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CORELLIA

"Do you want stealth or do you want protection?"

Khara Doone smiled, making sure to show her rows of perfect white teeth
and laced her fingers behind her head.  Leaning back she propped her
boots up on the battered desk that doubled as a workbench and
shrugged, "It would be nice to have both."

The older man, an armorer for the Wroonian Thieves Guild named Festis,
shook the mane of white hair that sprung from his azure scalp and
peered at her over the rim of green semi-transparent diagnostic screens,
his yellow teeth gnawing away at his lower lip.  "It would be, but you
don't get the luxury of multiple choices my dearest," he motioned to the
half-meter tall holo schematic that hovered between them, turning it and
manipulating it with the wave of his hand. The suit was beautiful- black
Murkor Ray leather, trimmed with deep blue embroidery on the chest
and neck protection, with soft soled-boots that went up mid thigh. Even
in the shimmering holo it looked sleek and fast-just what she needed,
and well worth the credits.

But it wouldn't do her much good if it couldn't at least diffuse a stun
bolt-an almost lethal lesson she'd learned the hard way on her last job.
"Come on Festis," she winked.  "I know how good you are," leaning
forward she playfully batted her eyelashes, "I know you can craft a suit
that will let me become a shadow and still stop something stronger than
a Reefwasp stinger."



Shaking his head, he leaned back, the overhead light from his workshop
bathing the crags and lines of his face in deep shadow. "Khara, you are
making the same mistake every other guild member makes that walks
through that door.  You buy into the myths and superstitions and
wishful thinking that gets thrown around the Guild about my skills and
abilities," his golden eyes glinted behind the rectangular screens.

"With what this is costing me I better be buying more than that,"
Khara said, slouching.

Smiling, the old man continued. "This suit will either allow you to hide or
protect your hide, but not both. What I'm making you could, possibly,
with a lot of luck and the fates on your side, stop a blaster bolt from
killing you, but not much else-and for what you are paying, that is quite
honestly the best I can do. Sometimes, despite what our fellow
Wroonians would have us believe, we all do have to make a life altering
decision, rather than leave our futures up to the 'fates'. Well, now is one
of those times. So what is it going to be? Stealth or Strength?"

Stealth won out. After all, the suit was a gift to herself, and when you
pull off a heist that brings you a cool six figures it's not only smart, but
good business sense to invest in something that aids in your chosen
profession.

Though now, strapped to the underside of a glider and coasting almost a
kilometer above Coronet City with nothing between her and a drop to her
death but a cool breeze and her stealth suit, she wished she'd chosen
strength.

"Not like it would help a lick if I miss my mark, besides maybe
leaving some bigger chunks intact for CORSEC to identify me by," she
muttered.

Below, the lights of the capital city of the planet Corellia glittered like a
million gemstones lined up in geometric patterns. Her target, the Coronet
City Museum of Fine Art wasn't hard to spot, looming in the distance,
the interlocking pyramids of transparisteel and crystal stabbed towards
the night sky, bracketed by nearby skyscrapers and shafts of light that
pierced the cloud cover.
She would have preferred to walk through the front door, but at least
this high up she didn't have to worry about the security drones that
patrolled the exterior or the motion sensor field that blanketed the
grounds.  No, all she had to worry about was crashing into a nearby
building- it wasn't as if she'd done this a million times, though she loved
to talk herself into believing she was more adept at it than she really



was. Closer now, she reached up and flipped her goggles down, watching
the glittering skyline overlay with a faint ghostly blue grid.

"Okay, show me the sweet spot," she said, loud enough for her
skull-cap's auditory pick up to register the command above the howling
winds. There, atop the Museum, a pulsing red target appeared amidst
the blue grid, along with her current trajectory and its distance-213
meters. Adjusting for altitude, the glider, its course already programmed
in, obeyed her physical override and descended towards the building.
The peak of the building was no more than fifty meters wide, and if she
didn't cut her harness loose at exactly the right moment…

One hundred and fifty-three meters.

She had to hit it in just the right spot- a ventilation duct that would be
pumping steam into the sky, and then for no longer than a handful of
minutes; the only spot on the roof that wouldn't be covered by the
invisible laser detection web that covered the entire building. And if she
missed?  Well that would be a problem, because this was her only shot,
her only chance to pull this job off, and it seemed like she was always
playing by the same rules every time, never calculating for error, never
playing it safe.

Safe…where was the fun in that?

Smiling to herself, her heart hammering in her chest she watched the
distance tick away in a blur of numbers as wind numbed her lower
unmasked face….

Seventy meters…sixty….

A gust from below hit her like a out of control Bantha, hard enough to
knock the breath from her lungs and before she realized what was
happening she was blowing off course, the glider tilting and dipping
wildly as it tried to fight the unexpected surge of air, spiraling madly
through the night, almost putting her through the top penthouse window
of a nearby skyscraper- to the horror of a family of six sitting inside
watching a holo.
Jerking the glider with every ounce of strength she could muster, she
took a great gulp of air and fought with the matte black conveyance as
the meters clicked away, now pulsing angry red in her heads-up display.

Thirty meters…twenty….

She blocked out the panic, grit her teeth and hauled back on the
controls, bringing the black bird as much in line with the rooftop as she



could, and there- so close she could almost reach out and touch it, a
plume of white steam jet into the sky.

No way for a simple drop, her angle was off and she was coming in too
fast- had to compensate- had to make it work for her….

Hitting the harness' quick-release she titled the glider at the exact same
moment, bring it in a spiral, and, upside down planted her boots against
its wings and pushed off- opening her arms and freefalling towards the
plume of steam and hoping, praying she wouldn't wind up street pate'….

She slammed into the ventilation meshwork hard, landing on her
shoulder and biting back a scream as a starburst of pain erupted
through her arm and hot steam threatened to push her from the cylinder
and out onto the laser field where she would be stunned silly-the
reinforced mesh padding beneath the suit useless against such
measures.
Gripping the grate with a gloved hand, she swung wide and hugged the
edge, mentally counting down the seconds until the valve beneath her
shut off. It did, and a millisecond later, unitool in hand she was
loosening the bolts that kept the grate secure- and just a moment after
that sliding down into the bowels of the museum, the valve cover almost
catching the top of her masked head as it sealed above her.

This time of night the only sounds that filled the corridors full of
priceless art was the humming of sentry drones as they patrolled, their
dull grey orb bodies hovering a handful of meters above the ground,
while a blaster affixed to the underside of their chassis scanned the
nooks and crannies, looking for unauthorized guests.
They didn't need to worry about the motion sensor detectors set a meter
above the floor- but she did.  Fortunately, earlier that week, under a
dozen different disguises she'd toured the entire facility –at least the
parts open to the public- and marked the location of each sensor, along
with the location of every utility closet and trash disposal hub
throughout the entire museum.  Now, cart-wheeling her way through the
corridors, timing her movements and route to avoid being detected by the
drones, she stopped and quietly made her way to the nearest waste hub.
It was small, just over a half meter wide but it was big enough- just
barely.  She squeezed in, feet first, and let go, sliding down the chute and
triggering her boot's vibrogrips to give purchase.  The microscopic blades
bit into the chute and slowed her descent and in just moments she was
pulling aside the chute hatch and dropping into the small cubicle.  This
time of night the incinerator was dormant and droid operated, and
droids, if nothing else, were predictable-her chrono told her she had at
least eighteen minutes and forty-three seconds before a droid would fill



the cubicle from its nightly rounds and the incinerator would trigger to
life.  The smell of char bit into her nose and she blocked it out, slowly
toggling her nightvision that illuminated the small space and the hatch
the exited into the maintenance level.
Making her way to a nearby turbolift, she entered the code that took it to
the museums lower level. It was a lot of work and headache lifting it and
the lower level schematics from the museums computer system earlier in
the week, but no one liked to question a disabled elderly woman in a
hoverchair who seemed disoriented and mistakenly thought a restricted
admin area was the fresher'.
The turbolift doors hissed open and she stepped out, hugging a nearby
wall and blending into the shadow cast by the recessed photonic panels
set into the ceiling.  The lower level's corridors weren't protected nearly
as well as the upper levels, but she wasn't surprised…unlike the upper
corridors where priceless works of art were displayed behind
transparisteel display cases within an arms reach of the public, the more
valuable pieces here in the lower level were locked in their own separate
vaults, posing an entirely different dilemma.
Stretching before her, the corridor was beset by vault alcoves on either
side, every fifteen meters, with five vaults on either side. Moving like
liquid, blending from one shadow to the next, Khara made her way along,
avoiding the motion sensors set into the walls. If the schematics were
correct, the room she was looking for should be up ahead in the right
branch of the "T" intersection.

But first, she had to find the competition's entry point.

It was three quarters of the way down the long corridor- and if you didn't
know what you were looking for you would have missed it- a floor panel,
barely raised no more than a centimeter from the surrounding panels,
nestled between the beams of the sensors-barely perceptible, and to any
passerby's nothing would look the slightest bit out of place, but to her it
stuck out like a slumbering Gundark. Kneeling, she checked to make
sure it was open and caught whiff of warm salty air that filled the lower
tunnels that ran beneath the city.
She loved predictability, in others at least.  If there was one thing Laric
drilled into her in her early days of training it was to avoid being
predictable.

"Never approach a job the same way twice, always look for different
methods, different angles- keep the stiffs guessing and you'll always stay
one step ahead of them, and one step is all you need," he would say.  She
smiled and filed the thought away- no time for reminiscing, not now.
Mentally marking the location she continued forward, her legs moving on
their own and avoiding the invisible bars of light that would signal her



presence, she hugged the dull duracrete wall and peered around the
corner.

And smiled.

Nearby, another shadow blended into a vault alcove, with just the
smallest bit of arm breaking the architecture's geometric silhouette.

Amateur.

Well, maybe not entirely an amateur. The Wroonian Thieves Guild
wouldn't send an amateur on a job this important, no, whoever was
standing lookout just a few steps away, while sloppy, would likely be
seasoned and at least competent.

And that made whoever it was dangerous, and that meant she needed to
take them down fast.

The motion sensors would make it difficult, and since there was only one
lookout it meant that their mentor would already be inside the vault
circumventing the security measures.  She needed to take down the
lookout quietly and without tripping any alarms, and if her internal
chrono was right, she only had a few seconds to do it.

Plenty of time.

Taking a deep breath and mentally marking the location of the sensors,
she waited until she saw the lookout shift, then back-flipped into the
corridor, the only sound the barest whisper of her suit as it flexed and
moved.

She landed upright directly in front of the black stealth-suited thief.

He, or she- she couldn't be sure behind the armored helmet, was
stunned, and Khara flashed her biggest smile- the only piece of her body
that did show beneath her mask, "Hi!"
The lookout made a move but she fired a rabbit punch to the sternum
that double her over –she could at least tell the gender now-and a
knuckle jab to the nerve cluster in the back of their neck.  No need to
worry about alien anatomy- if she was Guild and here on a job then she
was Wroonian through and through, and Khara knew all of her soft
spots.

The WTG didn't allow other species to play the big kid games.



Catching the woman before she collapsed into the nearby motion sensor,
Khara gently propped her up against the alcove wall, playfully slapping
the top of her helmet.  "Take a nap kid, and take comfort in that whoever
trained you did a poor job."  The recessed vault door behind her was still
sealed but a bypass board- a common tool of the WTG- still dangled from
the vault's access panel.
Triggering the device, she stepped to the side as the vault door
disappeared into the floor, and when no one raised an alarm or fired a
blaster bolt, she stepped inside.
The alcove extended a meter and a half into the circular vault, and that's
where its use as a safe haven ended.  From horizontal grooves set
intermittently along the inner walls, angry ruby-colored lasers rotated in
a clockwise and counter—clockwise pattern throughout the room, some
turning off as others turned on, circling a pedestal situated in its center.

Atop the pedestal, reflecting the red glitter of the stun barrier, was the
swag: A plasteel encased print of Chassu's Selonian Nude studies.

Worth more than most beings would make in ten lifetimes and enough to
set her up for the rest of the year so she could pursue other matters, the
priceless artwork called to her, begged her to be taken away from the
stuffy confines of the small dreary domed vault.

But first she would need to take care of her opposition, and get the other
"business" out of the way.

To her right and already halfway to the artwork, another black-clad thief
moved, contorted, twirled and danced a delicate ballet amidst the
rotating laser beams, timing her movements just so, avoiding each beam
with careful precision. Khara knew why the female didn't turn when the
door slid open- the slightest distraction, and a brush against the rotating
laser trap wouldn't just stun you senseless, it would, like the motion
sensors outside, cause the entire lower levels to be sealed off by sections-
trapping the intruder inside the vault to cool off while the authorities
descended on the museum like mynocks on a power converter.
Khara watched the woman, studied her movements and the fluid grace
with which each was executed, perfectly in time. The thief was good- she
should be, she was Khara's first, and only, student.

Mentally keeping time, Khara watched the lasers rotate one time, marked
the changes and stepped out into the room.   She went the opposite
direction- to the left, dancing her way about the moving beams, taking
her at once closer, then farther away from the artwork a half-dozen
meters away.



"Hello Erissa," she said as she drew opposite with the thief.  She
spoke in the flowery language of thieves cant on the outside chance there
was an auditory recorder in the room- no one needed to know about
Guild business. "I hope you didn't train your partner- that would be a
bad reflection on me."

Still focusing on the laser grid, the young woman, Erissa Naveen, who
couldn't have been more than twenty five now, looked up, her mouth-
revealed as many bold thieves wore no lower mask-opened in shock.
"Khara…Khara Doone?" she hissed in cant, her attention wavering, she
almost got clipped by one of the rotating beams. Cursing, she shook her
head and readjusted, body twisting backwards at an awkward angle to
avoid being struck.

"Watch yourself Erissa," Khara said, smiling, moving, twisting and
getting closer to the pedestal, moving to the left, then to the right in time
with the grid.  Erissa was good, but not as good as her older master,
though there was only a two-year gap between their ages. "Getting
caught isn't on my agenda tonight."

The younger thief remained silent, trying to make up the lost time, but
she was rushing, hurrying…and if she hit one of those beams…

"Slow down," Khara instructed, the mirth gone from her voice,
lapsing back into tutor mode, "this is just like the training room in the
guild house on Shawken, the timing is one, two, two, three, two, one,
remember?"

Much to her relief the younger woman fell back into the rhythm, her
moves coinciding with the flickering lasers. "I don't need advice from
you," the words barely made it through her clenched teeth, "what the frell
are you doing here Khara? You're supposed to be dead."

Khara kept moving, keeping time with the rotating grid- she was getting
close, too close to blow it now. "Yeah, well it's going to take more than
one of your Mother's thugs to scratch my file, you should know better,"
Khara shook her head.  "Which is why I'm here, well, one of the reasons
anyway," Khara flicked her eyes to the pedestal.  "I want to know why
Khaalid is still trying to have me killed."

She was almost to the artwork while Erissa had to compensate
from her stumble earlier and was still at least three meters away.

"Khaalid is not my mother," she hissed. "She's my…"



"Aunt, right, we've gone through this before," Khara decided to
back off from the sore spot- while being fun it didn't help her find out
what the woman knew. "But if you want to keep living the lie, that's your
biz. Funny thing though, I thought Khaalid would have been happy when
I left the guild behind- she must have a blown circuit to hate me so much
she would actually risk sending someone to vape me."

"You want to know why she wants you dead, why don't you come back
with me to the guild house and you can ask her yourself," Erissa snarled.

 Khara stepped alongside the pedestal, but had to keep moving- while the
beams were aligned to avoid touching the priceless art, they still didn't
allow much clearance, which meant, despite her better judgment, she
would have to circle the pedestal as she unlocked the plasteel case
embedded into the marble base- and that meant turning her back on
Erissa, "I'll pass, the less I see of Khaalid the better. Though I wonder
what would the Guild Council think if they heard she was using the
Shades of Night as her own personal hit squad?"
The lock was digital, and could only be opened by the heat signature
from the museum curator's fingerprint- luckily, the museum was more
than generous with its publicity of the pieces throughout the years, and
the lock appeared on more than one holo at the Corellian Arts and
Entertainment Archives.

"Khaalid is doing the guild a favor Khara, you're too dangerous to
be left alive."

"Dangerous?  You need to lighten up.  Khaalid was worried I was
going to take her job and I left. I don't need the headache, but I'm
wondering why she still has it out for me, hell, she's not even House
Master on Wroona anymore," she shook her head, continuing her dance
around the shifting beams, ducking when necessary, always circling in
time with the slow, methodical pace, she slid aside a small panel on the
wrist of her forearm gauntlet and keyed in a sequence that would mimic
the curator's fingerprint onto the tip of her glove's thumb.
Asking for success from whatever fates might be watching, she took a
deep breath….

And froze when she felt the prick of something sharp in her back.

"Erissa…" her voice was level, even, but as she spoke she couldn't
believe that her former pupil had grown so bold and foolish, though given
who spawned her she wasn't really surprised.

"I've grown up a lot since you trained me KD," Erissa whispered
behind her as they both continued to move, slowly to the right, shifting



to the left as the beams also shifted direction. Her breath was hot and
Khara picked up the scent of Booster Blue- a narcotic that enhanced the
users reactions as the tip of the blade slowly swiveled against her back.

"I see you're still getting jacked before a job," Khara didn't bother to
hide the disgust in her voice.

"Not everyone was born with freakish abilities like you Khara, some
of us need a little help."

Keep her talking, Khara thought to herself- her opportunity to turn the
tables was coming up. "Sounds like just another junkie making excuses
to me.  You had plenty of ability Erissa, but your Mother poisoned your
brain and convinced you otherwise- all so she could keep you under her
thumb."

"Shut your mouth!"

 "But even in that spice-soaked brain of yours," Khara continued,
"you aren't so fried that you don't know that the second you take me out
that this whole place will lock down tight."

"So?" Erissa snickered- a sound that annoyed her even more than
the wail of a sector rangers' sirens, "Khaalid has powerful friends in
CORSEC Khara- I would be out of my cell within an hour and you? You
would still be a dead Fleck Bird who just got plucked."

As the beams shifted again Khara moved quickly, spinning before Erissa
knew what was happening, and triggering her forearm gauntlet,
unleashing two half-meter long blades of humming death that appeared
with barely a whisper between them.

Erissa looked down at her small inert vibroblade, then to Khara's
weapon.  "Frell you Doone," she snarled.

The pedestal was to her back now, and taking a deep breath she wound
around it, putting it between them. Errisa's grimace of anger reflected
through the clear plasteel, directly beyond the semi-transparent flimplast
of nude Selonians. Reaching forward, keeping the blades leveled, she
gently pressed her thumb against the case's lock and held her breath.

The case swung wide.

She knew Erissa's moves before the girl even made them and with one
swift twist of her hand, snatched the artwork from the case as her



adversary reached forward- quick- but not quick enough, her hand
closing on thin air.
Moving quickly, Khara began backing away towards the door, smiling.

"You're a good thief Erissa, but you need to know when to give up,"
Khara smiled, retracting the gauntlet's blades and gently rolling the
artwork up. It' properties would snap it back into form even if she
crumbled it into a ball but she still liked to be gentle with the
merchandise- she was being paid handsomely for it.

"You're just a walking corpse Khara," the young woman hissed.  "It
won't matter where you run and hide this time, they'll find you and
they'll kill you."

Still moving, Khara kept her voice level, her breathing even. "I'll make
you a deal Erissa," Khara tapped her chest, "I'll happily hand this over to
you if you tell me why Khaalid wants me dead."

"Idiot," the word cut through Khara and she felt her face flush.
"You think I would sacrifice my life for some stupid piece of flimplast?"

Sliding the artwork into her collar and down into the protective sleeve
attached to the inner lining of her suit, Khara reached the safety of the
alcove and stepped backwards out of the grid, breathing a small sigh of
relief. She wanted to pump Erissa for more information but time was
working against her now and whatever she knew, she wasn't giving up
easily.
With the merchandise stowed safely away and nothing left to learn it was
time to deal with her former star pupil.
Erissa was still at least two meters away, but moving quick and taking
chances she shouldn't, but she was still in the grid and no amount of
hate or anger could change her situation. Khara stepped through the
door and gave a small wave, "Maybe we'll talk again, and when you see
your mother, give her love and kisses from me," Khara smiled, and as the
young woman leapt through the remaining beams and rolled into the
safety of the alcove, Khara triggered the door shut and ripped the bypass
board from the vault door controls.
Stepping over the still prone body of the lookout, Khara left the alcove
and the barely audible thumping of Erissa's fist against the durasteel
behind and quickly moved back down the corridor.
She was back at the floor panel in seconds and as she slid the panel
aside and began to lower herself onto the top rungs of the ladder leading
into the maze of tunnels the Selonians crafted beneath Coronet City, she
stopped.



Lifting herself up so that her torso peaked back into the corridor, she
leaned over, and quickly waved her hand in front of one of the motion
sensors.
Alarm klaxons screamed throughout the corridor, broken by the heavy
"thud" as restraining walls fell into place, sealing the corridors off in
sections until the authorities could arrive to manually secure and inspect
the vaults.
Dropping down into the tunnel and fitting the floor panel back into place,
she smiled and began her descent down the ladder.

She hoped Errisa was right about the guild's arrangement with CORSEC,
because in a matter of moments her former student was going to need all
the help she could get.

*

The waves crashed far below as warm Wroonian winds blew in
from the East, bringing with them the heady scent of the ocean.  San-
San kept his one working eye closed and breathed deep, enjoying the
sun's rays and shifting slightly in the warm folds of the conforming deck
chair. His slight movement disturbed the sleeping concubine sprawled
across his chest and she mumbled something he couldn't hear and
turned so her hair fell across his face.  With his left hand he reached up
and gathered her long blue locks in his fist, pulling her off of him and
throwing her backwards on to the blue sand that covered the top deck of
The Crayce Outpost, the multi-tiered tower woven into the rock of an
archipelago located in the middle of the Great Doorian Sea that served as
headquarters for the Shades of Night.

Landing with puff of sand, she scrambled to her knees and fixed him
with a venomous stare. "What'd you do that for!?! Huh? You some sort of
weirdo!?!"  she screamed, her yellow eyes flaring with rage, her azure face
flushed to a shade of purple.

"You wore out your welcome hours ago, leave me," he said with a
dismissive wave.

"You kriffing peedunky!!" the Wroonian screamed and he smiled,
cocking his eyebrow and watching her gather her garments from the
ground.  There was no one else atop the outpost at this early hour of the



morning, as most of the assassins that made up the Shades of Night
were either on assignment or deep in the bowels of the facility far below
sea level, training. He didn't have time for such things- he picked
whatever jobs he wished now, generally choosing targets that were easy.
Easy for him at least- to be in the elite organization known as the Shades
of Night you had to be good, very good and he was. As if having
accelerated healing –thanks to his Firrerreo heritage- wasn't enough he'd
spent the last thirty five years of his life being honed into a ruthless killer
by the Shades'.

"On your way out, would you send the serving droid over?  I need a
refill on my drink," he said to the concubine's ample retreating backside.
She replied with a lewd gesture, stumbling towards the tinted
transparasteel of the penthouse level and he closed his right eye. His left
socket still occasionally ached from the interface he'd had installed more
than a year ago; the unit came with a small black shield that covered his
new cybernetic eye and fed him valuable information –not only to allow
him an edge in the field, but to remind those who saw him what he'd
sacrificed for the Shades. Now however, the shield acted merely as a filter
to block out the bright noonday sun.
His sacrifice…he stopped himself from grinding his teeth together in
anger as he felt his skin going from a nice gold hue to silver- and tried to
take some consolation in knowing that while the slitch responsible may
have taken his eye, he relieved her of something far more precious-her
life.

"Sulin Roe, I hope you are suffering in whatever hell I sent you to,"
he muttered between clenched teeth.  He'd made a classic mistake of
underestimating his prey and paid for it.  What was worse was that she
wasn't even the intended target-no he'd killed that one earlier and was
merely using Roe- the target's former partner-as a means of
transportation and entertainment.
But when he went to kill her, to tie up the loose ends of the job, Roe
fought, fiercely, as only a scorned and betrayed lover can, and the result
was the loss of his eye in exchange for the loss of her life. Hardly a fair
trade as far as he was concerned.

"Master San-San," a mechanical voice droned from beside him. He
opened his eye and turned to see the serving droid standing a meter
away.

"Amazing, I didn't really think she would send you over," he said.
The name San-San was an alias of course, as no one save for the head of
the Shades was entitled to use his real name- a sign of ownership in the
Firrerreon culture.



"Master?" the droid tilted its head as if it didn't understand.

"Nothing, I'll take another Wroonian Crush and keep them
coming," he said, reclining back in the conforming deck chair. It felt like
a thousand small fingers massaging every muscle in his body and he
wondered if he would ever get out of it.

"Very well Master, but your presence is requested on the Skydeck,"
the droid said, shuffling off.

San-San frowned and all thoughts of spending eternity in the chair
vanished.  The Skydeck was the top level of the outpost and where
Nassiris- the leader of the Shades-resided. If the Sakiyan wanted to see
him then it must be important-normally the head of the Shades worked
through one of his underlings and stayed secluded in the upper levels.
Extracting himself from the white conforming foam, he pulled his long
golden braided dreadlocks back and retrieved a blue shimmering robe
from the ground, tying it off at his waist.  The droid was on the way back
with his drink and he plucked it from the serving tray, taking a sip of the
cool spicy blue elixir.
The corridors of The Crayce Outpost were adorned in deep flowing black
and purple drapery that pooled onto the glossy navy floors.  Auditory
dampners kept everything silent and one could easily let loose a scream
and not be heard a handful of meters away.  It was the way of the
Shades-maintain stealth at all costs.
He saw few others en route to Skydeck's dedicated turbolift, not
bothering to acknowledge them as he passed, not that it mattered- like
all Shades they wore the black hooded tunics and breaches required
when one was in the outpost, and moved with fluid grace, keeping their
heads bowed. The purpose was that the less you knew about the rest of
the organization or those that comprised your fellow assassins the less
you would divulge if captured-and the quicker you would die.

The turbolift doors slid open and he stepped inside.

