Vik? Is he…?” With every added moment of his father’s silence, Les’ face turned a shade whiter. He couldn’t be…not the invincible Trevvik Wyler! Finally his father lifted his head from the door, but couldn’t bring himself to look at him to give him the news.

“They didn’t even make it to Atad,” he told him. “They came under attack along the way.” He had to brace himself to report, “Asya is gone.”

“Gone?” The news was like a physical blow. Shock drained away what color was left on his face until he looked like a ghost himself. He shook his head. “No…way,” he said, disbelieving; but the look on Mark’s face revealed the awful truth. He could think of nothing else to say.

Mark draped a hand distractedly on Les’ shoulder. Was he leaning on it? Because it felt like it weighed a ton. Or was it the sky falling in on him? “Look after your mother, she isn’t well,” Mark said as he drew away from Asya’s vacant bedroom and dragged himself to the door. “There’s something I need to take care of.” Still in shock and guided by single-minded purpose, he left Les alone to deal with it as he would. 

Watching his father go, he felt himself grow cold as he stood bolted in place, heart trying to beat out of his chest and breath coming with difficulty as though weights had been hung from his lungs. 

His first real test as a Jedi Knight, and he had failed. He had misinterpreted the vision, perhaps even brought it to pass. How? How could this have happened? Would that he had paid the price instead of Asya.

He dashed out of the house as though he’d sprouted wings on his feet.

Skyy

*Xenen ETA minus 26 hours*

"Commodore, we've arrived at L2.VIII."

Everett didn't even nod. They had taken too long, trying to get the Hellwalkers up off of Golgan III and to the ships. Which meant that they had arrived far too late to affect the outcome of the battle, for the enemy had already left.

"Tactical," he said, "any live friendlies?"

"None yet, Commodore," the tac officer answered. "Mostly rescue beacons, not active emissions- wait. I have active signals from three X-wings hovering near Station Five: IFF identifies them as part of Charlie Squadron."

*"Silversun's flight,"* Captain Pilo Tand said from the bridge. *"They were escorting a prison ship."*

"See if you can get a hold of them, Captain," Everett ordered, then turned back to the tac officer. "Lieutenant, is there anything else?"

"*Gules*, *Or*, and *Sable* are floating free, sir. Or and Sable are broadcasting SOS; Gules isn't broadcasting at all. Same with the prison transport. Silversun's three are the only active fighters. Most of the stations look savaged to one degree or another, but-"

He paused and stole a glance at the chief of staff. Everett cleared his throat and managed to keep from scowling.

"But what, Lieutenant?"

"Sir, it's Station Four. She's undamaged, and isn't broadcasting. At all."
------

"Kinda spooky how quiet it is, ain't it sir?"

"Quiet, Slaryn?" Johnny Playbird answered the corporal. "What with the pilot hailing the station every five minutes?"

"Just that they ain't answering back, sir. Usually the other part of the call talks as well."

"'Bout like when I call your mother, Corp?" someone called from the back of the shuttle. 

"Frak you." Slaryn replied, giving the other corporal the finger. The rest of the platoon laughed.

"Oh, you* wish*."

They laughed harder. Johnny let them, but didn't join in; in fact, he wished he hadn't been so flippant. Lieutenant Rasczak was an old friend of his, they'd come up through OCS together and the lack of communication worried him. Best, though, to let the men work off steam before they hit whatever lurked in the station.

Gods, but if it was like hitting another slaver ship...

He shook his head. Best not to worry about that; best to keep his mind on the mission. Colonel Herclayn had divided his three companies amongst Station Four's three docking bays. His company had drawn the third bay and surrounding areas, and his company commander had assigned his platoon to sweep one level above the hangar and then rendezvous with the rest of the company at corridor Delta Six-Seven.

It would be bad enough without projecting old nightmares.

Even so, this *couldn't* be as bad as that one slave transport, where they had breached the "cargo hold" just before the guards started-

He shook his head again. Not matter what his Dad said, there couldn't be anything any more hellish than the inside of a slaver ship.

*"Five minutes to dock,"* the pilot announced.
------

The flag bridge was filled with the noise of reports from the SAR flights and rescue teams.

One communications officer, a – very – young Ensign, took down a text-only report from Colonel Jaryn Herclayn, CO of the Hellwalkers. He glanced at the report (for while it was marked ATTN: CMODR KINCAID, CAPT TAND, it wasn't marked EYES ONLY), gulped once, and took the unusual step of requesting confirmation.

Even more unusually, he* received* confirmation, and quite promptly. 

He downloaded the report to a datapad, suddenly feeling much older, then got up and carried it to Everett. His face was neutral and gave away nothing; but his hands shook like a tortured spider. Everett took the datapad from him, giving nothing by way of comfort or contempt. 

"The report from Colonel Herclayn, sir," the Ensign said quietly. 

"Was it copied to Captain Tand?"

*"It was,"* Captain Tand replied; Everett hadn't even noticed the holocom activate, but he nodded slightly.

"We will take it from here, Ensign. Return to your station."

"Aye, sir."

Everett glanced once at Captain Tand's holo, then he started to read the report.

Captain Tand obviously did the same, because Everett shortly heard him utter a curse that made 'frak' sound like something appropriate to a preschool class.

Everett looked up; Captain Tand was pale, and shaking even worse than the Ensign had been.

*"My- my youngest was a- a Corporal, in the security force. They- they didn't-"*

"No," Everett said flatly.

*"Maybe they missed-"*

"No. They did not. See to your ship, Captain."

For a moment Captain Tand looked to say something angry, then nodded curtly and signed off. In deference to the circumstances, Everett decided not to mention it.
------

Johnny dropped to one knee, there in corridor Delta Six-Seven. He'd seen something there, lying by one of the walls. He reached out with a shaking hand and scooped it up.

It was a single, brass Lieutenant's insignia, scratched from upper right corner to the middle of the left side, and warped on the bottom, as if it had passed through fire. The other of the pair, Johnny knew, had looked even worse.

Rasczak had treasured those insignia; they had been his brother's before his, and had earned those marks at Kartuiin.

That insignia was the only sign he'd seen that the station's crew had not simply vanished off the face of the galaxy.

He closed his fist around the insignia, and touched that hand to his mouth. Then he stood; he would mourn his friend later. For now he could see Captain Wanring, his company commander, approaching.

"It's the same all over," she told the gathered platoons. "No blood, no bodies, just the occasional disturbed sheet or piece of debris. Everyone's gone."

"Do we know who did it?" Gunny Occe asked.

"The Colonel," she said slowly and carefully, "found a message in the command center. The attacker said that he worked for a race called the 'Yuuzhan Vong'."

"And he gave his name," she looked right at Johnny, "as Alexander Kerensky."

~Commodore Everett Kincaid
2LT Johnny Playbird

TSG MacAllen let out a sigh of relief as she started picking up the friendly ships on her sensors. Despite her diligence, they’d lost the scout-ship she’d seen, and had been laying low ever since. The battle had taken quite the turn for the worse, and the transport crew knew they would not have survived had they re-entered the fray. 

She nodded to the pilot, who re-lit their drives, and headed off towards the fleet. Regardless of the outcome of the battle, they had valuable sensor recordings the fleet might yet find useful.
****

They found him in a closet in the command center of station four, trussed up like a holiday bird and unconscious. He looked as if he’d been severely beaten, with lacerations to the arms and face as well as extensive bruising. At first scan, the medics also found both arms had been broken, as well as most of his ribs, his nose, and even his jaw. All accompanied by internal bleeding. It was a miracle he had survived so far, and it would be a miracle if he survived now. Dana Solan, the sole remaining crewmember of Golan VIII L2 Station 4, definitely had seen better days.

Entirely out of place, around his neck hung a datastick.
****

Alexander smiled as he looked over the prisoners he’d captured from the hiding ship. The majority of the prisoners had proven to be the run of the mill sort, but when he saw one, he could hear Them cry out in every fiber of his being, a great pain nearly bringing him to his knees. He pointed at the man and beckoned him over. This one, he knew, would be of great use to him. 

Soon he’d be back aboard the *Pride*, and it would be time to begin the next phase of his plan.
****

Amanda Dressner knelt beside an injured security officer, putting the finishing touches on a dressing she’d applied to his arm. For the beating the lieutenant had taken, he was relatively uninjured otherwise. Several other men had been given similar treatment and were now wearing splints, courtesy of the rest of the medical team. 

She had been surprised at first that they had allowed her to take care of the wounded, but from the pieces of story she’d been gathering, she had learned they’d wanted the entire station crew alive and healthy. She glanced around the cavernous cargo bay in which they were all being housed and shivered. 

Why in the Force would they want a space station’s crew?
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[OPEN VIDEO MESSAGE]



//The message closed itself and a video window opened itself. A hooded figure appeared before a camera, his face shrouded in darkness.//

“Hello, Commodore Everett. Hello, Indiana Bridger. And hello to anyone else in the chain opening this message…because I know someone else will, just like I know who will receive it.”

//The hooded figure smiled, his teeth a white flash in the shadow.//

“As you know by now, Golan VIII has been attacked by unknown aliens. Xenen, as well. You’ve suffered heavily in both fights, while your assailants have escaped virtually unscathed. You’re probably wondering how they were able to hit you so well, without so much as a scratch. I suppose I shall tell you, because I would like to give you the opportunity to rethink your beliefs and change your Path and join me.”

//The hooded figure smiled again, and this time pulled his hood back, revealing himself. Beneath, his hair was close-cropped to his head and normal appearing, but that was as far as appearances went for the man smiling into the camera. His face, though human in basic form, looked as if it were covered in chitinous scales. A pair of horns jutted from his temples by over an inch, and glinted almost metallic silver in the light. Despite the disfigurement, it was a face many had come to know.//

“I have been known by many names to you. Names such as Paladin. Black Wolf. Alexander Kerensky. But today…today my true name is revealed. I am DEIMOS!”

//The man shouted, raising his arms into the air. He held the posture for several seconds, before lowering his arms and staring once more at the camera.//

“I and my family, we have been the Vanguard of this war for millennia. We have been awaiting our opportunity to serve our most holy masters, the Yuuzhan Vong, in the great cleansing of the galaxy!”

//His voice again began to raise in volume, a passionate look across his face.//

“I am the chosen instrument of the Gods, and their voices speak through me! We will cleanse this galaxy of the filth inhabiting it! We will lead all who seek it forward unto a new age, a new age of prosperity! We will destroy all the machines of the galaxy, and the demonic heresy contained within!”

//The image switched to that of a VSD II. It’s hull was sickly, covered in growths, almost as if the ship itself was being corrupted and consumed.//

“See that even the might of the Star Destroyer cannot hold against that of our masters? It, as all things unholy, shall be consumed by our cleansing flame! It shall become clean in our purpose! The *Devourer* is the first of these ships, my very own, and it shall not be the last!”

//The image switched back to that of the man again, who had again resumed a normal posture and who’s voice had suddenly dropped back to normal tones.//

“I ask that you lay down your arms now, so that I do not have to kill you. Join me on the path to salvation, and we shall become free.”

//His eyes narrowed, and an almost demonic glow emanated from his eyes.//

“If you choose resistance, you will perish.”

****END VIDEO MESSAGE****
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The Malady had been towed back to the base, as he’d hoped it would be. Sheltered in a hangar, a small crowd of techs stood idly by, examining the damage. There were many patches of the ‘gunk,’ as his father had dubbed it, clinging to the hull, and a new entryway had been created on the port side. 

Les walked past them and with a wave of his hand, the guard that had been set to watch over it allowed him past without question. Rather than climb up the landing ramp, he entered through the hole, which was large enough for him to stand up inside. He was in the passenger seating area, where right away he was confronted with a trail of blood that led to the crew’s quarters. He didn’t need the Force to aid him in determining whose it belonged to. He turned away from following it, from learning the gruesome details behind his sister’s struggle. He was haunted enough already. That was not his purpose here; instead he climbed into the cockpit. The place stank of blood and vomit. Dark blood stained the floor and was spattered along the nav panel, tracing an arced pattern along the clear viewport. A discarded whiskey bottle lay empty upon the floor. Feeling somewhat sick, he sat down at the bloodied panel. The screen came on, but flashed intermittently, casting an eerie lightning-like glow across the room. Through a lot of coaxing and cajoling, he got what he wanted from it. After furiously jotting a series of numbers on his palm before the screen blinked out for good, he scrambled out of there as fast as he could.

Only by a warning in his mind did he stop short of running right over Chance as he came flying out from the ship.

“Whoa, Les! What’s the hurry?” she laughed, but grew serious she saw the wild, determined look on his face. “What happened?”

“I am in a hurry, so if you’ll excuse me.”

“Howcome? What the heck happened here?” she said motioning toward Trevvik’s broken Firespray that she had turned aside to see. She shook her head. “Wow.”

People were looking at them, curiosity in their stares. He took her by the elbow and led her a short distance away to tell her, “My uncle and sister were attacked on the way home to Atad.”

“Oh, no!” Her eyes grew wide. “Are they okay?”

“No,” he growled. “And it’s all my fault.” He turned on his heel and started across the tarmac.

“What do you mean – how’s it your fault?” she asked as she tried to keep up. “Where are you going? Hey, will you wait up?”

“I wasn’t ready, he never should have done it,” he complained aloud to himself, gesturing angrily with his arms. “He knew this but he did it anyway.”

Wondering what he was talking about, Chance ran ahead of him and blocked his way. “Les, I think you ought to just calm down and tell me what’s going on.”

“Why don’t you ask the Force?” he spat, baring his teeth.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” she asked, confused.

He shook his head, meaning for her to skip it. “You see this?” he said, holding up the palm on which he’d written the figures, pointing them out with a jab of a finger. “That is where they were hit. That is where I’m going.”

“Nope,” she said, studying his hand. “That’s where we’re going.”

“No way. I’m going to fix this on my own. I’m not going to be responsible for jeopardizing anyone else’s life.”

“And I’m not going to let you go off and do this by yourself.” She turned and started in the direction he’d been heading, showing that she would not be dissuaded, and was surprised to see the ship she was making a beeline for. She stopped. Turning back to him, she jabbed a thumb back toward the Stormcrow. “And you expect that bucket’ll get us there?” she asked dubiously.

“I didn’t ask you to go,” he said, resuming his quickstep to his father’s ship.

“Doesn’t matter,” she said, keeping pace with him. “You can’t fly it and hold it together at the same time. You steer, I’ll keep the tape and glue handy.”

The grip he had on things was tenuous at best. The ground upon which Mark walked as he crossed the base, it seemed, was but a thin cracker crust. At any moment it could crumble away beneath his feet, hurling him into oblivion. All along, with every step, his thoughts accused him: if only I hadn’t sent her away. Hardly aware of things going on around him, his pace quickened, as though he could outrun the complete loss of control that encroached on him, advancing in his periphery. 

He was in a sweat by the time he reached Indy’s office, where he took a moment to compose himself before knocking on her door. Even so, he appeared disheveled and unsettled when she admitted him.

“Good to see you Mark,” she said, dismissing his appearance. “I heard something of what happened. I was just about to comm and see how everyone was getting along. Such a shock; I’m so terribly sorry.”

He shouldn’t have been surprised that she would already know, but he was caught off guard nonetheless. “Thank you, Admiral,” he acknowledged with a nod, wondering vaguely if he ought to salute her. Had he ever done so before? He couldn’t remember. Was he supposed to? Teetering on the edge of reason, as he was, he question threw him off. “I, um….”

“Why don’t you have a seat, Mr. Wyler?” she suggested as he continued to stand there, stammering.

“I, uh, I can’t stay. I need to…I need…oh, yeah,” he said, suddenly remembering why he had come. He cleared his throat and tried to figure out again how words went together, but never once questioned what he was about to do. “I thought if that offer was still open, you know, about the commission…well, I’m in.”

Though she understood the circumstances that had brought him to this point, he had genuinely stunned her and it took her a moment to recover. “Well – yes; yes of course, the offer stands.” She reached into a desk drawer. Bringing out a little box, she laid it down in front of him.

He picked it up and opened it. “If you’ve got one there for Jan,” he said as he gazed at the insignia inside, “I may as well take that, too. I know she was merely waiting on me.”

“Naturally there will be paperwork and such,” she said as she retrieved the pins she’d been saving for Janet, “but don’t you worry about that right now. I’ll have it all sent over and make sure any other arrangements are taken care of.” She stood and reached a hand across the desk. “Welcome to the Aurora Force, Captain. It’s a pleasure to have you aboard.” As he clasped her hand in his, she expressed her concern from the heart. “And please accept my sincerest sympathies. Anything I can do….”

As Mark wandered out into the sunshine, he removed his set of pins from the box to look at them in his open palm. The sunlight glinted on the shining metal. He heaved a sigh that came from the furthest depths of his soul. 

This is for you, Asya.

As the realization that he would never see her again washed over him anew, a dark shadow passed over him, momentarily extinguishing the gleam from the insignia, accompanied by a very familiar rumble. He looked up in time to see the Stormcrow fly overhead, climbing laboriously into the sky.

“What the – oh no.” Immediately comprehending what was going on, he took off running down the sidewalk as though he could somehow catch up to his son and stop him. “Les!” he screamed, ignoring the pain in his joints that begged him to stop. It was very conspicuous; people stopped to turn their heads at the man running down the street and yelling up at the sky. “Les – don’t!”

He hadn’t gotten far before he was out of breath. He jogged to a stop and rested, hands on his knees, his face lifted helplessly to the sky as the Stormcrow disappeared from sight. Feeling afresh everything he felt that day so many years ago upon hearing of Alderaan’s demise, the day he’d been robbed of everything save the Raven, he was at a complete loss for what to do. “What’re you…why…” he panted, while ground cracked and broke beneath him, sinking under the weight of the day’s mounting losses. 

Beep Beep. Beep Beep. Henry Fischer groaned. He reached over and picked up the comm. unit from his end table. “What do you want?”

“Bunch of us are going down to the bar. You in?”

“I did tell you I have the flu, didn’t I?”

“Great! I’ll see you there,” the voice said before ending the transmission.

Dag Lasson had barely settled in at his usual place at the bar before looking up to see Henry walk in, looking only slightly more below the weather than normal. But then, so did most everyone who showed up today, familiar faces all. Considering the latest goings-on, it was a wonder they all hadn’t stayed home and hunkered under the kitchen table with rations enough to last a few days. But the yearning for news and the latest gossip, sure to be hot today, drew them out of hiding. Henry slumped down in a chair next to him and blew his nose. “What is it this time? Someone gettin’ married?”

“Nope.”

“Divorced?”

“You have no idea what’s been going on lately, do you?”

“I’ve already told you, I have the flu. I’ve been asleep in my bed all week.”

Dag turned to the barkeep. “Oi, turn up the news feed, will you?”

The barkeeper looked at him for just the right amount of time to indicate that he did not, in fact, want to do that, but he did it anyway.

“…still smoldering in the distance,” a news anchor was saying. “If you look carefully, you can see transports moving in and out of the base still. The entire planet is on heightened alert, and this latest attack has had some citizens asking some hard questions.” The bartender turned the sound back down, as citizens on the screen started complaining about the military presence on the base; it seemed they felt they were in danger because of it.

Next thing Mark knew, without knowing how he got there, he was lifting his head from his folded arms, and found himself sitting at a table, gazing at bubbles traveling up a glass of amber liquid. Looking around, he realized he’d landed in a pub. Across from him sat Major Tharis, watching him closely.

“Looked like you could use a drink, mate.”

“Guess I could, at that,” Mark croaked as he lifted the glass in front of him with trembling hand. Why did his throat feel like he’d been gargling solvent? Then he remembered his display outside of ops. The cold ale felt good going down. “What am I – how’d I get here?”

“Happened to be driving by and saw you sitting on a curb, looking like a man in need of a gathering of his wits. So I brought you here.” He inched the glass closer to him, encouraging him to taste the drink again.

“I think something stronger might be in order,” Mark said forlornly.

“I rather think not,” he advised.

Obediently partaking of the drink offered him, he felt somewhat better for it, and for having someone sitting across from him. In this normal, ordinary setting, this capsule where everyday life continued in spite of whatever death and loss and destruction went on outside, his thoughts began to arrange themselves in some semblance of a logical order - but the results were not comforting.

“Better?”

“Still breathing.”

Tharis gave him that brief, almost imperceptible smile that returned just as quickly to the deadpan that apparently was the norm.

“You said I could ask anything of you?”

“Of course, Mr. Wyler.”

“I need a watch set up for my son,” he told him, explaining what happened.

“Could send an alert up to Wayfarer,” he suggested when he had finished. 

Mark wondered why he hadn’t thought of that. But he shook his head doubtfully, knowing how hard it could be to get his son to change course once he’d set his mind on something. “Go ahead and try it.” With more optimism than he felt, he concluded, “I want to know the moment he returns.”

“Consider it done.” He took out his comm and took care of it right there. “Anything else?”

Mark opened his palm to find the rank pins still there. “Janet,” he said. How long had he been gone? Cursing himself, he looked up at Tharis. “I need to get home.”

Henry turned to Dag. “Attack? What happened?”

Dag laughed, others joining in with him. “While you were your beauty sleep, the rest of us were running for cover. There were these…what would you call them, Lansk?”

“Rocks,” Lansk replied, hailing the barkeep for a refill. “Fire-spitting rocks.”

“Outta the sky!” Dag added, jabbing a finger into the air.

“Geez, you guys,” Henry said, “I told you a million times…that stuff’s for sealing hull breaches. You shouldn’t be smoking it!” Then he sneezed in his drink.

“Well, look at the news, why don’t you?” a woman nearby put in. “If we been smoking, the whole city’s high.”

“They’re serious, then? Fire-spitting rocks? Sounds like something out of the kids’ comic books.”

“Nah, those were ships, moron,” someone across the bar put in. “They were being piloted.”

“I heard they were seeds,” said his girlfriend. The fellow rolled his eyes.

“I was not aware,” Henry said, twisting around and looking at the person, “that the entire bar had been invited to this discussion!”

Dag turned his friend back round. “Never you mind them, Henry. Here, your drink’s arrived,” he told him as the barkeep replaced the sneezed-in drink for a fresh one.

“If you ask me,” said a man further down the bar, ignoring Henry’s complaint, “it’s having that military base here that draws the trouble. If it wasn’t for Shay, well, what reason would anybody have for attacking us?”

General mutters of agreement came from the bar. “We’d be better off if it weren’t for them, that’s for sure.”

Only one table seemed to disagree with that statement. That table had a man in grubby coveralls and a man in a clean dress uniform.

By now, as they were getting up to leave, the conversation had filtered through to them. Tharis tossed a glance over his shoulder. “Don’t let them bother you, Mr. Wyler,” he told him. “They don’t understand what they’re talking about.”

Mark lowered his brows. “I just lost my daughter, my wife is ill, and my son has flown away in a ship barely fit to fly. Right now, there’s not much else that can bother me.”

“Think they run the place, that lot do,” a woman in the back was saying. “Always having to go through that station if you want to get on or off the planet…and then they go tellin’ my son he can’t take off, because they’re at a red alert situation? Well, let them have red alert on their own planet! I don’t want ‘em mucking up my planet, that’s for sure.”

In spite of his claim, Mark walked over to where the barflies were solving Xenen’s problems, while Major Tharis gently tried to steer him away. “In case you haven’t been paying attention,” he said to them in general, all the while wondering why he was opening his mouth, “the galaxy is under attack. Would you rather have them mucking up your planet? Because there won’t be much of anything left of it once they’ve had their way with it.”

“Oh, come off it. Who attacks a planet just for the hell of it? They wouldn’t have come if it weren’t for those military types.”

“Tell that to the people of Sernpidal.”

“What?”

“You haven’t heard? One of their moons was pulled down onto the planet by the same beings that attacked this planet. Who knows how many people were killed? Some of those ‘military types,’ as you call them, gave their lives to save as many as they could.”

“Musta done somethin’ to piss them off.”

“Like all those innocent people deserved to have their planet jerked out from under them. Nothing justifies that. No, they had done nothing, just like my daughter had done nothing.” He felt himself about to lose it again. “My little girl….”

“Come on, Mr. Wyler,” Tharis told him, taking him by the arm. “Let me take you home.”

“ ‘old on, then,” the rather annoying woman at the end of the bar said. “Wyler? Ain’t you Trevvik’s brother?”

“How do you know Trevvik?”

“Oh, he’s in here all the time. But I suppose he’s gone off and signed up as well,” she said, displaying her ignorance, as Trevvik had ‘gone off and signed up’ years ago. “Maybe we should talk to ‘im, then. I mean, not that I’d wanna see Trev run off the planet. But those types he hangs out with have gotta go. I seen more death and destruction in my time here than on any other world I ever lived on combined. Just can’t tolerate that no more, no sir….”

“How about we all just go away, and leave the planet to whatever alien invader that wants it? How’s that sound?”

“Just so long as you only come ‘round when we need ya, I’d be fine with that.” She stood up. “Come on, then. Who’s wit’ me? Dag? Henry? What say we talk to the governor, get a petition drawn up? See what we can accomplish?”

Mark shook his head. “Seems to me that time would be now.” He wasn’t angry, just tired and sad. “In case you’re wanting to look up my brother, incidentally,” he said as Tharis steadily guided him toward the door, “you’ll find him laid up at the medcenter. If he survives the little run-in he had with our new enemies of late - nowhere near a military installation, I might point out - you’re welcome to have a word with him.”

“Can you believe the nerve?” Henry asked as Tharis got him out the door.

“Yeah, quite a guy, coming into our bar and giving us a hard time,” Dag said.

“No, I mean you, draggin’ me outta bed for this. I’m goin’ back to sleep.”

Twilight was encroaching on Quis when Tharis dropped Mark off at his house for the second time that day. Lights shone from the windows, meaning Janet was up and about. He found her in the office, everything cleared off the desk to make room for the weapons she’d spread across its surface. Sitting at the desk, inspecting her old DL-44, Janet looked up when he came in. She didn’t seem perturbed at him for being away for so long – just busy preparing for war. 

He took a long moment to admire her, to appreciate her strength. At this moment he loved her, needed her, more than he ever had in his life. Never had he been so glad to have her by his side. If it weren’t for her, he knew he wouldn’t be able to make it through this, not at all. He hoped he carried enough strength for her to lean on him. 

“How are you feeling?” he asked, coming up beside her to kneel on one knee and look up at her. She laid the weapon aside and combed her fingers through his unruly hair. Covering her hand with his, he closed his eyes in ecstasy and leaned into her touch.

“As well as can be expected.” She bit her lip. “I haven’t seen Les,” she said worriedly. “And I can raise him on the comm.”

“He’s, ah, back at the Stormcrow, dealing with this in his own way.”

Accepting this, yet wishing he were there, she sighed and nodded. Mark wished him there too – if only to tell him to his face that he loved him. Quickly he shoved aside the possibility that he might go and get himself killed and that opportunity might never present itself again – he couldn’t think of such things right now in his fragile state of mind. He wanted to tell Janet what Les had done, he knew that he should; but for some reason he just couldn’t bring the words to his mouth. He didn’t know what the added stress the full truth of the matter would do to her, or to him. Setting it aside, he determined to tell her later, whatever consequences the delay might bring. 

“You have some messages, concerning your brother.”

Mark’s expression hardened and he turned his gaze aside. “I don’t want to hear about that right now.”

Janet cupped his face in her hands and forced him to look at her. He was surprised at the sternness shining in her eyes.

“Now you listen here,” she said. “This isn’t Trevvik’s fault. It’s not your fault, nor mine, nor anyone else’s – but the ones who attacked them along the way.” Her lip quivered and tears formed in her eyes as she spoke. “And I aim to make as many of them pay for it as is in my power to do.”

Again he wondered what she had seen, but not badly enough to find out; not yet, anyway, if ever. “You’re right – you’re right,” he agreed, duly chastened. “You always are.” 

“Think how close they were to Atad, Mark!” She looked into his green eyes and chose her words carefully, hoping her meaning would get through. “I’ll not be able to enjoy my retirement until our world is safe in this galaxy again.”

He managed to smile a little as he reached into his pocket to bring out the little box containing the pins that would designate his wife a general in the New Republic military. “I thought you might feel that way, so….” Still kneeling before her, he opened the box to present it to her. “Janet Wyler, will you be my commanding officer?”

A chuckle could not be held back in spite of herself, in spite of all that had happened that day. In a flood of relief tainted with heartbreak, she reached her arms around his neck and they held each other tight. “Mark Wyler,” she said as a tear slid down her cheek, “you still know how to surprise me.”

“:)

Skyy and Alex

    "But there are people coming to pick you up!"
    "Tell them they can meet us at the hospital. We're going."
    "Thank you for your hospitality," Amanda added, as she followed Alex out the door and back into the night.
    "I can't believe something's happened to Trevvik, and the first time they call in the emergency contacts is when he's on the brink of death."
    A landspeeder pulled up right in front of them and a well-dressed, official looking type got out.
    "Are you the MPs from the base?" Alex asked, foregoing introductions."
    "Yes, I-"
    "We're the two you're picking up. Take us immediately to the hospital wing."
    Arin was still watching from the front door and waved to the MPs to indicate that these two people weren't imposters. "Aye, sir," said the young man, and invited them into the back seat. And then they were on their way.
    "As soon as we arrive, we'll take you to Indy's office where-"
    "As soon as we arrive, you'll drop us at the hospital."
    "My orders-"
    "That's funny, how you think I care. For God's sake, our friend is dying."
    "We'd really appreciate it," Amanda said, laying a hand on the young man's shoulder, "if you'd take us directly there."
    "I'll take you directly there," he said.
    Amanda sat back in her seat, with Alex staring at her. "You didn't-"
    "No."
    "But he-"
    "No."
    "And I-"
    "No."
    The speeder rocketed along the road, and ended up right outside the hospital wing. Alex and Amanda had just sat down in the waiting room when Janet and Mark came in, looking like death.
    Alex went over to them. "What's happened to Trevvik? Some kind of accident?"
    "He was attacked," Janet said. "Same ones who attacked the base."
    Amanda looked like she was searching for something. "Aren't the kids with you?" she asked.
    Neither Janet nor Mark said anything. Mark bowed his head and put it in his hands, elbows resting on his knees. Janet started to weep."
    Amanda sat down next to Janet and embraced her. "What's happened?"
    "Trevvik was taking Asya back to Atad when they were attacked. They...they..."
    "Oh, no. Oh, God. I'm so sorry," Alex said.
    "What about Les?" Amanda asked.
    "Haven't seen him for hours," Janet said.
    "He's probably... coping in his own way." Mark said, and Alex noticed the older man's sobs become more intense for a moment.
    There's not much you can say when you get news like this. All you can really do is be there for the person, and that's what they did. Amanda hugged Janet. Alex laid a hand on Mark's shoulder. And Mark and Janet held each other's hands. They stayed that way, each in silent vigil, for a long time, thinking of missing children. Janet thought of her baby girl, gone, killed by those hideous monsters. Mark saw the Stormcrow lifting off every time he blinked his eyes. Amanda thought of the children that had helped defend the base just two days ago. Kids were more resourceful than they were given credit for. And Alex, in spite of the sadness and seriousness of the events, looked at Amanda and wondered if some day, he and she would have children.
    And that was when the doctor came out. He took off his surgical mask, and he smiled. "He's going to be okay. Some of the toxins that were destroying the arm were threatening to cause cardiac and respiratory failure, but I think we've got him through. I don't want to attach the artificial arm until the infection's healed and the toxin levels drop, though... let's not tax the body more than we have to."
    "Can we see him?"
    "Sure, right this way, please."
    "You go on ahead," Alex said. "Amanda and I have an appointment to get to, and I have an errand to do before I can see him."
    "Alright. Thank you, you two," Janet said, and she and Mark headed into the recovery room.

AlexG

"Intel briefing, kid?"

"I think so, Tee-Dee," Aral whispered as Tara sat down next to her. "We've been put on Tag Rendar's distro list, last I heard, so we should be getting the NRI take again."

"'Bout damned time," Tara grumped. "Fraking Coruscant..."]

Aral smiled thinly as Tara continued to quietly cuss out the Fey'lya administration. Relations between the New Republic and Golgan III had been... strained... ever since Golgan III withdrew their petition for membership in the wake of the Caamas Document Crisis. The tension never broke out into outright hostility, but it was certainly there... and showed itself most specifically in how the intelligence feed from NRI had dried up once General DeLong's last contacts retired.

That strain was also, she was absolutely certain, responsible for the estrangement between the General and his sister. But that was a problem not even a Chief of Staff could solve.

"-himself," Tara finished, though Aral had missed what exactly whomever it was could do to himself. "At least we're talking again, even if in a roundabout way and one needing another war."

Aral nodded.

"Well, it did take those Star Destroyers at Bothawui to wake everybody up." 

"Enough to *mostly* wake everybody up," Tara said. "There's still enough factionalist *shaavit* getting tossed around, and- wait. Drax is already here? What the hell?"

"You just noticed? That's how you know it's an intelligence briefing: Commodore Drax isn't just on time, he's *early*. But still. You didn't notice?"

"He blends in!"

"He's a *Devaronian*."

"Shut up."

Aral grinned as Tara glowered in Commodore Drax's general direction, as if it was the jovial Devaronian's fault that she hadn't noticed him. The horns were enough of a giveaway, but given how Drax also wore glasses, he presented a memorable appearance. Then there was the name; just Drax. No one knew if it was a given name, a surname, or a pseudonym, and if anyone ever asked if he had any more name, Drax just smiled winningly and turned the conversation to recipes for topato salad.

Many a cook had taken advantage of this. 

"I'm surprised he didn't have his fraking pants catch on fire again," Tara growled. "Why the general doesn't get on his case..."

"I think he's just impressed that Commodore Drax actually goes to the trouble to make his reasons for being late look real. Someone committed enough to set their own pants on fire just to get out of a meeting has to be good for something."

"Frak that. I'll set my flipping *socks* on fire, in the *Sound's* flag bridge. See how the lazy bastard like *that*..."

"That just doesn't have the same effect, Tee-Dee," Aral said solemnly. "And you have to admit, he's never late for Squadron or Intel work." 

Tara grumbled something that Aral took to be a charitable acknowledgment. 

At last, though, the briefing room began to fill up. Eric came over to join them, and so, almost surprisingly, did Everett. Most of the usual crew was there: the Fleet and Squadron staff officers, and most of the ship Captains, including Captain Stratemeyer, recently decanted from a bacta tank, and Captain Pilo Tand, still looking a bit shell-shocked. Captain Tand came in, oddly enough, with his wife, Commander Kye Tand, who as XO of the *Ketaris* really wasn't supposed to be there. However, no one – save maybe Everett, the dear fool, and he kept his mouth shut – would dare to say anything about it. Not given what they all suspected this meeting was about. 

At last General DeLong arrived. Aral came to her feet.

"General on deck!" she announced, and everyone made to stand.

"As you were," he said quickly, waving them back into their seats. "I'll keep this brief," he continued once he took his own seat. "The good news, at least for you science fiction buffs, is that we've finally made contact with an extragalactic civilization. The bad news is that they want to kill us all.

"Commodore Drax, if you would."

"Thank you, General," Commodore Drax said, standing. He pushed his glasses up his nose. He touched a control to dim the lights, then touched another to bring up a to-scale holo of the galaxy.

"We have confirmed, now, the information left to us by 'Deimos'. The enemy calls themselves the Yuuzhan Vong.

"Two weeks ago, Yuuzhan Vong forces struck here, in the Golgan System, and near simultaneously in the Xenen system." As he spoke, the relevant stars were highlighted a bright scarlet. "Also, as we have now learned, the Outer Rim systems of Sernpidal, Belkadan, Dubrillion/Destrillion, and Helska were attacked."

Aral looked at the highlighted stars and frowned. She'd heard of Lando Calrissian's latest venture at Dubrillion, but the other systems were complete unknowns.

He continued with a summary of those events. Drax spoke of Belkadan and the lost ExGal outpost; of the deeds of the infiltrator Yomin Carr (somehow, for some strange reason, that name seemed to trigger recognition in the General's eyes); and of the survivor, Danni Quee. He spoke of strange happenings at Helska, and the surrounding space. He told of the events at
Serpindal-

"Wait, what!?" Aral blurted out. "They killed *Chewbacca*?"

She slammed a hand down on the table in front of her, and looked about as fierce as anyone had ever seen.

"Oh, it's* on*, bitch," she exclaimed, and then turned bright red a moment later once she' realized what she'd said. She, after all, was one of the few people who could make General DeLong sound like a potty mouth.

"Hardly appropriate, Captain Contassia," Drax said with a thin smile. "To the best of our knowledge, the Yuuzhan Vong are not a matriarchy. We are not even certain if they sex along the same lines as most species in this galaxy; Ms. Quee, thankfully, did not learn whether or not the Yuuzhan Vong have analogous gonads."

Tara snorted. Drax ignored her, and finished with a summary of the last battle of Helska.

"As you can tell, we have little information to go on at this time," he finished. "We have but the one witness to what these Yuuzhan Vong *are*, and a single captured fighter – a coralskipper. Which brings us to the analysis.

"The Yuuzhan Vong do not build their ships; they* grow* them. This appears to have religious dimensions, in line with their belief that machines are blasphemous, though whether the biotech or the religious impetus came first is beyond the scope of our data. We can project, then, that this preference for a creature over a machine extends to nearly all aspects of Yuuzhan society; for example, they likely wear living clothes.

"On military side, the primary thrust of the invasion is occurring through the Belkada-Helska-Dubrillion vector. The later world and its twin are currently under a state of siege, and are not expected to hold out much longer. The attack against Xenen, for instance, we believe to be the work of skirmishers, 'raiding parties' sent out to harry us and force a redeployment of New Republic military assets. Unfortunately, it seems to be working; three 'squadrons' of Yuuzhan Vong vessels, including the one that hit Xenen – which, as an aside, I do not believe had a *yammosk*, a war coordinator, have raided five systems all up and down the Shermanch Run, from Xenen all the way down to Kenne and Savannsea. Several NR battlegroups have been deployed to those systems to guard against further attack."

"And our role in this, sir?" one of the Captains asked.

"For the moment, that is still under discussion," General DeLong answered instead. "For the moment, we can expect an influx of refugees as inhabited systems fall.

"And believe me, those systems will fall. The Republic managed to blunt the Yuuzhan Vong spearhead, but at murderous cost, *and* they achieved complete strategic surprise in the process. The Senate is running confused, half convinced that this is something Princess Leia cooked up to establish a Jedi Hegemony, or something."

"Excuse me, sir, but What. The. *Frak*," Tara said. "We're talking* Leia Organa Solo* here, right?"

"The same."

"Frak them, sir. 'Jedi Hegemony' my left ovary." 

"Carefully, Tara d'Avignon," General DeLong said quietly. "The cost will be murderously high, but the Senate will come through before it damns us all."

"Sir?"

"They're not stupid, Tara. They love power, and being* in* power, and soon enough even* Pwoe* will realize that one can't effectively rule the dead and the damned. Then they'll get their act together and unleash the hounds."

"Good," Captain Tand said aloud. Several others muttered in agreement.

"Be careful of that too, Pilo, and hope we don't damn ourselves in the process... because whatever we hope, whatever we *dream*-" there was something behind that word, Aral could tell "-it might just come to that. Commodore Drax?"

"Yes sir," the Devaronian said, sounding very uncomfortable. He pushed his glasses up his nose again. "The testimony of Danni Quee has confirmed the messaged left by 'Deimos': the Yuuzhan Vong are religious fanatics, who believe that this galaxy has been granted to them by the gods, and that we, for our unbelief and dalliances with machines, are condemned to slavery or death, unless we bend knee and acknowledge the supremacy of their gods."

Tara bristled slightly. Drax noticed.

"I said religious *fanatics*, Commodore d'Avignon," he said, not unkindly. He, as a fairly committed atheist, and she, as one of the more deeply religious people Aral had ever met and a determined monotheist (equal emphasis on 'mono' and 'theist'), had had that discussion many times before. "Not religious *people*. We have had discussions about that before, but you and I both know the difference: the religious* person* justifies his actions based off the teachings of the religion, and what they believe to be a divinely inspired moral code."

"While the fraking *fanatic*," Tara finished, "justifies her actions by * saying* that they're done in 'the Name of God', never mind if those actions go against everything the religion teaches.

"So which one are we facing? The fanatics, or the religious?"

"That's the big question, Tara," General DeLong said, motioning for Drax to sit back down and taking control of the meeting. "One which we can't answer until we get hold of whatever the Vong use for scriptures and see what their religion teaches. I *hope* it's the Fanatic: someone who's zeal and self-righteousness outweighs their ability to reason through their own scriptures and act accordingly. Because if it is the Fanatic, then we might be able to co-opt someone within Yuuzhan Vong society who doesn't like the Fanatic and who can set his species back on whatever they call the 'straight and narrow'.

"Unless what we're facing is the Religious, at which point this... xenocidal fervor *is* the gods-ordained 'straight-and-narrow.' If that's the case, then I think y'all can all see how big a problem that would be."

"If God orders you to do something," Tara said, nodding, "then why the hell should you listed to someone who says otherwise?"

"Precisely. Those of y'all who pray, pray it's the fanatic. Those of y'all who don't... well, I'm a deist, but even I'll say now might be a good time to start."

Even Drax nodded.

"This is going to be bad, isn't it sir?" Aral asked quietly.

"We don't have any idea, Aral," he answered just as quietly. "I mean that. This is- human history is riddled with crusades, and holy wars, and they *all* turn out nasty, because like Tara said, the participants believe they have the approval of  *god* in *whatever* they do. This war, this invasion – unless we get a miracle and these Yuuzhan Vong turn out to be a flash-in-the-pan force with delusions of grandeur – will redefine *horror*. We can't even *imagine* what is going to happen.

"Which is why need to be ready for anything. Full copies of Commodore Drax's presentation, as well as the raw data and all analyses are being downloaded to your pads. Everett, Drax, get with your Captains. Start gaming out scenarios for escorting refugee convoys, counter-raids up and down the Shermanch and all points beyond; anything you can think of. We're also in touch with In- Admiral Bridger's staff and Xenen, so I want us strategizing for joint operations with the AF. Tara, get in touch with Intel and Bio; put together what information we have on Vong biotech, and see what we can work up by way of counters. Take a look at something called a 'neutron bomb', then think about how those gravity voids worked and see if you have the same idea I did.

"Any questions?"

"Just one, sir," Pilo Tand, and stood to his feet. "Has there been any word, any word at all, about the crew taken from L2.VIII, Station 4?" 

"I am sorry, Pilo," the General said softly but firmly. "We have heard nothing from Kerensky since he left the system. We and the AF both have scouting parties out along we think was his escape vector, but so far we've found nothing, and he's gone to ground."

"I had just hoped, sir. I-," Pilo stopped, then finished in a small voice, "dammit, my little boy..."

Aral's heart went out to him. The problem was that it wasn't a clean kill; no remains, on the barest sign of struggle.  Corporal Sandulf Tand, his platoon, and everyone else on that station were there one day and then...nothing. Just vanished into thin air, as if they'd never even* been*. The uncertainty of it all had to be eating at him and Kye both.

"I wish I could promise you something, Pilo," the General continued. "But I can't, except more of the same. Are you and Kye here?" 

"Yes sir," Pilo answered. "We're here, to the end."

"Good."

"One more question, sir."

"Go ahead, Pilo."

"Has the government decided how to respond to the ultimatum, sir?"

"Well," the General said with a grin, "they didn't take my first suggestion, which was to send him a video of me saying 'Bite me!' and giving him the finger. One third like it, one third felt it lacked 'oomph' and 'gravitas', and another third felt that taking such a confrontational line *right now*might not be the choice."

"After-"

"I said* right now*, Captain. We are in a *very* precarious situation here; we're just single planet, with a small self-defense force, and we need to play it very carefully until we know for certain what the Vong are gonna do and which was Coruscant is gonna jump.

"Until then, ladies and gentlemen, you have your orders. Dismissed."

~Carlos DeLong
Captain Aral Contassia

(Two days after the attack on Golgan VIII)

As she opened her eyes, she knew she wasn’t alone in her room. Sitting up cautiously, Natasha reached over and raised the lighting to a level where she could see. With a gasp, she backed up against her headboard, her hand automatically shifting from the light controls to the lightsaber resting beside. 

Sitting on a chair, staring across the length of her bed at her was…herself. The same blazing red hair, the same blue eyes, the same high cheekbones and narrow jaw. The only difference was the lines in the other’s face, tracing both hardship and worry Natasha had yet to ever see.

“Who are you? What do you want?” She asked, drawing her knees close to her chest. The opposing figure, the near-reflection, cracked a slight smile.

“Aren’t those always the questions we wish to answer? Who am I? What do I want? Some of us go our entire lives without finding that definition.” The other woman shifted in the chair, and tilted her head thoughtfully. “I’m here to help solve that question for you…that is, if you wish to accept my answer and make it your own.”

Natasha’s eyes narrowed. “Explain yourself,” she said simply.

The reflection nodded and leaned back. “Very well, then. I am you, and you are me. We are one in the same, truly.” 

”Then I’m dreaming.” Natasha replied, relaxing. 

The other Natasha pursed her lips and shook her head. “No, not quite, my dear. We are very much awake right now”

”I…don’t understand.”

”Oh, well, it’s very simple, actually.” The reflection frowned momentarily. “Actually, not quite so simple. At least not for you.” 

She took a moment, picking at an imaginary piece of lint on her blouse. “I know about your dreams. I know them rather well.”

Natasha began to look slightly alarmed again. “How do you know? I’ve never told him about them!”

”The same way we are one, silly girl,” she replied with a smirk. “That was me…or it was you. However you’d like to look at it.”

”How….how is that possible?”

“Time to break away from the simple,” the reflection sighed.   “Back, before we came here, our family was special. We of the Family Karin, of the clan Skye, were the clan Forest Priests. For untold years, our family spoke to the world around us, and guided the clan in matters of the land.

”Always born to our line was a single daughter, and a single son. The gift would carry between them, but could only be passed down by the son. The daughter’s gift would be reduced in subsequent generations, thusly why the family of the daughter would provide the son’s family with their acolytes.”

Natasha frowned deeply at her mirrored self. “I...don't think I understand.” Her doppelganger nodded and sighed again.

“It is a religion dead for thousands of years. No real surprise there. But I digress.” She shifted her left leg over her right knee. “The point of it all is, the mother would pass a piece of her own soul on to her daughter. The father’s soul, meanwhile, would be divided in two with his son, only to be united upon one or the other’s death. A separated soul would weaken the two when they were apart, but together, they would be much stronger. Something similar would happen to the mother.”

Her reflection cocked her head sideways, curiously. “In the thousands of years since he was released by the Invaders, my brother never had a daughter. Something they had done to him. I have waited thousands of years to find you…and I think it’s a very unusual feeling. So, I bring to you today identity and purpose…should you choose to accept me.”

Natasha watched her curiously. “And what are those?” She asked.

“I thought you’d never ask.” Her reflection grinned impishly. “You are Natasha, of the Family Karin, Clan Skye, daughter of Alexander Kerensky the Lost, Sister to Nicholas the Torn. Inheritor of the Legacy of our family, and the Redeemer. You are the one who shall pull us out of the mires of the Invaders, and shall bring our tarnished name redemption, save our brother, and release our father! What say you to this?”
***

She felt different. Natasha couldn’t put her finger on it, but a piece of herself that she felt had been hollow was suddenly filled, or even overflowing. She could feel her other-self, smiling within, tied up to her very own soul. 

It was the most unusual, but welcome feeling she’d ever had. 

“That would be the last of everything..” She heard the apparition she had renamed Simon (and formerly known as the Sith Lord Calziran) whispering. He’d grown weaker over the past few days, and now was merely a shade, barely able to maintain himself. 

He smiled at her warmly. “My notes are all in order, and we’ve arranged everything as you will need it in the coming months. You will be ready when the time comes, I believe.”

”Yes, I suppose I will.” She said, absently.   Simon gave a gentle chuckle.

“Still enamored with finding your other half? You know, she followed me for a thousand years, waiting for you.” He sighed, and seemed to fade minutely. “It is time for you to go, Natasha. You won’t be able to fulfill anything sticking around here. You know where to find everything you’ll need, so, you should be heading out.”

Natasha glanced at him. “You will, of course, be able to help me brush up when I get back?”

The shadow shook his head slowly. “Dear girl…I’m fading faster by the day. I likely will not make it another night. I won’t be able to help you anymore.”

”What?” She asked, jumping up and staring at him. “What do you mean? I thought you were going to see this through?”

Simon’s head drooped. “No. I cannot. The Force is too strong, its pull is harder to resist by the minute. Soon…very, very soon, I will be swept away in its warm current. My time has come. As has yours to leave.”
***

(Present)

She was still slightly shocked. Finding out her mentor, even if he was technically evil, and even if it was for a very short period of time, had run out of time was disconcerting to Natasha. He had faded during the night, after she had gone to bed. She knew, because it was the one time he’d ever dared to enter her quarters while she slept, much less slip into her dreams. 

It was a simple goodbye, quick and upbeat in nature. He was, after all, headed out to become a part of something greater once again. But that still didn’t change the fact that Natasha would be missing his advice and guidance. 

“Well…” she said to herself. “Lets see if this is all worth it.” She reached up and pulled back on a lever, disengaging the hyperdrive of the *Star Shrike*. “This is Natasha Kerensky of the personal transport *Star Shrike* to Xenen space control. I have vital information, and request sanctuary.”

-K

Major Tharis entered his favorite club with more than his customary eagerness, though none but those who knew him best might recognize it.

"Evening, Ron," the barkeep greeted when he'd seated himself at his usual place at the bar. "What'll it be tonight, the usual?"

"No, Ardrew, I think I'd like something a bit stronger tonight."

The balding man's unibrow arched on his forehead. "Rough day at the office?" he asked as he turned to search the bottles lined up on the wall behind him.

"You might say that," he replied, offering nothing more. He relaxed with his elbows on the long, dark bar and looked around.

"Name your poison."

"Oh, I don't care. Surprise me."

Ardrew chuckled. "Your funeral."

A corner of his mouth twitched ever so slightly. As his drink was being mixed, he looked around. It was a place frequented mostly by officers. An assortment of new faces mingled in with the old balanced out those regulars that were missing, either from the recent events convincing them their time was better spent with loved ones than hanging out at the bar, as was the case with most of his friends, or because they would never be coming back. He knew which ones those were; he had notified their next of kin himself - those who had next of kin. His department had been kept very busy these past few days - too busy. Between bearing bad news and informing relatives of their rights and benefits and keeping his Class A's crisp, he'd had hardly any time to slow down. But he'd learned through the years that it was to the advantage of his sanity to leave work at work, and do just that. Too bad he hadn't learned it sooner.

Again he thought of his three girls, and wondered what they were doing back on Corellia. Last he heard, when he'd gotten up the guts to get in touch with his ex and begged - begged - for their contact information, two of them had gotten married and one was with child. But promoting his status to that of grandfather wasn't enough for them to care about acknowledging his repeated attempts at contacting them. Accepting the glass from the barkeep, he examined the clear liquid and wondered to himself if he ought to try again.

They'd been on his mind a lot of late, especially since he took on informing the Wyler family of their daughter's demise. Usually his cases involved soldiers who'd met with accidents or, not so much until lately, perished along the line of duty - not little girls on the way home to safety. He couldn't get the lot of them off his mind. There just wasn't a name foul enough for creatures that would do that to an innocent little kid. It was almost enough to finally tip him towards a more involved role in the military. Maybe it was enough. A veteran of both Hoth and Endor, he imagined he could probably dust off the old combat boots well enough to give them another go. Something to consider, anyway. Thinking rather about whether or not he still had enough spit to give them a proper shine than on what he was doing, he took a good gulp of his drink...and immediately regretted it.

"Wha-" he began, sputtering and coughing. "What is that?" he wheezed. Ardrew just grinned. 

"It's a new concoction, came up with it myself. Want to know what's in it?"

"No...that's fine...good. Good stuff. But one'll be enough for me. Need to follow that up with something a bit more tame, I think. Sithspit, Ardrew - thought for a minute you were trying to kill me."

His grinned broadened. "What don't kill us only makes us stronger, I always say."

--Skyy

Her lightsaber lay resting upon a mat, and the training hall was filled with muffled cries as she ran through a kata.

Talia had changed her clothes since the old days. When she'd been an assassin for her brother – days that were barely as far behind her as Cameron was old, but they felt so much further away, and so much closer, than that – she'd favored black leather of the skintight variety. It allowed an acceptable range of motion, and given that the majority of her targets had been men, the ability to show off a curve here and there had certain tactical benefits as well. It was all she knew: trained as a Mistryl by her
mother, made to forget Emberlene by her father, and living only to serve the Empire through the will of her brother.

Until the one night she pinned a man with a crimson double-bladed lightsaber to the wall... and he told her that she could be more than her brother's personal zinji needle. And proved it, days later, when he walked into a trap on her behalf.

A lot changed that day, though it took a hard, painful while for those changes to sink in. But sink in they did, and after Kartuiin...

Well. A wedding, a *son*, and then *twins*... and Talia Variner, now Talia DeLong, didn't know of a time when she'd been happier.

She traded in the leather for 'simple' cloth: still black, waterproofed, stainproofed, and not at all skintight. Though Robert claimed the flowing effect it had when she moved was very becoming.

It also offered a much improved range of movement over the leathers, which proved helpful when she received her ring and learned how to use a lightsaber. Her blade was the polar opposite of her husband's: it was a short blade, which issued from a smaller hilt, like the one Rachel had once used in her off-hand. It was a blade made for finesse work, the lightsaber variant of an assassin's knife.

To judge by Master Skywalker's encounter on Belkadan, such finesse would be required in the days to come.

To that end the training hall was often filled with the sound of her blade humming through the air; often cutting through nothing save air, but just as clashing against her husband's blade, his lightsaber making a passable stand-in for a Yuuzhan Vong's amphistaff.

The last move in the kata brought her into a crouch next to her lightsaber. She plucked it up in the space of an eyeblink, and, eyes closed, turned towards an unseen enemy, igniting the lightsaber as she swung in a trick she'd learned from Carlos.

The distinctive sound of clashed blades greeted her. She opened her eyes and saw Robert standing there, grinning, his saber blocking hers.

"Nice swing."

She glared at him.

"I thought you had a meeting."

They stepped away from each other and deactived their lightsabers.

"I did. It was rescheduled."

"Why?"

He tossed her a datapad.

"Seems Kerensky's daughter just dropped in out of hyperspace, and brought what reads like word of something fairly interesting. So the meeting's now in three hours, for all Jedi, command staff, and anyone who's curious. Want to come?"

"What about the kids?"

"Actually, I was, um, thinking about bringing them along."

"You *did* hear what happened to Asya Wyler, right?"

"That... that's why I want to bring them along, Tal. If these Yuuzhan Vong will pluck a kid off a ship just because they *can*..."

Happier than she'd ever been? Oh, yes. But because of the source of her happiness – Robert smiling and looking at her that way, Cam taking over the kitchen, Matt being a rascal, Sarah being girly – she was also more afraid – Robert staring at a wall and lost in a resurgent ghost, Cam with a really bad allergic reaction and oh please oh please get him to the hospital he's swelling, Sarah with something stuck in her throat and oh God it won't come out, Matt falling off the piano and breaking his arm and she'd never heard anyone cry like that before – than she'd ever been in her life. 

And now fracking scar-faced aliens who came in a grabbed little girls off of starships.

But maybe it was better this way; at least with the Yuuzhan Vong, when compared to allergies or choking or broken arms, she had a target. Something she could* hunt* and* kill* if they hurt her babies.

Abruptly she dropped down cross legged onto the mat.

Robert kneeled in front of her and touched her cheek. She took his hand and pressed it against her face. They said nothing, and didn't have to; he was her angel, and she was his, precisely because they knew – intimately – each other's joy, and each other's demons.

Idly, she wondered which of those – the joy, or the demon – the Vong would try to kill... and which they would bring out to the fore.

An image came to mind, of one of those scared 'warriors' dragging away Matt and Sarah, and she feared she knew the answer.
---

"You didn't answer my question." 

"I thought I answered it when I kicked your butt, Cam."

"Wrong question, Jaq, and this bout doesn't count. You cheated. Again."

"Since when do you believe in fighting fair?" Jaq responded, his indigo eyes flashing in mock annoyance.

"Fighting, no," Cam answered, waving his lightsaber hilt at Jaq. "Heck, when fighting, I don't care if you fight dirty or just throw dirt. But in *practice*..."

"I thought the whole point of practice was to *practice how* we fight."

"Shut up. And you still haven't answered my first question."

"I already told you: the Intel guys wanted to know how I got us into the PDB, so I pointed them towards a few security holes I found when we were running the place. Made more sense than trying to explain something I don't understand."

"Okay. Correction. You didn't answer my* second* question, which before you misremember it, was about what your intentions are towards my sister."

Jaq paused as they stepped out of the woods; they preferred to practice lightsaber combat out of doors, rather than in one of the training halls.

He noted, idly, that they were close to the wrecked crater that had been PDB 0427.

"I don't *have* any intentions towards Sarah, Cam. That's what I keep trying to tell you."

They looked out towards the crater.

"Yeah, but I think she's got intentions towards you, buddy. She's got that look again."

"Well, if she's running around in a daze, maybe you should put padding up in your house just in case she runs into things." 

"That's another thing: *don't* say anything like that around her. Remember the guy from last year?"

"Oh. The one who tossed her note on the ground in front of her and everybody? Didn't Matt beat him up?"

"Yep," Cam said with a grin. "I tried to stop him, but golly, I was just a bit too late, you know? And I'd hate to repeat that-"

"I have no designs on your sister, Cam. I promise. I won't do anything but let it die, alright?"

"Alright."

They stared at the ruins for awhile.

"She is cute, though."

"Oh, hell."
---

"Whut in the ruddy-" one the rough looking smugglers said when the cloaked man sat down at their table. "Oy, this here's a private table, so git."

"Do you know what separates man from animals?" the cloaked figure asked. "Both hunt, and feed, to satiate their hungers. The stronger devours the weaker.

"The difference is that man domesticates the lower predator for his own use. The stronger rules over the weaker."

"We thought you was dead-" 

"When meat is made an offer by higher meat, it does not refuse," Damien Korssetti replied. "The hour of Man, and Bothan, and Twi'lek, and Hutt, and all the other native meat is at an end. We will become food for Yuuzhan Vong, or their dogs.

"I am a hunting dog of Deimos. In time, we will chose the game for his table."

~Talia DeLong
Robert DeLong
Cameron DeLong
Jaq Losoda
Damien Korssetti

It was long after dark when the Stormcrow touched down in its former place. It had rained, and the lights from across the wide tarmac painted long, wavy lines down the dark pavement. Les could feel his father’s anger, tempered by extreme relief, before he saw him in the light of the landing lights, approaching the ship at a quick pace. He sighed and shut things down. He was in a lot of trouble and he knew it.

“Hey, at least we tried,” Chance said as she got up to follow him from the bridge. “It’s too bad about the hyperdrive.”

Deep in his angry, brooding mood, his only response was a slight shrug. He didn’t want to talk to her. He didn’t want to face the coming confrontation with his dad. He didn’t want to see or speak to anybody. The only thing he wanted was to get away, far away, and have it out with the Force. A simmering rage welled within him, and though it gave him a sick feeling inside, he did nothing to quell it. Through it all he felt the concern from the friend who followed.

“Les, be careful,” she warned as she tried to keep up. “I know you’re upset, but you shouldn’t blame yourself.”

She had put it mildly, but he saw through to what she was really saying. He stopped and spun around, and she almost ran into him, coming face to face to the inferno raging behind his eyes.

“Don’t lecture me on the dangers of anger and fear. Aren’t they natural to us all? To deny what I really feel is to hide from the truth of my humanity. What am I supposed to be, some kind of god?”

“That doesn’t mean you have to embrace your anger – it’s the path to --”

“What does it matter, anyway?” he interjected as he put his back to her again and lowered the landing ramp. Just when he thought he’d puzzled everything out, someone had come along and kicked the puzzle, jumbling things up again, hopelessly mixing up the pieces. 

“What I mean to say is….” She stopped short as he exited the ship, putting distance between them. Seeing that there was nothing she could say to him right now that would do any good, she sighed and followed him out into the open air.

Les quickly found himself wrapped in his father’s arms. Though he was held so tightly that he could scarcely breathe, his rampant emotions were somewhat assuaged by the embrace. Chance backed away to a respectful distance, giving the two of them space for their reunion. Mark hadn’t seemed to notice her, and Les seemed to have forgotten her.

Released and held at arm’s length, he was asked, “Marcus Leslye Wyler! What were you thinking, kid?” Brows drawn low over eyes wet with grateful tears, he spoke with more sternness than he’d ever heard from him before. “What were you thinking?!”

“I brought it back in one piece,” he said, somewhat sheepishly.

“The Stormcrow?” He shook his head as though he’d said something stupid. “Son, I don’t care a whit about the ship! What if I never saw you again? Any number of things could have happened, and then what would become of your mother and me then, huh? You trying to finish us off? What were you thinking?!” he asked again.

 “I just couldn’t sit here and do nothing. I had to at least try to fix what I did.” He eyed a speederbike a few feet away, wishing this would come to an end so he could get away from everybody.

“What you did?” he asked, confused. “Les, we can’t blame ourselves for what happened. It’s just – one of those things.”

So wrapped in his own grief, it hadn’t occurred to him until then that Mark would be suffering beneath his own guilt over Asya’s death. “But I got it all wrong,” he complained, grief and anger swelling again to the point it felt as though it would drown him. “I was meant to prevent you and mom from sending her away. I did the total opposite, and now she’s gone.”

“How could you have known that, then? You didn’t know this was going to happen. No one saw this coming.”

“But I was warned, Dad!” His voice went funny and hot tears welled in his eyes. “I was given a vision, and I misinterpreted it, and she’s dead because of me.” He jabbed his fingertips into his breastbone so hard it hurt, while Mark looked on in astonishment, stunned at what he was being told. “What good is the Force to me – or me to the Force? Master Katarn always told me that I didn’t choose the Force, but it chose me. Well, so what? What good has it done anybody? It would have been better had I never learned of it.”

“By the Raven, son, why didn’t you tell me about this?” Mark ran a hand over his stubbly face as he pulled himself together. “It’s not like I understand much about the Force, or what its purpose is in all this, but I do know it’s not right for you to carry this blame around.”

“That’s right – you don’t understand!” he lashed out, more out of the anger at himself and Jinx and the Force and everything else, though it appeared to be directed at his father. He wasn’t being fair to him and he knew it, but he couldn’t stop himself. “When it comes to the Force, you’re as blind as a cadis-mole – you and mom. How could you possibly grasp what I’m going through? And where is the one could have counseled me? Where is he now? Why did he leave me all alone?” he asked bitterly.

He stalked towards the bike, Mark following. Staggered and hurt, he felt helpless against his questions. “Don’t walk away from me,” he both demanded and implored. Hands spread, he shook his head. “I am your father, Les. You could try talking to me. I may surprise you and be able to offer some kind of advice. At least some comfort? – Where are you going?”

“Don’t worry about me,” he said unhappily as he climbed aboard the speeder and brought the still-warm machine to life. “I’ll be back.” Before Mark could inquire further, Les gunned the speederbike and disappeared into the night. Once again he found himself running after him, hastily laced boots slapping through the shallow puddles.

“Les – Les, get back here!” he shouted after him. Techs working late on other ships turned to look. His jaunt across the tarmac ended quickly as he was no contest against a speederbike. He stooped to rest his hands on his knees as he felt again the weight of the world bearing down on him, as it had after Alderaan, when he walked the streets of Coruscant for days with little food or sleep, wondering all the while where he was and why he was there. It would have, if not for the mutual support of his beloved wife, and the reassurance that Les had returned to them – not unaffected, but, at least, unharmed.

“You okay, Mister Wyler?”

He turned his head to the voice and found Chance emerging from the shadows. He said to her the only thing he could think of to say. “I…I don’t understand…any of this.”

She put a hand on his shoulder. “He’ll be all right,” she said, managing to keep the worry out of her voice. “He just needs some time.” 

At the comforting touch of a fellow human being, the ringing in his ears subsided, while the smell of wet air and damp pavement mixed with burnt metal from a nearby weld job, the cool air against his face – the sights, smells, and sounds of the night around him came back into focus. Mark sighed and straightened himself, nodding to her that she was right and he was okay – as much as was possible to be at the moment. 

Like Janet, Les responded to crisis with action, perhaps too hastily; like Mark, he needed space to sort things out internally, alone. He wasn’t yet sure if that was a good combination or not. Especially at this age. And as a new Jedi. He had to wonder, and not for the first time, if his knighting had been premature. 

He, too, wished Jinx were here. For so suddenly and unreachably leaving his charge unguided at this crucial time in things Mark admittedly didn’t understand, he could punch his lights out; that Asya might be alive today if he’d been available to aid Les with his vision was something he didn’t want to think about. For that, he could kill him.

Nodding in the direction Les had disappeared, he said absently, “He took my ride.”

If not for the weary, forlorn look on the man’s face and the outburst she’d witnessed directed at him from his grieving son, she might have found something amusing about that. “Thought as much,” she said. “Come on, let’s hail you a cab.”