Perhaps Nassiris had a new job for him- something important, something
that would make him a lot of credits and allow him an extended vacation
somewhere nice- somewhere away from here for a while, where the
females were more colorful, more experienced. He took another draw of
the drink and lost himself in his fantasy.

The doors slid silently open and he stepped out, his feet padding along
the long corridor.  A large round door, composed of violet glass sat at the
end and swung wide as he approached.



Beyond, Nassiris' cavernous office let in just enough daylight through its
tinted windows to cast the room in a pale azure haze.  Seated at his desk
in the center, the leader of the Shades reclined in a large ornate chair,
carved from the glistening remains of some long-dead beast and adorned
with skulls from his targets.  It was a macabre tradition passed down
from one director to the next and San-San wondered if the man Nassiris
betrayed had donated his skull to the decor.
Two chairs sat in front of the desk and San-San didn't wait for an
invitation to drop into one.  He smiled and nodded, bringing his glass up
in a toast.

"You wanted to see me Master?"

Nassiris studied him a long moment, the black slits set into his golden
eyes dilating. San-San felt himself flush, and adjusted so that his robe
didn't fall open quite as much. "If this is about the concubine, I'll pay for
whatever damage she incurred- though I barely touched this one."

"It's not about the concubine," a voice said.

Almost coming out of his chair, San-San's body tensed, instinctively
ready for an ambush.  What he saw instead made him freeze.

Stepping from behind one of the massive pillars that disappeared into the
darkness high above, a female Wroonian, clad in a sheer black and blue
flowing wrap with her hair teased into a trio of buns strolled across the
room, the heels of her thigh-length boots clicking menacingly as she
walked.
He identified her the moment he heard her voice-though the
unmistakable way she moved her hips and body, as if she were on the
hunt for prey would have eliminated any doubt as to her identity had she
never spoken a word.

Khaalid Naveen.

"Mistress Naveen," he said standing and giving a small bow, " to
what do I owe…"

"Save it," she said, her voice a smooth, edged weapon more
piercing than any vibroblade he'd ever handled.  She reached the desk
and practically stretched across it, reclining back so she could caress the
side of Nassiris' bulbous crimson scalp. "What do you think, should we
kill him now, or do I get to torture him first?"

His body went rigid and he rose up to full height. He looked to Nassiris
who'd never looked away, never blinked.  Finally, the Sakiyan leaned



forward, his dark tunic reflecting the faintest bit of light and shimmering
purple in the gloom.  "No, we won't torture him, and we won't kill him.
He still has value to the Shades of Night, even if his arrogance may lead
to his eventual undoing."

"Master," San-San finally found his voice.  "I-I'm sure if you will tell
me what is wrong I can explain…"

"What is wrong, is that you didn't finish the job you were paid to
finish!" Khaalid said, leaning forward, her blue eyes flying wide.  She was
older, though like many Wroonians still maintained the look of someone
decades younger. "Khara Doone is alive!"

He didn’t realize he'd let go of the tall glass until it shattered on the floor
beside him, spraying his bare feet with a cold sticky liquid and shocking
him back to the present.   His legs almost gave way but he forced himself
to remain standing. "Impossible," he said, voice barely creeping beyond
his lips.

"I'm afraid not," Nassiris said, unmoving.  "She was encountered
on Corellia."

"On my planet!" Khaalid hissed.

"She's dead," San-San stated.  "I shot her myself, saw her fall off of
the edge of…"

"A cliff, yes, I read your report," Khaalid snarled, coming off of the
desk.  "But you also stated that you never actually saw her die." She
began circling him, the click-click-click of her heels a needling strike that
caused a chill to march up his back.

"No one could survive that fall, or that shot," he said, his mind
flashing back to the river that ran beneath the cliff-her body disappeared
in the rolling current and he'd assumed….  "I don't know who your
witness is, but they are mistaken."

She leaned in, a smile pulling at her lips. "No, no my informant isn't
mistaken. I would bet my life on it. The only mistake here is the
incompetent that we picked to do the job."

Instinctively he moved to slap her, but froze when he felt something cold
touch his throat.



"Sit down, San-San," Nassiris said in his ear.  He hadn't even seen
the man move, hadn't heard a sound, but suddenly he was behind San-
San, holding a line of cold durasteel up to his throat.

Forcing himself to relax, San-San took a deep breath and slowly lowered
himself into the chair. Nassiris returned to his desk, seating himself on
its edge while Khaalid moved behind him, and slowly began to massage
his shoulders.

"Khara Doone lives," he said, his voice void of malice.  "So the
decision I must make is who to send to eliminate her, once and for all. I-"

"I'll do it," San-San said before the sentence was finished.

"She must be destroyed," Khaalid said, leaning forward over
Nassiris' shoulder like a pet.  "Do you have any idea what would happen
if she made it to the Guild Council with the information she has?"

"What information?" San-San leaned forward.

"Her tattoos," Khaalid said.  "That crazed harpy has information
coded into one of her designs that would destroy me, so, when you find
her, and you'd best find her my golden friend, you burn her until there's
nothing left. Do you understand that?"

Information began to fall into place and his mind began to assemble a
more complete picture.  He'd been sent to assassinate a Wroonian
tattooist a few years back named Orrin Turin, and after submerging
himself in the Wroonian underworld for more then three months, finally
found the man and slid a vibroblade in his throat.

That was the last he'd heard about tattoos.

"So, Turin was eliminated because he tattooed Doone?" San-San
leaned back.  "That information may have come in handy, I could have
skinned her and brought her pelt back to you when I killed her the first
time," he said, sneering at Khaalid.  "Seems like your desire to keep those
who serve you in the dark has come back to bite you on your haunch."

"Watch your tongue welp," Khaalid spat at him.  "Had you done the
job I wouldn't have needed to fill in all of the details."

Leaning forward, San-San narrowed his eyes.  "Look, Master, I'll take
responsibility for Doone somehow surviving.  It's rare but it happens,
granted.  However, I would like to know exactly what is going on and how
all of this ties in.  Sending me out with incomplete information," he



glanced from Nassiris to Khaalid and held the stare, "may result in
further complications."

"You don't need to—" Khaalid began but Nassiris held his hand up.

"San-San has a point," Nassiris nodded.  "And he can be trusted.
He knows relating anything he hears in this office brings the penalty of
death."

Khaalid stepped forward and slapped the desk.  "Fine!  I'll tell him
enough so that he can get this done!" she sat on the corner and peered at
him with hate.  The atmo system kicked on and in the room's recesses
the long dark drapery began to shift and billow like specters.
"For years, decades in fact, the thieves guild has taken in hundreds of
thousands of recruits throughout the galaxy, on just as many planets.
Our influence stretches from one side of the galaxy to the other and our
recruitment policy is simple-take the best and get rid of the rest."

San-San nodded, the Shades of Night was founded by one of the brothers
who started the Thieves Guild-and possessed the same attitude in
recruiting.

"Thus," Khaalid continued, "we have to find somewhere to send
those who do not make the cut, and as we recruit young, that means we
have a lot of very young, impressionable and talkative individuals who
know more than we would like."

"So you kill them?" San-San was stunned, that was bloodthirsty-
even for Khaalid.

"Of course not, there's no profit in death," she said then stopped
and looked around, "well, no profit for me anyways.  I entered into a
venture with a few others and we began to sell these troublesome
children off to interested buyers."

"Slavery," San-San nodded.  It made complete sense.  "But what of
the children the Thieves Guild used to recruit?  You said this operation
has been in place for only a few decades, I know for a fact your
organization has been around for a few millennia."

Rolling her eyes, Khaalid snorted.  "Back in the older days the Thieves
Guild recruited only homeless children and those with nowhere to go.
They were far more selective then of course.  Well, the galaxy is a big
place and we are like any other enterprise-the more planets get
discovered, the more wealth surfaces and the more opportunities we have
to branch out…"



"You didn't answer my question," San-San said.

Khaalid looked like she was about to strike him but let out a sigh.  "Back
before I begun my business venture, the guild used to take those recruits
who showed no real aptitude in any of our methods and keep them
around-they could always be taught how to use a blaster or stand on a
corner after all-so they grew into lookouts, muscle-in short jobs were
found for them."

"And you had the bright idea of selling them off instead of finding a
use for them," San-San snickered.

"They are worth more as cattle then a lookout," Khaalid hissed,
letting some spittle spray his face.  "I’ve got all of the lookouts I need, and
I got tired of paying to house and feed those parasites! Myself and a few
partners, very important partners, have made a small fortune shipping
these little grubs off planet!  I have one buyer who has a string of
brothels focused solely around Wroonian females!"

The itch to get back on the job and eliminate Doone pulled at San-San
who spun his index finger in a circle.  "Can we hurry this up?  Why kill
Turin?"

"Because, that fat gutter slug came to me and tried to blackmail
me.  Somehow he found out about my business venture and wanted in.
He told me he had enough evidence to hang me and if I didn't play ball
he would send it to the Guild Council. Of course I told him I would
welcome a new partner, and he was gullible enough to believe that.  The
next time we met I had some of my muscle get creative with a vibrosaw
and laser welder and he sang like a Blue Bay Songbird-I don't like to
share if I don't have to," she smiled seductively back at Nassiris who
merely kept his gaze locked on San-San.

"And?" San-San held his hands out.

"And he told me he tattooed the coordinates into Doone before she
headed off planet. I’d already run Doone off-she was getting too powerful,
bringing too much attention to my guildhouse with her flamboyancy and
grandstanding! It would be no time before the Five Vorkas would want to
promote her further, and I knew she couldn’t be trusted-she was an
orphan herself. I arranged a little accident for Doone but somehow she
made it out of that alive as well. That Skizz must have more lives than
Wookiees have combs,” she shook her head.  “Anyways, Doone was gone,
so I told my boys to take Turin out in the middle of nowhere and make it



look like a suicide-murder among guild members is bad for morale you
know."

"And they fadged it up," San-San added.

"Turin was as slimy as he was crafty," Khaalid said.  "He managed
to get away by breaking his own thumbs and slipping the bindings and
disappeared into the underworld.  That's when we contacted you to find
and eliminate him-and then go after Doone."

"So are all of the guild houses involved with this slavery ring?"
San-San asked.

"Of course not, we have tens of thousands of houses throughout
the galaxy," she rolled her eyes and stood. "Only a handful of houses are
involved, but, if the Five Vorkas were to find out about my little
'enterprise' they would have my head served up on a gilded platter," she
visibly shook when she mentioned the council and returned back to
Nassiris's side.

"Yes, and it would likely be me that they send to collect," he said.
She nodded but didn't move.

"So I bring her skin back to you—"

"We can decode the tattoo and get the map to his stash and I can
find out where Turin buried the evidence."

San-San rolled the information around in his head a moment while they
stared at him.  If he was smart, if he played this right he might be able to
turn all of this to his advantage. If he could find the evidence, he could
blackmail Naveen, pocket enough money to retire on and disappear-
never to return to Wroona again.  "She's as good as dead," he finally said
nodding.  This time he wouldn't take the chance of her surviving…no,
this time he would personally cut her up and…

"We're sending someone with you to make sure the job gets done,
correctly," Khaalid said, smirking.

"I work alone," he directed to Nassiris, doing his best to ignore the
Wroonian. It would be easier for him to work at his plan without a
hanger-on.

"Not this time," Nassiris said.



"I don't need help, and I won't be held responsible for their safety.
They will just get in the way and likely get themselves killed."

"You have no choice in the matter San-San.  Finish this and you
can once again dictate your own methods.  I will have the information on
your 'partner' before you leave and where you will rendezvous.  For now,
prepare yourself for your departure." The subject was closed for debate
and San-San knew better than to push Nassiris when he was in a bad
temper.

"I won't fail," San-San said.  Internally he cursed himself for not
retrieving the body to make sure Doone was dead- but he'd had no
choice.  To do so would have resulted in his capture by the Imperials and
that would have definitely led to his demise-though somehow that may
have been a better fate.

"Of course you won't," Nassiris said, "Because you, as well as
anyone, knows what we do to those who fail us."

                     *

The thing that stood across from him beneath the dome of craking
and hissing red energy was easily three meters tall, covered in slime and,
if he was reading the thing's anatomy correctly, smiling the kind of smile
that let you know that your timeline of survival had just shortened to the
wingspan of a grubgnat.

Or perhaps it was just hungry, he couldn’t be sure.

Regardless, Terminus the Hunter merely smiled and nodded back.
No, not Terminus, someone else, Vic…Victor Kasteel? Or was it
Palisades?  He couldn't be sure anymore as a gallery of aliases,
personalities and alter-egos clashed within his mind, all fighting for
control of this moment. Terminus tried to shake his head clear- no time
for self-reflection, because no matter who he was, he was here, now, with
nowhere to go and besides, he had something to kill.
Someone from high above the rotunda slung a mug that hit the laser
grid, showering his upper torso with bits of molten slag and a liquid that
he would bet a stack of credits on wasn't consumable. He ignored it.



He'd been here before- years ago, when he was just a teenager and his
father was still asleep back on the planet Sev Tok, far below…

 But that was someone else, not Terminus.  Terminus had never been
here, high above the planet in a converted refueling station that now
served as host to an underground fight circuit, but it didn't matter.
Memories of murder, victim's faces frozen in masks of pain and anguish
flashed before him- some criminals, some Jedi- in the end, all corpses.
Just like his opponent, bristling with rage and violence mere meters
away. Soon, nothing more than another corpse that suffered, then died
at the hands of Terminus the Hunter.
He would give the being this gift of immortality.  His death would be
spoken of in hushed circles, screamed from the rooftops by lovers and
parents, forever known as one whose life was taken by the living God of
Death and Brutality.  He would be remembered, not forgotten like so
many, on a distant battlefield or bloated, frozen and adrift amidst the
debris of space.   He would live on in the minds and nightmares of those
watching tonight, a reminder that death came for all, and no one could
escape it.
The roar of the crowd grew- and while the helmet blocked most of the
noise, he didn't need it to feel their frenzy- it pounded him from behind
the mesh and crossbars like a living wave of rage and hate and
anticipation- two beings would walk in, but only one would walk out…or
crawl, or be carried. In what condition they didn't care, they didn't pay to
care what happened to the combatants, merely that something happened,
something violent, and sudden and beautiful…
The shimmering red energy field between them that prevented the match
from beginning prematurely sparked angrily, threatening to fry anyone
who tested it, but he could barely contain himself- release was only a
handful of meters away and his fists balled and flexed in the anticipation
to hammering the beast into something unrecognizable by only the most
advanced analysis droids.

In most "legitimate" matches between two obviously outmatched
opponents, the slighter or less experienced opponent was often given
stun-gloves, or, in more advanced arenas dispersion fields that leveled
out competitors strength was utilized to lessen the impact of the blows-
all to even the playing field. But here, in the underground battles that
took place across the galaxy, there was no such built-in protection.
If you were brave, foolish or good enough to step in the ring against
something three times larger than you, you got what you deserved.  But
Terminus didn't need anything fancy, just his armor-that the promoter
gladly let him wear considering the size and visciousness of his
opponent, and his helmet- he had to wear his helmet…



He narrowed his eyes as the promoter, hovering above the arena on a
repulsor disc almost touching the ceiling, built up the match, trying to
fill his coffers with the last minute bets.  "And fighting from the blue
quadrant, weighing in at three hundred and eleven kilograms," the short
Sullustan, named Urmup Krimps droned on, his dewflaps quivering
above his garish lime-green suit, "and eight time MAXFIGHT Unarmed
Fighting Champion, from the blasted wastes of Shadivaar Lund, your
champion and mine- SORAVOUS the SLAYER!"

The crowd, packed to capacity and numbering in the tens of thousands,
roared their approval of their champion.  They always did. He opened his
eyes, watching the champion in his heads up display as the mountain of
dripping muscle raised four tree-trunk sized arms in celebration of his
greatness, his massive ovoid head swivelling like a tank turret on a neck
as thick as a tree trunk, smiling a fanged grin to the crowd and basking
in their adulation.
Somewhere in the back of his mind, that part that claimed to be Vic
Palisades effortlessly logged information like a computer- noting the way
Soravous moved, the slight, almost imperceptible limp he had when
turning in a circle, favoring his right leg, and a series of scars that fell
just below the elbow of his upper right forearm, raised pale bumps that
denoted past surgery- likely to fuse broken bones.
Those from his past had called Palisades a child prodigy, able to analyze
and dissect an opponent in a fraction of a second and use the knowledge
to take them down but Terminus blocked all of this out- he could care
less- his concern was the beady red eyes that stared at him from across
the cage- he would take those and hang them from a neckchain when he
was done.

"And in the red quadrant and preceded by his reputation, we have
The Myth, the Legend, from parts unknown, weighing in at one hundred
and six kilograms, he is TERMINUS the HUNTER!"

The wave of boos, hisses, gurgles, drink and whatever else could fit
through the laser mesh hit him like a sudden thundershower, coating
him with slime, grit and Gods knew what.  He ignored it all and focused-
no grandstanding for him- he was here to do a job and enjoy every
second of it.  The needs and wants of the living, shifting wave that
existed beyond the rotunda meant nothing to him, only victory and the
release another's suffering-and eventual death-would bring.

Krimps turned his attention from the crowd and hovered above the field,
looking down. He dialed down the mic so that only the combatants could
hear-not that anything he said was particularly clandestine. "Alright you
two, you know the rules- no mercy exists in this dome, and you both
fight until one of you dies.  Mercy will buy you a one way ticket down



there," he pointed to the hinged floor- a rusted, hair-and-blood caked
mesh that traversed the bottomless expanse of what was once a trash
pit.  "Do you both understand?"

Soravous smiled his fanged, lopsided smile, slowly licking every long claw
on the ruddy brown fingers of his right hand and grunting something
unintelligible in his species language- whatever that was.  Terminus
wasn't sure but he could only imagine the kind of brutal environment
that would give rise to something like Soravous.

Terminus merely nodded.

"Alright, may the most bloodthirsty being win," Krimps said and
hovered back out of the way to the ceiling, where a small round port
allowed a hasty exit.

The red energy separating them stuttered, then faded as the crowd
erupted, the sound waves literally seeming to push him forward.

He didn't need the encouragement.

Crossing the expanse in a handful of steps, he met Soravous head on,
the Champion taking a swing with his upper right claw and Terminus
deftly dodging beneath, rolling and coming up behind the his right leg.
Forming his hand into a knifedge, he curled his fingers and fired a shot
into where a nerve cluster would normally be located on many beings.

Soravous let out a roar, of pain or rage he couldn't be sure and spun
around, coming down with his left claws- but Terminus wasn't there. He
moved again, feet dancing, circling around the hulking savage as he
strained to fight against the part of his brain that commanded to be let
loose- that part that claimed to be Palisades- that part that wanted to
end this quickly and deprive him of the satisfaction of torturing Soravous
and making him suffer.
He pushed it away- but the distraction cost him.

A repulsor train slammed into the left side of his torso and he lifted from
his feet, crashing to the ground four meters away.  Coughing up a soupy
mix of saliva and blood, he choked back the cocktail and scrambled as
bones that shouldn't be moving rubbed together, almost causing him to
black out.

But no, no he couldn't do that…Soravous smelled blood- and was
advancing.



He tried to dodge between the Champion's legs again, but the creature
anticipated the move and its lower arms caught him, pulling him up into
a bear hug.  Cursing, he struggled but was caught tight.

Parading around the arena, holding him up, Soravous shook Terminus
back and forth like a doll with his lower arms while playing to the crowd
with his upper, much to their delight.  There was no escape from the
vice-like grip as he could feel claws digging between the plates of his
armor and into the meat of his shoulderblades.
Suddenly, one thick hand caught him upside the head-a playful slap but
one that almost detached his head from his neck.  Blood erupted from
his mouth, but with nowhere to go it merely ran down along his throat
and his helmet's seal.
Another slap from the opposite hand and the crowd's fervor grew. The
arena became a spinning, tilting world of dark and light, the only thing
protecting him from death was the thick, well-crafted helmet.  But that
wouldn’t last long.

 "He'll kill us both if you don't let me take over," a voice reasoned
from somewhere in the back of his mind and he knew it was true.
Terminus cursed, cursed this prison and cursed having to rely on this
weak human for any aid- but if it meant his survival, meant the death of
the creature that held him aloft like a trophy, red eyes glowing like
embers mined straight from hades, then he had no choice. He would
survive, and when the time came would bask in the death of his
opponent.

Vic Palisades brought his foot up and planted it against Soravous' ample
gut for leverage, using his opposite foot to fire a series of kicks into his
abdomen with the toe of his boot.
The move did little damage, but it did cause Soravous to loosen his grip
just a bit-enough for him to slip his forearm free. In a blur he'd fired his
hand out and plunged it into the eye socket, ripping loose a thermal
detonator sized-eyeball that flew off into the laser grid, superheating and
spraying the crowd with blood as it erupted like a liquid grenade.
The roar that filled the arena vibrated the floor and silenced the crowd
who watched with mouths agape. The Champion dropped Vic, who hit
the ground hard-and rolled away just as what looked to him like an AT-
AT Walker-sized foot came down with such force that it actually dented
the floor.
Cradling his ribs, he put some distance between he and Soravous and
took a deep breath- and almost blacked out again. Likely several broken
ribs and possibly even some internal bleeding- what the hell was he
thinking? But there was no time for that- he knew what was at stake and
more importantly, if he didn't take the Champion down, he wouldn't get
the information he needed-and that meant he would never find his sister-



his only accomplishment would have been to travel halfway across the
galaxy to get killed in a ridiculous pit fight.
Relax and focus-every master he ever had instructed the same thing,
until the advice all began sounding the same, as if they all read from the
same script. Blessed with a mind that always moved too fast,
anticipating moves ahead of time, plotting out what his opponent would
do before they even did it- and while that was his greatest strength, his
greatest weakness was lack of patience.
It was a lesson hard learned, but when he did learn it, it made him one
of the deadliest fighters in the galaxy.
Taking a deep breath, he forced himself to block out the pain that
burned and turned in his torso and focus. Soravous, now partially blind,
stumbled around the cage, limping as he did so- the nerve punch from
earlier must have done some damage. He focused on that, watching the
way his feet moved while waiting for another opportunity.
Vic backed up to the sizzling crimson cage and faltered- grasping at his
ribs as if they were going to puncture his skin he stumbled and went
down to one knee.  Sensing victory within his grasp, Soravous fixed him
with his one good eyeball and charged, letting loose an unholy scream of
primal rage, arms wide and claws glittering like unsheathed sabers
beneath the spotlights.
He moved at the last second, when Soravous passed the point of no
return and was unable to stop his momentum from carrying him into the
unforgiving laser mesh.
Springing forward, Vic rolled between the Champion's legs and came up
quickly, and as the red treetrunks passed him he took two steps and
jumped up, jamming a bootheel back down onto the same rear-nerve
cluster he'd jabbed earlier.
The additional force caused the Champ to buckle, the momentum
carrying him the rest of the way into the grid, splitting his head open and
sending a fountain of green blood gushing into the crowd as the bars-
calibrated to their lowest setting began to slowly burn away layers of
flesh.
Some screamed, but most fell silent as their Champion stumbled
backwards, collapsing the second he put weight on his injured leg,
sending the whole mess crashing to the ground.
Terminus stood over the mass of muddy brown flesh, now streaked with
green and rolled him over.  Palisades had done his job and he'd decided
to deliver the killing blow- one red eye looked up from a crosshatch of
seared flesh, dazed and trying to focus and a lesser being might have
mercy- might show pity on such a creature.

But Terminus was no such being.

Without hesitation, he took the remaining eye away, jamming powerful
fingers down into the ocular socket as the Soravous screamed and swung



all of his arms at him. He kicked a forearm away, landing a blow where
the faint scar tissue raced beneath its elbow and smiled when a
satisfying "crack" accompanied Soravous' howls of pain- the only two
sounds in the now deadly silent arena.
Stepping away, he allowed the Champion to try struggling to his feet and
gave him a measure of respect-Soravous would fight until he was dead.

Good.

With a bulrush, Terminus slammed into the small of his opponent's
back, driving Soravous forward where he tripped and landed head first
into the laser grid.  This time he leapt atop the Champion and drove his
bootheel into the rear of his head, gripping a nearby durasteel support
beam for leverage.
Soravous Struggled and fought, but Terminus held tight and the lasers
chewed and burned through flesh like laser welders, until a moment
later Soravous' crippled body twitched and then fell still.  Terminus could
feel the last gasp leave the being from beneath his boot and hopped
down, savoring the moment like a starving man savors his first morsel of
food.
The crowd, stunned, slowly began to murmur, scream and finally, howls
of rage and fury rained down upon him harder than anything they could
have thrown at him and for the first time he wished there was no division
between he and the bloodthirsty masses.

"I figured you for a goner Boss."

Vic lay back on the cracked, grimy blood-stained cot while a rusted
medical droid who'd seen its best days a few millennia back administered
treatment to his ribs.  Sitting beside him in the small cramped room that
served as a dressing room/prep area in the MAXFIGHT arena was his
new Raptor Squad teammate and part time pilot for his shipping
company Jaded Ivory Enterprises, Race Moonthall.

"You and everyone else in the arena, it's called 'playing dead'", Vic
winced as the droid jabbed him with something long and sharp, but was
relieved when the pain in his side dulled to a mere burn. It took several
minutes and an extra dose of painkiller for his head to clear from the
blows Soravous rained down on him and he realized how lucky he was



the Champion chose to toy with his food before going in for the kill-likely
an evolutionary drawback he could now thanks his ancestors for. "What
the hell are you doing here anyway?  I thought you had a delivery to
make planetside."

The big man smiled a wide grin and winked, leaning back in the rickety
wire chair. His mechanical right arm whirred and clicked as he fished in
his dusty leather vest for a cigarra.  "Come on Boss, you know old Race
don't take no eight hours to make a drop- I got done with my delivery
and heard some bounty hunter was taking on the Underground
Champion of the system…had to see that, especially when I found out
who that bounty hunter was," he stuck a thick plug of tabbac in his
mouth and lit it up with a small mini torch, exhaling a thick cloud of
smoke a moment later. "And the fact the champ was a Noglin."

"Noglin? Never heard of em," Vic slowly rotated his neck to make
sure his head was going to stay attached.

"I figured," Race smiled.  "You got lucky, he was a small one."

The droid finished up and leaned back to inspect its handy work.  "Try
not to move for at least an hour, and you shouldn't participate in any
strenuous activities for at least two weeks," it said. Its boxy yellow body
turned towards Race and nodded to the smoke, "That really isn't good for
the patient," it said in a thin reedy voice.
The pilot replied by pulling a new cigarra out, lighting it on the end of his
own and handing it off to Vic who smiled and took a long draw.

"Humans," the droid muttered and shuffled from the room.

"So, how much did you make?" Vic said, looking up at the
flickering photonic light bars that cast the room in a dreary greenish
light.

"Who said I bet on you?" Race smiled.

Looking over, Vic cocked an eyebrow.

"What?  You were fighting a Noglin Vic, and not even you can
overcome the odds every time."

He continued staring.

Shaking his mop of sandy brown hair, Race chuckled and locked
bloodshot eyes on him. "Fine, fine, I know, 'never bet against Palisades.'
Well believe it or not, I did take your advice, against my better



judgement. Let's just say I'll be buying the drinks around the bar for the
next few months."

"Good," Vic grimaced as he sat up, inspecting the white circular
bacta patch that was affixed to his torso, behind him the Terminus
helmet rolled across the cot and bumped against his back and sent a
chill down his spine- but not from the cold metal. "It's about time you
paid for your own drinks."

"Boss, you know I don't like to get into folk's business, and from all
of the spooks and quiet types I seen while I was in the New Republic I
know most folks are happy keeping their affairs to themselves, but," Race
shrugged, "I have to ask. What the hell are we really doing here?"

He appreciated that Race let him handle his affairs with little
interference, but he wasn't ready to reveal his entire plan-not just yet.
"Krimps has info on a crime lord named Fal Bak'te, and since I'll be
dealing with this character in the near future I wanted to know what
skeletons he keeps in his closet."

"So we've got work coming our way?"

"Yep."

Race slapped his leg, "About time! Thought I was going to have to start
working for a living! Hell, I was beginning to think we came out here just
so you could blow off some steam."

Laughing, Vic shook his head.  "Not quite."

"Still, you made a pretty impressive showing. You know, I've seen
you in a few scrapes and training back at JIE," Race narrowed his eyes
and gestured with his cigarra, "Never got a chance to ask though, where
the hell did you get your moves from? I mean, I seen some unarmed and
bare knuckled fights in my time but you, you're…different."

He remained silent for a moment, considering the option of telling Race
to mind his own business, or even making something up, but soon, it
was likely he would be asking Race and the rest of Raptor Squad to lay
down their lives to help him find his sister, so the least he could do was
answer the man's question honestly. "Well, thats a long story," he smiled
and took a drag from the plug of tabaac, letting the spicy aroma coat his
mouth and throat.

"I got nowhere to go Boss."



Nodding, Vic reached over and retrieved his black sleeveless Fallen
Angels shirt from his gear bag sitting on a nearby table.  His ribs still
ached but it was a pain he could live with- he'd suffered much worse.
"The short version is that I was born with a gift for violence."

Exploding into laughter, Race shook his head. "I hope there's more to it
than that."

Pulling the shirt on, Vic moved the Terminus helmet aside, making a
point to avoid its visor's dead red stare, and leaned back against the wall,
kicking a boot up on the edge of the cot. "No, really.  I mean, that's how I
described it…the experts my father took me to said I had some
accelerated survival instincts that allowed me to analyze weaknesses and
determine the best way to capitalize on those weaknesses. It was little
more than a parlor trick- or would have been if my father hadn't pressed
me when I was old enough to walk into training in the martial arts."

"Wow, that young?"

"Yeah, when I was two a wild Ravir Cat got onto the farm and
cornered me.  My parents found me covered in blood and hammering its
head in with a rock." Vic gestured to the bag, "grab us something to
drink, would ya? Anyway, I should have died, the damn thing was big
enough to kill a full-grown man, but I managed to take it down. Father
was a soldier in the Ivory Brigade, my planet's military, and a hand-to-
hand combat instructor to boot.  So when he taught me everything he
knew he started taking me off planet to learn from others…I mastered a
half dozen unarmed combat systems before I was twelve."

Whistling, Race produced a bottle of Twi'lek liquor and a pair of glasses.
He poured both a small amount and handed one off. "Damn Boss, bet
that impressed some folks back home, huh?"

"I felt like a freak of nature, though my trainers and masters called
it a 'gift'," Vic shook his head and took a sip of the drink, feeling it's
immediate effects as it rolled down his throat and warmed him from the
inside out. "Hell of a gift. I would have preferred the ability to paint or
sing or play an instrument, but we don’t get to chose the hand we're
dealt, just how we play it."

"Truth," Race nodded and held his drink up.

"Anyway, every second of free time was spent getting me trained
with someone new or entering me in some damn competition," he waved
to the room, "Hell, I've been in this very room before, when I was about
seventeen."



"Your father brought you to compete in deathmatches?" the pilot's
eyes went wide and his glass froze halfway to his mouth- a sight Vic
didn't think he would ever witness.

"No," Vic chuckled, "No, when Father would go to sleep I would
sneak out, and find my own brand of entertainment. Being a military
man, father was a slave to schedule.  I knew exactly when he went to
bed, when he got up and exactly how much time I had to get my
business taken care of. He didn't find out about my nocturnal activities
until a few years later…"

"So you fought in underground fights when your dad was asleep?"

"Yeah."

"You know, some kids might have just tried sneaking into a bar or
dance club."

"I wasn't like most kids," Vic smiled.  "Part of me was rebelling
against my father, and part of me was wondering how good I was, seeing
if I could survive outside of the sterile training halls and more civilized
arenas I was used to," he took another drink.  "I wanted to see how I
performed when someone stripped away all the rules and there wasn't
anything to protect me but me."

"You were that good huh?"

"Yeah, won a lot of trophies- beat a lot of champions, and made a
lot of enemies in the bargain. It's not good on the ego, to be beat by a
human teenager. I found out later it was just as bad on my ego as it was
theirs."

"Funny I never heard of you," Race shrugged.

Vic shrugged.  "I fought under an alias, Darko Tenkiller…"

"Hey, yeah!" Race leaned forward, "I did hear of you! Wow! I heard
you took down some real heavyweights too!  Then you just disappeared-
dropped off the radar."

Slowly, Vic turned and tried to work the soreness out of his body. "Yeah,
when I turned twenty me and the old man had a disagreement about
where I was going with my life. I wanted to enlist in the IB, he wanted me
to go away to school-classic story of a father wanting something better
for his son, and I had several offers from some good schools.  Ultimately,



I let him in on my little side enterprise and he was furious. I enlisted,
used the money I'd made betting on myself to move out of my parents
villa and went on my way."

"Wow, did you and your old man ever reconcile?"

Before Vic could respond the door hissed open and Krimps entered, his
dewflaps quivering as beads of perspiration dropped onto his green vest.
He was carrying a briefcase and slammed it down on the ground as the
door slid shut- but not before Vic spied a pair of Gamorrean bookends
hovering in the dimly-lit hallway.

"Do you know what you've done!?!" the short being gestured wildly.

"Yeah, I won," Vic replied, taking a draw from the cigarra and
letting the smoke chug down into his throat.

"You killed Soravous! Killed him!"

"Yeah, that's where the 'death' in 'deathmatch' comes from. Don't
you even listen to your own ads?" Vic said, but the being was shaking his
head, his wide black eyes bulging from his face.

"Do you have any idea how much money those people out there
lost? Do you have any idea what this is going to do to next month's main
event?"

"Should I feel bad?  I wouldn't be feeling anything right now if I'd
lost.  Now, I don't really care about your main event Krimps, do you have
my credits?" Vic asked.

The Sullustan stopped, took a breath and kicked the briefcase.  "I could
tell them you know, I could tell them you aren't the real Terminus."

Hopping from the cot, Vic leaned in and blew a tornado of smoke over the
short alien. He smiled as the Sullustan's eyes watered and he let out a
cough.  "Who says I'm not?"

"The real Terminus is a Weequay," the promoter backed up.  "I
could get my boys in here right now and we could expose you."

"You think they would make it in here before I popped your head
from your neck like a blister?" Vic smiled as Race stepped in front of the
door.



"Alright, alright, how about we make a deal?' Krimps continued,
backing away and holding his hands up.  "You work for me, one fight a
month, and if you survive you get ten percent of the door."

"No deal," Vic picked the case up, twirled it in one fluid motion and
held it towards the Sullustan.  "It's locked, open it."

"Twenty percent. Come on Human! The droid fight promotions are
killing my bottom line!  No one wants to see organics fight anymore!
They say it's barbaric! The galaxy is going soft!"

"You're breaking my heart. Open the case before I use your
dewflaps to pry it open myself."

Slowly, the promoter snapped the latches and the case opened.
Satisfied, Vic turned it around and inspected the neatly packed stacks of
cred chips, and when he made sure the amount was right dumped the
contents into his gear bag, tossing the case aside.  "And the
information?"

"Fal Bak'te isn't someone to be taken lightly," Krimps said, tilting
his head so his face fell in shadow.

"Neither am I," Vic replied.

  "He's on the verge of owning half of Tatooine now that Jabba is
dead and if you were smart you would forget you ever heard the name,"
Krimps said. "In fact, if it were me I would space the info and—"

Zipping the bag shut he tossed it to Race and pulled the cigarra from his
mouth.  "If you were smart you would just give me the information and
tell the muscle outside to let us pass or I'll flush YOU out into the black
of space along with your dead MAXFIGHT Champion."

Nodding, Krimps produced a datadisc the size of a thumbnail from his
vest pocket and handed it over.  "I trust I don't need to tell you to forget
where you got that."

"Don't worry," Vic said securing the disk in a belt pouch.  "The
sooner I can forget everything about this dump the happier we'll both
be."

They were on their way back to the ship when Race glanced at him
sideways. After the third time he turned back.  "Yeah?"



Chewing on his cigarra, Race shook his head, his mop of hair falling in
front of his eyes.  "Just wondering where those lines came from Boss."

"What lines?" Vic said, stepping aside to allow a droid to whiz past.

"Your face Boss, thought it was the bad lighting back there but,
you've got some faint, odd lines, almost like age lines but they weren't
there a few days ago."

Stopping, Vic stepped over to a darkened store window on the concoure
and peered in.  He wasn't sure but Race may have been on to something-
he could see faint lines on his face where his helmet rested against his
skin. "Odd.  Maybe my skin is developing an allergic reaction to the
inside of my helmet."

"Sounds nasty," Race peered over his shoulder.  "What kinda
leather is in there?"

"Not sure," Vic said.  "Weird thing, when I first started wearing it a
few years ago, it rubbed my face raw and seemed like a bad fit, but after
a while it started to conform to my face," he straightened up and
shrugged.  "Always figured it was just some sort of adaptive leather."

"Huh, might want to get that checked out Boss," Race shook his
head, "Make sure that thing doesn't cause an infection."

"Yeah, I'll see about getting a bacta treatment when we get back to
Garnib," Vic said, removing his glove and running his fingers along the
faint indentions in his face.  They were certainly new, but he would just
learn to live with them-its not like he could give up being Terminus.

*

"We must always be vigilant, for the Darkside lies within us all,
merely awaiting an opportunity to consume us." Klux Martin stopped,
letting his words sink in to the congregation.

All fifty or so members were assembled beneath the wide intricate ice
arches of the newly constructed Mew-Tao Temple on the planet Garnib,
warmed by the small vents pumping thermal heat from the planets core.



He was used to it by now, having called the planet home for the better
part of two years, so blaming his dry mouth and profuse sweating on the
thick moisture wasn't an option.
No, despite being a Jedi and facing down armed nightmares looking to
kill him on numerous occasions, he had to admit his nerves were simply
rattled by speaking in front of a large group.

A small wiry green arm shot up from the far right- a Rodian, his black
eyes glittering beneath the pale blue photonic sconces set into the nearby
columns, stood.  "Have you ever been consumed by the darkside Master
Jedi?" the Rodian asked in his native tongue.

He'd expected the question and stepped forward to the carved podium,
taking a deep breath and allowing The Force to flow through him
enveloping and calming him like a cocoon of tranquility.  Straightening
his tunic, he looked up, "In our own way, we're always being tempted
and touched by the Darkside," Klux said, choosing his words carefully.
Out of the corner of his eye he could see Lana- the Mew-Tao's Trianii
High Priestess, nod in agreement.  She was standing off to the side of the
raised dais, dressed in a long flowing brown leather gown that hugged
her felinoid curves and set off her grey fur and golden eyes. There were
maybe a dozen Trianii in the crowd, and he could feel their eyes locked
on him like a photon torpedo. "Even when we do not realize it, our
decisions, even those we might think miniscule, must be weighed heavily
so as to not lead us down the path of the Darkside."

"So you have been seduced by this 'Darkside'?" the Rodian
pressed.

Should he tell them the truth?  That just a month before he'd cut down a
Dark Jedi who'd pursued him across the galaxy because the man
believed Klux and his teammate Balthazar had killed his family?  And
that as the blade seared into the Echani's flesh, and internal organs
combusted like overripe fruit that in the back of his mind he enjoyed it?
That while he should have felt pity and remorse for the sorry wretch, that
when he saw the man threatening Lana's life, the only thing that went
through his mind was to impale him?

No, some things were better kept under wraps, especially when there
were still those in the galaxy who would turn any information they could
obtain over to those small pockets of the Empire who still hunted Jedi.

"One of the hazards of being a Jedi is being 'in tune' with The
Force", he smiled, opening his hands.  "Oftentimes, it takes great
diligence to walk the path of the light side when easier, more seductive
routes present themselves."



"So that's a yes?" The Rodian's green snout curled up and he tilted
his head, his antenna palps twitching.

Nodding Klux stood straight and tall, crossing his arms.  "I've been
tempted by the darkside, but never consumed, never fallen."

"And what of Balthazar?" a new voice this time, and Klux turned to
the speaker- a grey furred Trianii who also stood- Lana's brother, Arturo.
"I've seen him stride close to the Darkside. Has he ever gone over?" the
muscular felinoid glanced over at Lana and Klux didn't need The Force to
see tension pass between them.  He knew Lana's romantic entanglement
with Baal was a sore spot between she and Arturo.

"I cannot speak for anyone but myself," Klux said.  "I'm not a mind
reader."

"Really? I've heard that is but one of many Jedi talents," Arturo
countered, bringing his attention back to Klux.

"You were mistaken," Klux said, leaning forward and gripping the
sides of the podium- his hands slid along the crystal thanks to his
sweaty palms.  "The Force is powerful, but it cannot show us what lies in
another's heart; I believe a being should be judged by their actions."

"I've seen Baal's actions, I'm just curious how you have existed for
as long as you have, standing by and allowing him to freely run amok,"
Arturo crossed his arms and leaned against a nearby column.

"I'm not a sector ranger nor a babysitter, Arturo, it is not my place
to police Balthazar," Klux smiled- this got a much needed chuckle from
the crowd, but Arturo merely leveled a hard stare and he could feel the
waves of frustration and animosity rolling off of the Trianii.

"I think we've taken enough of Master Martin's time," Lana finally
spoke up, stepping onto the dais.  Smiling Klux stepped aside and
realized he'd been holding his breath and slowly let it out.

"Thank you all for coming this evening, and if you have any
questions please feel free to see me tonight after dinner in my quarters,"
she smiled, and after a small prayer the congregation moved off into
other areas of the temple to train, cook or study. "You did well," she said
turning to him.

"Really?  I felt like a sand dog caught in a speeder's high beams,"
Klux said, stepping down from the dais and dropping onto one of the



intricately carved crystal benches.  The artisans on Garnib were second
to none, and had crafted all of the furniture throughout the temple. He
smiled, rubbing the Tauntaun head that made up the bench's armrest.

Taking a seat beside him, Lana gently gripped his shoulder, sending a
feeling of warmth that circulated through his body. She was using The
Force though likely she didn't even realize it, and he certainly didn't
mind. "Nonsense, you did well!" she said, leaning forward,  "It's the first
time many of them have ever seen a Jedi, if anything, talking to them
tonight pulled away the veil of secrecy and distrust of Jedi Palpatine
propagated over the years."

"I'm not sure about all of that," Klux shrugged.

Her muzzle pulled into a smile. "You are too modest, Master."

He reached up and gripped her hand and smiled back.  "Perhaps, but I
think I would rather face a squad of stormies than have to speak in front
of a group again." He'd agreed to train Lana after the last Raptor Squad
mission that saw them infiltrating an Imperial prison planet to rescue
their friend Jax She'ba.  Afterwards, with Baal recuperating in a medical
facility halfway across the galaxy, she'd approached him about helping
her train and honing her abilities with The Force. He'd reluctantly
agreed, but as the weeks passed and their friendship and Master-Padwan
bond grew stronger he was glad he did.

"Well, I promise not to put you through this again, not for a while
at least," Lana said, smoothing her gown.

"No worries, in fact I'm surprised it's been this quiet, usually the
New Republic would be throwing something our way by now," he said.
Raptor Squad's primary purpose was as a SpecOps-Special Operations-
team for the new government, but in the past month after the rescue of
Jax they'd heard nothing.

"Perhaps that's a good thing. Many of us suffered on the last
mission," Lana said. "Sometimes, even the hardiest of warriors need to
recuperate and heal."

"Ah, we've suffered worse. It's nothing some bacta can't fix," Klux
smiled.

"I wasn't talking about the physical damage," Lana said.  "The
entire team has some things it needs to work through- what happened to
Baal, Vic's situation with Lauren, Lieutenant Kable seems to have an
issue with everyone…"



"I know, we've got a lot to work through and it seems like we've
been going full throttle for months," Klux shook his head and stood.  His
muscles felt tight, constricted.  "Plus we've got a new pilot and Vic
brought on board this kid, Xander, based on Jax's recommendation."

"Kid," Lana smiled.  "He's not much younger than you."

"Right, and I'm still older than you," Klux smiled, "I still feel like an
elder around here."

"You shouldn't.  You just need to pace yourself, we all do.  It's
probably for the best it's been this quiet lately," Lana stood.  "It's given
us time to work together more."

"About that," he looked around but the meeting area was deserted.
"I was wondering if you would like to work on something together?"

Lana cocked an eyebrow and shrugged.  "I'm intrigued. What?"

"Well, the Trianii have some interesting fighting styles, utilizing
their agility and strength, if you and I could combine that with some
traditional lightsaber forms, I think we could come up with a really
formidable fighting style."

"Really?" she was nodding and he could tell she was turning the
possibilities over in her mind.  "I can see the logic in that. I'd thought the
same thing before, but Baal never trusted me enough with a lightsaber."

Reaching inside of his tunic, Klux pulled free a small silver shaft of
gleaming metal.  "Well, I trust you, and I think it's time we remedied
that." He extended the weapon to her and smiled.

Eyes going wide, Lana reached for it, stopping short of closing her hand
on the hilt.  "But, I…"

"You're ready, Padwan," he said, finishing her thought.

Slowly, she took the lightsaber and turned it over in her hand.  Looking
up, she gave a small smile and ignited the blade.  The faint blue shaft of
energy hummed to life between them and she stood, gently twirling the
weapon in a slow arc.

"Be careful with that, I've learned the hard way how easy it is to
ruin a nice pair of robes."



Laughing, Lana killed the blade and clasped the hilt in both hands.
"Thank you for trusting me, Master."

Waving it off, Klux sat back down. "Thank me by being careful and
judicious when training with it.  It's last owner…" he trailed off as the
visage of the red-headed swoop racer, Chance Mulgrew clouded his mind.

"Master?"

"Chance," Klux nodded to the weapon.  "That belonged to Chance."

"Oh," she looked down and he could see her regard the weapon
differently- and perhaps that was a good thing, a reminder of what could
happen if one wasn't vigilant and respectful of its power.

Klux smiled.  "I'm sure you'll be fine," he stood.  "It will allow us to train
together, and will be a suitable stand-in until I can teach you to craft one
of your own."

"I…" she trailed off, then shook her head.  "It's just seems so much
to absorb sometimes.  That one could wield such power, I mean, how do
you know when you're ready?"

He remained silent for a moment, finally giving her shoulder a small
squeeze.  "Padawan, it's not up to us to decide when we are ready, The
Force decides for us."

*

The cold, enveloping darkness was absolute, but, slowly, like a
trickle of water snaking through a crevice, sensations began to filter
through.  Pinpricks of pain covered his body, but try as he might, his
limbs wouldn't respond to his mental commands, floating useless at his
sides.
Madness drove him to try harder, to make something move-twitch, barely
a tremor, anything…but his body gave up nothing. Eyes sealed shut by
time and age forced him to blindly breath deep, taking in a lungful of
sterile, dry air filled with the taint of chemicals. He forced back a cough
and took another breath, listening to the weak thumping of his own
heart, the blood slowly pumping throughout his skull, reverberating in
his ears like a sacrificial drum.



Stop.  Breath, relax. Stave off the panic that wants to force its way into
your mind and try to remember who you are and where you are.

Who are you?

Memories, like apparitions, hovered just beyond his reach, dissipating
when he tried to mentally grasp them, and the harder he tried, the more
elusive they became.

A name.  He remembered his name…he was…

The shock hit him like a bolt from the heavens and ripped across his
body in one wave of searing pain, like a million vibroblades dug into his
flesh and pulling free every strand of sinewy muscle.  His breath came in
massive gasps, and he tried to will his limbs to move, to lash out, to free
himself from the sensation- then it stopped.

And he was hit again.

Consciousness began to wane and he felt himself loosing his grip.  What
had he done to deserve such torture?  What wrongs must he have
committed?  The thoughts of torture sparked a memory and he suddenly
remembered who he was…

Then darkness claimed him.

"Lord Terminus."

He cracked his eyes open, for the first time in…how long?  Centuries?
No, likely just decades, though he felt as if it had been millennia.  One
single candle flickered in the room but it may have well been a sun
parked a meter away and he reduced his eyes to mere slits.

"Terminus, can you hear me?"

"I can hear you," he said, his voice sounding foreign to his own
ears; a thick, slurred, cracked sound made by something dug up from
the bowels of nocturne.
Shadows shuffled about him, and he felt hands on his body, kneading
muscle and wrapping him, encasing raw nerves in something warm and
euphoric. The strong heady smell of spice assaulted his nostrils but he
blocked it out, letting the treated wraps seep into his flesh and numb his
screaming nerve endings.



"How long?" he managed, allowing just a bit more light to reach his
eyes.

"You have been asleep for… almost eight decades," the voice,
foreign to him, replied.

Eighty years.  He breathed deep the sweet air around him and slowly
flexed his hands.  Tendons, unused for ages pulled tight and bones made
sounds like snapped tree branches as he made a fist.   "Who are you?"

"I am Arnak-Shur, grandson of Mendaiic-Shur," the voice said in
thick, accented Weequay.  Mendaaic-Shur, he fought to put a name to a
face and slowly realized it was the last being he's laid eyes upon before
his slumber.

Cloaked in warm, moist soothing wraps, Terminus slowly began to flex
his fingers, rubbing the smooth stone chair upon which he sat. The
tactile grit felt as if it would wear his flesh away but he continued.  Eyes
half lidded now, he could make out the beings that surrounded him- clad
in red robes, their wrinkled, tanned faces watched him with dark eyes
from where they kneeled before him.
Beyond the single, flickering candle, black monitors scrolled diagnostic
information in muted orange tones, keeping his followers abreast of every
physical flutter and pulse his body made.  His tomb for the last eighty
years, an orange containment tank, half filled with murky preservation
fluid, cast a faint glow as bubbles crept up along its glass. Beyond the
tangles of gleaming black tubes and lines that fed the equipment, great
sandstone columns marched like worn, cracked soldiers throughout the
dusty chamber, while the faint whistle of air from the planet Fenna tried
to force its way in from somewhere outside.

  "Why am I awake?"

"Almighty Terminus, I was instructed, like my father, and his
father before him, to only raise you upon your orders if certain events
warranted it."

He felt his heart quicken, and leaned forward, though doing so caused
him great discomfort, as leads and tubes that still allowed him to
function and grant him life pulled tight.  "And events warrant it?"

Arnak-Shur looked up.  "They do."

"Rise," Terminus said, leaning back, his body finally giving in to
the years of atrophy and age. The young Weequay stood and from the



folds of his robe, produced a small metal disk.  "We have received reports
from one of our brothers that someone has claimed your mantle."

"It is to be expected," Terminus replied, licking his dry lips. As if by
magic a worn chalice appeared beside him and a follower offered him a
drink.  He took a sip of the brew, letting the warm herbal concoction
make its way down into his body. He almost regurgitated it as exhausted
organs struggled to cope with the intrusion, but he forced it back down.
"I trust you did not wake me because of the exploits of some charlatan."

"No, I ordered you to be brought from your slumber because the
being in question has been seen wearing this," Arnak triggered the small
disk and the ghostly blue image of a helmet flickered into existence above
the holodisplay.

He felt his heart stop- only momentarily, but long enough for the nearby
monitors to scream in alarm.  His followers sprung to their feet,
scrambling for the medical suite but he was already waving it off.  "Stop!"
he commanded, his voice a strong powerful force that froze them in their
tracks.
The monitors went back to normal and he forced his body to release the
sudden tension.  Leaning forward, slower this time, he let his eyes play
over the details of the holo.

To anyone else the helmet might look unremarkable- crafted durasteel,
an integrated breathing filter, banded leather neck and a long top knot
that flowed from its crown.  But it was the eyes- red, glass eyes set into
the face that told him the article was genuine. "How reliable is this
follower?"

"Very. I instructed him to gather as much information as he could
and the results are…interesting."

"Go on."

Arnak nodded, handing the holo off to a follower and began pacing.
"This being has been operating for at least a year, but no one knows
much else about him.  He's turned in several bounties, and apparently
has fallen in with a group, though we aren't sure of their status.  They
could be other hunters, or mercenaries. But the most important and
curious fact is that there is a bounty posted on this being claiming to be
the almighty Terminus."

"A bounty?" Terminus leaned back.



"Yes. A private bounty, and not an inconsiderable sum either.  The
amount for Terminus himself is two hundred thousand credits, and
another one hundred thousand for any of his accomplices that are
retrieved as well, and there are…."