“:)

Skyy

            Looking back, tagging along had been a good idea and a terrible idea at the same time. He needed someone to look out for so he didn't get himself in over his head, Chance Kel-Solan reflected with wisdom beyond her tender years, but at the same time, he really needed time alone. But not under these kind of circumstances.
            Mark Wyler had tried to get her to share his cab home, but she'd respectfully declined. There was something that needed doing, she'd realized over the course of the trip, and she'd get it done one way or the other.
            Her brother was on-base-she could feel him, probably at base operations. It surprised her, but at the same time it didn't. She'd overheard the conversation between her mother and her uncle, Nylan Bridger, and she knew that someone unexpected was there. Story went that Natasha Kerensky's trip down to the surface had been...eventful, to say the very least. With the data she'd carried handed over to folks like Tag Rendar and Bobby Drake, the question remained-what to do with Natasha Kerensky. From the conversation she'd overheard, it seemed that the girl was going to be dumped squarely into Karinlyyn Bridger Kel-Solan's lap.
            Probably not the worst idea in the world, but likely not the best, either.
            Chance pursed her lips, brows knitting over blue eyes. Les needed someone to help him, she realized that, well and truly. He needed someone to help him get past all of this...and she'd be damned if she wasn't going to find a way to help.
            Of course, she and her brother were right out-Chase had his own problems, and her own training, though still fledgling, was so atypical (though that was hardly surprising, given her father) that it bordered on the obscene (her mother had often laughed that Skywalker would shit a ferrocrete brick if he saw the way that Chance and Destiny had been trained-such as their training was). Tag Rendar had sworn off training Jedi after Arilyn's illness had reared its ugly head, except for her own children
(Jaq, in particular, eventually-at least, Chance was pretty sure that was the goal there). So who was there to talk to about it?
            Her uncle, certainly. Out of all the Jedi still with the Aurora Force, he was probably the most traditional-even the Knights of the Dawn were somewhat way out there, all things considered. Still...her uncle Nylan might not be proactive enough for Les's current state of affairs; he was too much the intelligence officer still, quiet and analytical. He hadn't seen real combat action in twenty years or more, her mother had often said, not since the Rebellion. So maybe.
            She suddenly smiled. Uncle Slate. He could do the trick, too. She'd talk to them both, of course, but the quiet commando might do the trick for Les nicely. That was, of course, assuming that he didn't have a better suggestion, or come up with a better suggestion after meeting the boy. But at least it was a place to start.
            She glanced off in the direction that Les had gone, sighing quietly. It was an ache she recognized well enough-she'd felt it in her mother when she was very young, though it was different than that, though not so different.
            In the end, the girl shrugged slightly, moving toward her own speederbike. Either way, the first person to talk to would be Chase-maybe her big brother could get more out of Les than she'd managed to elicit in their trip. Maybe.

~ Chance Kel-Solan

    A cat dressed as a waiter wandered by carrying a tray with drinks on it. 

    Alex took one.
    "Thanks," he said.
    "Don't mention it," the cat replied.
    If you're a sane person, you would probably have figured out by now that Alex was, in fact, asleep in his bed and dreaming. Unfortunately, when you're dreaming all those little oddities make every bit of sense to you. And so he stood in a dark black room, drinking his drink, and listening to approaching footsteps.
    "I hope you're enjoying your drink, Missssssster Grentarii," came a voice from behind.
    Alex turned around and dropped the glass, for everything had suddenly become very real. The glass never shattered or broke. It stopped existing as it was forgotten, all of Alex's attention now on his visitor.
    "I ssssssssee I've not been forgotten," he said.
    "I've been here before. I dreamed about you the day before I lost Amanda."
    "Dreamed is such an... arbitrary word. I have to wonder what, if anything, it really means. Am I a figment of your imagination or am I something muchhhhh more important?"
    "What? What are you saying?"
    "Unfortunately, time is not a luxxxxxury we have at the moment, or I would very much enjoy a chance to debate these matters further. When I spoke to you ten years ago, do you re...member what I said?"
    "Yes. You said, 'You've reached the end of the line.' Cryptic words. I never understood them."
    "You give yourssssssssself too little credit, mister Grentarii. I trust that with a little reflection you could dissssscover the meaning behind my words. I would advise you to think much on it, mister Grentarii, for I offer you the sssssssame wordssssssss again. 'You're at the end of the line.' Perhapsssss you should wake up now, and share this revelatiooooon with those around 
you. Best of luck, misssssster Grentarii."
    And Alex did wake up, and he shook Amanda awake. "I have to talk to you," he said.

AlexG


Outside the city, Les left the road and let the speederbike loose, dodging trees and following the contours of the land until Jinx’s castle rose before him, dark against the black sky. He pulled up to the gate and stopped. Shutting the bike down, he joined the stillness that coiled around the castle and surrounding forest like a giant, sleeping serpent, oblivious to his presence. The walls loomed over him, silent and full of memory. Here the stronghold would sit, lonely on this hilltop, until it began to decay and eventually become a ruin. Shaking off his reverie, he remembered his purpose and approached the monstrous gate, using the Force with familiarity to gain access to the fortress.

Again using the Force, he lit the forechamber. Jinx had his Xenen home built such that the Force was required for everything, just as he had his ship, a YT-2400, the same model as the Raven. It was one of the numerous ways in which Jinx had been like a second father to him, increasing the pain of his abandonment. He’d spent half his life with the Master, being instructed in the ways of the Force, beginning from young childhood, shortly following the accident with the Raven that almost claimed his father, when his gift had become openly apparent.

Some gift.

A black and white R5 unit, ever devoted to his post though no longer needed nor remembered by his owner – he knew the feeling – greeted him with a cheerful warble, bringing Les back to the present. Ignoring the droid, he wasted no more time with reminiscence, and began making his way through the shadowy halls of the castle, opening doors and manipulating things as necessary to finally end up at his intended destination.

The practice room was one of many, this one near the room that had been his quarters when he would come to stay with Master Katarn. Many an hour were spent within these walls, lined with weapons of all kinds. It was here that he’d felt most in tune with the Force, allowing it to flow freely through him and guide his actions – always after cleansing himself from anger and all other negative influences. Today he would not take the time; he had too many questions, and his patience was at an end.

Surrounded by memories and sharpened instruments of death and destruction, his voice broke the oppressive, lonely silence of the empty room.

“So what was it all for, Master? Did I mean nothing to you, all along? You seemed to care. Boy, was I stupid.”
Rows of remotes sat dormant in their places on the far wall, as they had since his last training session with Jinx Katarn. As he stared at them, one of them began to move.

“Why did you cut me off, never return my messages, at least let me know you still live and breathe?”

The remote sped towards him.

“I know you’re still out there, somewhere. You can’t hide entirely - just cut me off, that’s all.”

At the last moment, Les called a lightsaber to his hand, quickly outpacing the remote that approached him on it’s own power. He ignited it just in time to deflect the remote’s first bolt, then the one that followed.

“WHY?!” 

Opening himself to things he’d carefully withheld from himself throughout his training, his lips curled back from gritted teeth. “I hate you,” he seethed.

As the words left his lips, it seemed the assertion, really true or not, filled him with power like he’d never felt, never allowed before. Spinning the coral blade, he felt a surge of energy as he permitted his anger to bleed into his actions. As he summoned a pair of remotes to join the first, he turned his discourse on the Force, itself.

“Did you find it funny?” he demanded as the room faded from consciousness until it was just him and the Force. The trio of remotes orbited around him, seeking vulnerability. He felt a sting but once, barely noticing it through the energy that surged through him. “Was it amusing, watching me try and figure out your cryptic warning, giving me no further clues, staying silent when I went wrong?”

The glowing blade sliced through a remote, sending two halves of the sphere to the floor. It was replaced by several more, forcing him to tune in more acutely, deftly blocking a bolt from one, whirling around to deflect another, ducking another, nudging others aside. The lights went out as the swarm grew, buzzing around him like insects, as one and then another fell victim to his saber.

“Jedi Knight – HA!” he scoffed in the dark with a slice of the saber, as though both Jinx and the Force had conspired against him as a joke at his expense. “Who am I to presume that title? I’m nothing more than a child, a baby, that’s been handed a powered-up blaster to play with.” Grief and rage welled up inside him, growing, filling him with energy, power, like a building storm. He could sense every remote as they hovered around him, trying to get in a shot, but even they faded from awareness as he further gave in, relinquishing control to the darkness. It was mesmerizing, like floating in a dark cloud that whispered dark promises. “You want proof?” he said as the energy built. “I just sent my own sister to her death!”

With that, the storm broke. The next thing Les knew, he was on his hands and knees on the floor, panting, sweat streaming down his face, hair hanging over his eyes. Silence had returned to the room, and he couldn’t see. Trembling, he was afraid to move. With a nudge from his mind, the lights came on. What he found when they did was a floor littered with the sharp metal shards that were the remains of the remotes; not one was left intact. Eyes traveling upward, he found that the weapons had been shaken loose from their places and lay strewn about the floor with what was left of the remotes. In their place on the walls were strange black marks, as though touched by lightning. Feeling utterly spent, he rose unsteadily to his feet and let the extinguished saber slip from his hand. Fear at what he’d allowed to happen suddenly gripped him and he fled the room, broken metal crunching beneath his boots.

Sealing the chamber behind him, he sat against the door, letting his breath catch up with him. His anger had been exhausted, leaving him with grief and loneliness. The last words he’d spoken rang in his ears. Putting his head in his hands, he cried like the child he had come to realize he was. Though he’d been made a Jedi, he could no longer bring himself to think of himself as such. 

He was truly frightened by what he’d done in there – much like his first experience in the Force, when in his ignorance he’d gone and played with the Dark Side. What excuse did he have now? Perhaps there was no hope for him; perhaps he was just bent that way.

No, he was reminded again, in Jinx’s voice. Your first act in the Force, remember, was saving your father’s life. What followed was something anyone untrained in the Force would have been tempted to do, though your heart was in the right place – to save your father yet again. You just went about it in the wrong way. I will train you, young Wyler, and you will learn to put those right intentions to right actions. Lesson number one, my new padawan: set aside your fear.
The ache in his heart grew, but he wiped his eyes on his sleeve and stood up, willing himself to get a grip. At least this time he didn’t hurt anyone. Maybe no one would ever find out. Why should they? In all the castle, with its winding corridors and thick walls and secret passages, he was completely, entirely alone. 

Suddenly longing to be where people loved him and would always be there for him no matter what, he couldn’t stand to stay in this place any longer. Plus, he had an apology to make. 

Walking swiftly to put distance between himself and the room where he hoped to have left his anger safely behind, he paused only once, briefly, at the great door. There, the forgotten astromech chirped at him questioningly.

“Yes, Tinker,” he said to the droid, “I am leaving. I don’t think Master Katarn will ever return, but if he does, tell him not to bother looking me up – because I’m done with him.”

Outside the castle, darkness still reigned. Climbing aboard the speederbike, he put the monstrous structure behind him and sped away, never looking back.

He couldn’t remember ever being so glad to be home, even if it wasn’t really home, or to see a light shining from the front window. Before going in, he peered in through that window to see his father sitting up in the living room, his hair sticking every which way, having evidently tried to sleep but without success. Pipe hanging from his teeth, he was looking at old holos from happier times, when their family was whole. He seemed to be in a daze, though occasionally a corner of his mouth would rise in a slight smile from a memory one of the images would conjure up. Les wondered if the ache in his heart would ever abate, or if it would just keep growing until he burst.

Hearing someone at the door, Mark dropped the holoviewer and rushed to see who it was. When he opened the door and saw his son standing there, he opened his arms and Les fell into them.

“I’m sorry, Dad,” he said when he was finally let go. “I didn’t mean the things I said.”

Mark just nodded his understanding and murmured that it was okay.

“And for taking the ship without permission. So…am I grounded?” he asked, hoping for some odd reason that he would be.

“What do you think?”

“That I’ll be working harder on the Stormcrow over the next few weeks than I ever have in my life?”

“And then some,” he said, allowing a small smile. He wagged a finger at him. “And don’t you ever do that again.”

“Yes, sir. I promise.”

“Les?!” came a voice approaching from down the hallway. “Les, is that you?”

“I’m here, Mom.”

Janet came walking in, tying her robe around her. Though she’d been in bed, it didn’t look as though she’d been sleeping, either.

“Les!” she cried, throwing her arms around him. “Where have you been? By the Raven, I’ve been so worried about you!”

From over her shoulder, Les raised a brow questioningly at his father, who gave a slight shake of his head: he hadn’t told her what he’d gone and done.

“It’s okay; I’m all right, Mom. I’m back, now,” he said, living in the moment and enjoying the unconditional love of his parents. He couldn’t live up to what he was supposed to be, and he wondered if he ever would; but for the time being, it didn’t seem to matter.

The view wasn’t much to look at, the base spreading out beyond the little garden courtyard, but the sun did feel good. Trevvik pinched a lit cigarette between the thumb and forefinger of his new hand, amazed at how well he could feel through it. It even looked like the real thing. The only apparent difference between it and the real one was the absence of tattoos, which he would remedy at the first opportunity. Sometimes, when lying quietly in his hospital room, he could wiggle his fingers and hear the little servos working inside.

“No smoking in the solarium.”

The authoritative voice came from the no-nonsense medtech that had been in charge of his recovery. Hard lines branched from eyes that had seen a lot of blood and carnage; the clenched hands propped on her shapely hips had held limbs in place and more than likely stuffed guts back into blown-out bodies, trying to keep people put together long enough to heal so they could go out and get blown up and shot at again.

Sitting in a military-issue chair and wearing drab military-issue pajamas covered with a drab military-issue robe, he put the cigarette between his lips and took a long, defiant drag. Turning his head, he narrowed his eyes at her. “Yeah? Who’s gonna stop me?” 

Pursing her lips, she breathed a long, impatient breath, then marched over, jerked the cigarette out of his mouth, dropped it on the ground and stamped it out.

“Aw,” he moaned. “I just started that one. What were you doing? Watching me from back there like a vulture waiting to pounce?”

“You’ll clean that up on the way out, mister,” she said, pointing at the ruined cigarette.

“Aye, ma’am.” As she was about to turn away to see to other patients basking beneath the sun filtering through the broad windows, he caught her wrist with his natural hand. It was soft beneath his touch. “Hey, baby. When you ever gonna give me your comm code?”

“I told you, I don’t get involved with the patients.”

“Yeah, but in a few hours, I’ll be a free man.” He gave her a wink.

She closed her eyes and sighed. “Captain Wyler.”

“Yeah?” He raised his brows hopefully.

“You’re insufferable.”

He cocked a grin at her. “I try to be.”

She surprised him with a pat on the shoulder. “You’re doing a fine job.”

When she left, she took with her all the happiness he had left. He was being a tease, but he really did like her - Sirra was her name - and actually regretted that he was about to leave. She was like a soothing light, an angel sent to see him through a dark and painful wilderness – an angel that would club him over the head with her harp when he needed it, which was often. If not for her watching over him, he would have seized those opportunities that came his way, right here in the hospital – four of them, that he could recall – to end it all and rid the galaxy, and his brother, of the Trevvik menace.

Darkness clouded over him again as he gazed out at the sunny cityscape. Chin sunk to his chest, he practiced clenching and unclenching his new hand.

A shadow fell across him and he looked up, not to see the medtech, as he had hoped, but his sister-in-law, standing in his sunlight and looking down at him.

“Glad to see you’re still kicking, Trevvik. How you feeling?” she asked.

He looked away. “What do you want to come and see me for?” he grumbled. Mark’s absence from her side was glaring, accusing him, but it didn’t surprise him.

“Chair, General?”

“Yes, thank you, Sergeant.” She adjusted the chair offered her so that she sat facing him, letting the sun fall on his face again. Better able to see her now, he saw her looking older, with shadows around her grief-filled eyes. And she was in uniform.

“I heard you’d put that on again. Can’t say I’m surprised.” Despondent, he sat uncomfortably beneath her gaze. “Is it true…Mark too?”

“You heard right.”

He shook his head. “I can’t believe it. Never thought I’d see the day, never in a million years. Not Mark.” Bringing his hand to his brow, he rubbed it absently, realizing a moment later that he was using the artificial one. He wanted to know how they and the boy were getting on, but he couldn’t bring himself to ask – not when he was the one that had let them all down and knocked the number of their happy little family down by one.

She must have sensed this, for she put a hand on his forearm and said, “You did what you could; nobody could have done more.” Her voice was firm, direct. “I don’t want you blaming yourself for what happened.” 

He dared to raise his eyes to meet hers. “You don’t?”

She shook her head. “I saw…Asya’s holovid.” It was painful for her even to say her daughter’s name. The hurt showed but for a moment, then her eyes grew hard and glittered with a cold light. “You made at least one of them pay, and for that, I thank you. That’s only the start; I plan on continuing that course of action.”

“Good for you.” Pressing his lips to a thin line, he stared out at the city lying beyond the bushes lining the drive behind the hospital. In the distance, a pair of fighters took off from the spaceport, lifting silently into the sky.

“Trevvik…why’d you hand in your bars?”

He didn’t answer for a long moment. Finally he said, “You never were one to beat around the bush, were you?”

“I asked you a question.”

“What are you going to do, pull rank on me? I’m not with you guys anymore. I’m going back to…you know.”

“How can you fall back on piracy with the galaxy under assault?”

“It’s been done before.”

“Listen, Trev, these guys aren’t out for mere conquest – this is extermination!”

“I’ve had enough, Jan. I’ve done enough to you, to Mark – more than enough. I can never make this up. A ship, that was one thing, bad as it was – but your own kid…no. I’m out. I never should have come back.” He gazed absently at a crack in the linoleum. “I’m no good.”

She slugged him in the arm.

“Ow!” he cried, hissing through gritted teeth. She’d hit just the right spot, and offered no apologies.

“Stop feeling sorry for yourself!”

“You think I’m sitting here stewing in self-pity? Let me tell you something. I’ve got something wrong up here,” he said, tapping his temple. “From the time I was a little kid. Even when I think I’m doing right, it turns out wrong. Just ask Mark about that Felbis kid. But then he probably doesn’t know it was me, not for sure. Nobody ever found out, that I know of.”

“What do you mean…what Felbis kid?”

Trevvik ground his molars together, wondering if he should tell this story. “Mark was always the skinny nerd guy that the big kids would pick on. Felbis was the worst, and one day I got fed up with it and decided to stick up for my big brother. I thought I had done good. He could never bother Marcus anymore, and I was proud of my achievement. But with all the trouble that followed, and how it shook up his neighborhood, I decided it best not to start bragging about what I’d done.” He shook his head. “I guess I just started out wrong, and it all went downhill from there. I’m going back to the people I deserve to be around.”

Not letting the story bother her, it in fact doing little to surprise her, she told him, “The past is the past. You’ve distinguished yourself time and again here in the Aurora Force. Stay, Trevvik. This is where you belong.”

“Go away, Jan. Go back you your family. You’re a good person and I wish you well.”

“Trevvik, I don’t – ”

“Get away from me!” He was beginning to raise his voice. A moment more and they would attract the attention of an orderly and she’d be kicked out for agitating the patients. “Get out of my circle of trouble,” he insisted. “I’ll never bother you again.”

Disheartened, Janet stood. Everyone was blaming themselves for what happened to Asya, and it was getting old. “Get over it, Trevvik. If you’re going to focus your anger, aim it at the creatures that stole Asya away from us, not on yourself. It doesn’t help anybody - especially you.”

“You go on, tell Mark he needn’t worry himself over his trouble-making brother any longer.” Janet sighed softly, but the conversation over as far as he was concerned. He focused his attention on the ships coming and going from the spaceport.

“You’re family, Trevvik, like the brother I never had. I don’t want to lose you, too.”

Still he refused to look at her.

“I’m not going to give up on you, you hear me?”

He had nothing more to say. He felt her hand on his shoulder, then in a moment he heard the soft sound of her boots receding behind him as she complied with his wish and left.

When Sirra came by to see Trevvik back to his room and deliver the last of the medication he would be taking under her care, she found the big guy leaning forward in his chair, weeping with his head in his hands.

--Skyy

The sound Alex made when he woke up cannot be phoneticized because it consisted of several sounds for which there is no equivalent symbol. The best that can be said is that it was a gasp-yelp-shout-weep. In his entire life, he had dreamt about that mysterious character for less than five minutes. Yet the face was etched upon his memory, forever. The last time he'd seen him, something terrible had happened. It had been almost easy to dismiss. Coincidences happened all the time, and being perfectly honest, he hadn't spent much time analyzing his dreams after Amanda had left. The only reason he'd remembered the connection at all was because of something Stalker had said to him in passing.

They'd been on an undercover mission, all of them heading to different planets in a few rickety transports in order to accomplish different goals. Amanda had gone to help one of their youngest recover his home from Imperial rule, and Alex had taken Starbow with him to the Katarns base to recon it ever since it’d been annexed by the Imperials. They’d discovered some disturbing things there, including a plot by some officers in the Rebellion to overthrow the Imperials once and for all. Unfortunately, the fact that sacrifices (namely the Katarns base, and the colony on the outlying planet of Recau III) had to be made didn’t seem to bother them. It did bother Amanda, though, reminding her of the evil that had destroyed her home planet. And in fact she was so distraught that she’d stunned the Katarns with force lightening and then taken one of the transports to parts unknown.

Alex had tried to follow her, and failed. She was a good pilot, and she had a lead on him. He had no chance. When he’d come back to the Katarns, he’d barricaded himself in his room and refused to come out. The depression had been extreme, and it was only after several visits from his friends that he was able to snap out of things enough to order them home. And it was on that long journey back to the base that Stalker had sat up with him, long into the hours of the night, talking with him.

“I’m just glad things are getting back to normal, Alex.”

“I suppose.”

“Hey. They are. And that means she’ll be back. Joel’s gonna find her, and bring her back, safe and sound.”

“I suppose.”

“Phew. It’s gonna be okay, Al. Though I admit I was worried there for a while that this was gonna be the end of the line.”

“What was that? What did you say?”

And like that, the dream had come flooding back. A shadowy figure, in a dark void, with only a narrow beam of light illuminating his face. The end of the line. And every day, he’d remembered that face. Remembered that strange voice. “Looksssss like you’ve reached the end of the line. A pitty. Sssssseee you later, mister Grentarii.” He saw it when he blinked his eyes. He saw it in the middle of missions and in downtime and in the middle of many sleepless nights. It was forever stuck in his mind. And when he’d stood on the bridge of an Imperial Star Destroyer, detpacks on the glass, and watched Amanda and Joel spar, he’d thought of it.

“You always knew, at some point, you would force me to choose between my relationship and my duty to protect others. Amanda, I have chosen.” And as the packs had detonated, he could swear he heard the voice again. Not just remembered it, as he had since the dream. Actually head it. “End of the line. Nexssssssssssst sssssstop… well, you’ll ssssssseee.” Perhaps it’d just been the hissing of air. Perhaps it had just been the stress of the situation. There was really no way to know.

And now, he was dreaming of the same character again, saying the same things. He wasn’t sure if it was a prophetic vision, or some mysterious overseer, or what. And a psychiatrist would probably tell him he was looking at the situation backwards; that is, the visitor didn’t come about when tragedy was going to come about, but rather tragedy caused him to have this frightening dream. He wasn’t sure what to think.

There was one thing he was sure of now, though, and that was that this time he had Amanda to fall back on. She woke next to him and looked at her fiancée. “Alex? Are you alright?”

“I’m… that is to say, I… I don’t know. I think so. Nightmare.”

“Were you being chased by the Ewok with bloody teeth again?”

Alex chuckled at her joke in spite of himself. “Alas, no. This is far more difficult to dismiss.”

“What was it?” she asked, serious now.

“If you don’t mind, I think I’d rather not talk about it just now,” he said. “In the morning, over a cup of tea, would be better.”

She patted his shoulder. “Of course.”

They both lay down, to try to salvage whatever was left of the night. But unfortunately, sleep didn’t appear to be on the agenda for the evening. Alex’s comm started beeping, and he answered it.

“Alex,” Janet said. “Did I wake you?”

“Oddly enough, no,” Alex said. His nightmare had done that for her.

“Trevvik’s gone missing.”

“What?”

“He was released yesterday, but he wouldn’t come home with me and Mark. And the security report says nobody’s been in his quarters for days.”

“Have you looked around base at all?”

“No, we haven’t.”

“Well, don’t. I have a few ideas where we could look.”

“I’ll meet you on the tarmac in-”

“I think I’ll go alone,” Alex said. “If that’s alright. Here, I’ll go get ready. Amanda’s here. Be back in a moment.”

He tossed the comm over to Amanda and went into the closet. There was only one item; everything else he and Amanda had owned had gone up with her ship. But now, being reinstated and back on base, at least there were quarters for them to sleep in.

“Hi, Janet,” Amanda said.

“Hey there, Amanda.”

“Do you need anything?”

“I think we’re alright. Well, as good as we can be after… with…” And she broke down into tears.

“I’m coming over there,” Amanda said. “You shouldn’t be alone.”

“What is it about my family? Every time I get one of them back, I lose one. First Asya, then Les, now Trevvik…”

“Don’t you worry about Trevvik,” Amanda said. “Alex is going to find him, and bring him back, safe and sound.”

“I suppose.”

“I will,” Alex said, coming back in and hearing the conversation.

“Janet? I’m gonna hang up. I’ll be right over.”

“See you soon.”

Amanda closed the channel and sat on the end of the bed next to Alex, who was putting his shoes and socks on. She hugged him. “I think I’ll bring them all a nice pot of soup,” she said.

“Sounds nice. Anything we can do to help, we’ll do.”

He was in  the middle of doing up one of his laces when she put a hand on his arm. He stopped and looked into her eyes. “You’ve changed so much in the past…”

“Week?” he finished for her.

She laughed. “I keep forgetting, that’s all the time it’s been to you.”

“It was less than that, even. A second is all the time the transformation took.”

“You’re a regular old softie now,” she said.

“Yeah, I guess so.” He looked at her more deeply. “Why? You do… you do approve of the change, don’t you?”

“I always have and always will love you,” she said. “That never changes. I loved you before, and I love you now, and whoever you are or whoever you become, I shall always love him.”

“You would prefer I stick to ‘him’ as part of my identity, then?”

“Just get going, you goof,” she said. Alex put his other shoe on, tied it, gave Amanda a kiss on the forehead, and left. Then he came back in to give her a kiss on the cheek and left again. Once more he returned and gave her a kiss on the lips, and left again. When she was reasonably confident he wasn’t coming back for a fourth helping, she took a shower and got ready to head off.

Alex knew right where he was heading. It had been Trevvik’s favorite bar, liked better even than The Crash Site, and it was likely one of the few places open at this hour which was closely becoming morning. He found Trevvik in a chair facing the corner when he entered. He and the bartender were the only ones there when Alex came in. The bartender was looking at Trevvik in a murderous way, likely because he wanted the pirate to go home so he could get to bed.

“They say alcohol’s not good during recovery from surgery,” Alex said.

“They use it to sterilize the equipment. Can’t be that bad.”

“Sorry, barkeeper,” Alex said, “but I was actually speaking to the gentleman in the corner.”

The bartender snorted at them and headed into the back room.

“Janet send you after me?” Trevvik asked.

“Yeah. Said she didn’t know where you’d got to. She and Mark were worried about you.”

“Yeah, right. They’re better off without me, Colonel,” he said.

“Colonel? Have I lost my nickname now? I hope I haven’t done something to fall out of your good graces.”

“Wouldn’t be proper, don’t you know, a civilian talking to an officer that way.”

“Civilian?”

“Handed in my bars,” Trevvik said. “I’m gonna finish this bottle, I’m gonna get the Malady out of the docking bay, and I’m goin’ back out there.”

“Out where?”

“Just out there! I got no idea where I’ll end up. Piratin’, maybe, or smugglin’. May even do some salvage work.”

“If that’s what you want to do, then I guess-”

“It’s not what I want to do, it’s what I gotta do. Don’t you get it? I’m just trouble ‘round here. An accident waiting to happen.”

Alex came around and sat next to Trevvik, looking at him. The Old Alex, he thought, would have been rude, argumentative, and condescending. The Old Alex thought you could have power over people by berating them to a low and submissive point. The New Alex was a proponent of support. “Your record says you’ve done good work. You have done me proud, Trevvik. You carried on just as I would have asked you to. You honored me when I was gone.”

“Yeah, and now I’m telling you I ain’t doing it anymore. You’re back now. You can leave your own legacy.”

“Trevvik, don’t you see we need you? And more than that, we care about you. Your family… and me.”

“Pfft. I ain’t worth the effort,” he said. “Give it to someone who deserves it.”

The Old Alex would have told him to shape up and snap out of it. Old Alex would have gone into a long rant at him. Would have told him to start living again. Would have demanded followership. The New Alex was going to try gentle persuasion.

“Trevvik, please. Look around at this planet, these people. We’re all fighting for something. And… well… maybe we don’t have a lot, and maybe the odds aren’t very good for us, but we always used to keep up the good fight. Trevvik, don’t you see? We can’t give up. We can’t throw in the towel.”

“Face it, Colonel,” Trevvik said. “This is it. The last stop. I’m getting’ off while I still can. We’re at the end of the line.”

Maybe Old Alex knew a thing or two.

Alex stood up, and he shoved his chair back a good two feet, where it hit another one and then toppled over. Then he grabbed Trevvik by his shoulder and slammed his back against the wall of the bar. “Listen up there, Nancy,” he yelled. “I’ve had just about enough of the one-man pity party from hell. I mean, my God, you weepy little pansy, I can’t actually remember the last time I saw such a pile of human wreckage as you. So, right here before you is your choice. You can go right ahead and disembark now but if you do, then we’ll all know how useless you really are. You’re not a useless man, Trevvik, and nobody thinks you are, but if you do go ahead and abandon us right here and now… well… we just may have to change our thinking on that note. So you gotta ask yourself… is there anything else I could do to appear even dumber than I look right now, sitting here at 0400 drinking liquor? It’s a mystery alright, but don’t you worry. I’m gonna keep working on that little conundrum right up here,” he said, tapping his temple, “and in the meantime, you’re gonna head back to base, put your uniform on, and then beg to the Gods above and Indiana Bridger that you can get your rank back or you’re gonna have to deal with me. And trust me, Cap doesn’t like to be disappointed.” Then he threw Trevvik down onto the bar’s floor and stormed out the front door, leaving a speechless Trevvik behind.

And as he walked back to base, hoping to meet Amanda at Janet and Mark’s place, there was one thought that came up in his mind. It disturbed him a little bit. He would have to talk to Amanda about it. The thought was this:

“I’m back. And oh, it’s good to be back.”
--Alex

I've spent more than half my life dealing with unknowns-it's a staple of existence for a lot of people who've been in this line of work. The trick of it is this-you can't let those unknowns get the better of you. That's the key. Watch, learn, and above all, maintain an upper hand. Always. Of course, the biggest trick of all is making sure that the upper hand doesn't have its way with you. ~ Karinlyyn Bridger Kel-Solan, Auyn Warmistress

            Their boots clicked along the flooring inside the base hospital's isolation wing, in unintended unison, as the pair of women walked briskly toward a corner room on the war.
            "Medical cleared her, then?" Karinlyyn Bridger Kel-Solan flicked a lock of honey-blonde hair out of her eyes, glancing sidelong at her cousin, who grimaced.
            "I cleared her, anyway." Indy shook her head. "She shouldn't be a problem for you, Arin. She's scared and confused, but I don't think she's a threat."
            "Even after that message from her father that made you turn about seven shades of pale?"
            Indy grimaced again, then looked at Karinlyyn. "That's why I'm trusting her to no one other than you."
            Sarcasm dripped from her voice. "Thanks so much, Indy. Did you use the same line on my brother?"
            "Of course. But he believed it." They paused outside the door; Indy's hand hovered over the lock panel. "But if you don't want this job, Arin."
            "No one else can do this job, Indy. We both know it." Karinlyyn squared her shoulders, dusting a bit of lint off the charcoal gray jumpsuit that she was wearing over an equally dark Kevlar and cortosis-weave body stocking. "Orders?"
            A wry smile twitched at the corner of the admiral's mouth. "Same as the orders I gave you when you took Ari under your wing-keep her safe, keep her out of trouble and above all train her to do what she needs to do-whatever that may end up being." Her brow creased a moment, then she sighed. "And hope against hope that it doesn't result in the death of us all."
            Karinlyyn squeezed Indy's arm sympathetically. "I know he was your friend, Indy."
            "Yes," she said quietly, "he was. But now he's gone and made himself our enemy...all I can do to console myself is to do right by his daughter and take care of her." She sighed, raking a hand back through her hair. "And try to sort out this mess as I can." She punched in the lock code, looking at Karinlyyn and speaking quietly as the door hissed open. "Good luck, Arin."
            Her cousin smiled faintly and stepped into the room's antechamber. Beyond the one-way glass door, she could see Natasha Kerensky sitting on her bed, staring blankly-at her hands, she assumed. The door hissed shut behind her and the door ahead opened. Karinlyyn stepped through it and stood there a moment. When 'tasha didn't look up, she cleared her throat lightly, which got a glance in her direction.
            "Miss Kerensky. I'm not sure if you'll remember me, but I certainly remember you." She drew closer, boots echoing on the tiled floor, expression softening slightly. "We're going to help you, Natasha. Specifically, I'm going to help you." She clasped her hands behind her back. "But I'm going to need you to open up to me. We need to know what we're dealing with, if we're going to win this. So start talking, my dear, and maybe we'll find answers together."

~ Indy

//"Miss Kerensky. I'm not sure if you'll remember me, but I certainly remember you." She drew closer, boots echoing on the tiled floor, expression softening slightly. "We're going to help you, Natasha. Specifically, I'm going to help you." She clasped her hands behind her back. "But I'm going to need you to open up to me. We need to know what we're dealing with, if we're going to win this. So start talking, my dear, and maybe we'll find answers together."//

Natasha looked up slowly at the new woman and measured her with what seemed like two…no, three sets of eyes. Her old clothes had been taken, and she instead wore a simple grey jumpsuit of the sort a prisoner might wear. And like a prisoner, she’d been subjected to a battery of tests, as well as interrogated several times already. Despite her assurances, something had them riled up, but she wasn’t sure what it was. 

She let the silence hang for several long, uncomfortable moments before speaking softly. “You're right. I don't remember you. Sit…this will be getting rather long.”

Karinlyyn took the offered seat. “Alright, let’s hear it,” she said.

Natasha began at the very beginning. It was halting, at first, as she described how many people had taken up arms to buy her time to escape. It still confused her, and the occasional small tear made it’s escape. She went on to how the Shrike had been saved, albeit temporarily, by Ion, and how she’d been led to a decommissioned station in a rock somewhere towards the Rim. 

At this point in the tale, she took special pains to avoid mentioning the old spirit, and the even more ancient one sharing her mind now. Unsure of Karinlyyn being Force-sensitive, she emphasized the blank-spot she naturally created. All things considered knowledge of this part might make them all extremely jumpy. 

Continuing on, she described the information she’d discovered at that station about her bloodline. She paid particular care to mention the genetic manipulation being only on the Y-Chromosome, and how the secret had been passed down for generations until an old, old Tar’Keta, Alaarn Kerensky, and buried the past in his weakness to confront the truth. Again, she neglected to mention the minor issue of the family line only being able to have male children; the questions raised as to how she had been born could only lead, again, back to Simon, Darth Calziran, Sith Lord. 

Her tale wrapped up with her arrival on Xenen, she leaned back against the wall. “And that is what happened.”

Karinlyyn nodded slowly. “I see. What is it you plan to do now?”

”Well, very simply,” Natasha said, “I have to find an old family friend. He has a piece of what I need to redeem my father and brother.” She glanced up at the ceiling. “We have to track down William Canton.”
***

A sharp rap on her doorframe brought Indiana Bridger’s eyes up from the report on her desk. She let out a weary sigh and grasped the rather oversized mug of caf sitting beside her. “Come in,” she said.

A nervous guard entered the office, and she could feel something odd about him, or at least, something near him. “Ma’am,” he stuttered. “We were searching the Shrike, the ship Ms. Kerensky landed in?” He set the case he was carrying down on her desk, opened it, and turned it to face her. “We found this, ma’am. It’s the real deal.”

Before her, in a simple metal, padded case, sat an intricately decorated cylinder. Slender knots wrapped themselves around it, embedded in the metal, and twined in with it was the unmistakable after-touch of the Sith who created it.

-K

Alexander Kerensky, Diemos, entered the storage bay , taking long strides past the guards. A group Vong shapers hung in the corner, whispering to themselves, staying far apart from the man restrained in the center of the room. He stopped arms-length from the man, and examined him. “Hello, old friend.”

Roger Vane looked around blindly, his breath wheezing from his heavily rising chest. “What….” A cough racked his body. “What have you done?” He asked weakly. 

Deimos smiled. “I’m helping you to help me, of course. You helped me at Golgan, so, I owe you. I am repaying that debt now.”

”Repaying?” He hissed. “What have you done to me?” he cried, his voice rattling in his throat. 

Deimos began to walk around Vane, examining him further. “I require tools to complete my mission. The Cleansing and Purification of the Galaxy. You are to be one of those tools, the most glorious of them all!” He chuckled to himself. “You will be given others, to join you in your task, to help you.” He signaled to the guards, who brought in six of the prisoners taken from the mining station. 

Catching sight of the figure in the center of the room, several attempted to turn and run, and one let out a shriek that slipped by the corners of the gag in her mouth. The guards roughly pushed them forward, and then restrained them to the same framework Vane was attached to. “They will join with you, and you shall become one. You will use them, and others, and you will complete your task. And when our task is completed, you, your others, and I, we shall be consumed by fire and join with Yun-Yammka in paradise!”

“You’ve lost your mind…” Vane rasped. Deimos snarled and strode up to his face, standing only a few inches away. 

”Most would have killed you for your betrayal! Most would have you discarded as an example for treachery! By all rights you should be dead!” He shook his head. “No, instead I have given you a great honor, the honor of being my greatest of tools! Am I not merciful? AM I NOT MERCIFUL!?”

He turned and strode to the bay door. Turning he faced the bloated creature that was once a man, and yet still partially so, smiling. “You will be my Yammosk, and you will show my fighters the Way.”
***

The broken shell of Torlil Va lead the procession into the enormous bay the prisoners had been shuffled to, followed by two more similarly beaten men. In the center of the chamber, cordoned off by guards, sat a single rock, no more than twice the size of a man. Deimos followed behind the three tortured figures, walking tall and proud, despite the cries of the prisoners assailing his ears. 

When he reached the center of the room, he stepped up onto a small raised platform and lifted his hands into the air. “Silence! For I have great revelations to impart to you all!”

The chamber quieted uncomfortably. Deimos let a feral smile cross his face. 

”Behold, for I come bearing good news, my children! I come to tell you today that we will now shed the yoke and unseemliness of technology! We shall renounce the machines, and our overlords who use them!” He indicated to the walls surrounding them. “This is the very first ship of many more to be like it, taken from it’s unclean state to a natural, pure state. It shall be the beacon of the path to all, and it shall Devour all opposition.”

“Today, standing before you are three whom chose to defy the Path of Righteousness, and who chose to stand in the way of the God’s wills. Today, I shall cleanse them and make them holy once more, saving them eternally whilst giving them a place of honor!” 

He nodded towards the men handling the three prisoners, who proceeded to lash them to the rock. “Torlil Va, my supposed advisor. He sought to stop this vision of purity from coming to fruition, but despite his works, I shall given him an honored place. He shall become leader of my Coralskippers, and shall be again, the first among many!”

Torlil Va, finally recognizing what Deimos was saying, looked up in alarm, and weakly pulled on his restraints, holding him to the rock. The guards stepped back, and a trio of shapers took their places. 

Diemos waved his hand towards them. “Purification is at hand!”

The shapers set an object on each man’s chest, and then applied several drops of liquid to each one. For the first few moments, nothing happened, but then, quite suddenly, the object seemed to spring to life. Tendrils grew out from it quickly, across the restrained, now screaming men, piercing both them and the rock. The screams became more frantic, more pained as the tendrils grew thicker and branched, and their very skin began to be stripped away. They continued screaming until finally their lungs were pierced, and their voices were reduced to mere raspy whispers. 

In minutes, the rock grew from a simple stone to a fully functional Coralskipper. 

Diemos smiled warmly at the now terrified prisoners. “You shall become as these, purified and holy! Others shall become part of this very ship itself, completing the transformation from abomination to a symbol of all that is good and pure in the universe!”

He raised his hands up, and looked up to the ceiling. “You shall become greater, and you shall make me so, and then, when all work has been done, we shall be given over to paradise, where you shall be free and I shall be your GOD!”

-K

Trevvik lay sulking and dazed on the floor for a long moment after Alex had gone. To disappoint Mark, that was nothing new; he expected that. But Cap – he was stung to the core.

Pansy? Nancy? Nobody ever dared call him those things and walked away intact. Nobody! The more he thought about it, the madder he got.

Working his way back to his feet, he took a step to go after him, but weakness overcame over him and he had to lean on a table to steady himself. His hurt pride, coupled with the frailty of his body to which he was unaccustomed, maddened him to the point he saw double. Then again, could be the liquor. In the mean time, Alex was getting a lead on him. 

Janet. She had sent him. He’d return to report to her. 

He stood there for a moment of indecision, staring off at the door. He’d been so sure of himself, now he just felt like a fool, and didn’t know what to do. He was Trevvik Wyler, and he’d set a course. But now…he had to think.

The bartender came back in and stood behind the bar, wiping glasses with a dishtowel, and wondering if this guy would ever leave. 

Had he witnessed what had transpired? The brief flash of amusement on his face gave him his answer.

Putting on a display he was sure to notice, Trevvik turned away and with a dark scowl began looking about and patting his sides and his thighs. “Where is it?” he howled. “Where is MY KNIFE?”

Halted in what he was doing, the bartender’s expression went from annoyance to alarm. He shrank back a couple of steps, disappearing again into the back room.

Pumping a bit of wrath through his veins felt as good, as familiar, as the tattered black trench coat he wore. Feeling somewhat better, he stomped through the room and out the door, much to the bartender’s relief. 

Where is my knife? he wondered as he stepped into the darkness of the early morning. Whatever he chose to do, he wasn’t going anywhere without it.

“Eat up, Mark, it’s good stuff,” Janet urged.

Mark gazed down at his bowl, then looked over at Amanda. “I’m sure it is,” he said, giving her a polite smile. “Thank you for bringing it over.” He spooned himself one bite, then another. Appetite gone, nothing had any taste for him since Asya was removed from their lives, and eating required more effort than he cared to take. He was becoming quite thin, but it held no importance to him.

Janet had already finished hers, and Amanda followed her as she picked up the bowl and carried it into the kitchen to rinse it out in the sink.

“Let me do that,” she said, taking it from her.

“I hope Alex finds him and can talk some sense into him. He wouldn’t even listen to me. I just hope he doesn’t…hurt himself.”

“Put your mind at ease,” she reassured her. The last thing she needed was one more thing to worry about. “From what I’ve heard, if anyone can get through to him, it’s Alex.”

“Thank you for coming over,” she said gratefully. “It’s so nice for you and Alex to be here for us, especially now.”

“Any time,” she said with a shrug.

“You’ve proven that,” Janet said, taking a peek at the chrono on the wall. “But what is time? It’s not like any of us can sleep anymore, anyway. Our lives have been turned upside down, and night and day don’t have much meaning any more.” Amanda stood silent, sensing Janet just needed someone to listen. “Over the years I’ve lost some good friends through my line of work, some really good friends, and it really hurt. But my own child….” She let that thought trail away. “I’ll think I’ve cried all the tears it’s possible for a person to shed, then it’ll hit me again and it starts all over. And Mark….” She shook her head. “He’ll lean on me so heavily, cling so tightly, that it seems he’s going to smother me, but then…sometimes he’ll turn inward to some place I don’t know how to follow, and he’ll seem so lost.” She rubbed her upper arms as though stroked by a sudden chill. “That’s when he worries me most.”

She seemed to Amanda a pillar of strength her family ran to as the storm raged around them – but what she glimpsed that most people didn’t was that sometimes that pillar was suspended but by a single thread. She put an arm around her. “I can’t even imagine, but I know it’ll just take time.”

“There’s a bloodbath ahead, Amanda,” she said, lowering her voice, “and I can’t wait - can’t wait to make them pay.” When she turned her head and saw concern in her friend’s eye, she added, “I’m no Jedi. I don’t need to guard against the things you do.” Expression softening, she sighed. “Which makes me concerned about Les. He takes after me…he’s going to have to be careful.” She gazed off in the direction of his room. “And ever since he got back, he’s been distant, withdrawn, almost like he’s hiding something. I know he’s not sleeping; he just puts himself into one of those trances. Maybe he’s as afraid of his dreams as I am of mine.”

The door chime broke the silence that followed. Amanda followed Janet as she hurried to answer it, to find the man she expected to see standing outside their door, but absent the one she’d hoped to find with him. 

“Alex!” Janet greeted. “Did you find him?”

"Yeah, I found him," Alex replied curtly. His voice was low and grumpy. 

The tone of his voice worried her. "Was he...okay?"

"No, he wasn't okay!" he said, as if it were the dumbest question he'd ever heard. "He was being a whiny little kid. But I think he'll snap out of it."

She released a sigh of relief, as though she had envisioned him meeting some horrible end.

The conversation could have ended at that point. But it didn't. It went on in a way that made other people in the room perk up and take notice that there had been a change in their friend... again. "I simply can't believe him. Completely self absorbed, a totally selfish and uncaring creature. If I didn't like him so much I probably would have shot him. I still may."

"You’ll find the key to the gun safe in the top drawer of the study desk," Mark said without looking up.

“Marcus Rion Wyler!” Janet snapped. “He’s your brother!” 

He shrugged as though he'd been making a joke.

“Well, at least you all had me to fall back on,” Alex said. “Good thing someone around here knows how to talk some sense into him. Heaven knows his own brother couldn't do it,” he said sharply. He carried the air of a man who was thoroughly fed up with the world and everyone in it.

In the silence that followed, the attention of the room fell on Mark. Face reddening beneath their scrutiny, he suddenly looked ashamed of himself. 

Amanda came over and put an arm around Alex. "Are you okay? You seem... agitated." And it only took a moment for him to melt back into the kinder, gentler, camp-counselor of a man they'd been chatting with yesterday.

"I'm fine, darling. Don't worry about me. So," he said, clapping his hands together and smiling, "what can we do for you? Anything at all?"

"We thank you, Alex," Janet said, coming up beside where Mark sat, putting a hand on his shoulder to include him in her appreciation. "You’re a dear for being willing to get out at this hour go talk to him. Where did you find him? What did he say?"

As Trevvik came at last beneath the Malady’s shadow, all the wind he had left went out of his sails. He’d forgotten. Why did he expect to walk in here and find her parked there as usual, ready to bear him to his next adventure? How had he forgotten?

It was the first time he’d seen her since the attack. Sealed up in the cockpit as he’d been, darkness creeping over him until next thing he knew he was in a hospital bed with his arm on fire, he had no idea the extent of the damage she’d taken.

He wasn’t going anywhere, whether he wanted to or not.

Spirits deflated, he entered the ship, not through the landing ramp, but the gaping hole in port side hull – and immediately regretted it. Dried blood, Asya’s blood, lay smeared along the floor beneath his feet, leading from the crew’s quarters. She hadn’t stayed put where he’d hidden her – why didn’t she stay put?

But to gawk and fret wasn’t his purpose here. Forcing his eyes away, he climbed up into the cockpit, where all he found was an empty whiskey bottle and spattered blood from that alien he'd carved up. But no knife.

“They’d better not have taken it,” he said aloud, cursing them with every dark and foul name he could come up with. Though he felt like picking up the bottle and throwing it against the transparisteel viewport for a satisfying shattering of glass, he just stood there and sighed. His ship all but destroyed, then to have lost his knife, especially to them, was all it took to tip him back into despair.

With massive shoulders hunched, he climbed down from the cockpit and shuffled back into the crew’s quarters, where he was met with more disappointment. The animals had sliced and diced every console in the room, rendering every piece of equipment inoperable. Wondering if the Malady would ever fly again, and sat down against the wall, eyes fixed on the pool of dried blood in the middle of the floor, reminding him of the greatest mark against him – big, black, unredeemable. 

End of the line. Or was Alex right, and he was being as stupid as they come? Though he’d never openly admit it, Alex had left him soundly and rightly rebuked, exposing him for being the idiot he was.

What’d it matter? He might as well just…what was that, lying beneath the folded-out table where he had sat across from his niece, spinning her one of those fantastic yarns she so enjoyed hearing, just before the emergency hyperspace exit alarm brought him to his feet and…? Crawling across the floor, he reached into the shadows and curled his fingers around the handle of his knife. 

He sat there and looked at it, his old friend, almost as long as his forearm, knowing where every battle scar lay etched on its dull metal blade, hidden beneath the black alien blood encrusted all the way from tip to guard. The memory of the fight thrilled him – he’d drawn first blood…and last.

Asya’s cam had been found and turned in. How had this been overlooked? It seemed to him a miracle – a sign.

He tried wiping the blood off on his sleeve, but it was dried stubbornly to the blade. Hurrying to a locker, he threw it open and began throwing things out of it until he found the bottle of solvent he was looking for. After a proper cleaning, the knife gleamed almost like – well, as old as he was getting to be. He could barely make out his face in the blade. He grinned at his distorted reflection.

Was he the man of Alex’s dressing-down? Perhaps he’d been acting like it, yeah. And yet, if that’s what it takes for him to remember….

“Trevvik Wyler – doesn’t quit.”

Nor does he allow himself to be insulted – even if he deserved it. 

His smile fell and he lowered his brows. If all this was so, then…he had some things to take care of.

They were sitting around in the living room, Alex nearing the end of his narrative, when the door burst open and Trevvik stepped in. They all looked up in surprise. 

“Speak of the devil,” Mark muttered beneath his breath.

"Trevvik!" Janet said for the lot of them, in both surprise and relief. 

Seeming to be looking for someone in particular, his eyes settled on Alex. He ignored Janet and stepped towards him. 

"You," he growled.

Alex stood to meet the challenge. "Somethin' I can do for you there, Scooter?"

He stabbed a finger into the air between them. "Nobody calls Trevvik a Nancy boy."

Everybody looked at Alex.

"You called him a Nancy boy?" Janet said in a voice that might have been amused, or impressed at his audacity.

"I did not," he said, jaw chiseled and eyes staring directly into Trevvik's. "I called him 'Nancy'. Not because it has anything to do with a phrase to indicate weakness, but because any old girl's name would do. You see, that's what we do with little boys who've proven they can't handle the Big Boy world and wanna live in the land of puppies and rainbows for the rest of their lives. So I gotta ask you, Patricia, Mary-Anne, Sally," he said, taking Trev's shoulders and shaking them a little, "are you ready come back to the grownup world?"

Trevvik stood there for a moment, flustered and grinding his teeth. Having trouble finding his words, he finally settled on: "Nobody," he said, shaking a fist in Alex's face. "Nobody talks to me like that." Something metal clinked together in the hand Trevvik clasped in front of Alex's nose.

"Whatcha got there, Trev?"

Trev? A smile momentarily touched his lips. Pleased to have his name back, nevertheless he hesitated and his face turned a shade of red. Opening up his palm, the rank insignia pins that lay within looked small in his hand.

"I tore into Indy's office," he said, contriving a tale to save face, in his estimation, "and told her, 'What is wrong with people on this base, not allowing a civilian onto the tarmac to get access to his own ship? Give me back my rank pins, woman!'"

"Bet she loved that one."

"Yeah, well," he said, his face still red, "what else was there to do...Cap?"

"I don't see that you had any other choice. Right about now, you probably better grab a seat and have a drink."

Avoiding Mark’s gaze altogether, Trevvik looked to Janet, whether for acceptance or permission or out of gratitude, she couldn't tell. Maybe all of it put together. She gave him a little smile and nodded. "Amanda’s got some tea on."

"Come on, bud," Alex said to Trev. I'll pour you a mug and we can talk about a few things." They got up and headed into the kitchen. "Give us a few minutes, will you all?"

"Of course," Amanda said, and she watched them go. When they were gone, she turned to Mark and Janet. "Did you see that?"

"What happened to him?" Mark wondered.

"You mean Trevvik...or Al?" Janet asked, shaking her head at the pair of them.

"Both!" Mark said.

"I don't know...but Alex has got me confused." She looked to Amanda for help.

"Hey, don't look at me," Amanda said. "I wasn't..." she took a long draw of her tea. "I wasn't there," she finished quietly.

"Well," Janet said, "he brought Trevvik around. So, here's to Alex." She lifted her mug.

"Hm? Oh, yeah," Amanda said, and she lifted her mug, but it was clear she was still worried.

"Listen," Mark said. "I've known him a long time...longer than you, even, and he was always like this. When he changed into that nicer guy, it brought you back around, but...sometimes a person's nature just can't be denied."

Janet had heard this question so many times since Asya's death, it seemed strange to be asking it herself. "You all right?"

"Yeah," Amanda answered quietly, not adding 'it's not me I'm worried about.' It was at that point that Alex and Trevvik came back from the kitchen.

"Sorry, y'all," Trev said.

Alex looked at him. "Is that the best you have?"

"Oh, right," Trev said. "I'm really sorry, y'all."

Janet conceded that was probably the best they could expect out of him, but even that impressed her. She came up to him, stood on tiptoes to give him a kiss on the cheek, then put her arms around his neck. "Nice to have you back, Trev." She looked over at Mark, who was focusing his attention elsewhere. "Mark?" Janet's voice contained a warning. Finally, under the pressure of everyone's gaze, he got up and crossed the room. It was hard for him even to extend his hand to offer a handshake. This, Trevvik had to concede, was all he would get from his brother, and had to accept what he could get, for the time being.

--Alex and Janet

So intently was Mark engrossed in what he was doing that he didn’t hear Janet come into their on-base apartment and slide up behind him. She looked over his shoulder as he hunched over wide sheets of paper covered with schematics for the Stormcrow, spread out all over the desk, some of them crumpled up on the floor, kicked aside as she made her way across the study. Like her father, he preferred working things out on paper rather than on some electronic device. She could kid Mark just like she did him, that in some unfortunate forest somewhere was reserved a large section of trees to be harvested just for his use. With a pencil he marked things out and drew things in, jotted notes on the side. He jumped when she said, “Whatcha working on there, flyboy?”

“By the Raven, sweetheart, you trying to give me a heart attack?” It actually took him a moment to recover.

“You all right?” she asked, amused.

“Will be, ‘cause you’re also the cure. What have you got there?” he asked, noticing all the packages and garment bags she was carrying. “Where have you been all morning…shopping?”

“No…you remember? I said I had some errands to run?” she said meaningfully, lifting the garment bags hanging from her finger.

“Ohh, yeah,” he said, recollection flooding his eyes. Looking ruefully at the drawings he’d been working on, he said, “I suppose you’ll want me to try it on.”

“Come on, humor me.”

He got up and followed her into the bedroom, where she set out on the bed all the things she’d picked up while she was out.

“How’s it going?” she asked him about his work as she unzipped a bag and removed the uniform that was inside.

“I think I’ll be able to make do with a lot of things I’ve been able to scrap together. And I’ve also got a few ideas….”

“Here we go – your class A, B, and C,” she said, laying the uniforms out properly. “You’ve been studying the protocol?”

“Janet, how long have I been hanging around you military types?”

“And you still have that orientation class to attend,” she reminded him.

“I’m busy,” he complained.

She just laughed as she held up the class A jacket for him to put on. “Come on, I want to see this on you.”

He shrugged it onto his shoulders and buttoned it down the front while Janet made sure the pins and insignias were in their proper places.

“There,” she said, stepping back to have a look. “My, my. Wow.” She fanned herself.

He turned to the full-length mirror. “Oh. That does make me feel strange,” he said when he saw the officer looking back at him.

“It’s a nice fit,” she said, though she had to agree, seeing him in uniform was very strange, indeed. Putting hers on as well, she came up to stand beside him before the mirror.

“I like yours better,” he said. “You get all those pretty stars and ribbons and ropes and all. Plus you wear yours better than I do.”

“Well, you’re looking mighty handsome, Captain,” she said, putting her arms around him. “But you know, I recall daddy telling me never to trust a man in uniform,” she teased, looking into eyes and seeing some of that old sparkle she’d missed over the days since the fall of tragedy she feared would destroy their world forever.

He grinned back at her mischievously. “Should’ve listened to your father,” he said, kissing her.

They stood across from their reflection for a long moment, enjoying each other’s closeness, hugging each other while lost in their own thoughts. 

“Where is Les, out at the Stormcrow?” Janet asked suddenly as the idea appeared to her. “He’ll want to see you in your new uniform.”

With that, the spell was broken, their brief respite ended, as the thought came to them simultaneously – Asya would have enjoyed this, too. In their minds they could envision the hero worship in her eyes to see her father, whom she already regarded as the greatest man ever to cross the stars, standing before her all sharp and handsome in his new uniform. 

The shadow of their calamity fell upon them again; for a brief moment, they’d forgotten. Spirits deflated, Janet spoke for them:

“Life goes on, doesn’t it?”

“Yes…yes, I suppose it does,” he agreed. “Only, emptier than before.”

Trying to pretend he was okay, he turned to his array of uniforms and asked, “Which one ought I to wear?”

“See? Read your protocol,” she said, likewise vainly wishing to recapture the lightheartedness they’d lost. In silence she helped him with a less formal uniform, making sure he wore everything in the right way.

Standing before her, a newly minted officer at 60, he spread his arms to display the result of their joint operation. “How’s that? Would I pass inspection?”

Scrutinizing him, she smiled. “You certainly pass mine. Now, why don’t you get out there and see to it that Les knows what he’s doing.” And get some air, she could have added. He’d been spending an inordinate amount of time cooped up indoors, sometimes working out how he was going to repair the Stormcrow since Trevvik’s scavenging trip didn’t pan out; sometimes just sitting around, staring at nothing.

“Well,” he said, letting his arms fall and turning to head back to the study, “I do need to get out there with these…plans,” he mumbled, Janet falling in behind him, “…before Les goes and….” She stood back in the hall as he stopped for a moment, standing at his desk and leaning over his notes and looking at them as though trying to decipher a foreign language. Closing a fist over his heart, he shut his eyes and gasped a couple of times, not from physical pain, but from something deeper. He was trying not to cry again. Janet’s own heart twisted inside her, and she had to look away to steel herself against her own tears. After a moment of looking lost, as though he couldn’t remember what he was doing standing over a table covered with schematics, he recovered and quietly gathered the papers, folding them into a briefcase.

“I’d…I’d better get out to the Raven,” he said absentmindedly, and this time Janet didn’t correct him.

“I’ve got plenty of business to attend to here on base today,” she said, taking his arm and handing him his hat. “I’ll drop you off along the way.”

It felt so strange entering hangar three, wearing what he did. Even though dressed similarly to everyone else there, he felt as though he was parading around in a costume that would surely attract the attention of anyone who saw him, who might then accuse him of being an impostor. Fortunately, everyone was too busy to take notice of yet another officer entering the cavernous, echoing chamber.

Heart sinking, he realized Trevvik was at the Malady – he could hear his voice before he saw him – and would have to pass both to get to his ship. It was hard enough that they had to share the same hangar, forcing him to see the ill-fated ship every time he went out to the Stormcrow, reminding him of what his daughter had been put through and that he’d never see her again. But today it looked like he’d have to greet his brother, as well. Maybe he’d get lucky and slip by him unnoticed.

Trevvik stood outside the ship - back in his own uniform, he could see - shouting orders, insults, and near-obscenities at a group of men climbing all over the Malady. He was downright scary in this state, his square-jawed face made all the more intimidating by the way he wore his cap low over his narrowed eyes. Busy conducting whatever was going on there, maybe he’d make it on by without being seen.

But he would be having no such luck. “Ahoy, Captain Wyler!” he heard someone exclaim cheerily from somewhere on high. He hadn’t noticed Alex among them, helping Trevvik supervise, or whatever he was doing, from the top of scaffolding set up alongside the ship. Trevvik turned his head and looked straight at Mark as Alex waved down at him, clipboard in hand, grinning his approval of Mark’s transformation. 

At first his brother didn’t recognize him, but then, to Mark’s chagrin, a smile crept across his lips. Turning back to his crew - a couple of them working on a blackened area on the base; others grinding down to the gray metal hull the edges surrounding the large hole on one side; still more toiled inside - he barked, “Officer on deck!”

Tools clanged to the floor and some of the noise in the hangar subsided as the men on the Malady dropped what they were doing and snapped to attention. Mark sighed inwardly. Trevvik was watching him closely as he came regretfully up beside him. Nothing happened for a long moment, everyone under Trevvik’s command standing still and straight as statues while Trevvik stared at him with that stupid grin on his face - then he realized he was waiting on him to do something.

“Um…” he began, feeling red creep up from beneath his stiff collar as he realized, now that the spotlight was on him, that he didn’t know as much as he thought he did, and wished he’d studied up that book on protocol that Janet had been pushing on him. “At…ease?” he said uncertainly.

The men all relaxed a bit, but did not resume their activities. Trevvik, clearly enjoying himself, did nothing to conceal his amusement. “Close. Try again. We’re wasting time here. Aren’t we, boys?” he added with a shout.

“Aye, sir!” they all returned loudly and in unison.

Mark grumbled beneath his breath.

“Here, let me help you out. Try…‘as you were.’”

“As you were!” Mark said, putting some authority into his voice, if only for the sake of making sure they’d follow him so he could get the heck away from his brother. Sure enough, they picked up their tools again and began working anew as though the devil himself were their overseer, cracking a whip over their heads.

“See? Those bars are like magic,” he said, pointing to the insignia on Mark’s collar.

“Thanks,” Mark growled with no gratitude at all, but Trevvik smiled and nodded anyway.

“My men,” he said, proudly presenting his work crew with a grand sweep of his hand. “They send all the fun ones to me. But they’d surprise you, really!”

Fun? They all had the look of one thing – trouble. “Nice,” he said, being civil because Janet told him to.

“Listen up!” he said, regaining their attention. “This here’s my brother.” Mark winced as Trevvik laid a heavy hand on his shoulder. “None of you are going to give him any trouble, you hear? If I hear of any of you so much as giving him a disrespectful eye, I’ll stuff those insolent eyeballs of yours into your mouths, then rip your heads off your shoulders with my bare hands and mount ‘em as decorations inside my ship here. Understood?”

“Aye, sir!” they all shouted as one.

“Nice,” Mark repeated with the same amount of gratitude as before, wondering at the admiration and respect these misfits had for his brother. Maybe it was one of those ‘takes one to know one’ kind of things.

“Hey, Cap’n!” one of the men said, sticking his head out of the hole in the hull. He looked younger than the rest, and wore his cap backwards. Black smudges marked his face and clothes. Those working on the edges of the hole swore as they were forced to stop what they were doing so they wouldn’t spray sparks in the intruder’s face. “What do you want me to do with this? You want it thrown out with the rest of the junk?” He held up a cylindrical metal object with wires hanging out of it like guts from a torn animal.

“Hey, you little runt! What’d you pull that out of?” he demanded. The fellow jumped a little, but didn’t shrink away, as though he were used to being the target of an outburst by his commanding officer.

“That…thing back in there…over there,” he said, pointing aft with the wrench he held in the other hand.

“Sergeant!”

A man almost as rancorish as Trevvik appeared from the other side of the ship. “Aye!”

“Supervise the ewoks tearing up the inside of my ship – bust heads together at your discretion.”

“Aye, Cap! With pleasure,” he answered, sending the offending soldier scrambling back into the ship to try and fix what he’d been disassembling before the sergeant could arrive.

Trevvik ground his molars. “Help these days,” he complained, hiding a slight grin. “Guess you’ll have to excuse me, bro. I mean, Captain Wyler.”

“What’re you doing, letting these people crawl all over your ship like that?” Mark exclaimed wide-eyed, astounded that he would allow such a thing.

“I’ve gotta keep these fellows busy or they’ll find trouble, as sure as my heart is black, and then I’ll have my CO all over my tail. So I put them to work for me,” he said. “Get the old girl ready for a little compulsory renovation,” he said with a nod at the Malady. “You know, just cleaning her up a bit.” All but what had been spattered and smeared about the floor, he was careful not to add - that he’d taken care of personally and kept to himself. It had been one of the most disturbing things he’d had to do.

“All the techs already had their hands full, didn’t they?”

“Yep,” he admitted. Then a spark of wickedness lit his eye. “But you needn’t worry yourself about finding a helping hand. You see, this is only half of my unit. The other half I sent over to the Stormcrow.”

“What?! You what???” Horror washed the color from his face. 

“Just trying to be helpful,” he said with all innocence.

Turning on his heel, he about fell over himself in his scramble to rescue his ship from another one of Trevvik’s ‘helping hands,’ his brother’s low chuckle following him all the way.

Flying through the ship, he ended his frantic search in the engine room, to find Les alone, stripped down to his waist, welding goggles hanging around his neck, deeply engaged in reassembling the project Mark had set him out on.

“Whoa, Dad!” Les exclaimed upon seeing him. “You got your uniform – too cool!” he said, giving him his thumbs-up approval.

“You’re – has anyone else been here?” he asked, relief at finding him alone beginning to drain the flush from his face.

Bemused, Les shrugged. “I’ve not seen anyone all day, nope.”

Mark caught his breath gratefully, and allowed himself a smile. No pirates, no hooligans, none of Trevvik’s little misfits climbing all over his ship.

“Why? Something wrong?”

“No – no, everything’s fine.” 

But not really. His smile disappeared as his mind went to his despicable brother. The more he thought about him, the madder he got. He opened a locker to get out a pair of coveralls and get to work alongside his son, but stood there a long moment, staring and stewing.

“Hey, Dad? What do you want me to do with this part over here?” Les was looking through the papers Mark had brought, spreading them out all over the floor. “Dad?”

Finally Mark slammed the locker door. “One minute, son,” he said over his shoulder as he began to retrace his steps. “I’ll be right back.”

He found Trevvik right where he left him, glowering menacingly at his men as they continued with their tasks. Coming up behind him, he put a hand on his shoulder and spun him around. He looked very much surprised, more so when he saw the fury unmasked in his brother’s eyes.

“Enough – I’ve had enough of you and your ribbing. Everything’s a joke to you, isn’t it? You’re always having playtime while things crash and burn around you - planets blowing up while you’re off yucking it up with your pals, little girls getting carried away while you snooze, boozing it up in your little happy hour while everyone else is having to put their lives back together in your wake. Well, thanks but no thanks, I won’t have it anymore. I won’t be the brunt of your jokes, or pay for any more of your mistakes. In fact, if you want help putting your ship back together, I’ll give it to you. I’ll do it myself – if it’ll get you to pack up and haul your sorry carcass as far away from me as possible!”

During his discourse, missed by no one, his face had gone from red to purple. Neither of them had noticed how quiet it had gotten. When he had finished, the two of them stared at each other for a long moment, Trevvik struck dumb, Mark gasping for breath. When he realized he’d spoken his piece and had run out of words, he turned and walked brusquely back to his own ship, leaving Trevvik gaping behind him.

--Skyy

Mark didn't realize that there was someone following him up the ramp of the Stormcrow. He was storming around so loudly that a Wampa probably could have snuck up on him. But as it turned out, it was just a fed up Lieutenant Colonel.