He waved the rest off. He could care less about credits.  He had amassed
more wealth in his lifetime than he would ever know what to do with.
But if this being, this charlatan, had his helmet, then Terminus would
track him down, retrieve his property and show this thief the high price
of his larceny.

"Has my follower made contact with the poster of this bounty?"

"Not yet Master, but I need only make a call and it will be done,"
Arnak crossed his arms. "Master, there has been a great many changes
since you were last awake, that you should know about. A new
government rose to power, and then fell, giving rise to some uncertain
times."

Flexing his arms, feeling the corded muscles bulge as blood pumped
through them beneath the wraps, Terminus barely paid attention.  "This
matters not to me grandson of Mendaiic," he said, "make your call to our
follower and see if he can find us more information on where this
'Terminus' is hiding. And when you are done, we will begin preparing for
my departure."

*

Ropik's Club 212 occupied the top of a thin tall spire on the planet
of Celanon, rising high above every other building in Celanon City's tenth
sector.  Stepping from the turbolift, Koort Ter'chon took a moment to
admire the view thorough the foyers ovoid windows of the distant
mountain ranges, high white clouds and the rapidly approaching orange
tint of dusk.

Then he checked for exit routes.

There wasn't much to offer, save for a nondescript stairwell nestled in a
nearby alcove off to the left of the turbolift, but in a pinch it would have



to do. Adjusting the tunic he bought especially for the occasion, he
brushed the small hand-held blaster nestled in the small of his back
beneath the Shell Spider Silk and made his way towards the short, squat
human stationed behind a nearby host's podium. Behind him a large
octagonal door of carved crystal offered the slightest glimpse into the
restaurant.
The tunic had set him back over four hundred credits but it was worth it.
Without his Ubese Raider Armor- the preferred adornment of any self-
respecting bounty hunter from the planet of Uba, he felt nude. The
garment was as strong as a blast vest and would buy him time-if future
events warranted it.

"Greetings," he said to the host, his breath mask's vocabulator
echoing throughout the deserted foyer.  The man, a bald humanoid with
thick black eyebrows and narrow yellow eyes looked up from his
datapad.

"How may I help you?"

"I'm expected, my name is Koort Ter'Chon."

The man looked him up and down, settling for a few moments on his
head wraps, then back to his datapad.  "Yes, you certainly are, a guest of
Mr. Steale," his demeanor changed and he gestured to the portal that slid
apart as if by magic.  "Please, follow me."

He did as instructed, passing through the glass and crystal and into a
dimly lit corridor that circled the top floor of the building.   On his right
was a wall set with faint green photonic light sconces, while on his left
was a wall of glass, overlooking the surrounding cityscape. To his
surprise, a serving droid materialized from the glass, and he realized the
view was nothing more than a projected hologram.
The Host stopped at one of the "windows" and gestured for Koort to
enter.  He took a step and felt his hair stand on end as he walked
through the hologram and into a small private room.

Seated at a table, watching the view through an actual window was a
horned, red-skinned Devaronian, clad in a black vest, matching trousers
and white shirt, a white deathskull tattoo covering the upper half of his
face.  Black eyes turned to him and the man flashed a sharp-toothed
smile before standing.

"Koort Ter'chon," he said, and extended a black-gloved hand, "It's
been a long time."



"Not that long, Tenziil, though I expected you would have retired
somewhere with a lot of skin and alcohol by now," Koort took the offered
appendage, though he never totally understood the custom.

Laughing, Steale gestured to an empty seat situated across from him at
the small table, "I do still have a home on Telerath, though I've not been
there in months. Still, you know how it is-our kind never really retires.
What are you drinking?"

"I'm not," Koort took a quick glance around the room, and satisfied
that they were alone save for a nearby serving droid, sat down. "You
know I don't drink when discussing business."

Resuming his seat, Steale nodded.  "Business?  Who said this was
business?"

Koort allowed himself a small chuckle.  "Same old Steale, still thinking
the rest of the galaxy can be snowed by your smooth talk and charm.
Give me some credit, you didn't invite me here just to catch up."
He'd known Steal from years back, when he was first starting out in the
bounty hunter trade.  They'd pursued the same bounty across five
different planets, getting in each other's way until the Devaronian finally
sat him down and offered to train him and give him a cut of the bounty if
they worked together.  Steale was only a few decades older than Koort,
and the partnership proved beneficial until Steale tried to talk him into
joining a guild house and he chose to remain independent. They parted
ways with no animosity and a healthy professional respect for each
other.

"All business, I've always liked that about you Koort, but you
should really learn to spend those credits you make a little more freely-
there's a new line of armored clothing out of the Core that makes your
Spider Silk vest look absolutely last century."

"I'm not looking to win any fashion shows Tenziil."

"Good thing, unless you're competing on Uba," Steale turned to the
droid.  "I'll take a bottle of your best wine," The droid nodded and
disappeared and Steale turned back. "I wasn't sure if you still checked
that drop on Waystation Eight-Twelve."

"I've got an automated relay that lets me know when I have a new
message."



"Smart," Steale nodded approvingly. "I heard about your collar of
those twins on Elrood, word is they were more connected than the wrap
sheets let on."

He was referring to the Heart Twins- a pair of strong-arms that worked
for a being named Uuric Tuumb who he'd taken down a few months
before with the help of his new teammates, Vic Palisades and Klux
Martin. He wasn't surprised the word got out- Tuumb was heavily
connected with a number of crime organizations and had done work for
Ket Adkins-a madman who'd tried to kill Koort a while back.  "It was just
a job, I don't look beyond the postings," Koort shrugged.

"You're still a bad liar," Steale leaned forward, "But I know the
truth, and the truth is those two were small time," he nodded to the
window and the stars that began twinkling on the horizon, "If I couldn't
tell by how you were dressed, I could tell by the rent-a-heap you flew into
town in.  You're still cashing in small bounties for loose change, you've
never graduated to the big time."

Koort looked out the window, craning his neck to locate the starport.
"You can't see the spaceport from here, how did you know I rented a—"
but Koort stopped and looked back at Steale.  "You were guessing."

"Guessing correctly it would appear."

The droid materialized through the holowall carrying a serving tray.  It
filled Steale's glass with a pale lavender liquid and when Koort waved it
off it returned to its wait station in the corner. "They may have been
small time but the bounty paid my bills. So long as we get paid, isn't that
what you taught me?"

"A simple philosophy for a simpler time, Koort.  We risk our lives
every day and deserve to get compensated for it.  Fizz and chip credits
are for rank amateurs, not professionals like us," Steale winked and
swirled the wine in his glass, bringing it to his nose and inhaling deeply.
"This is the good stuff Koort, I get as high off the fumes as I do the
liquid."

"So, you've seen the big picture and found the secret to success,"
Koort gestured to the Devaronian's suit and bottle of expensive wine.

"I have," Steale nodded.  "With the galaxy in such a tizzy over the
mess the rebels made of the Empire, there is more than enough work to
go around- and my expeditor is top notch at getting me the premium
jobs."



"Your expeditor?"

"Of course! Don't you have one?"

Chuckling, Koort shook his head.  "I don’t need an agent, thanks."
Expeditors were the equivilent of agents for bounty hunters, beings who
handled the intricacies of getting paid, permits and any other business
the hunter didn’t want to dirty their hands with-all for a handsome
percentage of the bounty.

"Not an agent, an expeditor," Steale corrected. "You really need to
get yourself one Koort! She takes care of all my paperwork, handles the
menial tasks, books my travel arrangements if need be- it frees me up to
do what I do best- hunt."

Koort's laughter ripped through his breath mask, filling the small room.
"And what kind of cut does this expeditor get?"

"Only ten percent," Steale smiled.

"Ten Percent? Are you mad?  Expeditors used to work for no more
than five!"

"Inflation," Steale shrugged. "They are more in demand now than
ever.  With the galaxy in such turmoil, it's gotten harder and harder to
get permits, licenses and get paid. Don't tell me you've not run into
difficulties recently."

He had to admit the man had a point. Bringing in bounties was
becoming more and more difficult on the administrative side. "Still, ten
percent to do something you used to do on your own..."

"It's the cost of success my friend," Steale smiled.  "I'm not going to
sit here and try to relate to you Koort, traveling around in rentals, relying
on old equipment and patchwork armor that had seen better decades.
Looting bounties in the hopes that they might be equipped better than
you. I respect you too much and your time is too valuable to waste with
patornization."

"Some times old equipment- and old methods- are the most
reliable."

"Spoken like a hunter who's never had it any better. Still, I was
lucky enough to get an in to House Salaktori and I started out bringing
in some decent bounties.  I've never had it rough as a hunter, and fates
willing I never will."



"I see that. When I got your invitation I thought it was a set up,
But if you invited me out here to show me how well you are doing and
berate me, I'll have the most expensive item on the menu," Koort said.

Bursting into laughter, Steale almost doubled over.  "Koort!  You've
picked up a sense of humor!  That's wonderful!  You were so dour and
serious when you were younger!"

"Indeed. I've picked up a lot of bad habits," Koort leaned back in
the conforming chair, "including a nasty case of curiosity. So you must
have had a good reason to call me out here Steale, not just to point out
how funny and destitute I am."

"I do," the Devaronian said, wiping a tear from beneath his black
eyes, "I've got one hundred thousand reasons, perhaps more."

"I'm listening."

"That is the minimum payout I'm looking at on my next job.  And
that is per bounty," Steale took a sip of the drink, licking it's remnants
from his lips.  "My employer has informed me that if I take the job there
is potential to be upwards of a half-dozen targets, if not more."

 "Are you telling me there is potential for upwards of six hundred
thousand credits for this job?"

Steale merely touched the tip of his finger to his nose.

"Alright, I'm interested, but why me?"

"Because on a job this big I need backup, and because my last
partner didn't value loyalty like you do."

"Really? And who was your last partner?"

Steale's smile disappeared, and he scowled at the glass of wine.  "A
skrunk named Cindral Rozz, I made the mistake of mixing business and
pleasure and she…" he trailed off and waved the thought away.

"Some things never do change Steale, stil mixing business and
pleasure."

"Don’t start that," Steale looked up.



"Should I add Rozz to the list?  Let's see, there was Allada Rune,
that tight little human, then there was Diona Rabeers, if memory serves
she was a Ropagu, with long blue hair that reached down to her-"

"Okay, stop reminding me of my missteps," Steale smiled and
shook his head. "It's not important, what is important is that Cindral's
loss is your gain- if you're still interested that is."

Koort rolled the six figures around in his head for a microsecond.
"Of course I'm interested."

"Excellent!" Steale nodded.  "I knew you would be.  Of all the
operators I've come across these last ten years you had the most
potential."

"Stow the flattery Steale, I'm on board.  So, who are the targets?"

"Ah, that's the catch.  The posting is 'under the table' as it were,
and the employer has yet to send along specifics; they are awaiting
confirmation of the job you see.  But once we inform them we're
interested, they will send along the data."

"'Under the table'- you mean illegal." If the entity was posting an
illegal bounty and willing to pay the amount Steale was throwing around,
it explained why they were going through so many steps to cover
themselves- steep fines and prison time were the least one could expect
for posting an illegal bounty. "Sounds risky," Koort shook his head.

"High risk means high reward my friend," Steale smiled.

"I don't like illegal listings, they can get complicated, dangerous
and…"

"If you aren't interested I can find another hunter who would like
to split a half a million credits," Steale said leaning back.

Koort regarded the man for a moment, before shrugging. "Any idea at all
who we might be going after?"

"None, but Ramshoff tells me that she's talked shop with some of
her friends lately and this employer is sending out feelers to other
hunters as well."

"Ramshoff?"



"Diva Ramshoff, my expeditor," Steale winked, "a saucy half-
Theelin Diva with a knack for sniffing out high-cred jobs. You'll like her
Koort, she's direct and to the point-just like you."

"You need to stay away from females," Koort shook his head.  "So
we're going to have competition?"

"You bet your blaster packs son, and no small-timers either.
Ramshoff tells me she's heard of no fewer than half-dozen teams and
hunters have been contacted- and with a payday this big hanging out
there, a hunter would have to be spaced in the brain to turn it down,"
Steale finished his glass of wine and the droid hovered over and refilled
it.

"Names?" Koort felt himself getting dry from the talking and thin
stale air being converted and pumped into his breath mask.  "I'll take
something to drink," he said to the droid, "An Ubese Sandbar."

The droid nodded and hovered away.

"The biggest heavy hitter of the bunch so far is Violet Vandal,"
Steale said, toying with a napkin.

"Vandal?" Koort let go with a low whistle that sounded like static
across his voice modulator. He'd only heard stories of the female sniper
and her crew- and to say that they were heavy hitters was an
understatement. Bloodthirsty, ruthless and willing to stop at nothing,
Vandal and her crew, nicknamed the "Gutter Girls" walked the line
between assassins and bounty hunters- a line that, more often than not,
went ignored.

"Yeah," Steale nodded.  "And the rest aren't slouches.  Remember
those Nolvikkli slavers?"

"The reptilian brothers?" Koort nodded.  "I remember hearing they
captured a senator and his family a while back and turned them over to
a Hutt."

"Yeah, well they've also been invited to the party," Steale stopped
fiddling with the napkin and looked up.  "Those are the only one's she's
sure about, but she heard rumors Strax and that crazy biker from the
Outer Rim might also be tapped.  Looks like whoever is putting up the
creds wants these guys vaped, I'm guessing the bounty will be 'Dead-not
alive'."



Koort turned over the possibility of chasing down a bounty against some
of the most renowned hunters in the galaxy.  "That's a lot of heat."

"It is.  Now you see why I called you. I needed someone I could
trust to watch my back on this deal."

"For three hundred thousand credits, I'll watch every part of you,"
Koort said, shaking his head; a vision of a new ship equipped with the
latest in weaponry and sensors floated in his minds eye.

"I knew I could count you in," Steale said, smiling a predatory grin.

 "That's right," Koort said as his drink arrived, "It was a done deal
once you quit wasting my time and started speaking my language-
credits."

*

The morning dew was still evaporating, blanketing the small patch
of land in a shroud of mist.  Sunlight glinted off of the delicate petals of
the nearby vegetables, as the smell of freshly tilled soil and the faint
sweet smell of the nearby fruit trees welcomed Tan'angral Hawq from his
back porch.
Kneeling, he ignored the screaming pain in his knees as he drove the
seven fingers of each hand into the dirt, mixing it around and finally
bringing it to his nose.  Breathing deep, he could tell it would be a good
season for growing, as his home had received much rain recently and the
land was fertile.
Allowing the dirt to sift back through his green fingers, some of it got
hung up in the long deep scar that still crossed his palm- a wound
suffered back when he was still counted among the Sector Rangers that
patrolled over a hundred systems in the Mid-Rim.
As the bits of sand and grit fell back to their sienna-colored home, he
gently brushed the remainder from his palm and rose.
He left that life over a decade ago, long enough for the bad memories to
fade and the good to linger-not that there were many of those.  Watching
the sun crest the horizon, far beyond the outer markers of the nearby
sea, he squinted, spying a single waterfowl plunge into the golden strips
of waves.



He smiled.  The waterfowl, all alone, would pull itself back into the sky,
circle for a moment, then dive again in search for food.  At least it had a
purpose. His people, the Tarro, had no such purpose.  As a child he
remembered his parents telling him of their home, though he had no
memory of it, and since it was destroyed when their sun exploded, it's
not as if he could go back.
No, Taanab was his home now, and provided all he needed.  Crops, a
library of datadiscs and holos he still wanted to get caught up on. He
served the galaxy loyally for the better part of six decades and when his
"superiors" decided he'd reached the limits of his usefulness they gave
him a small monetary severance and sent him on his way.

And once again, he was alone.

He stood, back and legs groaning in protest as various old wounds
reminded him that perhaps his superiors knew better; perhaps he had
invested his best years on the force and would simply become a liability if
allowed to continue serving. It didn't matter.  His garden needed him
now; he would feed the crops this morning, then in the afternoon he
would work on the harvester.  Afterwards, perhaps a light lunch and a
few minutes scanning the latest news from the Core, and then…

"Hawq?"

His body moved on its own, reflexes honed by years of combat and strife
took over and his hand went to where he used to wear his service blaster.

Used to.

Now, as his fingers closed on nothing more than the thin fabric of his
work trousers, he stood watching a frail human female with sandy
blonde hair and wide dark green eyes approach from the shadow of his
one story home.
The last time he'd seen a living, breathing being was when he went to
Pandath, Taanab's only major city, to pick up supplies.

That had been over three years ago.

She cradled something in her hands, below her waist and took small
steps as if she were traversing a minefield.  He let his breath out and
looked around- she appeared to be alone, unless someone was hiding far
off in the forested areas beyond the farm, or behind the house perhaps.

"I am Hawq," he said, brushing absently at his pants leg.  "Who are
you?"



The woman, she couldn't have been older than thirty standard years,
looked to the ground, past a light grey tunic that ended just above her
knees and a worn pair of boots. He could see moisture glistening as her
high cheekbones caught some of the suns morning rays. "I have
something to show you," she held a trembling hand up, and he stopped
short when he saw what was in her palm.

A badge.

Slowly, he took the gleaming metal shield from her, feeling the familiar
rough leather backing and brought it up so he could read the inscription.
It was heavy, but not from the object's weight.

"Ordik, Ponzo…" he said aloud, and stopped. He didn't need to
read the badge number, he'd memorized it years ago when he was
partnered with the Corellian. As SEO's-Special Enforcement Officers for
the Sector Rangers-they'd moved and operated in some of the most
ruthless and unsavory circles and syndicates throughout the galaxy,
always undercover, always in danger of losing their life to a mercenary or
crime lord-they were memories he was happily left buried.

"Ordik…" Hawq said, his eyes still focusing on the name- laser
etched into the gold-plated durasteel, worn down into a dull finish with
time and age but still brilliant enough to sparkle in the morning sun.

"I'm Maritra," the young woman said, as if the name should mean
something to him.  Hawq finally looked up and offered the badge back to
her.  She took it, sliding it in a worn blue sack that fell from her hips.

The name meant nothing to him. Hawq looked back out at the sea, to see
if the waterfowl was still diving into the waves, but it was gone.  He
turned back, hoping the woman was a construct of old age and an
overactive imagination and he would still be alone, but there she stood,
hands clasped together, eyes playing across the field.

"Are these your plants?" she said.

"I was about to begin work," he said, shoving his hands in his
pockets and following her gaze.

The girl said nothing and they stood in silence for a moment, finally,
drawing up, she tossed some loose strands of hair out of her face and
shrugged. "Ponzo said you could help me."

The comment caught him off guard and he stared hard, taking in
everything about her as if for the first time.  Beneath her tunic he could



tell her frame, while wiry, was stout and muscled and her face was not
as young as he originally thought- there were faint lines in that face and
her eyes were cool green pools of determination, leveled directly at him.

"Then he was mistaken."

"He said you owed him," she persisted, crossing her arms.  "He
said he saved your life a long time ago."

"I don't owe anyone anything, all of my debts are paid in full," he
said, gesturing to the dirt road that ran past his farm.  "I'll thank you to
find your way back out."

She stood, unmoving, her brow curling into a tight knot.  "Officer
Hawq…"

"Just Hawq, I'm not an officer anymore."

"Fine, then Hawq," she said, "Can we go somewhere to talk in
private?"

Walking over to a nearby hoversled, he shrugged and waved to the land
about them.  "This is private enough and I've work to do."

"Ponzo…he …he died a while back," she said, looking back to the
ground.

He expected as much.  The Corellian loved to gamble and kept company
with the wrong kinds of people, normally behavior one expected from an
undercover officer but Ponzo extended those relationships beyond his
working hours, and Hawq was surprised the human hadn't died sooner.
"I'm sorry for your loss, was he your brother?  He never mentioned his
family much," he knew they weren't related but was waiting for the
woman to play her hand out.

"Husband," she said, looking away, her golden cheeks flushing red.
"Don't be sorry, Ponzo was never around when it mattered."

"Then I'm sorry for your choice of mates," Hawq said, pulling a
wide brimmed hat from the sled. Maritra looked back, anger flaring
briefly in her eyes, but if she had something to say, she held it back.
They stared at one another for a few moments, until he finally pulled the
hat over his head, bundling his topknot up beneath the crown and
turned his back on her.

"Will you help me?" she asked.



He had a lot of work to do, still needed to weed parts of his garden, move
some old furniture out-

"My child, Gergie is sick," she said.  "Ponzo said if things got bad,
if, if I couldn't afford the surgery needed…"

Anger welled up and Hawq turned, jerking the hat from his head.  "Ponzo
lied to a lot of people! Now please leave me alone!"

He kneeled on the ground, feeling his joints groan in protest.  This time
of year it was the worst- some days he could barely get back up, and the
painkillers seemed to be losing their effectiveness.

"Ponzo said you were a hard man, but he said you were good,
honorable," she said.  "It appears those were just more of his lies."

He could hear her turn, and the sound of something wet exploding
followed.  He looked back over his shoulder and saw her storming off,
leaving a split, rolling Tuccle Fruit in her wake and for a moment she
looked like a small child who'd just been kicked out of a game of flash-
ball. He watched her head towards the front of the house.

Beyond, something in the tall grass on the edge of his property moved.

He managed to get back to his feet, quickly advancing after her.  He
couldn't tell what was out there, but just for a moment, he saw a
shadow- if one of the local slag dogs had made it past his fence, she
wouldn't stand a chance. "Maritra!" He called, drawing close.

She kept moving, head locked forward.  "Go on back to your plants
Hawq, I'm sorry I bothered you."

"Maritra! Wait!," he said, finally catching up to her and grabbing
her by the arm.  She stopped, turning around and he could see tears
running along the curve of her cheeks.

"What!?!"

From out of the grass a shadow moved and he stepped between it and
Martira.  Slowly, emerging from the tall green strands, a pale young girl,
no more than six or seven, scampered out.  She wore a light yellow
sundress, had dark curly hair, wide green eyes and her thin lips were
pulled down in a pout.  "Mama? Who's this?"



"No one honey, let's go," Maritra stepped around Hawq and took
the young girls hand.

"Why…why didn't you bring her back to the field with you?" Hawq
said, watching the child look back.

Turning back around, Maritra's eyes were wet.  "You think it's easy
asking a stranger for help? I thought my daughter would have more fun
playing than having to listen to adults talk about…things."

"I'm Gergie," the younger girl said, stepping over and extending a
hand.

Hawq looked down and leaned over, ignoring his protesting back.  "I'm
Hawq," he took her small hand and shook it up and down.

"I know.  My papa had a holo pic of you and him and you were
both smiling.  You look different now."

He felt a smile pull at his lips and nodded.  "I remember that," he looked
up and caught Maritra's gaze.  "I'm, I'm not used to, guests," he said,
looking back to his home, "would you both like to come in for some tea?"

A short while later they were sitting at the small table on his back porch,
watching the longboats far out at sea race along the glimmering waves
while Gergie played in the garden, catching flitbeetles and letting them
go.  She'd told him about Gergie's, rare bone disorder and how she had
to raise ninety thousand credits for an operation that would save her life.

"Ponzo, he thought he could win the money through gambling,
through double crossing those men he was hired to arrest," she shook
her head, staring into the teacup, "but all he did was dig himself, and us
deeper and deeper into a hole."
Nodding, Hawq offered a refill but she waved it off.  "In the end, he
became more like his cover than the man I knew, I wouldn't hear from
him for months, he quit checking in with the precinct," she shook her
head.  "I guess he woke up one morning and decided death was a better
alternative than trying to go back to what he was."

"He killed himself?"



"Yes, I think so anyway. Though in the end his commanding officer
said he'd made so many enemies no one could be sure.  I was able to sell
some of his things off to pay off the loan sharks he got involved with, but
that didn't leave us much," she looked over, and managed a small smile
as Gergie ran after a fat red bug.  "He talked about you a lot, and when
the doctors said Gergie would need an operation in the next few months,
I…" she trailed off and shrugged.

"What about his family?  Could they not help?  Or yours?" Hawq
leaned forward, lacing his fingers together.

"My family died when I was in my teens, and his family," her eyes
narrowed and she looked past him and out to the sea, " I'm ekster,
Hawq- when Ponzo married me he turned his back on his family-damn
Corellians."

He knew of the tradition and of the isolationistic customs of their
culture.  That Ponzo had decided to do something that would brand him
as an outcast didn't surprise him- much of what the man did never sat
well with others-Corellians or otherwise. "I'm sorry Maritra," Hawq shook
his head.  "I wish there was a way I could help, but I only make a few
hundreds credits per month and I just don't have that kind of…" he
stopped.  Somewhere, in the recesses of his mind, the part of him he
buried ten years ago spoke up.

There was a way he could make that kind of credits.

No, he shook the thought away.  He was too old, it had been too long and
he didn't even know this woman or her child.  They weren't his
responsibility.

But neither were the millions he'd risked his life for every time he put on
his badge and blaster.

"It's okay Hawq, I understand.  It's a lot of credits and it's not like
times aren't hard enough in the galaxy," she said, and gently patted his
forearm.  "You were a good friend to Ponzo and he cared for you, and that
simple act of friendship is a kindness more than many beings offered my
husband."

She stood, a genuine warm smile managing to reach her eyes.  "Thank
you for your time and the tea.  I hope your crops do well this season."
He watched her step through the insect netting and into the yard.
Gergie looked up from the bug she caught and upon seeing her mother,
gave the small fat red dot a lift into the sky, where it hovered off in a lazy



circle.  Sunlight glinted off of her cheeks- just like her mothers and the
child looked in at Hawq and gave a small wave.

"Goodbye Officer Hawq! Thanks for letting me play in your garden!"
Taking her mother's hand, the small girl skipped alongside, making sure
not to touch any of the rows of vegetables.

He could do something.  He could still make a difference, he told himself.

But you're too old.

That voice, now small, was losing its power.  He looked down at the scar
that ran along his hand, and balled his fingers into a fist.  He was still
strong, could still feel power deep in his bones.

He could still make a difference.

His idea was crazy, and he might die, might meet his creator just by
trying, who was he kidding?  He would likely die, but if he didn't a small
girl would definitely not make it.  She would never grown up to play in
any more gardens or catch any more bugs.

He had to try.