"Wyler!" Alex yelled.

Mark turned around, and he wasn’t his calm self. He looked like he’d enjoyed his first helping of rage and that, yes, he would like just a little bit more, thank you. “Whadda you want? Did my brother send his mommy after me?”

“Nah, I just wanted to come by and… congratulate you.”

“Really?”

“Yeah! That was just a fantastic display. You did really well cutting your brother down to size.”

“Uh… well… thanks.”

Alex’s smile faded, and his face turned cold and angry. “What in the name of God were ya thinkin’?”

“What’s all the ruckus for?” Les asked, coming into the entry hall.

“Les, is there a chair in the cargo hold back there?” Alex asked.

“Yeah, by the nav panel…”

“Bring it out here.” Les did as he was asked, though he had a questioning look on his face. He brought the chair out, while Mark watched, open mouthed, wondering what on Alderaan was happening. “Now, put it there behind your dad, and then leave.”

“Leave?”

“I can also use ‘scram’, ‘vamoose’, or ‘git’ if it’ll make you understand any better.”

“But I just got to work. Why do you want me to…”

“So you don’t see when I do this,” he said, and he punched Mark square on the jaw. The latter fell directly into the chair, looking stunned. “Now’d just be the perfect time for you to do what I told you and leave, Les.”

“What are you-”

“GET THE HELL OUT!”

Les had heard about the legendary Grentarii temper, but he’d never seen it firsthand. And though he could have easily crushed Alex into a tiny bit of metal with nary a thought, he turned and ran, looking over his shoulder up the ramp at Alex’s blazing eyes.

Alex slammed his fist down, hard, on the door control and the ramp rose back up. “What the hell’s wrong with you?”

“You punched me!”

“Apart from that. You have any idea what you’re teaching that boy of yours?”

“I’m not sure what you mean about….”

“You don’t turn your back on family, you ass. And more than that, you never ever tear a man down in front of his command. Thought you, of all people, would know that. What’s your problem with your brother?”

“He’s always been a troublemaker. Always off running around. Out doing whatever he pleased when our home was destroyed, not caring about that… joining that pirate gang… destroying the Raven… and then this last trip…” Mark trailed off. He was getting lost in his thoughts, but Al wasn’t going to let that happen.

“You’re keeping score, aren’t you?”

“What?”

“You. You’re keeping track of every time your brother didn’t live up to your standards and you’re gonna hold it against him. You’re a damn inconsiderate fool.”

“Now wait just a minute. In my defense I…”

“Honeybun, even if I were using the most sensitive scanners in the galaxy on this one, I still wouldn’t be able to locate my interest in hearing you defend yourself. I expected more from you. You know what adults do? They care about their families, and they try to work out their differences. On the other hand, little boys tally up each slight, real or imagined, and then when they have enough of a case for leaving their siblings on a dead moon they go running off to momma. You see all this time we’d had Trevvik pegged for the little kid, but it turn out it’s you.”

“But Trevvik…”

“No! How in the hell are you not getting this? Look, have you ever heard the old Jawa legend about the two brothers who hated each other? One of the brothers was friendly and nice and tried to help people and the other brother was mean and nasty because he thought the first was irresponsible.”

“And then at the end of the story they reconcile and find something to like about each other, and live happily ever after, right?” Mark said sarcastically.

“No, absolutely not. You see, the good brother and all his friends set the mean brother on fire and whacked him with sticks. And that’s the real point of the story, so I hope you’re paying attention there, kiddo. Because if you don’t shape up and at least start treating your brother like a human being if not an equal, then I’m going to stick something sharp into your neck until you’re dead. Get the picture?”

Mark sat there speechless. Nobody had ever said this kind of thing to him before, and he’d been captured by Imperials for heaven’s sake.

“Oh, Les!” Alex called, punching the button again and letting the ramp open. “Now, I’m guessing you hung around out there and listened in.” Silence. “Is it possible I’ve made some sort of mistake?” Slowly a face appeared in the hatch. “There we go! Now, Les, maybe you can tell me… what do we do with little boys who can’t behave and play nice with their brothers?”

“We… send them to their rooms?”

“Right you are, kiddo. So why dontcha take dear ol’ dad here back to his house.” He looked back at Mark. “Go with him. Get outta my sight, because honest to God if you hang around here any longer, I’m just not going to be responsible for my actions.”

--Alex

Les looked on as the two men stared each other down. He was unsure of what to make of any of this, plus he couldn’t make heads or tails of the Jawa story. In his mostly confused state, his memory harkened back to the last time he’d witnessed someone raise a hand against his father. The results had been bad for the attacker, he’d made sure of that – but he was a lot younger then, and the other guy was out to kill Mark, rather than to knock some sense into him…or did he mean it when he said something about sticking something sharp into his neck? Maybe he’d better take his advice and get them away from him before someone got hurt.

“‘If I hang around here a little longer’?” Mark said, not believing he was being bullied out of his own ship. “Listen, buddy, this here’s my ship and nobody’s gonna –”

“Dad?” Les said, tugging on his shirtsleeve. “I could use a break.”

“What?”

“That’s right, listen to the kid,” Alex agreed. “He seems more grown up than you at the moment. Get on out of here, I can’t stand the sight of you.”

“Dad,” he repeated more insistently. “A little air, or something…please?”

Looking into his son’s eyes, he saw the warning there. Getting the message, he nodded in concession. Looking back at Alex, he said, “Fine. Just remember who – no, what – you’re defending here.”

“And just you mind what I said, because the only one being a jerk around here – is you.”

Les kept silent as he kept up with his father, who walked at a snappy pace across the hangar, one hand in his pocket while the other rubbed his sore chin. “What just happened back there?” he hazarded to ask. “What was that all about? Why the heck did he hit you? I can’t believe he hit you!”

They would have to pass by the Malady again, and Mark groaned at the thought of having to see Trevvik again, especially after what had just happened. But as they got closer, it was evident that he had left. In fact, so had all the fellows that had been working on his ship. It sat abandoned and unattended, that portion of the hangar strangely empty, as though everyone had suddenly and mysteriously vanished. It was then that something Alex said hit him, just as surely as his fist had connected with his jaw.

Did he really berate Trevvik in front of everyone – right before his men? In the heat of the moment, he hadn’t even thought about what he was doing. With a burning sensation of horror creeping into his face, he thought back. 

“Oh dear God, I did,” he said aloud, coming to a stop in front of the Malady, the fires of his rage completely doused by the realization.

“Did what?”

“I shouldn’t have done that – I can’t believe I did that.” Heart sinking into his shoes, he breathed a deep sigh and shoved both hands into his pockets as he gazed up at the silent, broken wreck of a ship. “Son, don’t ever go off half cocked and do something out of anger. Because if you’re like me, you’re likely to go do something stupid.”

Les swallowed hard, Mark broaching awfully close to that something he’d wrestled with only a few days ago – and still worried him today. “What do you mean?” he nearly croaked.

“Oh, I had a few words with Trevvik out here that were probably better off said in private.” If at all, deserving or not. “Stupid!” he spat.

“What? What’d he do?”

Mark gave him an incredulous look, which he quickly wiped away at Les’ wondering gaze. Though he could see in his eyes he’d heard something of the conversation between him and Alex and hoped for some explanation, it was his rule never to speak ill of his brother in front of the kids, especially with so few family members left. He’d always impressed upon them that family was the center of everything; that they needed to stick together and hold each other up, no matter what. And what kind of example had he been? Alex, 2; Mark, 0.

“It’s – ah, it’s something between the two of us.” And he’d gone and shared it, in loud and angry tones, with everyone within earshot – his own men. What had that done to him? Where had he gone? Feeling like a heel, and perhaps deserving of the belting Alex had given him, he sighed again and carried on.

“Dad, I’m not blind,” Les told him as he fell into step. “I can tell something’s been standing between you two since – well, for as long as I can remember. And I’m not a little kid anymore, either. What’s eating you so much about Uncle Vik that Colonel Grentarii would come in and pop you one on the chin?”

 “A lot of things,” Mark began, yet hesitant to break his rule. Again he found himself running down the list – keeping score against him. Ever the optimist, he was always willing to give a guy a break, the benefit of the doubt – unless that guy was his own brother? “He…he, uh…oh, by the Raven.” Another point for Alex. “Like I said, it’s between him and me.”

Leaving it at that, they walked on together, emerging into the open air and leaving the hangar behind them, wandering with no destination in mind, past the guard post – Mark forgetting to return the guard’s salute – and on down the walk. 

“I don’t think he’s such a bad guy,” Les offered without reproach. “I mean, he is rough around the edges, but hey, he wouldn’t be Uncle Vik if he wasn’t. And, I swear, he’d do anything for us, even at the risk his life. Like, when the Raven crashed, and those guys were beating you out cold even though you were almost dead anyway, and then he lands right there in the clearing – ” he made motions with his hand illustrating the Malady swooping in, a smile spreading across his face at the recollection “ – walks out in the open carrying the biggest gun I’ve ever seen - ” again more hand motions, “ - and blows everybody away, and man you should’ve seen the look on his face, I’ll never forget it. Nobody, and I mean nobody, was gonna lay a hand on you while he was there.”

He wanted to point out that they wouldn’t have even been in that situation if not for the hero of the story, but he held his tongue; it would be too much to explain.

“Yeah,” Les concluded with a satisfied nod, while tactfully leaving the rest of the story alone. “He thinks the world of you - the big brother, the older and wiser, the one who can do anything - like…like Asya looked up to me.” His smile gone, a cloud came over him and he fell silent, hanging his head.

Stung, Mark winced. Suddenly all the cutting remarks, the hateful, terrible things he’d said to him, not just today, but over the years, returned to cut him to the core, like a thousand sharp, little boomerangs. His brother –his brother! Who’d cried when Mark got a room of his own and moved out of the one they shared; who he’d walked down the street, hand in hand, afternoons after school so he (yes, Trevvik) could practice with the boys choir; who had attempted to build a model of a ship of Mark’s own invention, enthusiastically described in every detail (it never flew, but they had fun working on it); who’d stood up for him, more than once, when he got pushed around, which happened more times than he cared to admit. What would life be like without him? What if something happened to him? All at once he realized he loved him, and would give anything to take back everything he’d said, to have the time returned that he’d wasted resenting him and his very existence. How would one even begin to make up for that? 

What would Mom and Dad say?

Putting an arm around Les’s shoulder, he gave it a squeeze as they walked along. “Ohhhh, son,” he said, “you’re all right. But as for me,” he added, chalking up another one for Alex, “I think maybe I do need sent to my room.”

Trevvik was awakened by that annoying tone alerting him to someone’s presence at the front door. He pushing himself groggily onto the side of the bed and waited for the resulting wave of dizziness to pass. Holding his head in his hands, the room slowly came into focus while he grumbled, hoping whoever was there would give up and go away. But the paging continued, with the added flavor of knuckles on metal as knocking was added to the unrelenting noise. Finally he gave up and snatched the security unit off the nightstand and put on his nastiest glare for the person standing beneath the camera outside, then switched it on.

“What,” he growled, then frustration was replaced by surprise when he saw whose face was on the screen. “Oh – Marcus?”

“You going to let me in,” he asked, looking straight into the cam, “or do I have to take this plate off the wall and let myself in my own way? I can be in there in less than two minutes, you know.”

“Keep your shirt on,” he replied, wondering at the troubled look on his face. “Just give me a minute.” Clicking the little remote viewer off and tossing it back onto the nightstand, it slid across and fell behind it – going to wonder where that is later; oh well, just cross that bridge when it comes up – he rose and steadied himself with his natural hand on the wall. Pausing to let a little wave of nausea pass, he wondered where that bottle of medication was. Probably behind the nightstand with everything else. Giving that question up for the moment, his curiosity propelled him through the living room to the front door, noticing for the first time in a long time what a mess it was, and unlocked the door for Mark. It slid open and he stepped in quickly, as though afraid it might suddenly close on him. He just stood there for a long time without saying anything. Realizing he was being scrutinized, Trevvik became uncharacteristically self-conscious.

“What?”

“You all right?”

“Ah…yeah. Yeah, I was just, you know, sleeping.”

“It’s barely afternoon.”

Trevvik shrugged. “Weathered rough skies lately, I don’t exactly feel like myself yet.”

“Yeah…rough skies,” his elder brother mumbled in agreement. He nodded, somewhat uncomfortably, it seemed, as he glanced down at Trevvik’s arm, then looked away. It wasn’t apparent whether or not he noticed the new tattoos that had been inked there: Asya’s name over a dagger placed in that special way which indicated, to those who knew what such things meant, that he meant to avenge her death; another, showing the slaughter had begun: one down, with plenty of space for more. As Mark cast his eyes to the floor, Trevvik noted how tired he looked, how much older, than before…. 

“Wait a minute,” he said, lowering his voice to a growl. “What is that?” He pointed out a red mark on Mark’s jaw. “What happened to you?” When Mark touched it gingerly with his hand, Trevvik lowered his brows over eyes that glinted dangerously. “Looks like somebody smacked you! Was it one of my boys?” He rammed a fist into his palm. “Tell me who it was, Marcus, and I’ll go have a friendly little talk with them.”

Mark’s eyes widened and he shook his head. “No, no…it’s nothing.”

“Tell me!”

“I – I got it in the Stormcrow,” he said, his face growing red. “It was just one of those things,” he added with a shrug.

“You got it…working on the Stormcrow,” he asked, eyeing him doubtfully.

Mark nodded, hoping he’d not question him further on the incident, lest he let slip something that would endanger Alex’s health, happiness, and well-being.

Finally he nodded and calmed down, accepting the explanation. “Okay, then. Anyway, yeah,” he dismissed, clapping his hands together and smiling in a marked change of mood, as Mark exhaled a sigh of relief. “What brings you to my humble abode? Here, sit down, why don’t you,” he said, steering him toward the good chair, the one that didn’t leave little bits of crumbling upholstery on your clothes, or fall over backwards with you if you didn’t sit in it just right. “It’s not often you come to call here in my own apartment.” In fact, there was no such event in his memory. This was, indeed, a momentous and historic occasion. “Can I get you something?”

“No, no thanks.” 

“C’mon, mate! How about some ale?” Trevvik insisted, going around to the other side of the bar that separated the living room from the kitchen. “I know you like your ale.”

“You have some back there?” he asked hopefully, relaxing a little.

“Don’t have the collection I used to,” he confessed, “but ale – yes.” He held up two bottles with a triumphant grin. Handing one to his brother, he settled carefully into the bad chair with the crumbly green upholstery – covered protectively with an old blue blanket – and took a swig.

“That’s pretty good,” Mark said after he’d sampled his own.

Trevvik leaned forward to stare at him. “You still haven’t answered my question.”

“What was that?”

“What brings you here?”

Again, Mark seemed uncomfortable. “I, ah…well, I wanted to apologize.”

“Apologize?” Stunned that Mark would have anything to apologize to him for, it took him a moment to gather the words to ask, “What for?”

“Yeah, well…I ripped into you pretty good back over at the hangar, in front of your men, to boot. And I just wanted to say that…I’m sorry.”

Brows knit, he opened his mouth, closed it, then barked a laugh. “What?”

“It…it wasn’t right,” Mark said, confused by Trevvik’s reaction. “Especially in front of your command. In fact, I intend to say something to them.”

“No!” Trevvik snapped, his mirth ended. He sat forward in his chair and leaned towards him to tell him flatly, “Don’t you go doing that.”

“What?” Mark asked, ever more confused. “I don’t understand.”

“One, who says I don’t deserve a good ripping every now and then? And two – they saw how you walked away from telling me off like that, when no other living soul would,” he told him, while mentally adding Alex to the list of those who had. And with that, the bidding is closed. “They’re wondering what kind of person you are that can stand up to Trevvik the Vong-slayer and live to tell the tale. None of them would dare lift so much as an eyebrow against you because of it, and that’s just the way I want it.”

“I…I don’t…” Mark began, running a hand through his unruly black hair. “That doesn’t seem….”

“You don’t have to get it,” he interrupted. “Just trust me, okay?”

“But I – ”

“No.”

Mark sighed and leaned back in his chair. Trevvik did so too, carefully so he didn’t end up on the floor.

“Still,” he said, “I mean it. I am sorry, truly sorry, for the things I said, for how I treated you. You didn’t deserve it; what happened wasn’t your fault, and I should never have blamed you for it. I did, too,” he added, in case there was any doubt. Full of regret, he sighed. “I don’t really want you to pick up and bug out. I mean…you’re my brother, Trev, and nothing can ever change that.”

Trevvik smiled. “And that’s why I’m not going anywhere.” When he saw tears forming in Mark’s eyes, he leaned forward and snatched the remote from the coffee table and turned on the holoviewer. Flipping through the channels, he found his favorite sports station, where a game was in progress. Distracted in the flickering glow, the two of them settled back and watched in silence for a time, before Mark made a comment on something about that was going on the field of play. Trevvik returned with a comment of his own. Before they knew it, they were bantering back and forth about the teams and their strategies, and cursing or praising the referees for their calls. Trevvik lit a cigarette; Mark propped his feet on the coffee table. Trevvik made another trip or two to the kitchen for more refreshment. They had no idea how late it was getting until Mark’s comm chirped at him from his belt, bearing a worried message from his wife.

“Well, I’d better be getting on home,” he said, working his way stiffly to his feet and stretching. 

“Back to the old battle axe.”

“Careful, bro,” he warned, waggling a finger at him.

Trevvik just laughed.

“See ya around.”

“Yeah. Say, maybe I could lend you a hand with the Stormcrow tomorrow.”

“You could use a hand yourself, mate.”

“We’ve certainly got our work cut out for us, don’t we?” Trevvik said, grinning.

“That we do.” 

Whatever had stood between them seemed to have been mislaid and left behind somewhere, leaving nothing more to be said. So with that, Mark returned his brother’s smile, nodded his farewell, and let himself out.

Unable to wipe the grin from his face, Trevvik flopped back in the chair without thinking, and heard, just too late, the telltale crack of its frame.

Mark checked in at the guard post and strode through the hangar with a little more spring in his step than in the days previous. It seemed as though something mystical had occurred yesterday, upon apologizing for a lifetime of wrongs. He felt better than he had since they were broadsided by the terrible news, and last night was the first in which he’d gotten a measurable amount of sleep. Janet had noticed his change in mood, putting a smile on her face, a rarity in these trying days since Asya’s passing. He’d even generously given Les the day off to check in with his friends and catch up on the latest news around base. So now he walked alone to the Stormcrow, optimistic about the day’s upcoming accomplishments. A test flight was on the itinerary, if only to get his feet off the ground for a little bit. Actually hoping he’d find Trevvik out here sometime today, he looked forward like never before to working with him side by side. Hands deep in his pockets, he hummed a bit to himself, a tune he couldn’t place the name to, as he approached the wounded vessel. Surprisingly, the landing ramp was open. Thinking at first that perhaps Trevvik had gotten the jump on him, he stopped short when the sound of voices drifted out to him, and tools banging around on something inside. Then he caught sight of a pile of ripped-out electronic components sitting in a crate just outside the ramp. As he watched, something was tossed out of the craft, clattering amid the ruined pieces of his ship piling in the metal crate.

“What the --?” He rushed up the ramp and nearly ran into the sergeant he’d seen the day before, the one Trevvik had given leave to bang heads together at his discretion.

“Officer on deck!” he shouted over his shoulder once he’d noticed him. There was a clattering of tools and the ship grew suddenly quiet.

“At – as you were,” Mark said, and the noise resumed.

“Morning, sir,” the sergeant said with a smart salute. The nameplate over his pocket read ‘Metiaus.’

Too disturbed to remember to return the salute, he spat, “What is going on here? What are you doing?”

“Cap’s orders of the day – tear out ruined workings, etcetera. I’ve got a requisition list here, if you’d care to look it over.”

“‘Tear out?’” he asked helplessly, ignoring the datapad offered him. “Who – what….”

 “You’ve got nothing to worry about, sir,” he assured him. “I’ve got Runt picking out the junk for ‘em to remove.”

“Who is this Runt?”

“Only our best man for the job. But, again, no worries - I’ve got Crusher keeping an eye on him.” Mark couldn’t help but wonder what that could possibly mean. Not seeming to notice the groan that escaped his mouth, Metiaus went on. “We’ll have your ship ready for restoration quicker than you can out-peddle a Hutt in a trid race. Quite an antique you’ve got here,” he said, as though impressed it could still fly.

“Watch it, Meathead,” said one wanting to get past them.

“Look out, sir,” Metiaus warned, putting out a thick, muscular arm to guide him out of the way as he stood aside for another of Trevvik’s men to go by, grumbling as he went, arms laden with a sizable bit of ‘junk’ for the growing contents of the dumpster outside.

“What’d he just call me?”

“He was referring to me, sir.”

“Where is Trevvik?” Mark asked, suddenly feeling quite ill.

“Stepped out.” An angry shout and a curse shot up to them from the further reaches of the ship. “S’cuse me, sir,” he said, and spun about, heading aft, shouting as he went, off to quell a budding altercation. 

Grinding his teeth, Mark turned, muttering, “Never mind, I’ll find him.”

He was right where he was afraid he’d be. That disgusting worn out black trench coat hung outside the Malady’s landing ramp, like a flag set out to say ‘I’m right in here, bro!’ Knowing full well that he would be stepping into the close quarters in which his daughter had died, he stood there for a long moment, heart pounding hard in his chest, his resolution fading – until he heard a sound he knew to be another piece of his ship hitting the scrap building in that container. Gumming his determination and his courage, he stepped stiffly inside.

It smelled strongly of a recent cleaning, a scent that turned his stomach as he realized why. Clenching his fists, he willed himself forward, following the faint sound of someone singing. It grew louder, until he found himself in the crew’s quarters, and at the source of the singing. Across the room from him, Trevvik lay on his back, head and shoulders concealed in the shadows as he reached up into the console above him, splicing wires together, singing lightly to himself as he worked. A glow rod aided him at his task, while the remainder of the lighting was poor, the long row of lights hugging the ceiling on but dimly, a couple of them flickering erratically. Looking around him, Mark took in the destruction wrought in this room, wondering what of it had been caused by the Vong, and which by his own charges. When his eyes completed their circle and roamed back to his brother, whom he just realized had stopped singing, he was sitting up, looking at him. Sweat running down his face, he got up and squared his shoulders, the two of them staring at each other for a long moment before Trevvik finally broke the silence with a chilling, “Hello…brother.”

“I thought – I thought everything was okay between us,” Mark said.

“Sure, we’re square,” Trevvik said simply. “Why? Something the matter?”

“What do you mean by sending your men over to the Stormcrow?”

“Said I’d lend you a hand, didn’t I?”

“You, sure, all right, no problem – but just now,” he said, jabbing a finger back in the direction of his ship, ire creeping in to replace the unease that had settled on him upon entering the Malady, “I saw my ship – my ship – being worked over by people named Crusher and Meathead.”

Trevvik’s grin was vile. “Sounds like my crew, all right.”

“Why?” he asked, exasperated. “Why did you send them over there, when you know how particular I am? You knew I wouldn’t like it, but you did it anyway. What is this, another game of yours?” He almost added ‘or are you really that stupid?’ but held his tongue.

When Trevvik crossed the room and got in Mark’s space, backing him into the wall, there was no laughter, no joke in his eyes.

“I will not be intimidated by you,” Mark declared.

“Course not, Marcus,” he said, smiling disingenuously and straightening his collar for him. “Certainly not when I’ve spent most of my life sticking up for you, pounding the snot out of anyone who would even look at you funny, because you’re not the type to stand up for yourself. Why should you be intimidated by me?”

Trevvik inched closer as he spoke until his nose almost touched his. Despite his claim, he was becoming very uncomfortable. He fought hard to keep himself from shaking. “What’s the matter with you?”

“Me? What’s the matter with you? You look kind of…pale.” He chuckled darkly. “You trust your own brother, don’t you…my brother?”

Mark swallowed hard, and not smelling alcohol on his breath, wondered if perhaps he was just crazy. “This…some kind of test or something?”

“What do you mean? Why, you think I’m joking or something? I know how much you don’t like it when I joke around. Heck, my whole unit knows that.”

Stung, Mark looked into those hardened eyes that were so close, too close, to his own, and saw the guard had been put down, the door laid wide open, letting him see the real Trevvik inside. There was the boy that had openly and faithfully admired him as the older and wiser, the one who could do anything, the one who could do no wrong - the hero. And how had he treated him in return? Trevvik was trapped; no matter what he did, he could never measure up. He saw plainly for the first time the damage he’d caused over the years – and the pain of that one and most regrettable outburst that had pushed him over the edge.

“I told you I was sorry,” he said, realizing how inadequate it sounded. “Yesterday you seemed so….” He had been played. Again. And there he’d actually been enjoying sitting around watching a game with his little brother, like they ought to have been so many times all along. “I thought we were square,” he said regretfully.

“Of course we are,” he said, slapping him upside the shoulder. “We’re buds, ain’t we? Mates – sure! I’m just trying to help you out, bro!” 

“But…they’re tearing the place apart.”

“If you’re uneasy with the help, hey, it is your ship, after all, and you’ve got these,” he said, flicking the bars on his collar with his fingernail. “You can tell them where to go. In the mean time, I’ve got work to do.” Giving him a final, simmering glare, he backed off and went back to the console he had been working on. “Think I’d send them over if I thought they’d tear up something important?” he defended. “All they’re doing is removing stuff I marked for them to take out so’s you can be ahead once you’ve got those replacement parts ready,” he explained as he examined his work. “Besides,” he added resentfully, “they’re no worse than I am.” 

“I’d rather you were over there, instead.” When Trevvik said nothing in return, he said, “None of them are my brother.”

“And your brother is a pirate, a scallywag, the goof who’s always off having a good time while the galaxy burns. I know. By your blessed and beloved Raven, I know. Who doesn’t, thank you very much. I’m tired of trying to make it up to you.”

“I…said I was sorry.”

“Yeah, whatever.”

“I meant it then, I mean it now.”

Trevvik gave him a pointed look. “Prove it.”

Mark thought for a moment. “How can I do that?”

“If you figure it out, get back to me, will you? ‘Cause I’d like to know.”

Mark stood there for a long time, wishing he were good at putting words together, wishing he could recapture the camaraderie they’d shared yesterday. Trevvik had given him a taste of what might have been, but now it was gone. They were back to square one, only their roles were reversed; it was he that longed for but was being denied the chance to prove himself. He looked around the gloomy little room that smelled so strongly of cleaner, feeling as though neither his heart, nor the atmosphere of that little compartment, could get any heavier.

“This…this is where it happened, isn’t it?”

Trevvik stopped his work suddenly. After a moment he answered, “Yes.”

“I never did thank you, did I?”

Not knowing how to take that, he turned his head to look at him strangely. “What for?” he demanded.

“You tried.”

Putting his hands in his pockets, Mark turned and left Trevvik alone.

--Skyy

            It felt as if a heavy weight had been lifted from her shoulders. He's still coming. Indiana Bridger exhaled, leaning back in her desk-chair and closing her eyes, pressing her palms against them and rubbing slightly. The war is on, but he's still coming home.
            Her desk was littered with reports, requests, documents of various sorts-service records, requests for quick leaves of absence, that sort of thing. Two dozen retired servicemen and women-including Janet Skyy-had already rejoined the ranks of the Republic military in the last ninety-six hours. It felt like she'd spent perhaps twelve of those hours asleep.
            Her knee throbbed dully. Something was going to have to be done about that, something more than injections to keep the joint lubricated. She didn't like the idea of going under to get it reconstructed-once and for all-but very rapidly that was looking like the only option. She was going to have to be a combat leader again, something she'd not been in years-she hadn't really been much of a field commander since Ketaris; that's when the final damage had been done. Of course, she'd been in the field, but she hadn't led a charge. She'd left that to Tag for years, or to her brother, or to others. That was just the way it had been since the crash. There had just never been a good time to get it all fixed, and then when things had cooled down, there didn't seem to be much of a point-she walked well enough and the arthritis only bothered her seriously a few times a year. But now.
            I'll deal with it later. A knock came at the door, followed by it hissing open. Indy righted herself in her chair and blinked to clear the cloudiness from her eyes. "Oh, Tag."
            "Oh, me." Tag smiled wryly and sank into the chair across from her. "You look like hell, Indy."
            "About how I feel." She reached down and opened a drawer. "Have a present for you. I'm hoping you don't think it looks like what I thought it looked like."
            The former intelligence officer's brow lofted. "Eh?"
            She'd kept it wrapped in a piece of cloth, the box the techs had brought her...two days ago, now, was it? Indy slid it across her desk toward Tag. "Open it. Feels less oily now than it did before, but I'm not sure if I'm used to it or what."
            "Oily?" Tag unwrapped the cloth from the box, then carefully opened the box itself. Her face went ashen for a bare moment upon studying the cylinder, though she recovered quickly enough. "Where did you get this?"
            "They found it when they searched Natasha Kerensky's ship." 
            Tag exhaled, staring at the deactivated saber in front of her. "I can feel him," she murmured. "More than just seeing her sketches, I can feel him." Her gaze flicked to her cousin. "What did Arin have to say about the situation?"
            That's a can of worms right there. I hope I didn't make a mistake in okaying that move. "She said that Natasha was holding something back, but she was otherwise truthful and her intentions are good, at the very least."
            Tag muttered something under her breath and shook her head. "So what are you going to do about that?"
            "Well, I thought I'd honor her request."
            "Which was?"
            "We need to find Will."
            "Will? William Canton? No one's seen him since..."
            "I know." Indy sighed. "Think your husband might be able to track him down?"
            Tag's nose wrinkled. "Dalsuna won't like that."
            "It's not like I'm asking him to come back to active service, but we both know it's either that or we shove him in with Sony aboard the Prayer, and I don't think he'll be much pleased with that prospect, either. But this is a war and we're going to need him doing what he's always done best."
            She shook her head. "He still won't like it. Even if he doesn't get a vote anymore." Tag closed the box and stood up slowly. "I'll talk to him."
            "Thank you. Hopefully, Dal will be able to track him down so I don't have to send anyone else out there after him."
            "Hopefully," Tag echoed, then sighed. "Hopefully he won't get angry at us for asking."
            "It's us now?"
            Tag's laughter was almost bitter. "You wouldn't have dragged me in here if it wasn't going to end up being us, Indy. Besides...half the base knows I have my job back in everything but name."
            "I can't help it that Alek has decided to stay on Kartuiin with Tegan a little longer. I can't blame him for it, either. Bianca tried to have them both killed, too."
            "And blame it on me. I know." Tag rolled her eyes. "I'll talk to Dal and get back to you. Let me know if you need something else, huh?"
            Indy nodded, leaning back in her chair again. "Good luck, Tag."
            "Uh-huh. Get some sleep, Admiral."
            "Yes, General." Indy grinned at her cousin's retreating back, then reached for the box, wrapping it back up again. Strange times, indeed, when we take on Sith-connected folk as bedfellows...strange times indeed.

~ Erin

Mark emerged from dark dreams that left him apathetic and acutely empty. For a long time he lay looking at the ceiling until the room turned from black to gray with the first light of the approaching dawn. Janet slept deeply beside him. Easing himself up to sit on the edge of the bed without waking her, he looked over his shoulder to gaze on her form, yet indistinct in the vanishing shadows, and wished he could sleep as serenely as she. Sharing the pills she took to attain such a state gave him the feeling of drowning in a dark lake as he slept, leaving him craving wakefulness as much as sleep.

A glance at the clock reminded him it was getting on time to get out to the Stormcrow, replace those exterior panels, fly her around a bit, evaluate…test…. 

What did it matter, anyway? What did any of it matter? What was a ship but a bunch of metal assembled into systems to work in harmony to get you from one place to another? And what was there on that other side worth getting there for? What difference did it make where he went or what convergence of metal got him there? Life contained no color anymore, no flavor, no reason to get up in the morning. Rise early, work, eat, sleep, repeat; live day upon day, year upon year, until you’re dead.

Janet stirred a little, reminding him that of course none of that was true, but his mind continued to wander unconstrained. 

Would it matter if I were even here? Would it make any difference in the grand scheme of things? Would my absence leave an unmendable hole, would anyone notice if I were to quietly slip away? There was no shortage of means; the next room contained an arsenal. A small pistol lay atop Janet’s current journal in the bedside table drawer on her side of the bed, almost as if to say ‘you so much as crack a page of this little book, behold your fate!’ 

His imagination played the scene out – Jan or Les returning home to brains and blood and his body sprawled on the bedroom floor. Or across the bed? In the refresher? Maybe he could save them that awful scene if he closed himself in the shower to minimize the splatter, a note on the locked door with an apology to Janet and a warning that only emergency medical personnel ought open the door, only by then it would be too late for them to offer any hope of salvation. Janet’s sleeping pills – that would be much better. A handful of those, and slip into a deep and irreversible sleep, without the bloody mess.

He shuddered, horrified at himself for letting his thoughts again trail unfettered around that dark subject. Ridiculous. Why does this even come up? It was unthinkable; he would never do such a thing. What would it do to Janet, already bearing the burden of the loss of a child? And Les, feeling guiltier than all of them put together for the catastrophe that befell his sister…what would such an act teach him about dealing with overwhelming grief? Would he be able to cope and overcome, or would he follow in his footsteps and take the easy way out? 

Besides, came an uninvited thought like a whisper in his ear, it would save everyone the trauma of such a brutal discovery and years of self-inflicted guilt if the Stormcrow were to meet with some unfortunate ‘accident’ – it would look like an accident, too, wouldn’t it, with so much to go wrong with her at the moment? And no blood, no gore; just a sudden escape, with nothing left over but ashes.

He shook his head to clear it and sighed. No more of that. He had no intention of enacting any of those dire fantasies; he was tired and discouraged, that was all. That he was mulling such scenarios bothered him, though less and less every time he did – which did bother him, lest those whims should become outright temptations. In the hush preceding the coming of day, the first rays of the sun peeked into the room through the cracks in the window shades, painting stripes of orange light on the walls, on the blanket covering his wife’s body.

Why do you let yourself think such things? Lying there is your reason for getting up in the morning, for breathing, for pressing on when you no longer care to. She loves you, Mark. You do matter, because you matter to her. 

As he gazed down on her he found himself playing with the corner of his moustache, reminding him of Asya, who never grew out of playing with the fringes of his moustache, turning the ends upward, ever trying, unsuccessfully, to turn them into handlebars. An unquenchable aching filled his heart.

The first light of morning woke Janet gently from dreams instantly forgotten. Before filling that prescription for something to help her sleep, her dreams had put her in the place of Asya, hiding below that console, praying not to be found by monsters creeping around, bringing her out of her slumber with heart racing, and either unable or unwilling to find sleep again. Opening her eyes, she found Mark sitting on the edge of the bed, eyes unseeing even while looking right at her, set in a blank and empty stare, his face grim, the very image of despair. The warning it raised in her heart formed goose bumps on her arms and sent a chill down her back.

“Mark?”

Her voice brought him out of whatever dark place he had been brooding. He gave her a slight smile. “Didn’t mean to wake you,” he apologized.

“You didn’t. How did you sleep?” Rather, did he sleep?

“Me? Fine. Just fine.” Brushing off whatever thoughts had been plaguing him, he rose and began to dress.

“She flying today?” she asked about the Stormcrow.

“Yep.”

“That’s great, Mark,” she said, adding, “Be careful.”

“You know me.” He gave her a wink that was supposed to be encouraging. As he buttoned his shirt, he bent over her to give her a kiss to go with it. Reaching up to caress his stubbly cheek, she looked up into his eyes.

“Let’s go do something tonight, go out to dinner, catch a movie – something. Just you and me. With me back in uniform and you getting the ‘Crow put back together, we haven’t seen much of each other over the past few days.”

He gave her a genuine smile and kissed her again. “I’d like that.”

“It’s a date, then.”

As he was leaving, he stopped in the doorway and looked back. “I love you, Jan.”

“Love you, too.”

After he’d left, she got up and laid out her uniform, and tried not to be concerned about the look she’d seen on his face upon waking. Staring down at the collection of cloth and thread spread out before her, she hugged herself, unable to think of anything else.

“I need you, Mark,” she whispered into the early morning, “as much as you need me.”

--Skyy

Henry Fiscer was not a man easily swayed. He wasn't one to take a stand on an issue. It wasn't that he wanted to see the issue from all angles, or even that he held close to certain political views. Mostly, it had to do with the fact that he had learned that not taking a stand got you into far less trouble. The left hated those on the right, the right hated those on the left. But if you were in the middle, the most you got was a sort of sneering disdain due to your inability to make a decision.

Dag Lasson, on the other hand, was one who often took a stand. In fact he was often found to be taking a side to issues before he even knew what the issue was. And so it was not surprising that he was on the forefront of the latest quasi-political movement among the citizens of a local Xenen bar.

"Look, I've said it before and I'll say it again. I don't want them here anymore. This attack was only the latest in a long string. If the Aurora Force are going to go on making enemies of the galaxy at large, then I want them off the planet."

"They also defend us," said a man on the far end of the bar.

"That's easy for you to say," Dag told him. "You're rich enough to own a house in the hills. The first you'd know of any invasion would be the buggers knocking on your front door. But, we, your average working class citizen living in the city... debris from one of those little wedges of death completely destroyed my sister's house when it crashed, you know. And the apartment I live in lost power nearly ten hours."

"Well, what do you suggest, then?"

"I'll tell you what I suggest. I say the lot of us go round to the base and let someone there know just how unhappy we are about the way things are going. And if that doesn't do it, then it's on to the petitions and the rioting. I won't rest till we've got them off the planet."

"I think you're a fool."

"And I think they've been lining your pockets far too long for you to give them up. Well, the average citizen isn't going to stand for being put in the line of fire any longer. C'mon, then, Henry. What do you think?"

"Hm? Oh, I... well, I guess it's a good idea."

"Great! You all trust Henry. He's got a good head on his shoulders and if he says to go for it, I'm going to do the same. Come with me if you like."

"Come... what?"

"Down to the base."

"No! No! I meant the petition! Perhaps a strongly worded letter!"

But by that point the lethal mix of semi-eloquent speech and huge quantities of alcohol had taken effect.

"Come on! Let's go! Let's go!" Dag was shouting. A few people had followed him, and Henry had the sinking feeling that before the day was up, things were going to be unpleasant.

--Alex

“There is a place between sleeping and waking, between dreams and reality. That place is called Being Alone. It is not any one thing that keeps us from this place, but it is everything at once. Friends and family, duty and honor, sacrifice and loss - all of these things occupy our days, and more importantly, they fill them. In your quests and trials, wherever your path leads you… be certain you leave the time to find life along the way.”
- WarMaster Garan-Dur
    from the teachings of the Order of Auyn
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
---18 Hours after the First Battle of Xenen, Vong War---


“…and make certain we get those power conduits repaired. The work-around is holding for now, but we have no idea how soon they’ll send us back out.”

Captain Cay Bel Iblis walked beside his best friend and first officer, Commander Dorrin Drake, as they made their way to the bridge. The Acclamator-Class “Legacy” had taken quite a pounding during the battle with the alien invaders, but there were many more ships in the fleet that had taken much worse, so they were only now making their way to the docking platform on Wayfarer for repairs and resupply. Of course, the bigger warships like the Blue Rose and Liberated were still out on patrol, and probably would be for days before they’d be allowed to stand down from alert.

As they approached the door to the bridge, Dorrin stopped his friend with a hand on his shoulder. “Cay, before you go in there, we need to talk.”

“About what?” He frowned, wondering what of the million things that could go wrong actually had this time.

“I went over the security feeds from before the accident with the life support. Cay…on one of the cameras, you can clearly see Davil crossing the wires himself.”

Cay sighed and rubbed his forehead. “Has anyone else seen this footage?”

“Well, no…”

“Then they’re not going to. Lose it, misfile it, erase it…whatever. We never had this conversation, Dorrin.”

“Cay…”

“Dorrin, Davil has been our friend since before any of us could walk. Do you honestly think the same man that you used to defend on the playground is deliberately responsible for trying to kill us all?”

“When you put it that way, then no.”

Cay nodded. “Then we lose it, and we allow common sense to reign. End of discussion.” Cay turned and walked away before Dorrin could say anything else Cay would have to force himself to forget, and entered the bridge.

The communications officer called to him from her console. “Cay, I’ve got Captain Corsem Losoda holding on the line for you. Shall I transfer it to the captain’s chair?”

“Please.” He sat down and picked up his headset, slipping it on. “Corsem, glad to finally hear from you. I was starting to….what? She what? When, where? I…understand, thank you. Yeah, sure. Of course.” Cay looked up, his face three shades paler, and his eyes a little more bloodshot. “Molly, your brother wants to talk to you, transferring it over.”

Dorrin saw the look on Cay’s face and walked over. “What is it?”

Cay swallowed, when had his throat gotten so dry? “Mary got separated from the rest of her squadron during the fight. They haven’t seen her since, and her X-Wing’s transponder is offline. Corsem doesn’t even know her heading as she left Xenen airspace. Dorrin, could you…?” Cay got up from his chair, looking down at his hand as he clasped his friend on the shoulder. When had that started shaking?

Dorrin just nodded and took the command chair, saying nothing as Cay made his way over to the sensor station and took the console away from the officer stationed there. “Molly, have we gotten docking clearance yet?”

Molly Losoda looked up and nodded. “We’re cleared for the upper platform. Just waiting for your go-ahead, Dorrin.”

---20.3 Hours after the First Battle of Xenen, Vong War---


Two hours and change later, the Legacy was finally on its final approach to Wayfarer Station’s upper platform. Cay hadn’t left the sensor board once, Dorrin wasn’t even certain that he’d blinked. Cay suddenly looked up. “Dorrin, something’s wrong with the sensors. I’m picking up nothing but static now.”

Dorrin sighed. “That’s because we’re docking, Cay. They don’t work this close to the station. Come on, let’s go see if there’s been any news about her.”

Cay got up and nodded, straightening his uniform automatically. “Right, right.”

The two of them had just reached the boarding ramp when a silver blur flew up the open ramp and into Dorrin’s arms, hugging him so hard Cay could hear ribs creak. Before either could react, Cay found himself similarly pounced. “I’msogladyou’rebothalright.Iseveronelseokay?Don’teverdothattomeagain.”

Dorrin smiled and pried his sister off of Cay, hugging her again himself. “We’re fine. No casualties. You? Mom and Dad? Dora? We heard the base got hit.”

Aly Drake composed herself, straightening her uniform. “I’m fine. Dad and I were both in the command building when the attack came. The place is a fortress. They got all the kids from daycare to the shelters before the invaders hit atmosphere, including Dora. And mom…well, you know mom. She was in an X-Wing and on her way to the fight even before you were. She’s fine, though.”

Cay smirked at her, crossing his arms over his chest and looking at the silver metal-mesh jacket she was wearing, identical to his own, if cut a bit more flatteringly. “I see you’re wearing your colors openly now.”

Aly nodded. “My cover got blown about the same time we took down Frost and her plans, so I didn’t see a reason not to. Besides, I’ve got a new job, now.”

Just about then, two security officers came up the ramp behind her, one holding a very official-looking datapad. “Agent Drake? We’ve cleared all the ships on this docking ring except this one.”

Aly nodded to him as Dorrin and Cay exchanged a questioning look. “I’ll handle this one myself, sergeant. Go ahead and move on to the corvettes on Outer Ring 2, I’ll catch up.” She turned back to the two boys and flashed an apologetic smile. “I’m an agent for the new Tempest Control, now. We’re directing Wayfarer security in pulling the memory cores of all docked ships. So unfortunately, I’m not here on a social call. Oh, and I have a message to pass along. ‘Captain Cay Bel Iblis, your presence is formally requested in the office of Admiral Indiana Bridger, ASAP.’”

Cay nodded. “I expected as much. Davil’s probably still in main engineering, if you need help with the core.”

Aly nodded and headed off into the interior of the ship, all business again. Cay and Dorrin made their way to the inner Concourse, to catch a shuttle to the surface. “New Tempest Control, huh?”

Dorrin grimaced. “Why do I have a feeling my dad’s up to his eyeballs in the middle of it, too? And speaking of dads…”

Dorrin and Cay both stopped as they caught sight of Cay’s father, General Derik Bel Iblis, making his way down the Concourse with an escort of security officers, and trailed by a man in a black duty uniform, and a taller man in armor that Cay identified as one of the tribal warriors of Tleria. Cay’s face darkened, remembering the solid black Star Destroyer appearing out of nowhere and firing on the alien flagship. Angrily, he stomped over to his father.

Derik smiled when he saw his son, limping only slightly, as he did everywhere these days. “Cay, thank goodness you’re…”

“Save it, dad.” Cay squared himself off in front of his father, of equal height to look him directly in the eye, and with the steely stare of an Auyn Warrior. The Tlerian didn’t flinch, but the security officers and the black-uniformed man beside his father certainly did. “Retired, huh? How long have you been lying to me? How long have you been lying about everything?”

Derik held his ground, but his did swallow at the anger in his son’s eyes. “Son, this isn’t the best…”

“It never is, dad. So you know what? Just save it. And keep your little black ops fleet the hell out of my way.” Cay stomped off towards the shuttles, leaving Dorrin to catch up as Derik fumbled for something to say.

--Wyvern

Meditating or asleep? Vision or dream? Les was unsure anymore where one ended and the other began. Whichever it was, the recurring image felt real: the cool of the night brushing across his face and the darkness that enfolded him as he strode out into the night on one of the highest towers of Master Katarn’s castle, his favorite place to meditate, or to just look up at the stars. 

Only, the stars were not there. 

Beneath a sky completely clear of clouds, no planets glimmered in bright distinction, no faraway stars glittered, no constellations formed their patterned guideposts across the heavens. It was blank and cold and dark, so quiet he could hear his own heart beat. His first reaction was fear; then, just as quickly, it melted into despair as deep and vast as the unadorned void that arched over him. Utterly alone in that strange, starless world, no one heard him as he cried.

What it meant, he dared not to guess. Not anymore. If only Jinx was around to discuss it with, but of course that option was closed to him. It haunted him as he prepared the Stormcrow, awaiting its first flight since the completion, or near-completion on some counts, of the repairs he and his father had worked so hard on. A grimness had hung over them as they performed their tasks to return the ship to the air, tainting any enjoyment they normally would have gotten out of the accomplishment, and so it was with somber rote that he sat in the cockpit and went through the checklist, while Mark went over the exterior control surfaces one last time. Buried in their own guilt and grief, they’d had but little to say as they worked, staying occupied instead on getting the Stormcrow repaired. 

It appeared that the superb weather and clear blue sky was too much of an attraction for Trevvik to ignore as well, for just as he was finishing up, the Malady set down in the empty space off to their starboard. Les moved to the copilot seat and leaned against the viewport to get a better look. The old Firespray crouched on the tarmac like a weather-beaten and battle-worn predator, sporting a new and glaring scar; where the hole had been, her hull was fitted with a mismatch of conspicuously off-color metal plates. In a moment the landing ramp lowered and his uncle stepped out and began a walkaround preflight inspection, pausing to scrutinize the new décor, as though expecting it to take on a different appearance under the sun’s bright glare.

Les was just about to return to what he had been doing when, from the corner of his eye, he noticed Mark come walking up to stand next to Trevvik. Arms folded across their chests, they stood side by side, talking, their voices muted to Les’ ears as he looked on. They seemed amiable enough, he thought, until they turned to face each other, giving him a better view of their faces. Trevvik’s brows drawn low over his eyes, anger expelled from his mouth words Les could not hear; Mark’s jaw muscles twitched as teeth clamped to shut out a response in kind. But when he did speak, whatever he did say did not please Trevvik, who carried on, punctuating his side of the exchange with a finger jabbed into Mark’s shoulder. Les’ heart sank to see them fighting again, two men he idolized. It wasn’t until a couple of years ago that he realized that Mark merely tolerated his younger brother, but he’d never seen them so much at odds. With a wave of his hand Mark shoved Trevvik’s finger away. Trevvik’s mouth opened in a cruel laugh as he shook his head and turned away to the lowered ramp and disappeared inside, ignoring the heated words being hurled at his back. 

Les ducked away as Mark began to turn his way. When he peered out again, he was no longer there; the footsteps coming up the corridor a moment later explaining where he’d gone. He hurried back to the pilot’s seat and was intently studying the checklist on his datapad when his father walked in. Pretending to be too preoccupied to have noticed his presence, he didn’t acknowledge him until a hand was placed heavily on the headrest of the chair in which he sat.

“Hey, Dad,” he said as innocently as possible, as though he’d not just witnessed the scene that had just transpired. “How’s that stabilizer?” When he got no reply, he twisted in his seat and looked up. The expression on Mark’s face was that of weariness that could only be undone with an amount of rest he would not or could not take time for, of sorrow as deep and boundless as the night sky of his darkened dreams. Shadows encircling sunken eyes, new lines had appeared on his face, while the old ones deepened.

“Dad?” he said, standing so he’d interrupt his line of sight. “That stabilizer?”

Mark’s eyes focused and he looked at him as though he’d just seen him for the first time. “Huh? Did you say something?” he inquired distractedly.

“I was asking about the stabilizer.”

“Oh,” he said with a distracted nod. “Yeah, sure – it’s…it’s fine. How are things in here?”

“I think we’re all set.”

“Let me see what you’ve got,” he said, and Les handed over the datapad. While Les watched Mark sigh as he struggled to concentrate on what he was reading, he thought again of the starless night. He hated how the vision hung over him, nudging itself into his thoughts when he would rather it went away. Swallowing hard, he made the decision to try his father on the matter.

“Dad,” he ventured.

“Mm.”

“Dad, might I talk to you about something?”

Mark looked up and raised an eyebrow. “Sure, son. What is it?”

With his mouth Les made the beginnings of several halting words as he searched for the best way to begin, then he realized he had no idea how to form his question, or what his question really was. What was he going to tell him? That he had a bad dream? That in it the stars had disappeared? Suddenly it all seemed childish and silly to him. ‘Twinkle twinkle go bye bye, daddy.’ He dropped his eyes. “Nothing, I guess.”

“Come on,” he encouraged, taking his seat and motioning for Les to take the other. “What is it?”

“Never mind,” he surrendered. “It’s nothing.”

“I don’t bite, honest. What’s on your mind?”

“Just drop it, okay?” he said, becoming frustrated out of his embarrassment. “Pretend I didn’t start this.”

 “There’s no subject you can’t approach me with, you know this,” Mark said, rising.

“It’s nothing, I say! You probably wouldn’t understand, anyway,” he added.

“Why do you say that? Is it related to the Force? Jedi stuff?”

“Maybe,” he said sheepishly, sensing the defensiveness rising in his voice. When his eyes met his father’s again, he was surprised by the anger kindling there.

“I may be blind to the Force, and I’m no Jinx Katarn - and you ought to be glad of that – but I am your father, and – ”

“What do you mean by that?” Les retorted, feeling his ire rising. Though what he felt for his old master was growing akin to hatred for disappearing without word or trace, he was stunned by feeling an obligation to stand in his defense. “What do you mean, I ‘ought to be glad of that’?”

“Meaning, he ran out on you, on us, leaving you stranded when you needed him. I’m sorry, but you’re left with me – dear, blind, old Dad.”

“You blame him, don’t you?” he realized, adding, “And you were jealous of him, too! And now you’re blaming him. For Asya.”

“Jealous?” Mark replied, thrown off by the accusation. “Was not.”

“But you can’t deny that you blame him.”

“Yeah, maybe I do,” he admitted, “to some degree.”

“Well, I’m not completely destitute,” he concluded. “Jinx wasn’t the only Jedi on the planet.”

“Then why don’t you take your problems to them!”

“Maybe I will!”

“Darn right, you will. Go on, go to your friends, tell them your troubles since I’m so incapable of understanding.”

“But – ” he said, backing off a little, “we’re taking the Stormcrow up today.”

“I am, yes. But you’ve got ‘Jedi business’ to attend to. Go on,” he prodded when Les stood in doubt of his seriousness.

“But – ”

“Go!”

Frowning, Les regretfully complied. If he could’ve slammed the landing ramp behind him, he would have.

Mark sat for a long time, alone in the cockpit, resting his forehead in one hand, wondering what could have come over him to talk to Les that way, to send him away like that. He didn’t mean to, but what was done was done, and now he was left to take the Stormcrow up by himself. 

The empty seat to his side accused him; the one behind him, haunted him. Its presence was palpable to him, and it was all he could do to keep himself from turning to look at it. It was in times like this, alone and immersed in oppressive silence, that he felt Asya’s absence most.

Reaching into the inner pocket of his jacket, he brought out her little cam, and examined it in his palm. Housing pocked and scratched, it spoke of what its late owner went through, though it would never show him; that dark history had been erased, though it still existed somewhere, in an Intel database somewhere. That it existed at all grated him, and he curled his fingers tightly around the cylindrical object and pressed it against his brow, trying with all his might to keep the tears from starting again as he spoke what had become his mantra: “I’m sorry, baby. I’m so very sorry.”

Would this pain ever abate?

There was a place where it ended. Whether betwixt dreaming and waking, or living and dying, he had never been sure; but he had seen it before. Between the darkness that fell over him upon escaping the dying gasp of the Raven and waking for a few moments, long enough to crawl from the Raven’s escape pod on some distant and forgotten planet, he had not only seen it, but been there, to a place without tears, where those he’d loved and lost beckoned to him to join them. Why had he turned away? The memory of it was vague, and strange, like a dream only partly remembered.

A shadow fell across him, and he looked up to see the Malady lifting from the tarmac. Tilting ninety degrees, the odd craft righted itself to its flight configuration and sped away into the sky. Brought back to himself, he set the cam on the seat beside him and stretched the restraint over it so it wouldn’t roll away.

“You’re flying shotgun today, kiddo,” he said to it as though it was Asya sitting there. “Hang on to your hat.”

With engines fired up and clearance from control, the Stormcrow took to the sky.

Mark intended on handling her gently at first, as he guided her away from Shay Memorial and Quis, towards uninhabited regions of the planet, where he would push her hard before leaving the protection of Xenen’s atmosphere. 

Flying eased his mind, and he found himself following whims rather than sticking to his flightplan – following rivers, exploring mountain ranges, chasing clouds. ‘Sky dancing,’ Asya used to call it. Climbing higher and higher, they rose into the ceaseless night. Dimming the cockpit lights, stars spread before him as blackness closed around the Stormcrow. Planet well behind him, he shut down the engines and let the ship drift. Closing his eyes, he let envelop him the absolute silence that could be found nowhere else. Grasping his insignificance in the grander scheme of things, his cares fell away until it felt as though he drifted alone a vast sea of nothingness.

Was this what eternity was like?

Sinking into his chair, he breathed deep and exhaled a long, slow breath. Next thing he knew, someone was nudging him in the side. Was that Asya’s giggle nearby? He wanted to turn his head to find out, but he couldn’t move. If only he could turn his eyes in that direction, but his eyelids were glued shut. 

Warm breath on his ear, a whispered word: “Daddy!”

Suddenly recovering his mobility, Mark sat up with a jolt and spun around, half expecting Asya to be standing behind his chair, wearing a mischievous smile. But no one was there. In a moment he recovered, though with heart still pounding hard, realizing he must have dozed off. How long had he been out? No use in consulting his chrono, for he hadn’t checked the time before casting himself adrift. Nevertheless, it was surely time to go.

Asya’s absence pierced him more acutely than ever as he turned the ship around. Xenen was but a speck by now, a bright point of light hanging in the dark sky, like a lighthouse amid a starlit sea. He didn’t want to go back; it was better out here, in the silence and the nothingness, this nonexistence. He had to force himself to light up the engines. Towards that lighthouse he aimed his craft and poured on the power.

Asya knows what eternity is like. She has found out, while the rest of us are left wondering. 

The star became a sphere, growing rapidly before him. Wayfarer gave him clearance, but with an urge to reduce his speed. As though entranced, Mark kept his hand steady on the throttle.

She is there, along with Layan and little T’iil, in that place where tears and suffering are no more.

Slow down.

He’d seen them, standing beneath that tree on top of that grassy hillside, smiling, so happy to see him, eager for him to join them. What had stopped him from going to them?

Slow down!

It was beautiful there, like Alderaan. Maybe it was Alderaan.

The white swirls sweeping across the sphere in broad brushstrokes grew in distinction and detail as scattered cloudbanks drifting over the largest of Xenen’s oceans. He was closing fast. In mere moments it would be too late to alter his angle of attack and the atmosphere would reduce the Stormcrow to little flaming bits.

“Dad, don’t go.”

With alarming clarity, the final piece of the near-death vision fell into place. It was Les who had somehow entered it with him to put his little hand in his and spoken those three words, reminding him of the living who wanted him, needed him, to remain. It was for them that he turned his back on little T’iil, her dark, loose curls bouncing as she ran to meet him with arms outspread. If he’d swept her into his arms as he was about to, Les would have faded away and he would have joined her and Layan, and been lost forever to the land of the living, never knowing Asya at all – until she joined them on the other side.

It was, again, for them, for Les and Janet, that he could not – would not – do this, that he must turn his back on the promised peace and carry on in spite of the pain that was a part of life. Even Trevvik, his very flesh and blood, where lay regrets too numerous to count…they all meant too much to him; he loved them too much to leave them now.

“What am I doing?” he growled as he cut the power to the main engines, kicked in the reverse thrusters and hauled back on the controls. “Janet and I’ve got a date tonight!” But he’d waited too long, he realized as he emerged from the spell that had come over him. The upper reaches of Xenen’s atmosphere were already licking at the Stormcrow with tongues of fire. 

How would Janet react to the news? He pictured her dressed up for the outing he’d promised her – she would wear the blue dress, knowing it was his favorite – only, there would be no date. She would be wearing black, instead. Her immense inner strength propped the family up, yet he saw how sometimes she was only barely hanging on. What would this do to her? At least she would still have Les…just the two of them left, but in this war, for how long? With regret he remembered the last words he’d spoken to his son. Wasn’t he about to do as Jinx had done, only worse? Master Katarn was, presumably, bound to a mission of such dire importance and secrecy as to close off contact with his former padawan; Mark was just plunging nose-first into the drink, leaving Les to whatever fate left to one who had lost mentor, his one and only sibling, and confidence in all he thought he was. He couldn’t let it end like this.

The ship groaned as he fought to reduce the angle of reentry and bleed off speed. Mark groaned as well, fighting the tunnel closing in on him as he was squashed into his seat. The controls bucked and shuddered in his white-knuckled hands until he thought his teeth would rattle out of his head. In the growing heat, Mark swam in his own sweat, while various warning alarms blared around him, forming a symphony spelling out their impending doom. Like he needed reminding.

I don’t want to die!

Heckuva time to find that out.

At long last, and to his amazement, the tremors feeding through the controls calmed to a dull tremble and the red glow over the canopy began to fade. He’d made it. Now he just had to keep from taking a dive into the ocean. 

“Come on, baby, almost home.”

Baby wasn’t listening. Though he pulled back on the controls so that he thought his arms would break, she continued her downward journey. “Musta…musta broke something loose,” he said. “This is happening…this is really happening,” he gulped in disbelief. Blood rushed from his face as he watched Xenen speed towards him at an alarming rate. Asya’s cam came loose from the chair and fell against the forward viewport, rattling a staccato rhythm against the transparisteel. “Well, we gave it a good shot,” he conceded as he watched it roll and tap its way around. He would see her soon, but now that it came to it and there was no turning back, he realized how much he really did want to live, how much there was left to live for, how much he regretted leaving his family behind; that he didn’t get to tell them, one last time, how much they meant to him. Heck, they were his life.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?!”

The voice in his ear was such a shock that it took him a moment to register who it belonged to. “Trevvik?” When did he show up on his wing? How long had he been there?

“I’m going to move in beneath you – hold her as steady as you can.”

Mark did as he was told, and with a couple of bumps and thuds from below, the craft began to right itself.

“Forward repulsors to full on my mark,” he said as individual waves below began to take shape. It was going to be close. “Mark!”

Mark shoved the levers full forward on his signal, and the nose popped up just as they would have slammed into the waves; skimming barely above the surface, the tips of the primary airfoils cut into the water, and then, rising above it, was flying straight and level, speed returned to a sane level. The little cam rolled back, onto the cabin floor, where it was lost somewhere on the floor, but he was too preoccupied to find it.

“Good god, Marcus, you nearly bought it that time. That was like deja’vous all over again, know what I mean? God.”

He was too shaken to make a reply.

“Came in like a flaming comet, you did. Looked like you were trying to bite the dust, if a body didn’t know better. Good thing I came along when I did, huh?”

He was expecting something in return, some expression of gratitude for saving his life, but his dried out tongue was incapable of forming any words. Knuckles aching from gripping the controls, he couldn’t even raise his thumb to key the mic. 

“All right, come on, sport,” he said, granting he wasn’t going to hear anything from him for the time being. “Playtime’s over for the day. I’ll guide you in.”

Without further incident, the two ships set down in their former places on the base’s spaceport. Prying his sweaty hands from the controls, he flipped the switches that would shut the ship down, then tried to stand up. It took him a couple of tries to find his feet, but he didn’t make it out of the bridge before stepping on something that tripped his quaking limbs out from under him and he slid to his knees against the wall. The object rolled away then back again, coming to a stop against the sole of his shoe. It was Asya’s little cam. Picking it up, he kissed it. As he was returning the object to the inner pocket of his jacket, it was then that he noticed the toes of his brother’s boots. He looked up.

“Wanna tell me what that was all about?” he demanded.

Mark tried to answer, but all he could get out was a sob. Looking away, he shook his head.

“Lookit,” he told him in an odd change of tune as he knelt beside him. “I’m the only one who saw what happened, and I won’t tell anyone, promise. No reason anyone has to know.”

Mark put his head in his shaking hands and fought to gain command of the flood of tears welling up from deep inside his chest.

“And I really don’t mean those things I said awhile ago; you oughta know by now not to believe half the things I say, anyhow. Hey, Marcus?”

With the laying of Trevvik’s hand on his shoulder, everything fell in on him at once, and he could hold back the tears no longer. He should have been ashamed for being reduced to bawling like a baby in front of his little brother, but it was outside of his control. Yet Trevvik offered none of the ridicule he expected out of him, and just sat there by him as he cried.

“I’m sorry,” Mark said at last as the flow of tears began to subside. He wanted to thank him for saving his life, but those were the only words he could get out at the time.

“Come on, flyboy,” he said, putting an arm around him to help him to his feet. “Let me buy you a drink before Cap comes in here and decks the both of us.”

--Skyy

    Unfortunately, they weren't quite fast enough. Alex was headed their way already, with the intent of giving them another, final, piece of his mind. He'd already given one to Les. Alex and Amanda had been sitting quietly, talking, when Amanda had closed her eyes as if in a measure of pain. 
    "What is it?"

    "Les is upset about something. Pretty powerfully, as well."

    "Again? How much longer are we going to have to hold the Wylers up? It's getting ridiculous now. Honestly, who else spends the days after a funeral yelling at one another? They're supposed to get really close and remember how much they love each other and all that."

    "Apparently life doesn't follow the holomovies. Who knew?"

    "Come on, let's find him."

    It wasn't hard to locate him, because one Jedi can find another Jedi pretty simply. They pulled up next to him in their speeder as he stormed down the road.

    "Everything OK, Les?" Alex asked, which was dumb because the only reason they'd gone after him was because he was not.

    "Fine," Les said, in a tone of voice that could cut through the hull of a star destroyer.

    "Do you want to talk?" Amanda asked him.

    Les stopped and turned to her. "Why not? Dad told me to come find a Jedi to talk to. Apparently he'd rather I go do Jedi things with other Jedi than talk to him."

    "He said that?"
    "Yeah, right after he finished fighting with Uncle Trev."

    "Amanda, get out," Alex said. "Take Les back to our place and make him a cup of tea."

    "What are you going to do?"

    "Go run over a couple of idiots!" And without further warning he gunned the speeder to full speed and raced towards the tarmac. In the distance he saw both the Stormcrow and Malady landing, and he leaned forward in the seat as if this would make the craft go any faster. He pulled in front of them as they began to walk away.

    "What in the name of hell do you think you're doing?" He yelled.

    "We're-"

    "Shut up! I've... had... ENOUGH! I did my best to put you two morons back in line and now, I'm done. I quit. Game over. Do you know what this is?" He asked as he mimed rubbing his hands together. "This is me, washing my hands of you. God, do as you like."

    He got back in the speeder and Trevvik headed towards him. "But Cap!"

    "The talking is over, Trevvik. We're done. From now on, none of your family will be talking to mine. Starting..." he engaged the repulsors and sped away. "...now!" He screamed over his shoulder.

 

--Alex

“What do you suppose that was all about?” Trevvik puzzled as Alex sped away. Mark could only shake his head. “Probably just Cap being Cap,” he continued in an attempt to brush off the scalding he’d just received from his best friend. “I oughta find out what’s eating him, but first things first.”

Mark sat across Trevvik in a booth at Mark’s favorite pub, or what had once been, before they’d quit the AF and gone to live permanently on Janet’s home planet of Atad. If that sledgehammer hadn’t been beating the inside of his skull, Mark might’ve noticed and been impressed that he’d remembered. Trevvik stared at him as he gazed in silence at the drink ordered for him, his forehead propped in his hands. He could only wonder what was going on in his head, but he managed to keep quiet and let the old guy sit in peace for a moment and recover.

Behind his eyelids he relived the terrible thing he’d nearly accomplished that day. When he thought of it, it set his hands to trembling all over again. Sitting here, now, after the fact, with the typical, everyday sounds of the pub going on around him, it seemed as though his existence was a dream, a dream he shouldn’t be a part of, that he was lucky to be a part of. Reaching through the haze that clouded his vision, he took the cool drink in his hand, felt the glass beneath his fingers, tasted the amber liquid as it went down, sensed the slight burning sensation in his throat. That cleared the weather a bit, and still, he found he was there; it was not a dream. He was glad of it. Counting his blessings and his luck, he appreciated how close he’d come and still lived to tell the tale – though he’d rather not recount it ever again. Stupid! Stupid thing to do. Stupid and selfish. He wasn’t alone – he wasn’t the only one suffering, missing Asya so bad he didn’t know how to was to manage to get from day to the next. Yet through so much that was lost, so much remained; and like a fool, he’d come so close to throwing it all away. He shook his head.

That was one heck of a way to find out.

“Find out what?”