And despite what he'd told Maritra, Ponzo had saved his life, several
times oh so many years back, and if that crazy Corellian wasn't alive to
repay, then he owed that debt to his daughter.

Ignoring the pain in his knees, he stood and made after Maritra and
Gergie.

*

It wasn't the best location for a meet, but Khara realized she didn't
have much choice in the matter either.

Sometimes you just have to roll with the tide she reminded herself.



Standing beneath the towering trees and hanging vines of the Coronet
City Conservatory, she looked from the high transparasteel canopy and
glittering stars beyond back to the nearby stone path, scanning the
darkness and searching for her contact.  She'd arrived early to insure her
contact wasn't planning any surprises, and so far she seemed to be the
only one in the abandoned building, save for a night guard catching
some shut eye at the front desk. The measure was unnecessary, as her
fence told her she would be allowed access, no questions asked, but all
that did was make her more paranoid.

"He's interested in buying your acquisition," her fence told her.
"But I've never met him before, though I've heard…stories."

The old Selonian wouldn't elaborate, and it irritated her to no end. All
she had was a name to go by, though it was a name she'd heard since
she was a kid running lookout for the Guild': Povie Moster.

Rumors were untrustworthy things, she reflected as she adjusted herself
in a patch of dew-covered broadleaf plants.  The secret was discerning
what part was truth and what part was poodoo.  When it came to the
crimelord Moster, it was impossible to figure out the ratio, because the
information, like the sources, changed so often.
Some said it was a group of beings, all masquerading as one person,
some said that it was a droid with an advanced AI, some claimed Povie
was a Hutt.  No one she ever talked to seemed to know for sure, having
gotten their information through second, third and even forth hand
contacts.

In the end, as long as he had the creds, she could care less.  And as long
as he wasn't an Imp; she never did business with Imps.

At the end of the path the door leading to the rest of the conservatory
hissed as it opened.  No need for rumors or legends now, she was about
to find out the truth for herself.

She heard Povie before she saw him, thick, plodding thumps from
around the corner as something heavy navigated the walkway.  She
peered to try to see him coming, but her vantage point prevented it, and
all she saw was the shadow of something large moving along the path.
The faint hiss of hydraulics answered her question for her as Povie
rounded the corner.

He was a droid.



"Please come out, it will make negotiating easier," a deep, resonant
voice stated.

Taking a deep breath, Khara stepped from the greenery and onto the
path, gathering her black longcoat about her- and froze. Standing before
her, towering easily four meters in height was a massive droid with a tiny
waist and shoulders that spanned the width of the path. A small head
sat atop its frame, with eight slits arrayed along it face, glowing with the
same emerald hue as the underside of it's torso chassis. Springing from
its shoulders were various cylindrical protuberances, but the most
unsettling thing about the whole scene were the small beings that hung
off of the droid as if it were a jungle gym.
The bipedal creatures couldn't have been more than a meter tall, but
they all looked identical- in the faint light falling through the skylight
from the nearby buildings it was hard to discern their color, but they
appeared to be a shade of green, mottled with dark splotches and faces
that narrowed to a small snout and intelligent, glowing almond-shaped
red eyes.
She counted at least four of them, all watching her, and she felt as if she
was being studied.

"Povie Moster?" she said, glancing from the small creatures to the
droid.  Inside she shrugged, lots of beings had pets, she'd even heard of
some droids having certain affections for minor organic lifeforms.

"I am Povie Moster, Khara Doone," the voice was new; a smaller,
almost effeminate voice- and it didn't come from the droid. She glanced
around to make sure no one had circled behind her but the conservatory
remained dark, abandoned.

"Who said that?" she looked back to the droid.  The small creatures
began clambering down the towering chassis, and upon reaching the
ground scattered into the nearby underbrush as one remained,
approaching her, though their eyes- those unsettling red glowing eyes,
continued to peer at her from the shadows.

"I did," the same voice, and she guessed it must have been coming
from the small being that now stood before her, it's forehead quivering
slightly as it "spoke."

"You? You're Povie?"

"I am."

She'd heard of beings that used various glands to communicate, though
most were aquatic, and she had no idea what species Povie was. The idea



that this being could plant sounds in her head began to make her hands
sweat and she blocked it- now was not the time to become rattled.  She
shook the shock off and shrugged. "Figures.  Look, I'm not overly fond of
dealing with new faces and this is all a little freaky for me, so can we just
get down to business?"

"Of course," the being gestured with a small trio of fingers.  "May I
see the merchandise?"

"Sure, once I see the credits and the docs," she smiled.  She'd had
no choice but to go though Povie- he was the only being who operated on
the planet that could get her what she needed to get off with her skin
intact and still afford to pay her handsomely for the art- and the least
likely to put a blaster bolt in her head and leave her in a refuse bin.
The droid advanced and she froze. It leaned down towards her and
opened one of its massive hands. Nestled in its palm was a leather
attaché.  She reached up and took it, produced a small glowstick from
her pocket and inspected the contents.
Inside was a portfolio of paperwork identifying her as Shella Wassabe, a
Wroonian Sales Rep from a prestigious pharmaceutical company,
customs documents and stickers that would allow her to stow her gear in
a sealed medical crate without it being inspected.

"Looks good Povie, looks real good, I was wondering how I was
going o get my suit, blaster and…" she pulled free the credstick and
triggered it, almost losing her lunch at the balance.

"Is there a problem?" Povie asked.

"Uh, yeah, a slight problem pal," Khara said, twirling the credstick
in her fingers, "this feels a little light."

Crawling back up the droid, Povie rested on its shoulder and leaned
forward.  "It carries the balance we agreed on minus the cost of your
forged documents and other…expenditures."

"Expenditures?  We all have expenditures buddy! You know how
much it's going to cost to get my bike fixed? And to pay for passage? And
the cost of that damn glider!?! After all that I'm only going to pocket
about a hundred grand on this job!" she tried to calm down, but she felt
her cheeks flushing. "You're hosing me on this deal Povie, that damn
artwork is worth a hundred times what you are paying me!!"

The being said nothing and she could see out of her periphery the small
red eyes shifting about.  "So you feel you are being treated unfairly?"



The droid, already looming above her, shifted slightly, but with a hint of
menace.  "No, no it's not that," she cursed herself for having to deal with
crimelords in the first place. Had anyone else run the Guild House on
Corellia, she wouldn't even have to do this on her own- there was always
someone to take care of this kind of thing for you when you got to her
level. But she knew when she made the trip she would be on her own-
Khaalid wanted her dead and some might think her crazy for entering
the same system as the woman. "I just thought that for such a rare and
expensive piece of artwork…"

"Exactly," Povie said.  "Considering the fact that the art market is
in a slump as a result from the political turmoil caused by Emperor
Palpatine's death, those with the means to purchase an item such as this
simply aren't making risky purchases due to the prevailing belief that we
are headed for a galaxy-wide recession. Supply and demand, as it were,
and few are demanding high-profile stolen art.  So what may, in an up-
market be worth millions, is now only worth a fraction of that."

Khara shook her head.  "I know how the market works Povie, I just
thought…"

"Then allow me to give you more practical reasons why your
percentage is smaller than what you expected. This artwork is a valuable
piece that can't exactly be displayed in one's foyer, that will require large
payoffs just to get it off planet while every customs official in every
starport is reducing luggage into it's component parts looking for it; a
valuable and rare piece of artwork that every CORSEC officer in the
entire system is already looking for," Povie held his hands out.  "Payoffs
and bribes cut into the profit margin Ms. Doone, where do you think all
of those credits are coming from?"

"Out of my cut apparently," Khara shook her head.

"If this arrangement doesn't suit you, there are other avenues of
commerce you might like to try, such as the Black Sun Syndicate, or
Chalmers Lefoyt, who is notorious for spacing his business partners. Of
course you could always go back to your thieves guild," Povie said.  "I'm
sure Mistress Naveen would be more than happy to assist you in moving
this extremely 'thermonuclear' merchandise."

"You know damn well I can't do that," Khara said, shoving the
credstick in her jacket and snapping the case shut.

"Yes, I do," the sound that followed could only have been the
twitter of laughter and she bit back a string of expletives she would have
liked nothing better than to hurl at the diminutive being. "You've made



some powerful enemies Khara Doone," the voice dropped to a low purr,
"pray you never give me reason to be added to that list."

Instinctively, she backed up a step and subtly moved her hand towards
the heavy blaster nestled in the holster in the small of her back-and
immediately regretted the move.

Stepping forward, the droid leveled a massive blaster cannon that
appeared from its forearms housing amidst a cacophony of hisses and
clicks, directly at her head. "She's going for a weapon," it announced in
its deep baritone as she froze in place, the black of the cannon's barrel
looking like a bottomless pit in front of her.

"Now Oddo, I don't think she was doing that, Khara Doone and I
are friends.  I'm sure she was just stretching, isn't that right Khara?"
Povie asked, its eyes wide with innocence.

"Uh, yeah, yeah I took a tumble on the job and my shoulder has a
catch in it," she said, taking a deep breath and trying to let go of the rage
that still churned in her gut.

"Of course, were Oddo to fire he might do some serious damage to
the studies.  And we certainly wouldn't want that."

Frell you, you little freak Khara raged inwardly. "Look Povie, let's wrap
this up. If I'm going to take a hit on this job it means I need to get moving
on to recoup my losses."

"Of course, I trust you have the studies with you?" Povie leaned
forward, its unblinking eyes narrowing.

"Yeah," she moved her hand from near her blaster and down into
her jacket, sliding the thin cylinder from the inside of her jacket. Before
she could hand it over, another small being was in front of her, holding
its hands out. "I don't mean to be rude," Khara looked from the being in
front of her to the one on the droid,  "but just what the hell are you
anyway?"

"We are Povie Moster," the being, she was guessing in front of her
though the voice was identical to the one perched on the droid, replied.

"All of you?"

"Yes."



"Figures," Khara rolled her eyes as the second being took the
cylinder and opened it, inspecting the study. A moment later it looked up
and nodded.

"Well done Khara Doone."

"Gee, thanks Povie, I always like getting compliments, thing is they
just don't spend as easily as creds, ya know?"

"You may exit through the front of the Conservatory if you like,"
the Povie on the droid's shoulder gestured to the doors behind Khara.  "I
have this building reserved, you'll encounter no resistance."

"I appreciate that, but I'll let myself out the way I let myself in if it's
all the same to you," Khara slipped the case beneath her arm and began
backing up, still keeping the small glowing eyes that watched her from
the shadows in her field of vision.

"It was a pleasure doing business with you Khara Doone.  I'm sure
we'll be seeing each other again," both Povie's nodded their heads in
unison.

Not if I can help it, you freakshow, Khara thought as she folded back into
the shadows, leaving Povie- all of them- behind.

*

The cold brutal winds of the planet Garnib ripped through Vic's heavy
parka and the enviro-seal suit he wore beneath it.  The clothing enabled
him to function- but just barely, though the lower half of his face not
covered by the parka's hood or the goggles he wore had gone numb a
while back.
In front of him, perched on one knee and scanning the valley from a
nearby crag of ice, the man called Debergi swept the long black sniper
rifle back and forth. Night was coming on soon, and their guide, a
Vaathkree named Ungussa had already retreated back along a nearby
mountain pass to secure them lodging.  There was no way they would get
back to the glacial fissure and Jaded Ivory Enterprises in time- no, they
would be spending the night in sub-zero temperatures and warming
themselves by what little heat their portable generator could produce.



"You know, there are a lot of fishing holes beneath the glacier," he
said to Debergi's back. "We could have caught you a nice fat
Bottomglider and had it mounted."

"I already have one of those," Debergi said not turning around.
"Plus I need a new centerpiece for a cantina I'm opening on Eliad, and
fish are boring."

The winds began to pick up and the snow that was falling started coming
in fast through the small canyon, smacking him in the face- not that he
could notice.

"You don't seem to like the cold much Vic," Debergi said, still
scanning the valley.  "I wonder why you chose Garnib to set up shop in
the first place."

Nestling deeper in his parka, Vic laughed.  "I spent more than my share
of time on Fal Dir training on the polar cap, D," he said, "Fact is,
Imperials like the cold even less than I do, so Garnib is a perfect spot to
lay low and run ops out of."

"I couldn't agree more."

Vic caught movement along the far side of the valley the same time
Debergi did, just over two hundred meters away.  Blending with the pale
blue landscape that was gradually becoming overrun with shadows, a
massive hulking figure, easily four meters tall, seemed to dissolve in and
out of the snowbank.
Slowly, Debergi, tracked the creature and finally, when it was fully
revealed, gently squeezed the weapon's trigger.

A brilliant, silent flash of green flared from the end of the weapon and a
bolt as long as a speederbike rocketed towards the creature, catching it
in the lower back and planting it face-first into the ground.
Both waited for a moment, not speaking, nor moving, and when the
creature remained immobile, Debergi finally turned, a smile appearing
beneath his bushy white moustache.

"Didn't feel a thing."

"That makes two of us," Vic shook his head.  "I thought those
things were on some sort of endangered species list."

"No, not this subspecies," Debergi slung the weapon over his
shoulder and began down the steep slope.  "These are Glaco-Wampa's,
genetic mutations that offer no real benefit to, well, anyone."



Vic followed, eyes scanning the landscape," I'll take your word for it D,
though I can't believe you came all the way here just to hunt for bar
décor."

The duo carefully made their way to the bottom of the hill.  "I didn't, I
came to see your operation," Debergi said, licking small ice crystals from
his moustache.

"I could have just sent you a brochure you know, it would have
saved you a trip and kept me warm," Vic said, moving slow enough to
allow his sure-track boots the chance to get some purchase.

"I wish I could say the visit was just business," Debergi stopped
and looked back. "I also came to tell you your former teammate, Ket
Adkins, is dead."

Vic froze.  "Are you—"

"I am, when he arrived on Home One he was pronounced dead at
the scene.  Dr.Salias confirmed it."

"But, how—" Vic shook his head. The man had been a team mate,
a nemesis but never really a friend-he never let people get close enough
for that.  "How did it happen?  He try to escape?"

"Nope.  He died en route.  Dr.Salias performed an autopsy,
apparently those cybernetics Adkins had in his head finally leaked too
much juice into his brain," Debergi shook his head.  "The thing that
made him most deadly was what finally did him in."

"Poetic justice," Vic hated himself for the off-the-cuff comment and
wished he could take it back.

"I supposed.  Still, you and your team, and everyone else for that
matter, won’t have to worry about him any more."

He would lie if he didn’t admit if a bit of relief washed over him. He would
doubt the news except that Lauren performed an autopsy-and no one,
not even Ket Adkins, can survive one of those.
He would tell the team later, right now they had business to discuss.
"So, you said you were interested in my operation," he gestured for
Debergi to continue and the man turned and continued through the
snow.



"You've got a good set-up Vic, truth is, I'm always on the lookout
for business partners I can trust."

He almost tripped over himself and he stopped.  "Business partners?"

Debergi kept moving and Vic followed suit so he wouldn't be left behind-
and so he could hear the man over the howling winds. "Of course. I've
made a lot of credits, and it's not just by running black market goods
around to the Rebel bases.  When Perfo told me about you and what you
were doing, I did some investigating on my own and I like what I see."

They reached the bottom and advanced towards the far side of the
narrow canyon that was now almost totally bathed in azure shadows.

"D, I'm not sure I want a partner," Vic said. He'd built JIE from the
ground up initially as a cover to conceal and fund his rebel activities.  To
his surprise, the shipping business had taken off and was now one of the
leading shippers of Garnib seafood and crystals throughout the galaxy,
employing over three dozen pilots and a small fleet of ships.

"Vic," the man turned, his beard glistening with ice.  "It's not a
matter of want, it's a matter of need.  You need a partner.  You need
someone who can help you expand, who can funnel more credits into
your organization and more importantly who can take the weight off of
your shoulders so you can continue to pursue other ventures."
He turned and they both continued towards the wisp of black smoke
coming from the large unmoving mound of white fur in the distance.

"So what do you get out of all this?" Vic asked.

"A modest thirty percent of the profits, and in return I'll take over
all admin duties, and begin work on the expansion."

"Expansion?"

"Of course!  Vic, for someone who has such large designs against
the Empire and liberating your planet from their grip you think terribly
small in terms of business. JIE is bursting at its seams!  It's ready to
expand!  Grow! Why, in just a matter of six months I can have a half
dozen locations from here to Coruscant."

"Coruscant, huh?" Vic nodded.  "That might come in useful."

"Exactly," Debergi stopped and turned.  "Vic, I agree with you,
Garnib is a great spot to stage your team out of, but you need help,
especially if you want to liberate Vol Kol."



"And entering into a partnership with you is going to make that
happen?"

"It'll help!" the older man laughed, and Vic could barely see his
eyes beyond his visor swimming with mirth.  "I've already contacted
Bazal about buying him out and he seems interested.  If you agree, I can
have JIE remodeled and ready to go in a month."

Vic considered the offer as they continued.  Several months back Ket
attacked JIE, sending two missiles into the building and doing
substantial damage.  The repairs had yet to be fixed to Vic's satisfaction-
in part because his current business partner, a Vernol named  Bazal Von
Seika had come down with a sickness that was keeping him sidelined-
possibly forever.

"What sort of remodeling?" he asked as they approached the Glaco-
Wampa's carcass. The being was huge, even larger than it looked from a
distance, and he was surprised the weapon actually had enough
stopping power to take it down- but, as he and Debergi kneeled alongside
the beast and finally turned it over, saw that the location of the hit had
as much to do with the creature's demise as the force behind it.

"Well, I figure if you are going to continue running ops for the
Republic, you are going to need something more than a restricted
holoprojector parked in a cleaning closet."

"We have more than that," Vic rolled his eyes.  "We have a
holoprojector and a vidplayer in the cleaning closet."

"You need a base of operations that only you and the rest of the
team can access that is equipped with everything you need.  An armory,
training area, underground vehicle bay, private quarters…"

"Underground?" Vic stopped him.  "You know how much all of that
is going to cost?  And how the hell are we going to keep that secret?
Especially under the nose of the local Imperial Governor and his squad of
hardtops?"

The man stood, looking up from his kill.  "You leave that to me Vic. I'll
have the 'Raptor's Nest' all done by the time you get done having your
hair curled."

"Raptor's Nest? You've already come up with a name for it?"

"Yeah, catchy, huh?"



"I guess.  Do we also get capes and superpowers?"

The older man laughed and pulled free a large hunting knife from his leg
sheath.  "From what I've heard, you don't need superpower's- you've got
Jedi."

"Don't remind me," Vic pulled his own blade free and triggered it to
life, feeling the mild vibration through his thick glove.  They both went to
work field dressing the creature, pulling any vital organs out and slipping
them in a preservation bag while discarding all of the inedible parts.
Debergi only needed the skin for his display, but that didn't mean the
rest of the creature would go to waste-a lesson his father hammered into
him in their seasonal hunting trips.

"You aren't a fan of the Jedi?" Debergi was meticulous in his work
while Vic was just trying to get it done. It was getting colder-if that was
possible- and it would be fully dark soon and he didn't want to be caught
out in the Garnib wild after sundown.

"I'm learning to live with their abilities," Vic said, shrugging, "And I
like Klux just fine.  You ever had any dealings with Jedi?"

The old man remained silent for a moment, and when Vic looked up he
noticed Debergi had stopped and was looking down at the blood-soaked
knife in his hand.  "Yes, you could say that."

The man was old enough to have been in his middle ages during the
clone wars, which meant he may have helped or assisted the Jedi- or
even fought against them, depending on his political affiliations back
during that time.  He didn't offer up any more information and Vic
decided not to press.  "Well, it would be nice to have someone else do the
paperwork for a while…"

"So is that a 'yes' to a partnership?" Debergi continued working.

"Yeah, I like your style Debergi, and I've done some research of my
own- you've got a lot of success running businesses, from one side of the
galaxy to the other, and the truth is-when I liberate my planet, I'll have to
have something to fall back on. I've played soldier for too many years and
I need a break."

"Excellent!" the man reached over and slapped Vic's shoulder,
smearing it with crimson.  "Oh, sorry."



"Think nothing of it," Vic frowned at the parka and kept working.
"This is Klux's anyway."

"I should have the 'Nest done in just a month, give or take."

"Take your time, we haven't heard from the New Republic recently.
It's like they forgot all about us."

"Don't take it personally Vic, there is a lot going on right now.
Ackbar just recently took back Kashyyyk from Grand Admiral Syn and
Isard is moving a lot of firepower back towards Coruscant.  Your team is
important, it's just that right now there is a lot of confusion."

"I'm guessing the lack of contact tends to fall a little closer to
home," Vic said, almost under his breath.

The older man snorted what Vic took as laughter and shook his head.
"Ah, you mean the situation with Perfo."

"You know about that?" Vic wasn't entirely surprised.  Running a
bar on a small rebel base like Tierfon, he expected the man had heard
about how his best friend and former Fallen Angel teammate, Perfo Kryll,
now a commander in the New Republic, had bedded Vic's on-again-off-
again girlfriend Lauren.

"Of course. I could tell something was going to happen between
those two when they walked into my club."

"Great," Vic jabbed his knife into the carcass until it hit bone-then
drove it in even further.  "Nothing like premeditated betrayal."

"Vic," the man stopped and leaned back on his haunches.  "I know
you think you cared about Dr. Salias, but I also know you're no fool.
You knew something like this was going to happen, eventually."

"Yeah, maybe," Vic pulled the blade free and kept chopping.

"Watch the pelt son," Debergi said and suddenly Vic felt like he
was eight years old again, on the slopes of Fal Dir hunting with his
father. He gave a sheepish grin and moved the weapon a bit more gently.

"Sorry."

"It's ok," Debergi went back to work.  "Vic, I know she loves you,
but I also know that a woman like that isn't going to sit still pining away



for you either.  I think you knew that as well, and you also knew
someone else would come along, it just happened to be Perfo."

"Yeah, but that's what made it even worse," Vic stopped and sat
back.  Sweat raced from beneath his suit's skullcap and froze into tiny
balls of ice along his face.

"But you two are friends, have saved each other's life who knows
how many times, and to be honest Vic, I think he did you a favor,"
Debergi continued.

"How so?"

"You ever hear of the Tingbird of Aonoak IV?"

"No."

"Beautiful creatures Vic, a rainbow of colors along their bodies, a
massive wingspan of over a meter and as pretty as can be, and wonderful
pets-as long as you keep them in a cage tuned to just the right ultra-
sonic frequency."

"Ok."

"But," the man gestured with the tip of his blade, "the second that
frequency is changed, or you try to take the Tingbird out of it's
environment, it turns feral, hell, I've seen one take a being's arm
completely off- the same bird that just an hour before gently pulled a
morsel of food from that very same hand."

"If you're implying Lauren is dramatic and prone to fits of rage
you're disturbingly accurate," Vic stopped and leaned back.

"No," Debergi laughed, "my point is that some creatures-
humanoids or otherwise- can't remain out of their environment for long.
Parking Lauren on a New Republic base and running off was a bad move,
and I think even you would admit that."

"She came looking for me!"

"It doesn't matter Vic, you didn't turn her away when she found
you, did you?"

"I…" he stopped.  The man was right.  He should have turned her
away, put her back on a shuttle and sent her back to somewhere safe.
But it had been a long, lonely few months and…



"You're right, I don't have any excuse for not sending her packing."

"Don't beat yourself up over it son, it's in our nature to reproduce
and in the business you are in, that makes the desire even stronger- you
might not be alive from one day to the next.  But," he went back to work,
they were almost finished and Vic was glad, "realize that you can't,
couldn't ever keep someone like Lauren caged up waiting for you. Perfo
just happened to be available, and more importantly, in case you never
noticed, happens to be the only being she'd ever met who reminded her
of you."

"Me?"

"Yes.  Except he was around, available and able to cater to her
needs Vic.  I've been with a lot of women in my time, and they all have
their own certain needs, and Dr. Salias needs a partner she can keep an
eye on and hang from her arm at dinner parties and who looks smart in
military dress.  Perfo fits that bill, and you don't."

"Hey, I look damn smart in military dress," Vic scowled.

"Of course. But more importantly, you wanted it this way, right?
You didn't want to be her plaything, didn't want the responsibility of
what that meant.  Dinner parties, balls, all of that isn't you Vic, or else
you would have stayed with her.  If I'm wrong feel free to tell me to mind
my own damn business."

He sat back, tired, nose reeking of Wampa guts and slowly losing feeling
in his fingers.  "I should comm Tierfon Station when we get back and tell
Perfo I'm sorry."

"That might be easier said than done."

"Why?  I've got a dedicated holo relay."

"It's not that, it's that there is no Tierfon Station anymore."

"WHAT?"

Debergi stood, looking around and stretching his back out.  "That's
the other reason I'm here.  Once they got Jax and your other Jedi, Baal,
stabilized enough to move, they relocated. Tierfon Station was shut down
and the whole operation was moved onto a frigate called 'The Razors
Edge'. I've got clearance codes to transfer to you when we get back to
JIE."



"Why didn't I hear anything about this?" Vic leaned over and
shoved the virbo blade into the snow to clean it off.

"You just did, this wasn't just a social call Vic, I told Perfo I would
come to let you know what was going on.  He said he'll comm you with
details once the move is complete."

"Why the move?"

"One of the techs found a recorded piece of a holo message a few
weeks back- coming from an unknown location.  They thought it reason
enough to close up shop and…"
A roar cut him off and Vic felt the attack before he saw it, dodging
backwards and rolling, coming up as a clawed paw the size of his torso
ripped through the air where he crouched just a millisecond before.
Debergi was already trying to scramble away from the Glaco-Wampa that
had materialized out of nowhere, and Vic cursed that they had so easily
let their guard down.
The creature focused in on Debergi, dark eyes and a bloody maw opening
and closing, its fangs dripping with long tendrils of saliva. It was on top
of the older man in a second, pinning him to the ground and drawing
back with one tree-trunk sized fist.

"Hey!" Vic screamed, moving to the creatures flank.  It spun,
eyeballing him, and Vic slung the humming vibroblade at the creature,
catching it in the shoulder. Screaming in rage, it scrambled from
Debergi, and moved faster than Vic expected, barreling towards him.  He
pulled free his blaster and just as the creature was on top of him, fired a
shot point-blank into its eyesocket.
The creatures orb superheated and exploded and he just managed to
scramble through the snow as the partially blind monster stumbled past.
Kneeling, Vic unloaded his blaster clip into the Glaco-Wampa's back and
watched it fall, smoking in a dozen places where his shots hit their mark.

"Looks like you got your trophy and dinner," a voice called to them.
Vic turned to see Ungussa moving towards them through the knee-deep
snow, the stone-like plates covering his body shifting as he took long
steps.  "You should be more careful, you hired Ungussa to protect you.
Dying would be bad for Ungussa's business."

"Thanks Vic," Debergi said as Vic helped him up.  He looked okay
but Vic knew the man needed to be checked out- he may have internal
bruising and not even realize it because of the extreme cold.



"Think nothing of it," Vic ejected the blaster pack and inserted a
full charge and holstered his weapon, scanning the area for any more
surprise visitors. "Next time you come to Garnib though, we're going
fishing."

*

Freshly showered, clad in dark blue coveralls and as hungry as a
Gundark, Klux was exiting his small apartment in JIE's living tower
when someone called out to him.

"Hey Jedi!"

Turning around, he was more than a little surprised to see Xander
Paddox, a Tapani nobleman leaning against the wall.

"You may call me Klux if you like, how can I help you Xander?"
he'd barely spoken to the new member of Raptor Squad since Vic had
allowed the young man to join- based on Jax's recommendation, and for
the most part it had been so quiet and he'd been in such intensive
training with Lana he'd not really had time to talk to the younger man.
No better time like the present, his Master, Da'Jony used to say.  "I'm
about to go down to the mess and grab a late dinner.  Would you care to
join me?"

 The man-barely in his twenties- looked him up and down, his mouth set
into a frown.  "I guess, nothing else to do around this place." He fell into
step and they both headed towards the lift tube. "So, a Jedi huh?  Bet
that's kinda hard to pull off."

"What do you mean?" Klux triggered the lift.

"You know, on the run from the Empire, running around the
galaxy trying to right wrongs, it all seems, well, a bit much."

"Well, not really…" Klux began as they entered the tube, but the
younger man kept talking, leaning back against the lift tube's wall.



"I'll tell you something for nothing Klux, I sure hope you have your
act together better than those Jedi nerfnuts from my house, they
screwed things up but good."

He'd heard a bit of the man's past from Vic, that Xander's noble house,
Pelagia, was strong in the Force and that had led to a lot of heartache
and headaches in recent and past history, especially once Palpatine took
over and rooted the Pelagian Jedi out.  "I'm sure they were good beings
Xander," he said as the turbolift doors hissed open and they began
traversing JIE's quiet lower level.

"Maybe, all I know is that they caused my family a lot of problems."

"They were your family."

"Not anymore," the young man said, his features going dark, "there
are only a few people I give a damn about and I don't count those Jedi
among them."

He decided not to push Xander any further and let the comment trail off.
They entered the mess hall/lounge and Klux was surprised again to see
another Raptor sitting by himself, picking at a plate of warmed glacier
squid. "Hello Lieutenant," Klux said to the flat-topped human that sat a
few meters away.

"What are you doing here?" Jonus Kable asked, his mouth locked
in a perpetual snarl.  He'd been assigned to Raptor Squad by the New
Republic the previous month and was having a harder time adjusting to
the team than Xander was.

"Getting some dinner, mind if we join you?" Klux said.

"I was just leaving, sit where you want," Kable said standing.  Klux
could feel waves of distrust and anxiousness coming off of the human,
though by now he was used to it.  When people found out you were a
Jedi they automatically went on the defensive- thanks again to Vader,
Palpatine and his "Order Sixty-Six."
But this level of paranoia was different- and Klux couldn't quite put his
finger on it's cause.

"No need to leave, we're teammates after all," Klux said, stepping
over to the deep freeze preserver and peering inside. From behind her
heard Xander snarl "Watch it!" to the retreating Kable.

"Jerkweed," Xander said, stepping up beside Klux. "He went out of
his way to bump me as he left. I hate that guy."



"He's just having a hard time fitting in.  Lieutenant Kable is used
to a certain military discipline- I think that Raptor Squad's easy-going
and disorganized nature irritates him."

"Wow, did you use your Jedi intuition to figure that out or was it
him treating us like we had the Riperro Virus?"

Grabbing a loaf of bread, a chunk of mauve-colored meat and a container
of sky-blue milk, Klux looked over, "You're too young to be so cynical."

The nobleman's eyes played across the food and he licked his lips.  "You
going to eat all of that?"

"You going to lighten up?"

Sighing, the younger man smiled and shrugged.  "Yeah, look I'm sorry
Klux, it's just been a really rough…year or so."

"Want to talk about it?" they returned to the table Kable
abandoned and he pulled two dining trays over from the edge, situating
them in the center.

"It's depressing, I feel like throwing myself in front of a hover truck
just thinking about it," Xander shook his head as they sat down at the
table.

 Laying the bread and meat flat, Klux pulled his lightsaber from his belt
and looked over, "how many sandwiches would you like?"

Eyes flying wide, Xander leaned back, "are you serious?"

"Just don't tell anyone," Klux said igniting the blade and leaning
back, "watch," and, levitating the loafs above the table, in one quick
motion whipped the tip of his lightsaber through the bread and meat,
and with a gesture of his hand assembled the sizzling, smoking
components into two sandwiches that floated onto the table between
them.
Xander stared at his like it was made out of ferrocrete and Klux returned
his now inert lightsaber to his belt, diving into his with gusto.  The warm
meat and toasted bread practically melted in his mouth and he closed
his eyes, savoring its warm juices.
When he opened them, Xander was holding his sandwich, still unsure.

"If it makes you feel any better it's impossible for my lightsaber to
carry any bacteria, well, not the blade anyways."



Finally, the young mans stomach won out and he took a bite, eyes going
wide.  "Hey!  That's excellent!"

"Yeah, the blade chars the meat and makes a nice glaze," Klux took
another bite.

"Is that something they teach Jedi?"

"Uh, no, no that's a little trick I learned by being a bachelor and
too lazy to find the right calibration on the autochef," Klux smiled.  "I try
not to do it around everyone else, it kind of freaks them out."

"Why?  It's a neat trick and makes a hell of a sandwich," Xander
took another bite.

"Yeah, it also might remind them of the amount of time the same
blade spent imbedded in stormtrooper innards," Klux shrugged, "so I try
to be mindful of other people's sensitivities."

Xander stopped in mid chew and took another look at his sandwich,
shrugged and kept on eating. "Maybe, but this is a really, really good
sandwich."

"Thanks," Klux smiled.  "So, how are you getting along with the
rest of the team?"

"I'm not really," Xander swallowed and set the sandwich down,
"truth is, besides talking to Vic and him giving me the lowdown on you
guys, I've not had much contact with anyone else.  Lieutenant Kable,
well, you saw how he acted, and then there is Koort, who's been gone, I
tried to track down Race but he's been making a lot of runs for JIE and
he's not been around, to be honest, I feel more alone than I did when I
was on Rordak."

Setting his sandwich down, Klux leaned back.  For as much as he talked
about being sensitive to others, he never realized the loneliness the
young man sitting across from him must feel.  "I'm sorry Xander."

"Yeah, I'm starting to wonder if joining this group was the best
move, I mean," he leaned back and looked around the large room, eyes
not focusing on the tables, hologames or vidplayers tuned to the non-
stop galactic sports channel or anything in particular, "I've spent the last
month here trying to find something to do and all I've come up with is
sitting in the Petit' Vernol seeing how much lum I can down before
getting sick."



"That's a bad habit," Klux said.

"But at least it's something," Xander looked over.  "Maybe I should
just leave, I mean, I didn't think I would be stuck on some iceball staring
at the bottom of a glass when I told Jax I would join up with you guys."

"Xander, " Klux popped the last of his sandwich in his mouth and
downed it with some periwinkle-colored milk, "stick around for a while.
Trust me, when things get moving and we go out on a job, you learn to
enjoy these little breaks we get."

"It just makes it extra hard when a few systems away there is a
family I love and a woman…" he trailed off.

"Ah, you have someone special?" Klux smiled.

"Yeah, you could say that, maybe, I don't know," he shook his
head, the rooms dull white photonic light playing in his spiked blonde
hair like fireflies.  "She's a serving girl named Shadra, and we, well, it's
not official or anything, not like it could be."

"So you love her?" Klux licked his milk moustache off.

"Love? No, I mean, I don't…" Xander closed his eyes and nestled
his head in his hands, "I don't know Klux.  I'm only twenty-two, you
know?  I'm not ready to commit to anyone or anything, hell, joining you
guys was the first big step I took and I only did that because Jax said I
would be safer than being on my own."

"He told you that?" Klux cocked an eyebrow.

"Yeah…why?" Xander looked up.

"Nothing, it's just that when I first met Jax he wasn't so brazen
with his lying."

"Lyi…oh, great."

"It's not all that bad, really," Klux smiled.  "Look, Xander, we help a
lot of people out, take Baal for instance…"

"You mean that Trianii that got messed up and put in bacta?"



"Yes, him. Just a year back we helped relocate his people from a
bad situation, and some of them made their way here.  It feels good to
help others and try to make a difference in the galaxy."

Rolling his eyes, Xander took a drink of milk.  "Klux, I've spent plenty of
time helping people.  During the holidays on Pelagon I used to be the
noble who gave away free speeders to the servants."

"Uh, that's not exactly the kind of help I mean."

 "Then do better.  Ok?" Xander sighed. "I've heard enough of the
recruitment speech from Jax and Vic has said the same thing.  Can you
tell me something that is going to make me want to stick around, I mean,
something that would really interest me?"

Klux sat silent for a moment then leaned forward. "We get paid a lot of
credits for kicking stormtrooper tail and people will know your name and
run in fear from the sight of you."

Bursting into laughter, Xander leaned back.  "Wow, in fear huh?"

"Oh yeah.  Lots of fear, and fame too."

"I bet, and the ladies?"

"Oh, lots of ladies, why, it's usually like a harem around here," he
gestured to the empty lounge. "They must all be asleep or something."

"You're crazy, you know that Klux?"

Smiling, he winked and picked his glass of milk up as if offering a toast.
"Trust me Xander, after you're here a while you'll see just how helpful
being a little crazy can be."

*

The narcotics offered him little relief from the gnawing hate that
burned in his abdomen.  That somewhere in the galaxy, a poser, a
charlatan had the temerity to wear his mantle was something no drug
could purge. Disgusted, Terminus let his gaze linger on the gleaming
metal tubing woven within his flesh and the green glowing energy cell
nestled in his abdomen.  It was a necessary evil, as his body was simply
aging, falling to disrepair and needed assistance to function.  The priest



explained it would give him substantial power and allow him to harness
his strength for the hunt ahead.  He acquiesced, realizing that without
the successful retrieval of his helmet and defeat of this imposter, he had
little reason to continue.
Though without the retrieval of the helmet, he would soon have little
capacity to continue.

Rising shakily to his feet and pulling the leads and monitor cables free
sent the nearby diagnostic suite into a screaming fit.
A wiry Weequay attendant rushed to his side, seemingly to block him,
but he decided he'd had enough rest, enough sleep, and now it was time
to act.  With one swift move belying his condition he pivoted, wrapping a
massive arm around the man's neck and smiling at the satisfying 'snap'
that followed.
Dropping the still twitching husk to the ground he stormed down the
corridor as fast as his healing body could take him, rough stone biting
into the pads of his feet, and stopped.  He used to know his way through
these halls by heart, but now, now his thoughts were muddied, unsure.
He knew it wasn't the time he'd spent in stasis, no, his confusion was the
result of his separation from his helmet- and the knowledge that resided
within.

"Lord, you must rest, you've only been awake for a week," he heard
a familiar voice from nearby.  He couldn't place it, and slowly he turned
to see another Weequay, this one in ornamental cloaks and headdress.
He knew the face, knew the man's name…but….

"Arnak-Shur, I would be taken to my possessions, I must prepare
for my departure," Terminus ordered between cracked lips.

The priest looked unsure, then glanced back at the head of the corridor
and the still body of his follower and retreated a step.  "My Lord, there is
much time to prepare, you are still weak, still healing…"

"Perhaps you should ask your assistant how weak I am," Terminus
said, his mind slowly piecing together the layout of the temple.  Without
debate he continued forward, towards the room that housed his armory.
The priest, catching up with him, stayed just out of arms reach- as if
that would have made a difference.

"Please, Lord Terminus, there is plenty of time.  Our agent in the
field has only just reported back with information about the poster of the
bounty.  He of course explained that the real Terminus, the almighty and
powerful, would personally desire to track down and bring this imposter
to justice. The agent was extremely receptive to the suggestion."



"Of course he was."

The floor was a sifting, moving creature of sand and grit silently
curling before him as the winds outside hammered the temple. Muscles
that shouldn't even be working powered along, driven by his rage and the
humming power emanating from his midsection.
The sensation was wildly unfamiliar. Millions of tiny needle pricks
seemed to burst intermitently through his veins, carrying a rush of power
and energy, sapping away the years from his body. Yes, he could learn to
live with this.
He came to the blast door set into the sandstone and slid his hand into a
nearby crevice.  A tingling sensation played across his fingers and a
moment later the doors slid wide and he entered the chamber, eyes
playing over the circular room and the alcoves set into the walls.
Behind shimmering fields of blue electricity, his armor hovered, protected
from the dust and sand that permeated every other part of the temple.
Kept pristine by the expert hands of the temples armorers, he nodded in
satisfaction.

"We've kept every piece and component in perfect order," Arnak-
Shur said with unmasked pride.  "We've even modified your torso armor
to incorporate your new power cell."

"Well done," Terminus nodded, stepping over to the alcove that
housed his helmet.  It was a poor replacement to be sure, but only a
temporary one. Reaching in, he retracted the equipment, his skin tingling
as it passed through the stasis field and retrieved the helmet.  Reaching
back, he pulled his topknot around and laced it through the helmets
opening, settling the mantle on his head.
In short order he'd adorned himself in his armor, every piece fitting his
body tightly-as if no time had passed since he'd last donned the suit.
Stepping over to the last occupied alcove, he reached in and retrieved a
long, modified force pike with a deadly bladed axe head at the end.  It
was the oldest piece of equipment in the room, and as much as part of
him as his own flesh. The armor had changed, been replaced and
modified over the years, but the weapon remained the same.

"It has been too long," Terminus said to himself, his hands
gripping, turning and soon twirling the weapon with ease. It had slain
many an enemy, aided in capturing countless bounties and was perhaps
the only thing in the galaxy he prized as much as his helmet. The upper
half of the durasteel staff failed to catch any light, having been stained
dark long ago by the blood of countless victims.
"The contact, the posting of this bounty on the charlatan," Terminus
said, sliding the force pike into its sheath along his back, "You have this
information?"



Arnak-Shur slowly nodded, eyes still wide in wonder.  "I do my Lord. It
has been uploaded onto your ship's databank."

"What is wrong?" Terminus turned to the Weequay.

"I just…I never believed I would be fortunate enough to see our
Lord rise and return to the galaxy," Arnak-Shur said.  "This is what I was
trained for, what I was conceived for."

"You have served me admirably and honor your father and his
father before him, and now, you will take me to my ship and we will
depart from this place," Terminus replied.

Shur nodded and gestured to the door.  "Will you address the gathering
my Lord?"

"I will," Terminus, clad in his armor and feeling more alive and
stronger than he had in a century strolled through the corridors as Shur
sent word by runner to the rest of his followers. By the time Terminus
stepped through the curtains into the main temple, several hundred
followers, all adorned in similar robes to that of Arnak-Shur, knelt before
him.  Along the robes fine silk trim, depictions of his exploits and
victories were finely embroidered.
Crude scenes of his force pike stabbing through a lightsaber-wielding
Jedi, his torching of a village that protected an Ithorian bounty, mingled
with dozens of other similar adornments. His mind tried to unearth the
memories, but it was like trying to grasp smoke-the memories eluded
him the harder he tried.
All heads were bowed.  He stepped up to the dais and held his hands
wide as Shur disappeared behind the far curtain and into the private
docking bay beyond.

"Followers of Terminus, I have returned," he let the words echo
throughout the room, his voice reverberating among the massive pillars
and flickering sconces.  No one spoke, no one whispered, all simply
absorbed the moment.
"You have suffered for me, fought for me and protected my place of rest.
For this, there is no reward I can bestow upon you, no favor I could grant
that would ever repay your sacrifice and service to me."

He strolled along the dusty stone, watching it move and slide against his
boots.  He'd been worshipped for centuries, had given this speech so
many times that even after decades of slumber and without the aid of his
helmet he knew every word by heart.



How many had given their lives for him?  Had launched campaigns and
wars in his name?  Had picked up force pike and blaster and charged
into certain death simply because he willed it?

Too many to count.  Far too many to remember.

"I leave you now, followers of Terminus, I leave you to return to the
stars, where my revenge will be great and awful and beautiful.  I leave
you to recover my mantle and the memories and knowledge of my life
that resides inside. I leave because the galaxy has forgotten that Gods
walk among the stars, and when the Gods are angered, a price must be
paid-in blood."

The chanting began on cue, and in his ear Arnak-Shur's voice verified his
ship "The Spirit of Quay" was prepared for takeoff.  Shur would already
be in his own ship, accompanied by at least a hundred hand-picked
followers-the most fit and capable to carry his legacy, it's coordinates
entered by Terminus before he last took slumber.
He left the chanting behind, it's volume reaching a cacophonous roar. A
small dimly lit hall took him to his private docking bay and "The Spirit of
Quay." The ship was just larger than a starfighter but smaller than a
freighter and armed with what was the most advanced weapons system
available at the time.
Arnak-Shur had told him there had been additional upgrades and
modifications-and he would have plenty of time to find out what changes
had been made on way to his rendezvous with the poster of the thief's
bounty.
The bay was empty save for three small droids that milled about,
returning refueling lines and empty containers to their holding bins.
The ship's cargo bay doors slid aside allowing him to enter. A moment
later he nestled himself in the captains chair and gripped the controls.
Memories flooded back and he lost himself in the moment as the ship
completed the pre-flight check and gave him an "all clear" for lift-off.
Before him the bay doors separated, and the harsh brilliant light of
Fenna flooded the bay, washing everything in stark white.  His helmet's
visual filter was set to dim automatically but still the light was blinding.
When his eyes finally adjusted he moved the ship out into the buffeting
winds and took it skyward, leaving behind the massive, multi-tiered
temple and his followers behind. Below, Fenna stretched out in a series
of tan plains and plateaus- an unremarkable planet barely worth noting
on nav charts.

"Arnak-Shur, are you and the chosen few in orbit yet?" Terminus
spoke aloud as his ship stabbed further into the stratosphere.



"We are my lord.  I have the coordinates for our new home and will
meet you there when you have completed your quest."

"Excellent." Terminus smiled to himself and pulled a small box
from a utility pouch on his belt.  As The Spirit of Quay broke into the
black of space he flipped the top on the box and gently pushed the
button within.  Somewhere behind him his temple vaporized in a furious
explosion, and he glanced one last time at a nearby monitor, loosing
himself in the angry red mushroom cloud that followed.

*

He'd been back at JIE no more than a few hours and was busy
stripping and cleaning his blaster pistols when someone requested
access to his quarters.  Picking up one of his reassembled blasters and
slapping a fresh clip home, Koort let the weapon fall to his side and told
the automated voice to open the door.
It slid aside with a hiss and from the corridor stepped The Jedi.

"Klux," Koort nodded and returned his blaster to his hip holster,
then sat back down and resumed cleaning the remaining pistols.

"I didn't mean to intrude," Klux replied, his arms disappearing into
the folds of his robes.

He watched Koort for a moment as the bounty hunter continued oiling
the components of one of his Renegade blaster pistols.  He rarely carried
the weapon any longer, instead relying on a matching pair of Sentinel
IV's he took from Ket Adkins. Adkin's former sidearms were perfectly
calibrated and balanced-and one would be hard pressed to find a better
weapon in all the galaxy.  The Sentinel Mk IV's made the Renegade look
like an archaic, black-powder device; still, Koort had a soft spot for the
blaster and kept a few handy, just in case he needed a back up.
Finally, Koort replied, "You're not intruding, not much."

"Did you have a nice trip?"

"What do you want Klux?" Koort asked, inspecting the calibration
of the Renegade's rear sights.

The Jedi shrugged and grabbed a nearby chair. "I just wanted to tell you
Vic wants to see you in his office as soon as you get a chance."



"Very well.  I'll be done here within the hour, then I'll head up to
see Palisades."

Klux continued watching him and he soon began to feel uncomfortable.
Finally, he set the weapon down and leaned back.  At JIE he wore a
rebreather that filtered out the harmful toxins and converted the
dangerous H20 to something more accommodating and this he peered
over at the Jedi.

They stared at one another for a moment before Koort spoke.

"I would hope you are smart enough to not try any of your mind
tricks on me Klux."

The Jedi smiled and shook his head.  "You know Koort, sometimes I like
to see what I can figure out on my own.  I like to see if I can read people
and get inside their heads without the aid of the Force, in fact I prefer it.
I think my gut tells me more than The Force can, in certain situations."

"Then what is your gut telling you now?"

"That you are still on the fence about joining Raptor Squad."

"I'm here, aren't I?"

"Yeah, but so is Xander and I've had to convince him several times
that he isn't here just to make snow angels."

"I didn't realize your job with Raptor Squad also included public
relations," Koort snickered. He liked Klux, probably more than any other
team member and definitely more than he should, given the line of work
they were in, but the man had a certain undeniable charm about him-a
trait that was likely to cause him trouble with the team's other Jedi,
especially since he'd taken to training Baal's mate.  "Incidentally, how is
the training of your new Padawan coming along?"

Lighting up, Klux smiled.  "Great!  Lana is everything I could have ever
hoped for in a pupil!  Focused, dedicated, and she hangs on every word.
She asks intelligent questions and really seems in tune with what the
Force is and what it isn't.  I think I'm her pupil as much as she is mine
sometimes."

"…Everything you could have ever hoped for.  Sounds like you two
should be setting a date."



"A date for…oh, oh, no, it's not like that at all," Klux shook his
head.  "Jedi cannot get entangled in relation-"

"It's not my business," Koort interrupted, reassembling the last
pistol in a blur of motion. "I could care less."

"You know it's not like that.  I just respect Lana and she's my
Padawan and," Klux ran his hand through his hair, "and that's it.
Nothing more," Koort stood and Klux followed suit.

"Martin, there is only one way on Uba of telling someone you don't
care and I've already used it.  Now, I've got to see Palisades, so if you
don't mind?"

"I guess I just wanted to make sure you were still on board with
Raptor Squad.  Vic's told me we've got a job lined up and he needs
everyone at their best."

"I'm always at my best Martin," Koort said, gesturing for the Jedi to
proceed.

Koort rolled Steale's offer around in his head as he made his way towards
Palisades' office. It was late afternoon and the employees and droid help
that normally occupied the hallways of JIE had already left or shut down
for the day, leaving the upper levels silent.  He would have to take a leave
of absence to complete the contract and if things worked out he may
never be returning to Raptor Squad.
Well, that's not entirely true.  There was still that bit of business with
Akelish, and Palisades' guaranteed him that they were going after the old
wretched slug in the near future and there was no way Koort was going
to miss out on that hunt.
The Hutt had tried to kill him, though he understood why.  Aiding a
sector ranger and assisting her in infiltrating Akelish's operations so he
could get close to one of the Hutt's employees-Adkins-was suicide, and
the least he would have expected was for the Akelish to try to eliminate
him.  And of course when she found out, she'd tried to kill both he and
the ranger.
Still, Akelish wasn't known for her forgiving nature, and as long as she
drew breath he would always be watching his back.  Putting the slug
away for a long time, or, should circumstance warrant, shoving a blaster
in her food-hole and pulling the trigger would ease his mind somewhat.



He came to the end of the hall and a set of large double doors that had
the name "Rodbo Valance" laser-etched across their deep red wood
surface. Unlike the doors in the lower level, these were ornate, expensive
reflections of the man who sat within.  A second after he'd stepped to the
doors they slid wide and allowed him entry.
The room was much darker than the hall, with the only considerable
illumination being provided by the blue glacial tint that filtered in
through the floor to ceiling window that stretched opposite of the door.
Off to the left a green holo-sculpture turned lazily, and to the right,
beyond a sunken holo-projector suite, behind an intricately carved desk
crafted from the same material as the doors, sat the slumped figure of
Rodbo Valance.
Koort approached and noticed a lump of hair and pair of glasses lying
alongside a half-empty bottle of alcohol and nearly-empty glass.

"Grab a seat, want a drink?" Vic Palisades/Rodbo Valance asked
from a deep leather chair.  He was watching ships lift off from the nearby
landing pad, their running lights briefly flashing through the window to
the office, causing shadows to dance among them.

"No, but thank you for the offer," Koort replied, lowering himself
into a seat opposite of Palisades. "Long day?"

The man remained quiet, merely nodding at first, his eyes still wandering
across the window.  In a moment he finished off what was left in his
glass and began absently picking at the wig lying on the desk-part of the
Rodbo disguise.
"Too long.  Meetings with the GCC board took up most of my day-and
time.  Time I needed for other things but I had to take this meeting and it
just took forever," he waved it off.

"Sounds rough.  I can understand why you founded JIE, but why
do you allow it to continue?  You've surely made enough money to fund
whatever missions you need to go on and I know the Alliance assists
your team financially.  So why continue?" Koort crossed his arms and
waited for a reply.

The man sighed and shrugged. "Because, it's not just about making
money for missions any longer. I feel indebted to the people who work for
me, they've become like family, besides," he shrugged finally turning in
his chair and facing Koort, "Raptor Squad needs a home, I need a home.
We need somewhere we can come back to every now and then to
remember what we are fighting for."



Koort remained silent.  His home was a blasted planet of hardship
parked on the other side of the galaxy.  It rarely entered his mind, as
there was little to reminisce on.

"Anyway, you're back.  I'm glad. I almost expected you to stay gone
forever," Palisades said, gathering the bottle up and standing.

"Why is that?"