Mark looked up suddenly at his brother; he hadn’t realized he’d spoken aloud. Looking back to his drink, he slid the glass around in little circles so that the pooled condensation made shiny wet swirls on the table’s marred surface. He sighed and admitted simply, “I don’t want to die.”

Trevvik lifted one corner of his mouth in a lopsided grin. “Nobody wants to die, mate.” Lifting his glass, he downed it in one gulp. Slamming the empty glass down, he cried, “I have it!”

“Have what?” 

“We’ll become vampires, you and me. Brothers immortal! We’ll join the undead and stalk the galaxy forever. Then we’ll – hey, don’t knock it until you’ve tried it!” he said in response to Mark’s reaction of disgust.

As Trevvik waited for the smile he’d hoped to pry from him, Mark lifted his glass to his lips, murmuring with all sincerity, “Who says I haven’t?” Trevvik laughed, but Mark managed to keep his manner dead serious. It was a difficult task to maintain that demeanor once he witnessed the shadow of uncertainty pass through Trevvik’s smile, as his chuckle faded and broke off. It was good to pull one over on him for a change.

Trevvik cleared his throat. “Any better?” he asked.

Mark nodded. “If it hadn’t been for you, I’d be scattered across the bottom of the ocean right now.”

“Shoot, I….”

“Thank you, Trevvik. You saved my life.”

Trevvik shrugged as though it were nothing. “Always a pleasure.”

“How did you happen to come across me at that moment?”

He grinned again. “Ask me some other time.”

“I just…I don’t know what’s gotten into me lately. It’s difficult…to….”

“Lookit. The way I view it,” he interrupted, “there’s only so much a man can take at one time before he has to put up his hands and beg someone to shut it off before he gets buried alive. Mate, I hate to say it, but you’ve done passed that mark some time back. Can anyone blame you if you have a moment when you lose it?”

Mark considered his assessment, unsure of how to take it. “It’s hard to keep my head above water sometimes, know what I’m saying?” he confessed. “Seems like I’m drowning, then I get manage to gulp just enough air to struggle until I can find the next breath.” He rubbed his eyes. “I just have to keep reminding myself that things could be worse.” He didn’t dare consider the possibilities of ‘worse.’

“Aye,” he agreed. “As I always say, as bad as things get, there’s somebody out there who’s got it worse than…well, than me or you, or maybe even all of us put together. Try and imagine that!” Trevvik lifted his glass in salute, though there was nothing in it. “Here’s to not being the lowest man on that pole.”

“Well, I’ll tell you this,” Mark resolved, “I’m going to make it. We all are.”

Seeing him struggle to keep the tears from forming anew, Trevvik encouraged his brother with a smile. “Aye. I’ll drink to that.” 

Calling for another round so they could clink their glasses together in a toast to each other’s health, they drank together in silence, the poison that lay between them buried as though it had run its course a long time ago. 

“Well,” Mark contemplated aloud, wondering where to go from here, “I guess I ought to be thinking about getting back to the Raven – ”

“Stormcrow.”

“ – Stormcrow, and discover what new damage I’ve done…to…ohhhhhh no.” He put his head in his hands again.

“What is it now?”

“What damage I’ve done.”

“The old bird made it back to base – it can’t be anything too fatal.”

“No, no; I’m not worried about the ship. It’s Les I’m talking about.” 

“The boy?” Trevvik raised a brow and waited for an explanation. 

“I’ve got to go find him.”

--Skyy

Midday had indeed been optimistic, but not overly so. While Janet was off doing some last minute business and packing and preparing her arsenal (should things take a bad turn somewhere along the way), Mark and Les conducted the last of the repairs that would render the Stormcrow tour-ready. 

“Dad,” Les inquired curiously as they tended to the stabilizer that had given Mark trouble the day before, “I don’t remember seeing this before. Lookit here at that spar, and this leading edge looks a bit slagged.” He looked up in time to see Mark wince guiltily. “Dad?” he queried as a strange recognition came over him. “Did you bring her in a little…hot yesterday?”

Mark leaned in close, winked, and said in a low voice, “Don’t say anything about it to your mother, okay?”

“Speaking of,” he said, without turning around. A few moments later, Janet came climbing out of the ship and joined them out on the hull. 

“How’s it going, boys?”

“Good, good,” Mark reported. “Just finishing up.”

“Great. I’m all done as well.

“Ready to go then?”

“Think so.”

“All right. Eh…why don’t you go and get things warmed up for me. There’s something I want to do before we go.”

While Janet readied the ship for departure, Mark descended the landing ramp and headed over to the Malady in hopes that Trevvik had returned. He didn’t have to look far this time, for there he was, sitting at the foot of the Firespray’s landing ramp, forearms propped on his bent knees, staring off at the horizon. Bleary eyed, he looked like he’d experienced a hard night.

“There you are,” he said, standing over him. “Where’ve you been since yesterday? I’ve tried and tried to contact you.”

Trevvik didn’t answer. A muscle in his jaw twitched.

“Uh…Trev?”

“You talking to me?” he asked without looking up.

“Your name is Trevvik, isn’t it?” 

Slowly he raised his eyes to his brother.

“Good God, man,” Mark gasped at the look he was met with. “You look like you’ve lost your best friend.”

Trevvik’s laughter contained no mirth. “So what if I have?”

“What’s up with you?”

“Cap…he says what he means and means what he says, but this time, I don’t think he’s square. I just can’t figure it.” His shoulders sagged and his face fell. He reached up and fingered the silver ring in his earlobe. “Can’t figure it.”

“I see,” Mark said, though he wasn’t quite sure he did. Probably had something to do with Alex’s rant of yesterday.

“What’d you want me for?” he sulked.

“We’re loading up and heading out.”

“You too, huh? What for,” he asked with feigned disinterest, which Mark saw right through.

“Haven’t heard anything from Atad for a while. Going to check it out.”

He trained his gaze back on the horizon. “What’s that got to do with me?”

“Well,” Mark said, scratching the back of his head, “I was wondering if you’d like to fly off my wing.”

He brightened immediately, completely ruining his sabbacc face. “You…want me to go with you?”

“No one else will do.”

“Well, I don’t know if I can – ”

“All the arrangements have been made. So if you’re coming along, we’re leaving within the hour. Can you manage it?”

Getting to his feet, Trevvik faced his brother and managed a smile. “Are you kidding? The Malady and her pilot are ready for action, any place, any time,” he bragged. “Just, uh…give me a few minutes.”

“Good,” Mark said, rubbing his hands together. “Good! I knew I could count on you.” At the surprised expression that brought, he added, “Yeah, well, it took me long enough to figure it out, but you’re all right, Trev. In fact, I’m glad to have you as my brother.” 

He saw it coming, but there was nothing he could do about it; Trevvik reached out and closed his big bantha arms around him in a hug that cracked ribs and squeezed the air out of him. 

“Ow…Trev!”

He laughed and placed him safely on his feet. “Brothers immortal,” he said with a glowing smile.

“Um…yes.”

“Hey, Dad?” Mark turned to see Les coming down the Stormcrow’s ramp. He was shrugging into his Jedi robes, dyed a dark royal Atadian blue, his lightsaber clipped to his belt. Mark smiled to see him back in his Jedi garb, which he had seen little of since Asya’s death. As he crossed the distance between them, he reported, “Mom says we’re stowed, locked, loaded, warmed up and ready to go.”

“All right, son. I’ll be right up.”

Trevvik slapped him hard on the shoulder before turning to jog up the ramp. “Right behind you, bro!”

Taking his place in the captain’s chair, he strapped himself in. Flipping a few switches, the engines whined to life, settling to the familiar hum that filtered to them through the ship. He looked over at Janet. She was smiling to herself.

“What is it?” he asked.

Her eyes sparkled in a way reminiscent of the Katarn days. “I don’t know; it’s just this feeling I got, like old times or something.”

“Yeah,” he replied. “That’s that what it is.

“Ready back there?” he inquired over his shoulder.

“All set,” Les replied from the seat behind Janet. The absence of Asya’s “Wyler 2, standing by” rang loudly in their sorrowed souls.

“Stormcrow, this is Malady,” Trevvik’s voice came in over the headset just as Mark put it on. “Everything’s in the green and I’m ready whenever you are.”

“Roger that,” he responded. “Well then,” he said as the ship rose from the ground, “off we go.”

Two ships lifted off from Shay Memorial, climbing into a clear Xenen sky, nosing their way towards home.

--Skyy

            Mary pushed hair back from her face, frowning at the bruise on her cheek that was still fading.  Last time I faceplant into my stick.  Mercifully, that had been the worse of the injuries she’d sustained in the fighting over Xenen.  She’d been mostly cloistered since, off the active duty roster—much to her dismay—and had been bumming around the house, fussing over her mother, who’d taken a few much-needed personal days to finally, finally get her knee fixed, something that had been waiting for fifteen long years—and apparently couldn’t wait any longer.

            Cay was on his way over, and the thought made her smile.  She could still remember the astonished look on his face when he’d seen her, perched on the couch in her mother’s office after the battle, not long after she’d made her way back to base after being shot down.

            

            There was a knock on the door, and she looked up from the stylus she’d been fiddling with, listening with half an ear to what was being said in the situation room.  Bobby Drake had been giving a report when the knock had come, and she silently cursed herself for not hearing footsteps approaching the door.

            “Come in?”

            Cay entered, looking more than a little worried, more than a little worn.  He blinked, staring at her, standing in the open doorway.  “Mary?”

            She smiled, hugging the heavy blanket around her shoulders a little tighter.  “Aren’t you supposed to be at Conceli by now?”  She would have said more, but he was already hugging the breath out of her.  She coughed, rasping out, “Cay…need to breathe.”

            Words tumbled over each other as he continued to crush her against his chest, her arms trapped against her sides so she couldn’t hug him back.  “Gods, Corsem told me…”

            She managed a smile.  “Yeah, about that…”

            His grip loosened, but only slightly.  “What happened?”

            Wiggling her arms free, she leaned in to kiss him briefly, tangling fingers in his hair.  “Well…I managed to land the thing about two klicks outside of Had Addan.”

            “Had Addan…that place is practically tundra this time of year.”

            Mary smiled wryly.  “Not practically.”  She cuddled against his chest, sighing quietly as he kissed her forehead, hugging her tightly.

            “I’m sorry I wasn’t here.”  His voice was quiet, almost too quiet to hear.  She smiled.

            “You’re here now.”

            Cay swallowed, his wry smile matching hers.  “We had to turn back because the life support failed on the  Legacy.  We got back just in time for the end of the fight.”

            “Thank goodness for small favors, huh?”

            “…uhm…yeah.”

            He’d left something unsaid, but she didn’t press the issue.  “Are you staying long?”

            “I have a feeling that’s going to depend on how this meeting with the Admiral goes.”

            She frowned.  “Do you want me to talk to her first?”

            He shook his head quickly.  “Of course not.  This is official.”  He pressed his forehead against hers.  “You’ll visit me in the stockade, right?”

            She smiled.  “Every day.”

            Her mother walked in, then, and blinked to see her still there.  “Mary!  I thought you were going home?”

            Cay sighed.  “I’m glad she didn’t.”  He let go of her, straightened up and saluted Indy.  “You sent for me, Admiral?”

            Indy waved for Cay to sit down.  “I did, Mr. Bel Iblis.  Mary?”  She glanced toward her daughter.  “Now might be a good time to head home.”

            The pilot sighed, looking to Cay, who smiled bravely as he slid into the proffered chair.  “Go on,” he said quietly.  “I’ll catch up with you when I get done here.  Your quarters or the compound?”

            Mary smiled, not caring if her mother heard them.  “…compound has a bigger tub.  And I’ll be in it.”  She stole a kiss from him and slipped out, hearing her mother’s voice as she headed down the hall.

            “…I’m not entirely certain what to do about you, Cay…”
 

            He’d been subdued, that evening, when he’d come and washed her hair, warmed her up—the tundra had been bone-chillingly cold and then some—but she hadn’t asked what was eating at him.  She still hadn’t asked; it seemed easier not to.  Maybe tonight.  They were going to talk about the wedding, make plans.

            The sooner there’s another ring on my finger, the better.
            “Mary!  Where are you?”

            She exhaled a sigh, glancing over her shoulder.  “Fixing my hair, Mom.  Did you need something?”

            “Are you and Cay staying for dinner?”

            “I don’t think so,” she called back.  “I think we’re going out.  Why, what’s cooking?”

            “I was thinking about ordering in, that’s why I asked.”

            “Okay, Mom.”  Mary shook her head, looking back toward the mirror.  Good as it’s going to get.  She flipped off the lights and wandered out into the living room, where her mother was stretched out on the couch, reading something, her knee propped up on a pillow.  “…tell me you’re not working.”

            Indy smiled wryly, tucking a strand of dark hair behind an ear.  “And if I am?”

            Mary planted a hand on her hip.  “I’m going to go round up Uncle Slate to thrash you.  Dr. Corna said to take it easy.”

            “I’m not running around or doing saber training, am I?”

            Mary exhaled in a huff, sighing.  “No…”

            “Then I’m taking it easy.  You and Cay have fun.”

            The pilot nodded.  “Do you want me to pick up anything?”

            “Brandy.”

            “Brandy?”  Mary blinked.  What does she want…oh…oh!  “…Dad’s still coming home?”

            “You sound surprised.”

            “I am surprised.  There’s a war on, and he’s still coming home?”  Mary frowned.  “How did he swing that?”

            Her mother shook her head.  “I’m not complaining.”

            I guess I wouldn’t be, either, but still…  “Mom, there has to be something more to this than him just coming home.  He hasn’t been court-martialed again, has he?”

            “Mary!”

            She winced.  “Just asking…”  The doorbell rang.  “…that’s Cay.  Just brandy?”

            “Just brandy.”

            Mary nodded, getting her coat and her purse.  “All right.  I won’t stay out too late.”

            “Have fun.”

            The young pilot waved, and headed for the door to meet her fiancé.

 

             “So…you’re still going just so you can tell Mom you want a divorce.”
            It was strange, thinking that the son most like him was making an attempt at being the voice of reason.  Michael Patrick Bullian, Sr., drew himself up.  An admiral, now, with silver peppering his dark hair, cropped short for many years, he glanced toward his son, who leaned against his father’s desk.  It was like looking at a holo of himself twenty-five years ago; the boy become a man shared his blue eyes and dark hair as well as an inborn gift for piloting—and a penchant for the same daredevilry that had long ago earned his father the callsign of Charcoal.  He admitted, though, that his son was probably a better pilot than he was, and had learned from the mistakes of his father, corrected many of the flaws in character that Mike himself had never been able to truly eliminate.

            Not for the first time in the last few weeks, however, he cursed the fact that one of those things that Michael Patrick Bullian, Jr.—Mikey—had inherited from his mother was her peculiarly forgiving and yet not nature.

            He cleared his throat.  “We’re not having this argument again, Mikey.”

            “It’s not an argument, Dad,” his son replied stubbornly, “it’s a reasonable discussion about why you’re going to go home and attempt to make the biggest mistake you’ve ever made in your life.”  He sighed.  “She’s the best thing that ever happened to you in your whole miserable existence.  I should know, you’ve said it enough times.”

            “Sometimes, you have to let those things go,” Mike answered, rolling up another shirt to tuck into his travel bag.

            “Like she’s ‘let go’ of her rage at all of your affairs?”  The younger Bullian exhaled through his teeth.  “Because we both know that it’s because of Amma that you’re even considering asking for a divorce.”

            “We’re not having this conversation again.”

            “Then what conversation are we going to have, Dad?  Really.  You’re going to ask the woman you’ve loved for twenty years to step aside for the daughter of a mercenary and a whore because said daughter is denying you your nookie unless you agree that marriage for the two of you is on the horizon.”  Mikey grit his teeth.  “You’re jumping to the tune she’s called, and dancing fast.”

            “I’ve thought this through, Mikey, really.  This has been at least a decade in coming.”

            “Liar.”  His son spat the word with enough venom that the father came about, wagging a finger.

            “Don’t you dare start with me, Mikey.  Don’t you even dare.”

            “Someone has to!”

            Mike reared back to punch his son, who stood his ground, unflinching.

            “Go on, Dad, hit me.  I know exactly which nerve I struck.  Sucks, doesn’t it?”

            It was like being sucker-punched in the gut, and Mike deflated, sitting down on the edge of the bed.  “You don’t know what it’s like to love two women at the same time.”

            “You don’t love Amma.  You’re just in lust with her.  Like all the others before.”

            “No!”  Mike roared, coming to his feet again, then beginning to restlessly pace.  “No,” he repeated more quietly.  “It’s more than just lust.  It’s…it’s like being with your mother again, but different.  Amma’s just…so different from your mother, but I feel like I love her in all the same ways.  She doesn’t try to…I don’t know….do what your mother does.”

            His son scowled, shaking his head.  “You mean she doesn’t have a career that’s outshined yours for fifteen years.  That she doesn’t live and breathe by the job.  She’s here, not there, and has no intention of continuing to live her own life if you marry her!”

            Mike’s hands curled into fists as he fought back the rage welling inside, turning away from his son and squeezing his eyes closed against the anguished tears that rose.  He didn’t want his son to see those tears, to realize the truth of it.  It was just so, so hard, and in so many ways, he was just another coward.

            That, and he’d never quite shaken the feeling that he was somehow unworthy of the woman he’d married.  The fact that she’d come after him, all those years ago, when he’d tried to leave proved it to him.  He wasn’t worthy of her love, her fidelity, her loyalty for all these years.  Better to end it, so she could be free—free to live and love and find someone that deserved her, someone that she deserved.

            Her voice drifted back to him, though, a hushed murmur as they’d lain together years ago, after Ketaris, when he’d come home, when he’d almost lost her forever.  You’re the only one I ever wanted, Mike.  Never forget that.
            It was as if his son had read his thoughts, though he knew he hadn’t.  “She loves you, Dad.  If you break her heart like this, there’s no way the others will ever forgive you for it.”

            Mike exhaled quietly, then spoke, trying to keep a rough hoarseness from his voice.  “You mean like your brother never will?”

            Mikey sat down, brow furrowing.  “Davil doesn’t know what you did for him, does he?  That might be a start on patching things up with him.”  He sighed a little.  “But I don’t know.  I guess…maybe he sees hating you as protecting Mom.”

            His father was quiet for a few long moments.  “I don’t think it would help, Mikey.  He’s right to feel the way he does.  I screwed up.  I know that.  I…this is the only way I can make it right, though.  Your mother deserves so much better than me.”

            The son sighed, shaking his head.  “Then you’re not going to change your mind?”

            Mike didn’t answer.  Mikey just sighed, shaking his head.

            “I guess not.  Sucks that I’m going to have to be there to watch you make the biggest mistake of your life.”

            I’ll try to spare you that agony, son, Mike thought as his second son slipped out of the room, still dwelling on the ache inside, the ache born of the knowledge that his oldest son hated him.  He lowered his face to his hands, wondering.  Wondering if he’d made the right choice.

            Wondering how in the name of the Force he was going to look Indiana Bridger in the eye and lie to her, the worst kind of lie.

            By the Force.  How am I going to tell her I don’t love her anymore?
--Erin

Helen System, five systems southward of the Kartuiin sector, along the Shermanch Run.
Captain Rachel DeLong, Commander, Air Group, MC90 Waverider, flag vessel of TF-87, New Republic Eighth Fleet, shut down her fighter's engines and came to a floating rest, after completing a third patrol loop.

Confound it, that skip had to be somewhere above her!

Her ship hung upside down, relative to the north pole of Helen's magnetosphere. Not, mind, that she was close enough to that planet for it's magnetosphere to have any particular effect on her instruments. It was merely a convenient point of reference, to let her know where her head was in relation to everything else.

Admittedly the asteroid field some two kilometers "above" her transparisteel canopy could have served as such a reference point. Alas, the asteroids themselves were so uniform as to be useless. One looked very much like another, save for one asteroid in particular.

That asteroid was the object of her hunt. A single enemy craft, a coralskipper, reported left behind after the Yuuzhan Vong raid three local days prior. Naturally she, and two flights of E-wings from Waverider's Crest Squadron, were tasked with finding it.

Needle, meet haystack. Haystack, needle. May you have interesting children.

She sighed and checked her chrono: Waverider had been in-system for twelve hours, and she in-cockpit for seven of those. Ah, the life and glamour of a New Republic Defense Force CAG!

At times she missed the old days, when she could have floated above an asteroid field, eyes closed, looking down through naught but the Force. The old days, when she was a pilot not in the chain of command, who flew with the old Dashan's Red Squadron. The old days, when she flew whatever fighter came her way, from an A-wing to a captured TIE Interceptor, and painted it black.

She still got away with painting her fighter black: CAG-hood did have some perks. And hey, being a NRDF Captain certainly beat her pre-Kartuiin status as the "strange kid we keep on the rosters because, hey, we've got to do something with her and the rest of the squadron doesn't mind". On the other hand, she had less selection in terms of what she flew: CAG's craft was an E-wing, no matter what they came across. Not that she complained about being "forced" to fly FreiTek's little bundle of high-powered starfighter glory. She just liked options, is all.

As for the Force... well, she hadn't touched that since just shortly after the Battle of Kartuiin, when Robert and Talia got hitched. She'd surrendered her ring, then, as required, and had found it considerably... easier than she'd feared. Not that it was a puppies-and-kittens sort of event, not at all. But it had been easier, and over time, she'd come to realize that she didn't really miss it.

Flying without the Force was more fun. Greater challenge; therefore, greater reward. It simply felt... better, to complete a mission (heck, just to complete OCS!) on her own, without a mysterious energy field and/or cellular symbiotes giving her an advantage in a fighter duel. It was her skill alone which determined the day, and since she still lived and had a pretty good record about not getting a ship shot out from under her, she'd obviously turned in a very skilled pilot indeed.

Also, her Force-blindness really annoyed Vice Admiral Kenneth Burdett, TF-87's commanding officer. That made her happy, for a vast assortment of reasons. He himself was Force-sensitive, as she'd discovered during a somewhat heated moment at the Second Battle of Xenen, with a talent for telepathy, though untrained. His naval career made Jedi training impractical, and his beginning talent level – in all things not telepathy – was such that a visit to Skywalker's Praxeum was... impractical. Corran Horn, he was not.

But, of course, Kenneth was some twenty kilometers away, on the Waverider. And even if she could still feel the Force, it wouldn't help matters during a Vong hunt.

She checked her sensors and sighed again.

"Dee," she said, addressing R7-D6, her astromech unit, "are you sure we're not picking up anything?"

The droid warbled a reply.

"No, I realize that you would've alerted me if we did. I just have to ask. Process, you know."

The droid warbled something about what she could do with the process.

"I don't have one of those, Dee. And where did you learn to talk like that?"

Dee answered. Rachel winced.

"Fine. Next time I won't ask. Listen... toss the raw take from sensors up on my CMD. I want to have a look at it."

Dee's reply sounded very hurt, but the R7 flashed the data anyway. Five minutes into the feed, she had it.

"There! Hawking radiation, one point-source. Dee, how did you miss this?"

Warble.

"What do you mean, you weren't looking for it!? I showed you the data my brother sent!"

A strident whirr. Rachel sighed.

"Yes, I know Robert isn't an approved NRI or Naval Intelligence source. I swear, you're just as bad as Ke- the Admiral about that. Just – oh, never mind. Lock on to that point source and give me a course."

A protesting noise.

"Now, Dee."

The droid raised no further protests, and dutifully projected a course on her CMD. Much to it's surprise, she didn't follow that course precisely. Rather, she flew a course several degrees off of the straight line, which would carry her in the general direction of the suspected coralskipper, but not in such a way that it looked like she knew where it was. She flew along at 2/3 powers: not fast enough for an intercept, and not slow enough for full maneuverability. Just a nice, leisurely stroll through the asteroid field.

The Vong pilot (she was certain enough of it's identity to call it that, and not "Sierra 1" or somesuch) was ballsy, she had to credit him for that; he never once changed his power signature or moved during her approach, save for the random tumble he'd adopted to blend in with the asteroids. She passed within one point six-seven kilometers of the skip, and still the enemy pilot didn't react.

Balls of bloody durasteel. She had to grin at the thought, given how the enemy pilot would consider any part of him, perhaps especially whatever his species used for male gonads, being compared to durasteel as a high insult, not to mention extreme blasphemy.

Then she stopped smiling, cut engine power to 1/3, swung about and snap-shotted a proton torpedo at the skip. Which promptly stopped spinning and swatted aside the torpedo with its dovin basal. Rachel punched the throttle up to full, then engaged the SLAM, and shot past the skip before it could engage with its lava-gun.

The skip gave chase.

All according to plan.

"Crest One, CAG," Rachel commed. "Mynok problem. Ready a back-scratch."

The other pilot answered with a click. Rachel shut down the SLAM: she'd need it later, and she didn't want to lose the skip just now. Also, the SLAM had a bad habit of cutting down on her turn rate, and given the blobs of lava flying perilously close past her cockpit, she needed all the degrees of turn she could get.

For five minutes she dodged away from the skip's fire and around the floating asteroids. By the time Rachel reached the turn point, her shields were down to maybe seven percent, multiple scorch marks scored her hull, poor Dee was a nervous wreck, and she mostly likely had stress fractures in her right hand. On the plus side she hadn't died, and the engines still worked.

She reached the turn point and pitched "up" hard, activating the SLAM at the same time. Even with the compensator at ninety, the acceleration from that maneuver pushed her hard into her couch.

She felt the turn slow; the superheated exhaust from the SLAM was eating through the vectored-thrust nozzles.

But she completed the turn, and rocketed straight "up" through the asteroid field, the skip right behind her and holding fast to her tail. She passed the "top" edge of the field, and then so did the skip-

-and then the skip was no more, as it ran straight into and was torn apart by the crossed fire of six E-wings, the two flights from Crest Squadron, whom Rachel's back-scratch request had ordered there.

"Crest One, CAG," Rachel commed, her voice under control. "Nice shooting, Eva."

"Roger, CAG," Eva commed back. "One question: who gets the kill?"

"I'll let the six of you fight over it," Rachel answered. She used the groans which floated over the comm to cover her own slight gasp as she pried her hand off the control stick. "Just don't destroy the OC this time, 'kay?"

Yep. Definitely stress fractures. And Dee was still making that sad little whining noise. And there was a definite smoky smell to the cockpit...

But she wasn't dead. As a non-Jedi going up against a skip, admittedly with a nice little trap on her side, that meant a lot.

"Waverider, CAG. Target neutralized, request permission to bring in the CAP."

"CAG, Waverider. Permission granted. Come on home, Shadow."

~Wes

            “Beating that dummy isn’t going to make anyone feel better, Dav.”
            Davil Bullian glanced toward his sister, who was stretched out on a couch, arms wrapped around the pillow she rested her chin on.  She looked pale and worn, he noted silently—she looked progressively moreso with each passing day, and it worried him.  He looked away again, swinging his leg up against the dummy he was currently working to destroy.

            “I mean it.”

            He delivered a few more blows to the dummy as she spoke.  “I know you mean it,” he snapped, a little more sharply than he intended.  He frowned as she huffed a sigh and he took a step back from the dummy.  “I’m sorry, Ari.”

            A wry smile crossed Arilyn’s face as she shook her head.  “You’re not sorry.  Don’t lie and say you are.”  She rolled onto her back, hugging the pillow.  “And you’re not all right, either, so don’t tell me that you are.”

            That killed the denial on his tongue and he sighed, looking back at the dummy.  “I just wish it was Dad getting this pummeling,” he admitted quietly.  “I can’t believe Mary wants him to give her away, Ari.  How could she want that, after the hell we’ve all gone through because of him?”

            Her voice was quiet.  “Because no matter how much you hate him, Dav, he’s still our father.  And nothing’s going to change that.”  She stretched, then sighed.  “And Mary wants him to be a part of this.  I’d want the same thing, if it were me.”

            Davil winced, not at her words, but at the longing in her voice.  She wishes it was her getting married first, instead of Mary.  Maybe if…but no.  That was over a long time ago.  He looked toward her, taking in the pale visage and the frailty of her form that she tried to hide.  And now she knows she might never get that chance—she might not live to have that chance.  “I can’t face him, Ari.  I can’t.  Mary will have to do without me at the ceremony.”

            “Oh yeah, she’ll go for that.”  Arilyn sat up, raking a hand back through her flame-red hair.  “That’s not fair to her, Dav.  She wants you there, too.  She wants all of us there.  It’s bad enough that Cait and Innis can’t make it back for the wedding.  You have to come.  It’s not like you get a vote.”

            I can’t.  I’ll lose all control and just…I’ll just…  “Ari, I can’t.  I’m not strong enough to stop myself from giving him a black eye or worse.  It’s the one thing that…the one thing…”

            “That makes you lose control,” she supplied.  She perched on the edge of the couch for a moment, then shrugged.  “Well, I guess Mary will have to do without us, then.”

            Davil looked at her sharply.  “Wait, us?  What’s this us, now?”

            “If you’re not going…then I’m not going,” Arilyn said matter-of-factly.  “Mary will have to deal with that.”

            “No.”

            “Yes, Dav.  That’s the way it’s going to be.”

            “Don’t do this to me, Ari.”  By the Force, don’t lay that on me.  You have to go.  You’re her sister.
            And you’re her brother.
            Davil frowned at Arilyn’s voice in his head, but sighed, knowing she was right.  “Ari…it’s not a good idea.”

            “And missing your little sister’s wedding is a good idea suddenly?  Please.  This may be the last time we have most of our family in one place, Dav…why would you give that up?  Even if you do hate Dad these days.  He’s still our father; still family.  We still came from him.  Look at it this way…if you can restrain yourself, you’re the better man.”  Arilyn flopped back over onto her back, not pressing the issue further.

            She knows she’s already won, Davil thought glumly, watching her as he retreated back to the dummy.  It wasn’t long before his sister was dozing there, and he paused in his abuse of the inanimate object to stare at her.  She’s dying, and she’s trying to set everything to rights before…  He sighed, shaking his head hard.  I can’t let it happen.  There has to be a way to stop this.  There has to be.  Dad found…Dad found a way when Mom…  Breath hissed through his teeth.  There has to be a way to save her.  There has to be.  By the Force, though, how did he do it?  He’s not a healer; everyone knows that.  He’s a soldier—a warrior.  A destroyer.  How did he do it, then?
            He delivered a haymaker to the dummy as anger suddenly surged in him, then paused to catch his breath, trying to cool his frustrated rage.  His control had been slipping since Coruscant…since he’d learned the truth of so many things that he’d never wanted to know—never needed to know.

            “I’ll be civil to Dad, Ari,” he mumbled, staring at her sleeping form, moving to gently drape a blanket over her.  “If only to find a way to stop you from dying young.”  He sighed, then headed to get a shower.

            When he was out of the room, Arilyn cracked an eye open and sighed softly.  “Oh, Dav,” she whispered to the empty room.  “Nothing can stop that, now.”

            “When do you have to go back to Xenen?”
            Alek’s hands dug into his wife’s back, clinging to her small, slender form as he kissed her neck hungrily, body pressed as hard against hers as she pressed against him.  He tried to ignore the murmured question, half lost in the urgency of their lovemaking—urgency that had not abated since the attack of the newest threat to the galaxy at Xenen.

            They have a name, the portion of his mind that was still rational reminded him.  The Vong.  The Yuuzhan Vong.  He pulled Tegan tighter against himself, murmuring in response finally when he felt her begin to withdraw slightly, to voice her question again, “I’m sure Colonel Bridger and General Rendar have things well in hand at Xenen…I’m staying with you as long as I can.” 

            The governor of the Kartuiin Sector groaned, nails scraping down Alek’s spine.  “But you’re the appointed intelligence chief…what will Coruscant…?”

            He forestalled the question—and its answer—with a kiss, and it was a few long moments before he answered.  “Coruscant will either be overjoyed or won’t have time to get upset.  I think they have bigger problems than an intelligence chief operating out of the sector capital rather than military headquarters.”

            She sighed, fingers of one hand tangled in his hair.  “Do you think she can handle it, Alek?  Truly?”

            He kissed her eyes.  “You hired her into your administration, Tegan.  Would you have done that if you didn’t think she was still up to playing the game?”

            “No,” she murmured, tilting her head as he kissed his way down her jaw and neck to her collarbone.  She kissed his ear, nibbling on it a little.  “And for the record, it was Garan’s idea.”

            “What was?”

            “Bringing General Rendar onto my staff.”

            “Huh.”

            They let the conversation drop for a time, far more interested in other activities, and it was an hour later, as they lay cuddled together in their bed that Tegan spoke again.

            “I don’t regret it.”

            He ran his fingers along her arm, wrapped around him.  “Regret what?”

            “Any of it.”  She nuzzled his neck, easing closer.  “What we’re facing now scares me, though, Alek.  What if we misstep?  What if we fall?”

            “It’s not going to happen,” he whispered, trying to sound confident—and succeeding, he thought.  “The staff aboard the Prayer is already coming up with solutions, and from what I understand the modifications on the Legacy can potentially be recreated on other ships of the line—it’ll take time, I’m told, but it can be done.”

            “What if we don’t have that kind of time?”

            “We’re coming up with other solutions,” Alek soothed, hugging her close.  “Every bit of intelligence we get on the enemy is immediately disseminated throughout the system.  Your insistence, I seem to recall.  We’re all working from the same data, everyone’s provisioning.  Stop worrying for just one night, Tegan.  Just one night.  That’s all I ask.”

            She stroked his cheek, rolling to face him.  “I’m just so afraid, Alek.  Everyone fought so hard to build this…I don’t want to see it come crashing down.”

            “It won’t,” he murmured, and kissed her forehead.  He hugged her against his chest, her forehead nestled beneath his chin, against the hollow of his neck and shoulder.  “The people who serve in this sector, Tegan…they call this place home.  We both know how ferocious someone can be in the defense of their home.  We’ll beat this, like everything else.  One way or another.”

            “One way or another,” she echoed softly.  Tegan sighed quietly, trying to feel as confident in his convictions as Alek clearly was.  Something tugged at her, though.

            What she didn’t know is that it tugged at him, too.  A dark, ominous feeling that maybe—just maybe—things wouldn’t work out this time.  Neither could afford to dwell on the feeling, though.  It was the hope-killer, and sometimes, hope was all anyone had left.

 

~ Erin

"Hey, mind if I join you two?"  Cay Bel Iblis held a steaming cup of jet-fuel-grade caf in his hand as he walked up to the table outside The Diner on Wayfarer's concourse level.

Aly Drake looked up and smiled.  "Sure, pull up a chair."  She was sitting across from Rameth, both of them wearing their silver Auyn jackets, just as Cay was, although his was hanging open and the shirt underneath badly rumpled.  "What's with the high octane?  Looks like it was a rough night."

Cay managed a weak smile as he sipped the caf.  The Diner, as it was simply called, continued to exist amid the over-priced coffee shops and designer eateries for one simple reason.  It was where every local-raised pilot, mechanic, engineer, or fleet man came to refuel their personal tanks.  If you worked on or out of Wayfarer and called Xenen your home planet, you came to the Diner, and most of them had been doing it since the station was built.  "Rough night doesn't cover half of it.  Mary and I were up all night on the Legacy."

Rameth snorted, picking at his steak.  "Golden Boy thinks he's the only one with a sex life."

Cay shook his head.  "No, not like that...for once.  We were up all night talking about the wedding.  And I told you not to call me Golden Boy."

Dorrin Drake made his way over, with a plate of eggs and another cup of much better smelling caf.  "Can I join you, or does this table have a dress code?"

Aly smirked and pushed out another chair with her foot for her brother.  "Sit.  We were just discussing Cay's wedding."

Dorrin raised a brow as he sipped his caf.  "Is this going to be happening soon?"

Cay nodded.  "Mary's dad is coming home, and she wants to have the wedding while he's here.  Which means there's not much time to plan."

Aly let out a low whistle, and Dorrin frowned as he started puzzling over all the logistics issues of putting together a wedding this quickly.  Rameth just grunted, but he was the first to speak.  "Whatever you need, kid, you got.  We're your friends, that's what we're here for."

Dorrin looked at him.  "Speaking for a moment as your best friend?  We can take care of the plans, but there's something you need to do before you do anything else."

Cay made a face as he took another long pull from the bitter cup in front of him, staring at the cup and definitely not at Dorrin.  "I need to talk things over with my dad.  That's what you're trying to say."

Rameth grunted again.  "If memory serves, Michael Bullian and Derik Bel Iblis go together like fire and engine fuel.  Your dad finds out Mike's coming to the wedding and he's not..."

Cay held up his hands in surrender.  "I get it.  I'll go talk to him.  In the meantime, here's what I need each of you to work on...."

--Wyvern

            Their feet pounded the pavement in a counterpoint to each other, one with ponytail bouncing, the other starting to unzip his jacket, over-warm thanks to the unseasonable thaw.
            “How was your night out with Cay?”  Corsem asked as they turned to jog down another pathway littered with puddles and the last remnants of melting snow.  The warm snap wouldn’t last—everyone knew it wouldn’t last—but the pair were still alone on the jogging paths just away from the base-proper.  Everyone was too tied up in other things, Corsem supposed, to take a jog while it was warm enough that the sweat didn’t steam right off your body.

            Mary had the breath to laugh.  “It was fine.  Wasn’t much of a night out; we went up to the Legacy to talk about the wedding and were up most of the night doing that.  I can’t imagine the ribbing he’s getting from his staff right now.”

            “Probably similar to the one I got the last time I went out with someone and came in bleary-eyed the next morning.”

            She shook her head.  “I still can’t believe that chick drugged you and stole your creds.”

            “Last time I go out with a girl I pick up in a dive like that.”

            “You know,” Mary mused, “if your parents knew about half the misadventures you’ve had over the years, they’d never have let you out of their sight.”

            Corsem chuckled bitterly.  “Sure they would have.  Mom wouldn’t have noticed, and Dad can’t say much about misadventures—he had more than his share before he married Mom.”

            “She seems like she’s getting back to normal again, y’know.  To everyone else, anyway.  Including my mom.”

            “Your mom would know,” Corsem agreed, then tried to suppress a sigh.  He tried not to be bitter about his mother’s inattention while he was growing up, in the wake of Jaq Pellman’s death, and it really hadn’t been as bad as he made it out to be—she’d been there, at least physically if not completely mentally after she’d left the service, and he was silently grateful for that.  He loved her, looked up to her—if he could become half the officer she’d been, he’d have done far better than many in the service.  But still…there was always a piece that seemed to be missing from his history, and he knew it had something to do with her.  “So everything’s going according to plan?  Still going to get married while your dad’s here?”

            “I want him to give me away, Corsem.  Got to do it while he’s here if I want that.  Won’t be a huge, fancy affair like their wedding was, but it won’t be a battlefield ceremony like the one your folks had, either.  Something simple, but enough.  We’re talking to Henderson about officiating.”

            “He’ll do a good job,” he affirmed, then squinted ahead.  “Who’s that coming up the path toward us?”

            Mary frowned, looking ahead at the pair walking toward them from the opposite direction.  “The twins.”

            “I thought Ally was on duty.”

            “Guess not, unless we’re under arrest for something.”  Mary lifted a hand to wave.  “Hey Ally, hey Dorrin!”  She and Corsem dropped to standstill as they reached the pair.  Dorrin’s face was flushed; Ally looked cheerful.

            “Time to go get your dress, Mary.”

            Mary blinked.  “Eh?”

            Dorrin scuffed the ground with his toe.  “We’re your planners, now.  Come on.  Dress time.”

            It was all Corsem could do not to burst into laughter as the Drake twins led a befuddled Mary back in the direction from which they’d come.

            Tag stood behind a desk that had long ago been hers, sifting through reports that she probably didn’t have security clearance anymore to see.  She sorted them in the old way she’d always used—needs immediate action, needs to be kicked to Nylan, needs to be kicked to Indy, needs to be kicked somewhere else, needs to be filed.  Alek is going to go crazy when he gets back and sees everything I filed.   Her protégé had learned well, though he seemed to give too much attention to some things rather than others—she couldn’t fault him for it, though, putting the pieces together came from practice and experience—largely earned during wartime—and he hadn’t had much wartime behind the desk to learn how to do it the way she had.
            She reached down to pick up one report in particular again, glancing up at the sound of footsteps.  “What do you need, Nylan?”

            He leaned in the doorway.  “Done with the Prayer report?  It needs to circulate.”

            Tag flipped it at him, brow furrowed.  His posture says he’s here for more than just the report.  “What else do you need?”

            “When are you going to ask for it back?”

            …he’s not going there…is he?  “Ask for what back?”

            Nylan waved a hand, encompassing the office that had once been hers, the reports on the desk, all of it.  “This.  When are you going to ask for it back?  Alek’ll give it to you.”

            “Coruscant won’t, and they’re right not to.”  She set down the report in her hand and stared at him.  “I’m not cut out for this anymore.”

            His gaze was pointedly aimed at the desk.  “There is evidence otherwise.”

            Exhaling in a sigh, she turned away, staring at the few holos that Alek kept in his office, on the glass shelves behind his desk.  Her throat tightened as she caught sight of one of she and Jaq Pellman, taken decades ago, during times that were surprisingly simpler.  “No, Nylan,” she said quietly, “I’m really not cut out for this anymore.”

            His footsteps approached and there was the sound of something clattering down atop her piles.  “You have to forgive yourself for it, Tag.”

            “It shouldn’t have happened that way, Nylan.  He should be here, seeing all these kids he held as babies grow up.  He survived the Rebellion…he didn’t need to die there.”  She squeezed her eyes shut as Nylan’s arms closed around her from behind.  “The job took my soul, took me away from my kids, stole everything from me…I’m not coming back, Nylan.  I can’t come back.  It’s not…”

            “About what you want anymore?”  Nylan smiled gently at the puzzled look she gave him, sliding a report into her hands.  “Read that, Tag.  You named Jaq well, and Molly’s more like you than you realize, too.”  He fluffed her hair.  “Don’t get me started on Corsem, either.  He’s every inch the spawn of you and Dalsuna.”  He gave her another hug, then let go.  “Let go of the hurt, Tag.  We’re going to need you before this is over, I can feel lit.”

            Her hands tightened on the pad he’d pushed into her hands.  “What if I’m right?”

            “Trust me,” he smiled wryly.  “You’re not.  I’ll bring you some caf.”  The base commander left her, then, and she sunk into the chair that had once been hers.

            “Do I really want this back?”  She murmured to herself.

            She already knew what the answer was.

            For all the new military discipline that sudden wartime had injected into the officers and enlisted men and women of the New Republic forces stationed in the Kartuiin Sector, that didn’t make the chow lines at Shay Memorial any less chaotic than they’d ever been.  The only times that breakfast hadn’t been chaotic, Slate Bridger reflected wryly, was when most of their forces had been out on maneuvers—or after a heavy loss, long ago.  Mercifully…their heaviest losses were long ago.
            Though the death toll may rise soon enough, Slate thought darkly and not with a little remorse, as he slopped some eggs onto his plate.  It pained him to think of how many men and women he knew, how many men and women he’d trained, might die in the conflict that loomed—the war that was brewing.  That was coming.

            That had brushed them once; a brush they had oh-so-narrowly survived.

            He exhaled through his teeth.  Nothing in any of their lives could have begun to prepare them for the enemy that had already hit them once.  He grabbed his milk and juice, then headed for a table that was still mostly empty; it would remain that way after the commando settled down.

            He moved his eggs around his plate.  Too watery, as usual.  Karri was eating at home, with the kids.  They’d talked last night, about what would happen to them if they both were killed.  His poor aunt wouldn’t know what to do with herself if that happened—seemed the most settled of the family would suddenly be bequeathed with a great many children if the generation that had fought the Rebellion fell.

            They’d talked about sending the youngest away now, but neither were willing to make that choice, especially in the light of what had happened to Asya Wyler.  Her death at the hands of the enemy had sent a collective chill through the men and women who had borne their children on the battlefield but largely raised them in more peaceful times.  None were willing to cast their children far from them now, and no one blamed them for it.

            An era was ending, if it hadn’t already passed.  Darkness was sweeping over them again.  He’d never been so afraid—not since Alderaan died and he’d run from Corellia, to join a rebellion that seemed doomed to failure.  This fear, though, was tempered by weariness—he was tired of war, sick of fighting.  But his back—indeed, all of their backs—were against the wall. There weren’t choices left.

            A young officer started to sit down at the table, looked at the old commando, with the white that laced his red hair, the grim expression on his face.  The officer hesitated.  Slate smiled weakly.

            “It’s all right,” he said quietly, standing and gathering his tray.  “Not much hungry today, I guess.  Table’s yours.”

            He dumped his tray on the conveyer belt to the kitchens and headed for the gym.  Maybe a few rounds on the practice mats would settle his nerves.

            He was beginning to fear nothing ever would.

            He only kept half an eye on his son as he wended his way through the crowds at the busy transport hub.  The military hadn’t been able to spare a shuttle for them to travel to Xenen, but they had footed the bill for alternative transport.  It wouldn’t take that much longer to travel out to the Kartuiin Sector than it would have if they’d flown in themselves; the only delay would come from flying into Wayfarer rather than heading straight to base.  They’d probably have to wait for a shuttle going down.
            Of course, he was also silently thankful for that, since it would give him time to decide how he was going to delicately phrase is question to Indy…and pray that it slid off his tongue like something other than a sledgehammer.

            “Over here, Dad.”  Mikey was to his right, waving a little.  He’d found the terminal.

            So much for my sense of direction.  He wended his way over and handed the girl at the airlock his ticket, smirking slyly at her.

            She paid him no mind, scanning his ticket and gesturing.  “Step aboard, sir.”

            …and my dashing good looks.
            “What were you trying to do, Dad?”  Mikey glowered at him as they walked down the tunnel toward their transport.  “Get us an upgrade or something?”

            “That was the idea.”

            His son sounded disgusted.  “Stop trying.”

            They found their seats—near the front, comfortable, along one wall.  Window seats.  Guess I shouldn’t have worried about upgrades, Mike thought ruefully.

            “You were with her last night,” his son said after they were settled.

            “Just for dinner, nothing else.”  Why am I justifying myself to him?  “I don’t see why you’re up in arms over that.”

            “Of course you don’t,” Mikey answered, looking away.  He crossed his arms against his chest and hunched in the seat as the engines began to power up.

            Mike tried not to sigh.  He failed.  Mikey didn’t look at him.

            I love that woman; why does he have such a problem with that?  He closed his eyes, already knowing the answer.  When did he decide to care so much?  He knew the answer to that question, too.  He opened his eyes, looked around.  The transport was full of co-eds, it seemed, headed to Xenen for school, more than likely.  He felt his throat grow tight as he laid eyes on one of them, dark-haired, green-eyed.  Like his wife.  Like Indy.
            He missed her, missed her more than he ever admitted—more than he denied.  Part of the reason for his affairs was probably due to his desire for companionship, true, and part of the reason so many had ended was because either the women he’d coupled with had found something better or he’d just…moved on.  None of them had ever made him feel quite the way his wife did.

            Amma does, he thought to himself, though it rang hollow.  He steeled himself, though.  This was one responsibility he would not shirk.  He had to do what he had to do, and he’d do it, or be damned.

  

~ Erin

The door of the shuttle slid open with a hiss, and he stepped down onto the hangar bay floor.

"Captain Bel Iblis?"

Cay turned in the direction of the voice, where a young woman in a jet-black uniform stood crisply at attention.  "I'm Commander Raines.  Welcome to the Black Vise, sir."

Cay smiled and nodded.  "Thank you for having me, Commander.  I'm a bit surprised that my father didn't meet me himself."  He thought back to the last words he'd said to his father, on the concourse of Wayfarer.  "Then again, perhaps I'm not."

The Commander either didn't hear the comment, or simply ignored it.  Given what he'd been told about the crew complement of the Black Vise, Cay suspected that there were a good many things that they ignored.  "If you'll follow me, sir, I'm to escort you to the General."

Cay nodded.  "Of course, Commander."  He looked around as they walked through the corridors.  He wasn't entirely sure what he'd been suspecting, but on the inside, the black-hulled flagship of the Fourth Fleet looked just like every other Star Destroyer that Cay had been on.  Everyone was wearing the same black uniforms, and instead of New Republic or AFFC emblems everywhere, there was just the same octagon-shaped 4 emblem that everyone wore on their uniforms.  Otherwise, it was exactly the same.  He looked at the Commander, and realized she couldn't be much older than twenty-five.  "If you don't mind my asking, Commander, you don't look..."

She turned and fixed him with a stare that stopped him in his tracks.  "With all due respect sir, I'll only explain this once.  You're not a member of this fleet, so you don't understand this.  No one, absolutely no one, talks about why they got sent to The Hole, or why anybody else did.  Understand?"

He nodded.  "I'm sorry, Commander.  I didn't realize."

She nodded curtly and continued on, leading him to a lift that required keycard access.  Several floors up, the lift stopped and the doors opened.  Judging by the carpet on the floor and better paint on the walls, he was definitely in officer country.  She led him to the double doors at the end of the single, long hallway and knocked twice on the door.  Without waiting for a response from inside, she turned to Cay.  "The General will see you now, Captain."  She opened the door and waited until he stepped inside before shutting it behind him.

Cay looked around once inside. His father's office was almost what he expected, although it was...utilitarian.  Hardly any personal effects at all, with the exception of a single framed picture sitting on the desk.  Not actually seeing his father, Cay walked over and picked it up.  It was a picture of them...their whole family when Cay was little, before...

His thoughts were interrupted as the other door opened and his father stepped into the room.  Cay hastily set the picture down and turned to face him, steeling himself.

General Derik Bel Iblis looked at his son, not smiling behind the grey in his beard.  "Hello Cay.  I'd say this was a surprise, but I've known you were coming since your shuttle requested permission to dock."

Cay nodded.  "Dad..."

Derik walked over to the desk, picking up the picture and managing a smile.  "I wasn't sure you wanted to talk to me, after the other day."

Cay was silent for a long moment, turning away and pretending to look at the data tapes on the shelf behind him.  "I was...angry."

Derik nodded.  "I suppose you were."

Cay sighed.  "Dad, you lied to everyone about being retired.  And don't give me that crap about top secret.  You lied to -me-.  If there's no one else in the universe you can trust, I thought you could trust me."  He whirled on his father, the anger flashing in his eyes as he unloaded how he felt.

Derik, for his part, stood his ground, letting Cay vent his feelings.  It wasn't the first time someone had yelled at him, and it wouldn't be the last.  And then he said possibly the only thing he could that would let the wind out of Cay's sails.  "Cay, you're absolutely right."

Cay stopped and just looked at him.  "What?"

The elder Bel Iblis sat down on the edge of the desk, letting the mask drop, and showing his son how very, very tired he was.  "You're absolutely right.  I should have told you.  But when everyone thought I was dead, and then after...what happened on Tlir...hell, Cay, you were only seven when you came back to Xenen.  How was I supposed to tell someone that young a secret that big?  And every year that went by....it was as if the secret just got bigger, and I knew you'd be angry that I didn't tell you.  And it just kept..."

Cay stepped over to his father, cutting him off with a hand on his shoulder.  "I get it.  Dad, I.....I get it."

Derik looked up at him and smiled.  "You really are all grown up now, aren't you, son?"

Cay just nodded.  "I guess you could say that.  I mean, hell, I'm getting married."

His father smirked.  "I know, I was there when you proposed, remember?"

"No, I mean I'm getting married -soon-.  Mary's dad is coming home, and she wants him to give her away at the wedding."

Derik raised an eyebrow.  "Mike's coming to Xenen, huh?"

Cay sighed and nodded.  "I don't suppose you could promise me that...certain people won't try to kill him, could you?"

Derik chuckled.  "We have a whole war to fight, he's pretty quiet these days."

Cay sighed in relief.  "Well, with that in mind, I wanted to talk to you about my best man..."

--Wyvern

            It had been quite some time since she’d been able to walk into base operations without pain, and it was nice to do it again.  No one quite noticed at first until Nylan waved from where he was bent over a console with one of the technicians and an aide thrust a cup of caf into her hands.
            “Missed a little excitement, Admiral, though not too much,” the aide confided, and then disappeared into the mix.

            Indy arched a brow, glancing at Nylan.  “Report?”

            “The Vong are taking Dantooine apart,” he replied tersely, brow furrowed.  “We’re getting the feed on blue channel right now.”

            Her spirits fell.  Despite the activity they’d been watching lately, the scattered reports, she’d dared to hope that maybe—just maybe—this would be a passing thing, that the alien invaders would lose interest after getting their noses bloodied.  Of course, all of their preparations had spoken to the opposite—the knowledge, despite their every hope otherwise, that war had come again, a war against an alien menace to which most of the Republic had no answer.  “It’ll be over before we can get anyone there.”

            He nodded.  “Unfortunately, that’s the long and short of it.  Should we tell the rest of the forces?”

            Exhaling, she shook her head.  “No.  Wait until we have…well…at least more news.  There’s nothing we can do for them all the way out here.  Put the fleet on alert and double up patrols.  Is Tag still here?”

            “She might be; she’ll be in Alek’s office if she is.”

            Indy nodded.  “All right.  Keep me posted.”  She started for the corridor back toward the offices, beyond operations, but Nylan’s voice stopped her.

            “Isn’t Mike coming home today?”

            “Yeah,” she said quietly, smiling slightly.  “He is.  Keep me posted.”

            “Yes, Admiral.”

            She made her way toward the office of the Chief of Sector Intelligence—Alek Cannele, these days—and found Tag inside, sitting behind Alek’s desk.  Indy leaned in the doorway and peered at her, smiling wryly.  “If you didn’t look so ancient, it’d be like old times.  You even look tired enough for that desk to still be yours.”

            Tag let out a weak chuckle, shaking her head and tossing a report onto the desk.  “Nylan seems to think it should be.”

            Nylan seems to be right about a lot of things—more often than he’s wrong, anyway.  Indy shrugged.  “What do you think?”

            “I think I’ll just get someone killed again,” Tag murmured, slumping.  She stared off toward nothing, but Indy knew what scene was replaying behind her eyes.

            Indy eased deeper into the office, letting the door close behind her.  “It wasn’t your fault, Tag.  You need to let it go.”

            Tag’s voice came as a bare whisper.  “I can’t let it go.”  She closed her eyes and seemed to fold in on herself.  “There isn’t a day that goes by that I don’t think about him, and there isn’t a night where I don’t have that same nightmare.  Dalsuna doesn’t even wake up anymore when I get up to wash the tears off my face.  I live with the ghosts every day.”  She looked up toward her friend, tears shining in mismatched eyes.  “I don’t need any more ghosts.”

            Indy eased forward and came around the desk to hug her friend—her cousin—tightly, stroking her hair.  “But we need you back, Tag.  Sooner or later, we’ll need you back.  Are you going to keep hiding?  We all know he wouldn’t want that.”

            “That’s what makes it hard,” she murmured, sniffling.  “I can’t handle the hurting anymore, but I know…I know that I’m wasting everything that I learned by not doing this job anymore.  But I can’t…”  She shivered, quieting, then said after a few minutes.  “You can let go.  I’m just…I’m going to sit here and think a while.  I have a lot to think about.”

            The admiral pulled away, but didn’t fully let go.  “You’re sure?”

            Tag nodded.  “I’m sure.  You’ve got work to do, anyway.  Nylan and I were talking at breakfast…they still haven’t been able to raise Atad, and there’s a stack of commissions on your desk that need your yay-nay on.  Go on.  I’ll be okay.”

            I don’t believe that for a nanosecond.  Indy nodded anyway and straightened, slipping out of the office and letting the door close behind her again.  She made her way deeper down the hall, to her office, where there was indeed a pile of work waiting for her.

            She glanced at the chronometer and smiled slightly to herself.  I think I can get through most of this in five hours.  His flight would come in at Wayfarer, barring unforeseen circumstances, in four hours.  In five, he’d be touching down on the tarmac here at Shay.

            Snow swirled past her office window and she smiled at it.  Even with everything else in the galaxy going wrong, perhaps this time, something would go right.

            A sharp jab to his ribs woke him from sound slumber; he would have sprawled out of his seat had he not been buckled in.  His son shook his head, bewildered.
            “We’re on final approach to Wayfarer, Dad.”

            The elder Bullian rubbed the sleep from his eyes and righted himself, glancing out the window.  Been a long time since I saw Wayfarer station, he thought to himself and suppressed a wince.  Too long, he amended, thinking about exactly how long it had been.  He exhaled.  Mikey glared at him.  Mike shook his head, knowing what his son was thinking.

            He doesn’t want to be in the same shuttle with me coming down.  We both know I have to ask her as soon as I see her or else I’ll never have the guts…the wherewithal…  He suppressed another sigh as the transport shivered, making contact with the airlock.  It was only a few minutes longer before they could hear the hiss of hard-dock and pressurization of the walkway; the hatchway slid open.  Mike made no moves to get up, letting the coeds make their way off the transport before he stood, accepting his duffle from his son, who’d pulled both bags out of the overhead compartments.

            “I saw the Legacy docked when we were on approach,” Mikey told him, shouldering his own bag.  “I’m going to stick around on-station for a while and see if Davil’s around.  Tell Mom I’ll be home for dinner.”

            Mike nodded absently, his thoughts already racing.  He’d never been able to quite answer the question about how he was going to pull this off.  Of course, there was a shuttle ride down to the surface to spend thinking about that.  At least Mikey wouldn’t have to watch—if he had, that would have made the trip back to his fleet that much more awkward and uncomfortable.

            They made their way off the transport and into the busy terminal.  Mike frowned, having half expected someone from the station to be waiting to meet them there.  His son just shrugged in response to his questioning glance and melted into the throng.  Mike sighed, looking around for a moment, then swung his bag up onto his shoulder and started to make his way around the docking ring toward where the shuttles down to Shay should have been waiting. 

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

             Snow swirled around the shuttle, winds buffeted it as it made its approach to the main field at Shay Memorial.  Mike gripped the hand-rests of his seat, checked his harness one more time.  He hated not being in control—hated it.  He closed his eyes, taking a deep breath, casting his thoughts elsewhere—away from the winds, away from the fact that he wasn’t flying this rig to the surface.

            I just…I have to tell her.  I just have to tell her as gently as possible that it’s over between us.  We both know it’s over.  We’ve known for a long time…and there’s no saving it now.  She deserves so much better than me…so much better.  He exhaled.  I just have to say it.  And hope she believes me.  And hope she doesn’t…
            The landing gear scraped the tarmac and his eyes came open.  He took a deep breath.  It was now or never.

            Snow swirled, carried by eddies of wind, skittering and dancing across the tarmac.  Mike squinted, making sure his jacket was zipped, bag balanced on his shoulder as he stepped down the ramp of the shuttle, searching for his wife.  He spotted her as she hopped over the edge of a speeder’s door and was starting to move toward him.
            It’s now or never.
            She hit him with the force of a charging gundark, almost toppling him.  His bag dropped to the ground as he struggled to retain his balance; Indy’s legs wrapped around his thighs, her arms around his neck and shoulders.  The kiss unraveled conscious thought and stole his breath.  All thought of ever leaving her evaporated in the space of a heartbeat.

            His arms came around her and he just held her tightly, kissing her back with all the enthusiasm of a man half his age.  His heart thudded against his ribs as he inhaled her scent, shivered.  He was cast back twenty years, to the first time he’d touched her.  He wanted more.

            They both came up for air, gasping like fish out of water.  She laughed, slowly unwrapping herself from him, and reached up to stroke his cheek.  “Sithspit, Mike,” she breathed, “I’ve missed you.”

            I never should have left her.  I never should have…  His throat tightened and he crushed her against his chest.  “Not nearly as much as I’ve missed you.”

            Her hands wandered up his back and she held him, murmuring into his chest, “There’s a speeder waiting to take you to the house.”

            Mike pulled back abruptly, blinking as he looked into her equally startled eyes.  His mouth worked for a moment before he could get his question out.  “You’re not coming, too?”

            She laughed weakly.  “I’m still on-duty.  I’ll be home later.”

            Of course…  “Go off-duty.”

            “I can’t do that!  There’s a war on.”

            He kissed her gently.  “And this may be the last time you can do it.  Go off-duty.  Come home.  Play hooky with me.”

            For an instant, he thought she was going to say no, the same way she always had.  Then she suddenly grinned and started to pull him toward the speeder.

            For the first and the only time in their lives, she played hooky with him, shirking duty and work for the sake of a warm bed and a husband who had been gone for far too long.

            To the end of their respective days, neither regretted that choice.

            “Mom?  Mom, I’m home.”  Mary kicked the front door shut behind her, juggling a garment bag and a cup of caf from downtown Quis that was miraculously still hot despite the growing storm outside.  The house was strangely quiet, though she thought she could hear music coming from her mother’s room.  “Mom!  I found it!  I found my dress!”  She made her way into the foyer, stopping and frowning as she saw her mother’s jacket carelessly tossed across the arm of the couch.  A pair of man’s military-issue boots sat in the middle of the floor.  “Mom?”  She hung the garment bag up on the banister and slowly started to make her way upstairs.  A pair of pants lay in the middle of the stairway.  Mary frowned, slowly making her way up, suddenly wary.
            What is going on in this house?  She heard a thump, then laughter.  Her mother’s boots were flopped three stairs apart, near the upper landing.  “Mom?”  She moved down the hallway, toward the bedroom.  She could hear the music more clearly now; it was a local broadcast station.  The bedroom door stood ajar.  Her mother’s jacket hung on the knob.  Mary eased the door open.  “Mom, I have the dress and I want you to…”

            She stopped, blinked, shuddered.  “Sithspawn, Mom!”  Mary slammed the door shut.  “Close the door next time!”

            Laughter rose over the music.  “We’ll be down in a few minutes, Mary.  Put on a pot of caf, will you?”

            The pilot muttered curse words as she stomped down the stairs.  I should put salt in their caf for that!  The front door was opening as she came down the stairs; she could hear her brothers’ laughter as they came inside, stamping the snow from their boots as they came into the foyer.

            “Do yourselves a favor,” she said dryly to the pair, “and don’t go upstairs right now.  In fact, Dav, if you have errands, you should probably go run them now.”

            Mikey winced as Davil looked confused.  “Why, what’s wrong?”

            “If I could sandblast what I just saw out of my brain, I would.”

            “You walked in on them, didn’t you?”

            She glared at Mikey, and the glare said everything.  He tried not to laugh.  “Welcome to my world.”

            “You didn’t have it as bad as Mary just did, Mikey,” Davil said bitterly, “you never walked in on Dad with Mom.”  He stormed quietly out to his garage workshop, where he could shut the door and crank up his music loud enough to drown out his rage.  Mikey and Mary watched him go.  Mary sighed.

            “I wish I could get through to him.”

            Mikey shook his head.  “I don’t blame him for anything he feels, Mair.  Dad’s screwed things royal time and again; it just took Davil fifteen years to realize it.”  He nudged her.  “The only reason I never went through the ceiling is because I always knew he was a bastard.”

            His sister snorted and poked him in the ribs.  “So are you.”

            “Yeah, but I admit it.”  He slung his arm around her shoulders.  “So where’s Cay?  I figure I owe him at least a bloody nose.”

            “After he broke yours the last time you two tangled?  Like I’m going to let that happen before my wedding.  After he’s part of the family you can beat each other into a paste if you really want to, but not before.”

            Mikey blinked.  “Wedding?  When?”

            Mary fidgeted with her engagement ring, slowly turning it around on her finger.  “While you and Dad are home on leave?  With the war and all…well.  I just want Dad to be able to give me away, you know?  In case something…?”  …awful happens.
            Her brother nodded a little, looking as if he was light-years away for a moment.  He smiled finally and kissed her cheek.  “I’m happy for you, Mair.”

            “And you’re not going to pick a fight with Cay before the wedding?”

            “I’ll wait until after the reception, pilot’s honor.”

            She nudged him in the ribs again, and he grinned.  “All right.  I have to put caf on before they drag themselves down here.”

            “It’ll be half an hour or more.  Is there anything to eat in this house?”

            “There must be.  Come on, let’s see what we’ve got.”  Brother and sister made their way into the kitchen, where Mary proceeded to put some caf on and Mikey rooted through cabinets and refrigeration unit before coming up with some cereal that seemed to be to his liking.  He perched on a stool at the island while Mary leaned against the counter by the sink.

            “Dav hasn’t been taking anything well lately, has he?”

            Mary shrugged.  “He’s been weird since he came back from Coruscant and he won’t talk about what happened there.  I’ve asked once or twice, but he won’t let slip.  I think that Cay must know, but he’s not telling either.  Ari might know, but that’s only because she almost lives in his head sometimes.”

            Mikey shook his head and sighed before shoveling a spoonful of cereal into his mouth.  “You know what, Mair?  Don’t push him on it.  I know part of it, and really…it’s not worth him having another meltdown.”

            “Another meltdown?”

            Mikey winced.  “I shouldn’t have said that.  Don’t press him on it, that’s all I’m saying.  I really don’t think we want to see Dav explode anytime soon.”

            “I guess not.”  She slumped a little.  “At least Cay’s been keeping him busy.  Dav did some amazing mods on the Legacy.  Of course, they were marginally illegal at the time, but…”

            “Only your boyfriend and our brother could pull something like that off and not end up in the stockade.”

            “I think they had the added advantage of saving the fleet’s collected arse when the Vong hit us here.  Kind of doesn’t make sense to throw the folks who figured out how to outgun them into the stockade for having done just that.”

            “I guess that’s true.”  Mikey slurped another spoonful of cereal.  “Are they planning to share?”

            Mary shrugged.  “I don’t know.  I think we’re mostly waiting to see if it stays effective, then we’ll spread it.  I’m not privy to that kind of information—not high enough on the food chain.”

            Mikey nodded.  “Guess that makes sense.”  He paused for a long moment, then stared at her.  “Are you guys going to be okay here?  The sector, I mean.  What if they start pulling elements and all that?  Kartuiin’s not that important.”

            “I guess we cross that bridge when we get there,” Mary said quietly.  “I can’t see them breaking up the unit, but…well.  It’s in Mom’s hands, I guess.  I’m sure she has a contingency plan.”

            “What if she doesn’t?”

            “It’s Mom, Mikey.  No matter what, the sector will end up being okay.  Everything’ll end up being okay.”

            He sighed.  “I guess you’re right.”

            By the Force, Mary thought to herself, looking at the floor.  I hope I am.

            I hope I am.
~ Erin