Crossing over to a small bar that sat in a nook opposite the desk, he
swiveled the chair to watch Palisades return the bottle to its comrades.
"You need action Koort.  If you are anything like the rest of us, long
periods of inactivity cause you to go stir-crazy."

He couldn't argue the man's logic.  The silence around JIE was partially
the reason he decided to accept Steale's offer. "Speaking of action, I'll be
leaving for an indeterminate amount of time in the near future. I trust
this won't be a problem?"

The large man remained silent for a moment, staring at the bottles.
Finally, he let out a sigh and picked up another bottle and brought it to
the desk.  He filled his glass with an amber-colored fluid this time and
downed it in one shot.Eyes closed, he leaned back in his chair, remaining
silent long enough for Koort to wonder if he'd passed out.  Finally, he
spoke. "Leaving for good?"

"I honeslty don’t know."

"Care to elaborate as to why you're leaving?"

"Business, Palisades.  That should suffice."

"Of course. Any idea when, or if, you'll return?"

"If I do, it will be when the job is done."

"Your timing couldn't be better."

"Was that sarcasm?" Koort couldn't be sure sometimes with
Palisades.

"Yep," the man shook his head back and forth, almost trying to
bore a hole through the rich leather.  "You know Baal is out, Kable is,
well, Kable, and this Xander kid is new. I don't know what to expect
and…dammit Koort, I was counting on you to be around for this next
op."



Shrugging, he felt neither guilt nor pity for the man. This was business
and he had to look out for his own interests. With the potential to make a
quarter of a million credits or more on this job, Koort would be a fool to
pass up such an opportunity, still, he realized that he had an obligation,
to a degree, to Raptor Squad and was willing to give Palisades a chance
to convince him the mission he spoke of was worth passing up Steale's
offer. "What is the op?"

"You going to be at the game tonight?" the man finally opened his
eyes and without his helmet's lowlight filter he couldn't tell if they were
narrowed out of irritation or inebriation.

"Perhaps, you and Xander have both drained me of credits in the
past few weeks, I'd like to win some of it back." Palisades had gorwn
bored with the conventional "team meetings" and began a weekly card
game.  It was a chance to get caught up on current events, go over team
issues and air any problems. At first he'd resisted the move, but
surprisingly found he enjoyed the game, called "Skullduggery" and had
grown proficient at it. "Still, you didn’t answer my question-what is the
op?"

Palisades stared at him a moment before speaking. "It's personal."

"Personal?  Does it have anything to do with Akelish?"

Letting out a laugh, Palisades leaned forward.  "You know what I admire
most about you?  Your focus.  Most of the people who sign up for this
team have their heads in a million places, and you never know if their
mind if on the mission, or the Force or their girlfriends. But you?  You
never surprise me.  With you it's simple: Akelish, credits and little else."

"I'll take that as a compliment," Koort replied, nodding.

"Please do.  That kind of reliability is rare around here.  Which is
why it's going to be difficult if you take off on some personal agenda
while we are in the middle of a mission."

"A 'personal' mission. Why should your personal agenda take
precedent over mine?"

They stared at each other for a moment, neither one saying a word.
Finally, Koort held his hands open, "you didn't answer the question, does
this involve Akelish?"

"No, this mission doesn't have anything to do with Akelish."



"Then I'll pass."

"Well, you're still a part of this team and I expect you to be at the
game, just in case your plans fall through you'll know what's going on.
Do you have a problem with that?"

"Agreed." Koort was done with the conversation.  Palisades needed
to learn that his talents came with a price.

Sighing, Palisades rubbed his eyes and nodded.  "Koort, we all have to
make sacrifices.  Now, I don't want to have to ask you to cancel your
plans…"

"Then don't.  I'll refuse to cancel anything and then you'll have to
decide what steps you are going to take next-none of which will end up
well."

"This op is important to me, and I really need you on board for the
duration." The cards were on the table and Palisades was done dancing
around.  Good, Koort thought.  So was he.

"I'll stick around as long as I can, but when the call comes in for
me to leave I'm gone Palisades. If you try to force my hand then I'll leave
right now.  This is the way it's going to be and I don't see anything
changing that.  If you want me on Raptor Squad you'll have to accept
that this is going to happen from time to time. Now, if you have a
problem with that…"

Finally, Palisades stood, and gestured towards the door.  "No. I don't.
But if you aren't going to be around you just forced me to make some
calls and try to line up some resources that I can count on full time.  So
if you don't mind, my day just got a lot longer."

Without another word, Koort stood, nodded once to the de-facto leader of
Raptor Squad and left.  The doors had barely closed behind and he'd
already put the conversation with Palisades out of his mind and was
running through what he would spend his future credits on.

*



He felt her shift beside him, her body going tense, then relaxing.
Under the canopy of stars that blanketed the planet known as Faye's
Nocturne, San-San let out an audible sigh to let her know he was awake.

"I can't sleep," Sulin said, her voice a deep husky whisper.

"Try harder, some of us don't have the same problem," he replied,
turning away from her.  The chirping of insects and the gentle rustle of
leaves from a nearby copse of trees were the only sounds filling the clean
nighttime air.  He'd used the planet before, to dodge the authorities and
for meetings with potential employers.  It was perfect- perhaps three
small starports dotted the entire surface, one, Diamolic's Valley, was just
a few kilometers away but thanks to the dense foliage they might as well
have had the planet to themselves.
Now, he lay awake, unable to go back to sleep and staring at the
twinkling points of light through the fine mesh of the two-person tent
she'd erected in the middle of the grassy field.  Far off to their right the
Brazen Gambit, the modified YT-1300 Sulin now owned occasionally
expelled a jet of steam but he'd grown used to the intermittent sound and
the vessel irritated him far less than the woman lying beside him.

She sighed and he felt her turn towards him. He quickly shut his eyes to
avoid having to look at her and hoped she would assume he'd fallen back
to sleep. "Don't you want to know why I can't sleep?" she asked.

The ruse had not worked.

"Not particularly.  If you wish I can go back on the ship and get
something that will help you sleep," like a vibroblade to the throat, he
thought.

"It's Khara, it's the things Lana said before she and Arturo left.  I've
been doing a lot of thinking, and I think we should…"

"Don't say, 'go back to look for her'," he said, finally opening his
eyes and locking her with a hard stare.

"Why not?  Maybe she managed to…"

"I said NO," he said, with enough of an edge to let her know the
conversation, for him at least, was over.

Her shimmering blue eyes grabbed the faint light in the tent and he felt
his nerve waver- if just for a moment.  He would have to finish this soon,



as she was becoming troublesome.  Initially, he was planning on merely
disappearing into a crowd the next time they were in port, but he'd hoped
he could get at least a few more weeks of pleasure out of her.  But now,
now the headaches were beginning to outweigh the benefits.

"A hyperspace lane to Naburu falls along a local trade route, we
could be there in a few days and by now the Imperials…"

He sighed and sat up, the insulated cover falling away from his upper
body and exposing him to the chill night air.  More irritation. "Sulin, I
saw Khara get shot, shot dead, and I refuse to go waltzing back to an
Imperial held planet to look for a corpse. That's it, end of discussion!"

She followed him as he grabbed his clothes up and exited the tent. She
was clad in little more than a short top and panties and her toned
muscular frame glowed pale white in the twin moons that hung high
overhead.  "What are you doing?  Where are you going?"

"Leave me alone Sulin, I'm in no mood for you right now," he said,
pulling his trousers on.  He would bunk inside the ship and start
preparing for his disappearance…

"HEY!" She grabbed him and spun him around.  "I ASKED YOU…"

Instinctively, he spun on her and his hand shot out, catching her hard
with a balled fist in the jaw.  She left her feet and her body crashed with
a muffled thud into the grass a meter away.

"Don't put your hands on me woman, or you'll get more of the
same," he said.  He pulled his shirt on, and when the fabric passed his
eyes he had just enough time to brace himself as her bare foot caught
him in the chest.  He flew backwards, stunned that she'd recovered and
moved so fast. Pain exploded throughout his upper body as he stumbled
backwards, gasping for breath.

"I thought you loved me, but you just treat me like garbage now,
why?" Sulin asked, her voice heaving and eyes pouring glittering wet
trails down her cheeks.

Rage burned through his veins like acid and he could feel his skin
turning a brilliant shade of silver.  This was over, done, she was now a
liability and any thought of letting her live disappeared.  "You stupid
whore," he snarled, circling her and moving towards the tents opening
where his utility belt –and blaster- lay.  But she was too quick, and when
she saw his eyes dart to the weapon, moved between him and the tent.
He swung at her again, but she just managed to duck and land a solid
blow under his ribcage.  Cursing, he danced backwards and spun



around, landing a violent bone-shattering blow to her forearm. Bones
snapped, flesh ripped and she screamed in pain, falling backwards into
the tent and rolling away, but not before pulling his blaster free from its
holster.

"WHY!?!" She screamed, scooting along the grass and bringing the
weapon to bear.  Through gasps and tears, she held the weapon steady-
the woman knew how to use a blaster.

"Put that down, and I might let you live," he said, his tone even.
Her left forearm was shattered, several bones having ripped through the
skin, sending a constant stream of blood pouring into the grass.

"What happened to you? Why are you doing this?  Why?" her eyes
danced with confusion and anger and betrayal.

While Khara Doone was alive he'd been a gentle, caring and loving mate
to her, promising her the galaxy and a happy future they would spend
together, then once the job was done, and he'd eliminated the Wroonian
thief, he'd gradually grown more and more distant, merely using her for
his own pleasure until he tired of her.
Well, now he was done, she was threatening him with a weapon and he
could only see one way out of this-kill her quickly and steal her ship.
Slowly, he held his arms out and moved towards her.

"Su, look, I'm sorry, really, I…I don't know why I struck out at you,
just, everything, all that has happened.  I...I love you, look, you want to
go look for Khara, we'll do that, ok?  Just, just give me the blaster so we
don't do anything foolish and we'll go to town and get your arm fixed…"

She scrambled to her feet, glancing from him to her useless dangling
appendage and her breath caught in her throat again.  "You, how could
you? HOW COULD YOU!?!"

He moved quickly, closing the distance before she could get a shot off.
He grabbed the weapon, but she'd locked her hand in a rancor-like vice
grip. They hit the ground and he managed to get on top, straddling her
and trying to rip the weapon free from her hand.
A brilliant flare of red blinded him and his ears rang with the scream of
blaster fire and he fell backwards, unconscious.

Pain brought him back to Faye's Nocturn.



So intense he could barely string together a thought, he realized the roar
he heard in his ears was no longer from blood pounding throughout his
head, it was from the thrusters of the nearby Brazen Gambit.
She was leaving, escaping and as he pulled his body from the ground,
realized he couldn't see.

No, that wasn't true, he just couldn't see out of his left eye.

The blast had just grazed him, scorching the left side of his face, but the
bolt was close enough that it must have superheated his eyeball, causing
it to burst like a sun going supernova. He allowed himself a scream of
pain and rage- then silenced himself.  He'd been trained in the Shades' to
block out pain, conditioned so that a wound that would debilitate a
lesser being becomes a mere annoyance.

Still, it hurt like hell.

Already his body's advanced healing properties were scabbing over the
wound, fighting back infection and repairing the damage.  In time one
would never known he'd been shot in the face, but his eye, that was gone
forever, or at least until he could get a replacement. In the distance the
YT-1300 rose, slowly disappearing into the coral colored sky.  He must
have been unconscious for almost an hour, enough time for Sulin to lock
the ship down, tie off her wound and finish pre-flight. Dawn was
approaching and the night had gone far different than what he'd
expected.
Pulling himself to his feet, he moved quickly, fearing he would be robbed
of his revenge.  He reached his longcoat and pulled the garment to his
face, using his one good eye to pull a small black box from a deep interior
pocket.
A small numerical pad was set into the device and he keyed in a code,
glancing back at retreating blue flare from the Gambit's thrusters.
Aiming the detonator at the ship, he held his breath, hoping she was still
in range and jammed his finger against the trigger.

For a moment, nothing happened and the ship continued to shrink in
size.  Then, a small flare of white brilliance, followed a moment later by
another, and in a matter of seconds the entire ship was a glowing star
lost briefly among the remaining points of light in the sky, before flashing
into a shower of flaming debris.

"I should have killed you a week ago," he said to the dark smoke
trails that looked like tears running down the face of the morning sky.
Shrugging into his jacket, he reached down and wiped dew from the



grass, gently pushing the cool wetness against his face.  It stung briefly,
before offering a bit of relief.
He would find medical assistance and transportation off the planet in
Diamolic's Valley, and began to walk.

He came awake from the half-dream, phantom pain still heating the left
side of his face.  He'd fallen asleep in the cockpit of his starship, "The
Ebony Blade", lulled to sleep by the endless lines of hyperspace.

It was the only time he could really sleep.

Ever since he became an active assassin, San-San knew the days of
sleeping like a normal being were over. In fact, the things many took for
granted were prized to him now.  Walking down the street, simply
enjoying the daylight on your face was no longer something he could do.
No, since becoming a Shade he now walked in shadow, always aware,
always vigilant.
Everyone on the street with you could be another assassin sent after the
same target, or a bounty hunter, or cop. They could be after the same
target you are, or you could be the target.  You never took chances and
you never assumed anything.  The tiny child playing in the gutter could
be a Mazarian Killer- a species that reached adulthood still maintaining
the appearance of a humanoid child.  And that ball they are playing
with? An easily disguised thermal detonator that you wouldn't recognize
until it came to rest at the sole of your boot.

No, now, you watched everyone, everything and took nothing for granted.

But in hyperspace, in his own ship, he could relax.  He could breathe.
And sometimes, if he was lucky, he could even sleep.

Though when he did, he was often haunted by the same recurring dream
that replayed the events of his fight with Sulin over and over in his mind
like a broken holovid player. He'd cursed himself ever since that dark
morning for being foolish, careless, and drawing out their "relationship"
simply to fulfill his base desires.

It was his weakness and he knew it.

He could blame the Shades' for not allowing relationships, but that
would be too simple. The truth was that relationships-real relationships-
were dangerous, deadly even, as the events with Sulin almost proved.
Another centimeter to the left and the blaster bolt she fired would have



incinerated part of his head, superheating it and popping it like a ripe
melon. He wasn't good that time, he was just lucky.

He'd not made the mistake since.  Afterwards, every woman he'd been
with had been a concubine, and the terms simple: I pay you, you fulfill
my needs and we don't ever see each other again.
Granted, what happened between he and Sulin had been purely for the
ease of getting close to his target, he'd occasionally felt genuine flickers of
concern and affection for Sulin Roe. And though he knew better, in the
dark, when they lay together in each other's arms and whispered to one
another, he allowed himself the guilty pleasure of pretending to be
someone else, with a real future and real possibilities.

"You are now entering Corellian Space," the shipboard computer
stated, it's dry voice bringing him back to the present. He let his hands
play across the sleek control panel of the Wroonian crafted vessel.
Designed to resemble one of the planet's undersea predators, the ship's
black gleaming nose reflected the glow of hyperspace lines stretching
beyond his cockpit. While most ships hummed and hissed with
atmospheric processors and life support systems, The Ebony Blade was
deathly silent, at times the only sound he could hear was his own
breathing.
Cursing himself for his cockiness, he wished, not for the first time, that
he had the hit to do all over again.  Had he known about Doone's tattoos
he would have personally carved them out of her flesh himself and
presented them to Nassiris with a bow on top. But because of their damn
secrecy and paranoia they'd withheld the information and he's let his
assumptions get the best of him.
Well, what was done was done. He would be dropping out of hyperspace
soon, and in a matter of hours would find out what useless lump of slag
his superiors chose to saddle him with.

*

"Any word on the Brazen Gambit?" Khara asked between
mouthfuls of steamed vegetables.

To her left, heading the ornate polished, graz wood table piled high with
several dozen dishes, Metlock Spinx shook his bald head, his long white
beard making a scratching noise as it rubbed back and forth across his
crimson and gold-embroidered collar.  "I'm afraid not, Little Seeni,
though I wish I had better news. You never fail to ask when I see you!"



"No, and it never fails to irritate our contacts to be asked
repeatedly about an insignificant ship that hasn't been heard from in
over a year," Diamond Spinx, Metlock's daughter, said from across the
table. She fixed Khara with a narrow gaze and went back to her dinner.
Khara just barely managed to keep her mouth from falling open.  When
she was little she'd seen Diamond occasionally-they were close enough in
age they would play for hours in the cargo hold-but as they got older she
saw less and less of her.  This dinner was the first time she'd seen her
back on the Alaina Star-Metlock's ship- in almost a decade, and the
reunion was less than warm.
The rest of the Star's senior officers, situated around the table, kept their
heads down and focused on their meals to avoid the awkward moment
but Metlock saved them all by emitting a rolling laugh that reverberated
throughout the dinning hall, seeming to disappear behind the priceless
statuary and flowing tapestries of a dining hall that would not be out of
place in some of the finest palaces on Coruscant. While the faint green
light of a nearby nebulae filtered through the ovoid viewport situated
behind Metlock, most of the room was lit by candelabras lined up and
down the table like soldiers, a faint haze of smoke and steam from the
cooked meats and side dishes drifting in lazy spirals about the flickering
flames.  The savory aromas enticed her to dive in and try a little bit of
everything, but the fit of her stealth suit dictated that she stick to the
veggies and fresh baked breads.

Lifting a golden goblet of translucent wine to his lips Metlock winked at
Khara.  "Bah!  Contacts!  What good are they if they cannot tell you
anything of use?  Eh? Still, Khara, your Uncle Metlock will keep his ear
to the stars for you." He took a long swallow and wiped his mouth dry
with the sleeve of his shirt, leaving a glistening trail along the expensive
fabric. "So, tell me, how did your business go on Corellia?  You are lucky
I was in system to give you a lift!"

Smiling, she shoveled a small bite into her mouth before continuing.
Metlock's first mate, a Nagai named Plundah wasn't only a top notch
cook- he was also a good friend and to not eat was to insult him.  "Not so
much luck as planning," she said, washing the bite down with cool, clear
water. "I know you make monthly trips to the system, so I just laid low
for a few weeks until I saw your ship dock.  I was caught off guard
though, I was expecting you to be in the Flying Circus.”

The large man shook his head.  “It took some damage!  Some misguided
Bha’lir ‘associates’ thought they would get cute and try to take advantage
of my jovial nature,” his eyes shifted and just for a moment Khara saw
the very serious and dangerous man behind them, and just as quickly he
was back to the happy-go-lucky smuggler uncle. “Still, I like to bring the



Alaina Star out, it is more fitting of my stature, though the Bha’lir thinks
needing a crew of over a hundred just to travel the galaxy and shake
hands and smile is too much, but what do they know?  I make the rules
after all!  Ha!”

Khara smiled.  “Well, I love it, the Flying Circus had charm, but the ‘Star
is one of the most beautiful Star Yachts Iv’e ever seen.”

“It’s a bucket and I would rather we were flying through space
strapped to a stormtrooper’s helmet,” Diamond said, leaning forward and
challenging her to disagree.

“Here now!  I won’t have you talking like that about this fine
vessel!” Metlock said, more to the rest of the crew and he raised a glass,
to be met with like gestures from the variety of humans and aliens seated
around the table.

Looking away from Diamond, Khara smiled and also raised her glass.

“Now, you were telling your Uncle Metlock about Corellia, please go
on,” he said, swirling his glass.

“Oh, well,” Khara continued, “I would have preferred to head off
planet as soon as possible but circumstances dictated I wait for the heat
to die down first. Plus that place was lousy with Khaalid's lackeys
combing the streets looking for me, I had to change locations six different
times. The last place I wound up was a coffin motel, crammed in a
slumber sleeve barely big enough to change my mind in."

"This heat wouldn't have anything to do with that stolen artwork,
would it?" Metlock asked, his girth moving in waves throughout the
crimson shirt.

"It might," she smiled and nodded.  A few of the crew chuckled.

"You know Khara, you should reconsider coming to work for the
Black Bha'lir," he said, shaking his head.  "I could guarantee you would
get a fair cut, you could even train some of the operatives.  You would be
a prized employee! No more running around, dodging the authorities, I
might even be able to get to the bottom of this Khaalid business."

They had this conversation almost every time she saw him. Metlock was
a member of the Tribunal- one of three smugglers who ruled the Black
Bha'lir- a criminal syndicate that ran operations out of the planet
Socorro.  His rank and position were highly guarded secrets to all but a



few trusted individuals outside of his crew- and Khara just happened to
be one of them.
Unfortunately, it meant he was always trying to recruit her into joining
the organization.  She tried it once- becoming a smuggler for the Bha'lir-
and that didn't quite work out.

"Uncle Metlock, that's sweet but I don't want to cause you any
undue troubles. Plus, you know I like doing things on my own," she
leaned over and pinched his cheek, prompting the older mans face to
blush a fiery rose color.  From across the table, Diamond rolled her eyes,
the serpent tattoo that curled up the right side of her face flushing an
angry red to match the explosion of wild strands of hair that sprung from
her scalp.

"Yes, this I know.  So, where are we taking you now?" Metlock
smiled, shoving a dripping forkful of grilled meat into his mouth.

"No doubt somewhere out of our way," Diamond said under her
breath.  Between the clinking of glasses and various conversations going
on around the table, Khara doubted anyone picked up on it.

"Jalon Station, if it's not too much trouble," Khara replied, trying to
ignore Diamond.

"Jalon Station," he repeated, "not Wroona?  Not going home?"

"Afraid not Uncle Metlock," she smiled.

"But why not? Khaalid is gone, and your friend Laric is House
Master of the Guild now, and doing very well for himself from what I've
seen," Metlock dug his knife into another slab of meat and began cutting
it into thick, fat chunks.

"Did he ask about me?" Her heartbeat quickened and she leaned
forward, but the frown that pulled at the corner of Metlock's face caused
her heart to sink back down.

"No, he did not Little Seeni," he pat her hand.  "But Laric is very
busy now, running the guildhouse and ensuring he pleases his
superiors. Do not take it as a personal insult that you slipped his mind."

"We were like brother and sister and everyone I see who has
interacted with him says he never mentions me, never asks," she shook
her head, "it's almost like he wants to forget about me." Suddenly her
appetite was gone and she felt her throat tighten. "I sent him several



messages when I found out he became House Master and he never even
bothered to reply to me."

The silence hung about the table just long enough to become
uncomfortable when Metlock spoke up. "So, Jalon Station eh?  Such a
dour place! Little reason to go there!  Are you sure we can't take you to a
nice resort planet? A place where you can relax and decompress for a
while?" he smiled at her and shoveled more meat into his mouth, the
juice staining his beard hair brown with grease. She appreciated him
changing the subject. From any other being she wouldn't have answered
the question-but she trusted Metlock and knew his inquiry was born
purely out of curiosity and concern and not a hidden agenda.

"Nope, this trip is personal. Some Frell Face owes me credits and
I've got a lead on him. Just looking for payback."

Pushing back from his meal, Metlock wiped his face clean and loosened
the buttons on his waistcoat, closing his eyes.  "My dear, dear Khara,
when will you learn to let things go?  Revenge is such an ugly way to
spend your youth."

She said nothing, out of respect for her friend, but revenge was an idea
she found herself gravitating towards more and more.  First was the
betrayal by Khaalid that forced her from her home on Wroona, then the
attempt on her life by San-San, who she'd taken on her crew despite her
gut instinct, and finally the most recent- again, a murder attempt by a
psycho named Lotek Skidna, an attempt that almost succeeded.  The
odds were beginning to work against her-she would need to figure out a
way to change that, and fast.

She was getting tired of being a target.

"I wish it was that easy Uncle Metlock," she said, trying not to let
the venom she felt towards Skidna ruin her dinner. "But this man tried
to kill me, and still owes me a lot of creds besides."

"So, the plan is to kill or steal, is that it?" Metlock asked without a
hint of judgment in his voice.

"Pretty much.  I'll figure it out when I get on station," Khara
shrugged.

"You are no killer my dear Khara," the older man smiled, "this
much I know for certain."



"I used to think the same thing, though these days…" she trailed
off and shook her head. She put Skidna out of her mind.  She had no
idea what she would find on Jalon Station, and due to various factors
she'd been sidetracked and delayed in exacting her revenge, so that now
the trail may very well have gone cold. For all she knew, Skidna could be
dead or the apartment he kept on station could be abandoned or
occupied by someone else.  Still, it was all she had to go on and she
needed some closure- one way or another.

"You know, someone said something to me on Corellia that just
doesn't make sense," she said, changing the subject, albeit slightly.

"Really?" Metlock leaned forward as a serving droid began to clear
away the dishes.

"Yeah, they said I was 'too dangerous to be kept alive'.  But why?  I
mean, I always thought Khaalid wanted me out of the picture on Wroona
because she thought I was going to make a play for her position as
House Master, but now I'm not even around anymore and she's running
the guild house on Corellia. It just doesn't make sense."

Metlock chewed at the bottom of his thick moustache for a moment,
shaking his head.  "I don't know Little Seeni, did you perhaps overhear a
conversation you should not have?  Did you take something of hers
before you left?  If she wants you dead badly enough to send an assassin
after you, especially a Shade of Night, then you must have crossed her in
some way that is not easily forgiven or forgotten."

"The only thing I know is she's a lame guildmaster, but everyone
knows that." She'd racked her brain for weeks while waiting for Metlock
to arrive on Corellia and come up with nothing.  Whatever Khaalid's
reasons, they were still a mystery. She shrugged her shoulders, "Maybe
she's just finally gone senile."

Another booming laugh filled the room and to her surprise Plundah
appeared beside her, placing a silver dish on the table before her.  In it's
center sat two grav-ball sized lumps of white frozen ice cream drowning
in a dark brown sauce.

Catching the scent of the delicacy, her appetite returned with a
vengeance. "I'm glad I stuck to veggies," she said grabbing a nearby
spoon and digging in.

"Enjoy my dear, it was one of the few pleasures this old man had,
taking you for ice cream when we docked on Wroona," Metlock said,
attacking his own dessert.



She stopped, the white mound floating in her spoon.   It was easy to
forget all that this man had sacrificed for her.  When the rest of the
thieves guild turned their back on her, he'd stuck by her, helped her
when no one else would and even saved her from the Imperials and the
Inquisitor that was intent on stripping every thought from her mind.
Metlock was the closest thing she'd had to a father since her parents
perished at the hands of Imperial Stormtroopers, and she caught herself
taking advantage of that fact far too often.

"Metlock, I…everyone here," she said, her voice barely making it
out of her throat.  The words weren't coming easy and she finally
shrugged. "I just want to thank everyone for helping me out. It means a
lot," she gave a shy smile and was met with accepting nods and toasts
from the rest of the crew-save for Diamond who merely focused on her
ice cream.

The disc of lethal circuitry and razor-sharp blades whirred through the
air, slicing cleanly through a pair of large jade fruits perched atop a stack
of cargo crates at the far end of the vacant hold. The weapon returned to
Khara's hand, shutting down and condensing into a harmless piece of
metal as the top half of the severed melons slowly slid apart, slapping to
the ground.

"I forgot how dangerous these things were," she said, slipping the
Rodian Throwing Razor into its belt case where it nestled against two
matching razors.  "Thanks Plundah."

The Nagai, leaning casually against a nearby crate nodded.  "You…you're
more…more than welcome, K…KD," he stuttered.  "I saw…saw you didn't
have…have your original set when…when you boarded."

She stepped over and gave him a small hug. "Yeah, when my apartment
got vaped so did most of my stuff, I'm afraid the razors weren't the only
thing I lost in that blast," she shook her head, biting back a string of
expletives at the thought. Along with Metlock, Plundah had been in her
life ever since she was a small child, teaching her how to use the razors,
fire a blaster and even some hand-to-hand moves. However, one of the
most valuable lessons he taught her was how to dodge blaster bolts- by
taking random pot-shots at her with a blaster set on stun whenever she
was a guest on the 'Circus.



While some would balk at the thought, it had taught her how to be quick,
vigilant and always on her toes.  Growing up she sported more red
whelps than she could count by letting her guard down.  The result had
been an increased awareness that saved her life- on more than one
occasion.

"I…I take it we're going to wait for you on Ja…Jalon Station?"

"No, we're not."

Turning, Khara watched as Diamond approached from the open bay
door.  Her arms were crossed and her lips were pulled into an extreme
frown that almost looked comical.

"Plundah, Father wants you, Bah'lir business," she said, eyes
locked on Khara like a proton torpedo.

Nodding, Plundah gave Khara a small smile that she returned and
disappeared into the corridor.

"Hello Diamond, come to play in the cargo hold one more time with
me?" Khara gave a genuine smile, hoping Diamond's irritation at dinner
was merely a manifestation of some other issue-an issue not related to
Khara.

"We’re not kids anymore and this is not the Flying Circus, though
by the Fates I wish it was. We're not going to sit around waiting for you
on Jalon.  We've got real business to take care of and this little trip has
already cost us time and resources," Diamond said, striding forward and
looking up at Khara.  She towered over the younger woman by at least a
foot, though her tall sprout of red hair almost made up the difference.

So much for hope, Khara thought. 

"I wasn't going to ask you to wait to begin with. I might be on
station for a few days, even a few weeks, I don't know how long…"

"I don't care," Diamond said, waving off the rest of Khara's
comment.  "I'm just telling you how it's going to be. We drop you off and
then we're gone, you got that?"

Crossing her own arms, Khara leaned forward.  "Last time I checked, the
'Star was still Metlock's ship. I guess he still gets to call the shots, so I
guess that's up to him, right?" She would be happy if her interactions
with Diamond were kept to barely concealed hostilities around the dinner
table but it didn't look like she was going to be afforded that luxury. Not



for the first time in recent memory had she found herself racking her
brain as to why someone would show her such open enmity.

"The ‘Star, oh, the Alaina Star is his to be sure.  Make no mistake,
when he retires, and some day he will, this thing is going to be sold off
for scrap.”

“This ship is beautiful, why do you hate it so much?” Khara shook
her head.

Dimond didn’t speak for a moment, staring at the cargo hold that was as
ornate as the rest of the ship. “Do you know who this ship is named
after?”

“Yeah, Metlock’s first wife, she died in a pirate raid. Why?”

“But she didn’t die,” Diamond turned to her, eyes narrowing.  “She
still lives?  Don’t you get it?  Father never moved on, never could. All he
talked about was Alaina, the ‘love of his life’, the one pulled form him too
soon.” She began pacing back and forth, hugging her amrs to her chest.
“He would take this damn ship out of drydock and disappear for
weeks…never telling anyone where he was going or what he was doing.”

Khara stepped in her path so she had to stop. “Diamond, he loved her.
What do you expect?”

“I expect him to be a father and husband to my mother!” she
shouted. “ I expect him to move on!  But he didn’t!  He couldn’t let the
ghost go and that’s what drove my mother away!  I was shuffled around
for the better part of my life because he can’t leave the past in the past
and show us the same kind of affection he shows to some dead Wroonian
gutter trash!” her eyes narrowed and she stepped up to Khara. “But I
guess some things never change, do they?”

She contained her rage, keeping in mind where she was and whom she
was dealing with.  It wouldn't be in her best interest to get into a knock
down drag out with Diamond. Not just for her, but for the Thieves Guild
who had a long relationship with the Bah'lir.  For centuries the two
worked together, with the Bha'lir moving merchandise throughout the
galaxy for the guild. A fight would look bad and cause potential
problems.

Plus she wouldn't want to cause Metlock that kind of hassle.

"Diamond, I’m not Alaina, I’ve never even seen her…”



“All of you Wroonianas look the same Khara, tall blue and leggy-
apparently just what my father likes,” her lip curved up in a sneer.  “You
ever notice there are no holos of her in the ship?

“I…” Khara stopped, the question hitting her like an uppercut.
“”Uh…” she stopped and thought back.  There were all manner of
momentoes on the other ships to Metlock’s various wives, it was often
joked he bought a new ship each time he got a new wife, but she couldn’t
recall ever seeing any such tribute in the Alaina Star.  “No…”

“You wouldn’t.  He has the crew take them all down when you
come on board.” Diamond produced a holodisc and triggered it to life.
“He claims he doesn’t want to insult you, but I know better.” Snapping
into view was a 3D image of a beautiful Wroonian with long flowing blue
hair-and if Khara didn’t know any better she would have thought she
was looking at a holo of herself.

“Is…is that…”

“Yeah, it is,” Diamond snapped the holo off and shoved it back in
her pocket.

She felt stricken, her stomach balling up into a knot.  “Diamond, I love
your father like my own, I’m not romantically…”

“Idiot!” Diamond snapped.  “Father doesn’t think of you in that
way, though it might be easier if he did!  He loves you like a daughter!”

Relief washed over Khara and she let out a nervous giggle. “Well good!
Because that’s all I…”

“He’s got a daughter, me,” Diamond’s eye twitched and she drew
up to her full height.  “He doesn’t need another.”

"I know, I know that! Diamond, look, I'm sorry.  I didn't know you
were crewing with your father full-time now and had I known I could
have made other arrangements," she unfolded her arms and held her
hands out to her side hoping to smooth things over. "I know we haven't
seen each other in a long time, but we used to be close.  We..."

Diamond shook her head.  "Close?  Doone are you out of your mind?  We
were just kids!  Then I got older, found out what you really were and
realized you were no different than the scum my father had do deal with.
Your kind makes me sick and when Father retires for good, I don’t want
to see your face again.”



"My kind?" Khara shook her head.  "YOU'RE A SMUGGLER!  Where
the frell do you get off judging me?"

"We live by a code and we watch out for our own, you thieves are
nothing but scum, always looking out for yourself and screwing over
whoever happens to get in your way.  We're nothing alike."

"Oh, you can say that again sister!" Stepping back, Khara merely
shook her head.  "Diamond, trust me, when you take this ship over, I'm
the last person who will ever hit you up for a ride. In fact, I would rather
tie myself to the comm tower of a star destroyer before hitching a ride on
a ship captained by you."

Stepping away, the woman nodded.  "Good. I'll trust you to remember
that and keep this little conversation between us. Father has enough
trouble without you running to him crying because I stepped on your
feelings." She turned and headed towards the bay doors, stopping, “And
if you love this ship so much, I might let you buy it before I have it torn
to pieces,” she looked around.  “Or maybe I’ll just let you watch while I
do it.”

She left Khara speechless, angry and hands balled so tightly her
fingernails left divots in her palms for a long while afterwards.

*

Two kings stared Vic in the face, their humorless stares
cutting through him. Things had been going so well, until the Renegade
showed up.

Then one king disappeared in a flicker of static, leaving Vic with one,
lone solitary King  and an Ace that was as useless to him as a fur coat to
a Wampa.

"I'm out," he said, and tossed the cards towards Xander.

"So soon?" Debergi smiled from across the table, looking down at
his own hand.



"Some of us aren’t on a lucky tear like you D," Vic narrowed his
eyes.  "You say this is your first time playing "Skullduggery?"

The older man smiled and tossed a pair of red translucent chips
into the considerable pile.  "As far as you know."

There were only three others left in the hand besides Debergi; Lana, Race
and Koort. The pot had grown to over three hundred credits and to his
right Klux leaned over and stared at Race's hand as Xander dealt the
final round of cards.  To his left Koort drew the black playing card up
into his hand, while beside him Lana stared intently at the fan of five
cards she held close to her chest.

"Betting is to you Lana," Vic said, leaning forward.

They sat arrayed around a round table in his apartment, the haze of
tabaac hanging in the air and wafting around the photonic sconce that
hovered above the table.  Race and Vic smoked while Xander and Kable
knocked back cans of stimfizz. It was already eleven at night and the
world beyond the windows had long ago grown dark.
They'd been playing for the better part of two hours and had
accomplished little in the way of team business.  The night was drawing
on and Vic was tired, he would have to broach the subject of their next
job soon.

The felinoid leveled her eyes at Koort and smiled a predatory grin.
"Twenty credits," she said and pushed a stack of chips into the center of
the table. "The temple needs a new autochef."

The Ubese, eyes visible through the slit in his head wraps, merely kept
his eyes on his cards and pushed twenty credits into the pile.

Race retuned her grin and tossed his chips in as well.  "Don’t go
spending those credits just yet little sister," he flicked his cigarra ashes
into a nearby tray. "D?  You going to stay in and play with the big boys?"

THe man snorted and leaned forward. "You Raptor's sure do play it safe
for a Spec-Ops team," he said and flipped a hundred credit chip into the
pile.  "It's going to cost a hundred to see my hand."

Letting out a low whistle, Race leaned back and shook his head.  "Rich."

"Too rich for me," Koort said and placed his cards face down.  "I'm
out."



Glancing at her cards, Lana's whiskers twitched and she narrowed her
eyes at the older man.

"Remember, no mind tricks my dear," Debergi smiled and tapped
his temple.

"I don’t need mind tricks to know when you are bluffing," Lana
said, pushing several chips into the pile.

"Yeah, I gotta agree with the little lady," Race said, tossing several
chips in.  I don’t think you have anything D."

Debergi smiled and Vic could tell the two had walked into his trap.  "Oh,
I've got something alright," He pulled a card from his hand and flipped it
over.  Staring at the rest of the table was "The Mercenary" card-that
allowed Debergi to either draw a new card or draw a random card from
another players deck at any time during the game.  "I'll be playing this on
you Lana," Debergi dropped the card onto the table as the Trianii's jaw
hung slack and the man snatched one of her cards from her hand.

"You…you…" Lana stammered and Xander tossed her a new card.
She pulled it up into her hand and everyone could tell the older man just
blasted her chances at victory to vapor.

"Let's see them," Xander, who dealt the hand, announced.

Lana dropped her hand face up-she'd only managed to put together a
pair of Barons. Next, Race turned his up-a pair of 7's and a Paragon
card-a a wild card that gave him 3 7's.

"Hope you got something extra special in that hand of yours D,
cause old Race has his eye on a used swoop he saw last week."

Nodding Debergi, laid his hand down.  A six, seven, eight, nine and
Paragon stared back.  "Five in sequence, I believe they call that a
'Smugglers Run', correct Vic?"

"Yep, sorry Race," Vic smiled at the pilot who stared dumbly at the
hand.

Leaning across the table, Debergi pulled the pile towards him.  He
glanced over at Lana who still sat stunned, mouth hanging open.  "Thank
you for that Paragon card my dear, otherwise I wouldn't have stood a
chance."



"Why are you even here?  Does this guy even have clearance?"
Kable said from beside Debergi.  "We talk about a lot of secure
information you know. This guy could be scamming us out of credits
AND information."

The older man burst into laughter.  "Son," he began stacking his chips in
a pile.  "I've forgotten more sensitive information than you will ever lay
your eyes on.  Now don't go getting all sore and bent out of shape
because you've lost a few coins, be a gracious loser."

"Kable has a lot of experience at that," Xander said, tilting his head
back and downing the rest of his drink.

"Alright, enough of that.  D is here because he's my guest.  Now, I
think it's a good time to take a break and go over some team stuff."

"And while you all do that, I need to step away, I'll return shortly,"
Debergi smiled, stacking his chips into neat piles.  He stood and bowed,
then headed for the door.

"Hey Bossman, I might need to pick up a few more shifts, I uh,
kinda overreached myself tonight," Race said, chewing on his plug of
tabaac and smiling towards Vic.

Leaning back and stretching, Vic shook his head.  "You may not need to,
we've got a job."

Everyone around the table, save for Koort perked up.

"About time!" Kable slapped the table so hard Debergi's chip stack
fell over.  "Whats the op?"

"First thing's first," Vic leaned forward. "Ket's dead.  Died as a
result of those implants of his and yes, I'm sure.  Lauren Salias did an
autopsy."

The only real reaction was from Klux and Koort.  The former looked
shocked and the latter merely nodded.

"Wow, Ket," Klux shook his head and ran his hand through his
hair.  "I never expected…he just seemed like one of those guys who
would go down in a blaze of blaster bolts."

"I know the rest of you didn’t know him personally, but we'll be
erecting a memorial in the arboretum for him."



"But why?  He was a psycho and a murderer, the last thing he
deserves is a statue," Kable said.

"Because before he was that, before the implants he was a team
mate and a friend," Klux said turning to the man.  "And that's the end of
that discussion." He stared hard at Kable and Vic saw the man roll
something around in his head to say-then wisely nodded and kept his
mouth shut.

"And that's why it's important we're all on the same page and we
work together…so we can watch each other's backs and not need
implants or anything else that might hinder us," Vic said. "We have
enough problems with the Imperials and other assorted scum trying to
kill us, we don't need to help them out," Vic looked over at Klux.  "Hey,
did you get A'sok's things moved off the Skullduggery?" He'd put it off for
as long as he could, but with the new faces on the team they needed the
room and none of the current members we're as computer savvy as the
team's former hacker, thus the gear and elaborate hacking system A'sok
had set up in the cabin had to go.

"A'sok, I saw his memorial a few weeks ago, who was he?" Xander
looked up from the playing cards he was shuffling.

"A fallen comrade," Klux said. "He passed a while back."

"How?" Xander asked.

"I don't think that's something worth getting into…" Klux began
but Vic ignored the Jedi.

"His brain was melted by a Sith scream," Vic said matter-of-factly.
"So was another teammate about your age Xan, neither had a chance.
One second we were shooting the breeze in the cargo hold, the next I was
waking up in an infirmary next to a pair of corpses."

Everyone around the table fell silent.

"A 'Sith scream'"? Xander shook his head. "What's that?"

"Sounds like a drink," Kable said, a smirk pulling at the corner of
his mouth.

"It's what happens when a Sith Master wants to kill you.  We had
someone bring a…look, it's a long story.  Bottom line is that some people
on this team were dealing with powers beyond their understanding and
innocent people got killed because of it," he looked over at Klux who



returned his stare. "You might wonder why I'm telling you this. I just
wanted you all to know what's at stake."

"Message received Palisades.  Are you going to fill us in on the
mission or not?"

"Sure," Vic grabbed his datapad.

"Wait a second, what about that Wookiee memorial I saw in the
arboretum?  He die from a scream too?" Kable asked, popping a new can
of stimfizz.

"Him?  No, he was captured and skinned alive by Ket," Vic said
looking back to his datapad.

"WHAT?!?" Xander sprayed cards across the table, his mouth
falling agape.

"Adkins was ruthless," Koort nodded his head.  "It's a good thing
we put him down."

"You, you're serious?" Xander looked back and forth between the
team members.

"Yeah, I'm afraid that's right Xan," Klux glanced at Lana who was
taking it all in.  "We're involved in dangerous work and sometimes not all
of us make it out alive."

"Or even with your skins intact," Kable shook his head. "This guy
skins your teammates and you give him a statue.  What do I get if I pull
my blaster and shoot you all in the face right now, a tickertape parade?"

"So Klux, A'sok things?" he turned back to the Jedi.

"Yeah, everything is in storage and his old room is wiped clean.
Space enough in there for the Lieutenant and Xander to bunk up," Klux
nodded.

"Good. And Lana?  You don't mind using Baal's cabin?" It was
more of a statement than a question.  If she did have a problem there
wasn't another solution-unless she wanted to bunk with Klux.

"It's fine," the female Trianii, clad in her own set of light blue Jedi
robes, sat ramrod straight.  "He didn't keep much in the way of personal
items, so it's not as if there is anything that will get in my way."



"Good, now…"

"Hey," Kable crushed the empty fizz can between his palms, the
pale overhead lights glinting in his flattop.  "I'm not crazy about bunking
with this kid.  I need my own cabin."

"I'm not a kid you sub-level knuckle dragger," Xander said, fixing
the New Republic liaison with a look that would curdle milk.  "You think
I fancy bunking with the likes of you?"

"Could be, with the way you dress and act maybe it's something
you would get into," Kable said, not bothering to look at Xander.

"Enough," Vic said, marking off the item on his datapad.  He was
used to the back and forth by now though had hoped it would pass
sooner.  "If you don't like the arrangements you can always follow us in
your own ship."

The Lieutenant said nothing for a moment, as if to consider his options
before finally shaking his head.  "I'll bunk in the Skullduggery's cargo
hold."

"Change of heart?" Klux asked.

A bead of sweat raced from beneath the flattop like a firefly making a run
for freedom and he leaned back, eyes narrowing at the Jedi.  "No, I just
want to make sure I don't miss out on any important team decisions-
seems like a lot of things are decided on behind closed doors around
here."

Grabbing a bottle of water, Vic downed a swallow and cleared his throat.
"Ok then. Koort, due to your specific atmospheric requirements we'll put
you in the cabin nearest engineering, and Race, you and Klux can bunk
together if that's ok."

The big man smiled and shoved an unlit cigarra in his mouth.  "Works
for me hoss! Ain't like I need a room, hell, I usually sleep in the pilots
chair."

"Yeah, too bad it's not equipped with a shower," Kable said.

"Ok, now that that's settled…" Vic was about to continue when
Kable threw his hands up.

"Woah there partner.  What about YOUR cabin?  Who's bunking
with you?"



Vic didn't bother looking up, "No one. I bunk alone."

"And why is that?" Xander leaned forward.

"Because I sleep walk," Vic said.  "Moving on…"

"Wait, are you serious?" Xander shook his head.  "Is he serious?"
he asked Race.

"Nah Kid, Vic bunks solo cause he's running the show," Race
winked and worked the cigarra in a circle.

"Right, and he's done a great job so far," Kable rolled his eyes.

"We made it off of Rordak with only one member being
incapacitated.  A sufficient performance," Koort said, "Well within the
collateral damage parameters of a standard special operation mission."

Vic was determined to push on. He wanted to get to the mission specifics
soon, but wanted to get all of the inconsequential business out of the
way first. "Next up: Recruiting!  Since Baal is out for an indeterminate
amount of time, and we have some members who have other obligations,"
he glanced up at Koort-not that it mattered.  The bounty hunter
continued to fix him with an expressionless stare. "I'm trying to nail
down some leads on potential team members."

"New team members?" Klux asked, a look of disbelief on his face.
"Do you really think that's a good idea?"

 "I do. If we are going to be going after Akelish, we need a solid
underworld contact. My contacts have dried up so we need someone who
can get us intel and resources. A link to the black market would help
too," He didn't let on but he was also a bit apprehensive about adding
new members to the team as well-more bodies meant more chances their
cover would be exposed and he still wasn't sure where he stood with
Kable, Koort and Xander.

"A direct connection to arms dealers could be beneficial," Koort
said, making a notation on his own datapad.

"Don't you have like, a thousand blasters in your room?" Klux said,
leaning forward.

"You can never have too many blasters," Koort replied not looking
up.



"I think the New Republic has handled our supply orders
sufficiently so far," Kable added.

"They have, but there are certain things that they can’t get or we
have to wait on and a black market connection might make it a lot
easier," Vic said.

"Hey, maybe it's not a good idea, you know?  What if it turns out to
be some psycho who likes to skin people?"  Xander said.  "Maybe we
should just keep it us for now?  Right?"

"So, more info as that lead pans out," Vic continued.  "Finally,
we've got a new mission."

"It's about time the New Republic came through," Kable shook his
head.  "I was sure they'd scratched us off after that debacle on Rordak."

"This isn't a New Republic mission," Vic said, "I'm sponsoring it."

"You?" Xander shook his head.  "Wait, I thought Raptor Squad was
a New Republic team.  How can you…"

"We're independents," Klux said, leaning back and looking up at
Vic, "When events warrant we sometimes undertake our own missions,
though this is also news to me," he cocked his eyebrow.

Vic took them all in.  "That's right. I've not gone into great detail because
I didn't have any solid leads yet, but things have finally panned out and
I've got the intel I need to move forward.  That's where Race and I went a
few weeks back, to gather data on an individual based on Tattooine that
has information I need."

"What sort of information?" Koort asked.

"Information on where I can find my sister," Vic said.

No one said anything for a moment, and finally Vic broke the silence.  "If
you don't want to go, I understand.  The pay may not be great and we
aren't going to be saving any planets or high ranking New Republic
officials, so I know that may dissuade some of…"

"You never mentioned you had any family still alive," Klux said.



"No, I didn't," Vic said. "Truth is, I didn't know what happened to
her until recently. I got a lead on someone who has information on her
whereabouts."

"Where did this info come from?" Klux asked.

"Initially?" Vic smiled. "Ket Adkins."

"KET?" Klux almost choked on the name.  "Are you…"

"Yes, I am serious.  But everything he told me is panning out and
I'm not going to let the opportunity slip through my fingers. If Lacacia is
out there I'm going to find her."

"Lacacia?" Xander said looking up.

"Yeah, my little sis. Should be about your age Xan," Vic said,
suddenly feeling very old even though he was barely into his thirties.

Race removed the plug of tabbacc from his mouth and smiled.  "You
know I'm good to go Bossman!  Hell, I'd go just to see if your sis is as
ornery as you!"

Chuckling, Vic shook his head.  "Thanks Race."

Leaning over, Klux  slapped Vic on the shoulder.  "After everything that
has gone on with my own sister you know you can count me in."

"I'll join you as well," Lana nodded.  "It will give Klux and I more
time to train together."

"Thanks ki-Lana," Vic smiled.

Still staring at the card scattered about the table, his face twisted by
concern, Xander looked up.. "I don't know Vic.  I mean, I might not be
much good…"

.  "Xander, I'm not going to lie to you, it might be dangerous, "Vic
said, "But, I think it will do you more good than sitting around here."

Sighing, the young mans shoulders slumped and he nodded. "I guess
you're right."

"Good. Kable?" Vic turned and was surprised to see the Lieutenant
smiling.



"Count me in," he said.

"Really?" Vic tried to hide the surprise in his voice.

"Sure.  At least it will get me out of this dump for a while."

He let the crack slide and turned to Koort.  "I trust you haven't changed
your mind?"

"I'm afraid not, but I do wish you luck in trying to find your sister.
It's a noble pursuit," Koort crossed his arms.

"Aw, you're gonna miss the fun!" Race said looking from Koort to
Vic.  "So where we headed anyway?"

"Tatooine by way of Jalon Station," Vic replied.  "We've got to make
a pickup on station and deliver it to a contact in Mos Eisley.  It's that
contact that should hopefully have information on my sister," Vic said.

"Nasty planet, lots of dust and sand," Race said cocking an
eyebrow.  "And scum."

"I know. I don't plan on staying long," Vic said. "In fact, I'm
planning on leaving the droids behind to help with the remodeling," he
said. "So try not to wreck my ship."

"When do we leave?" Kable asked.

"Soon, within the week," Vic said.

"So, we hit Jalon, pick up a…uh, what are we picking up anyway?"
Race asked.

"A box. Don't know much more than that other than it's in Ket's
apartment on station."

"Did you consider that this might be another one of his traps?"
Koort said.

Vic was already nodding and waving the possibility off.  "I have, that's
why I'm going to pick up the package alone.  The rest of the team will be
strictly back up."

"Good! I mean, that's a good plan, having us as backup," Xander
eagerly agreed.



"So, Adkins gave you a key or something to get in to his
apartment?"

"Nope, just that he has an apartment on station. No number, no
key, nothing," Vic said.

"You don't think station security is going to have a problem with
you breaking in to someone's apartment and stealing their stuff?" Kable
asked.

"Breaking in?" Vic laughed.  "I'm just going to walk right through
the front door."

*

Thunderstorms hammered the streets of Celare', welcoming Hawq
to the planet Corfai in grand fashion.

The reinforced mesh and plastoid plating of his insulated armor
protecting him from the elements kept him dry and relatively
comfortable, though the majority of the civilians rushing back and forth
along the crowded streets weren't as lucky.  Most huddled beneath
umbrellas, their scowling, dour features illuminated by the pale handle-
lights while those unprepared for the weather made for the countless
shops stretching to infinity on either side of the multi-lane thoroughfare.
High above, mass transit tubes roared with life, illuminated echoes of
light flashing through the evening as those fortunate enough to have
planned ahead reclined in comfort, protected from the violent lashing
nature was administering to the distressed city.
Little had changed in over a decade, and while his vision wasn't what it
once was, he still didn't need the helmet's visual enhancement suite to
pick up on the bright flashing holo of a single credit chip exploding into a
rain of credit symbols that formed the words "The High-Top Exchange"
directly ahead.  The blue and gold display glittered on the rain-soaked
pavement as lightning briefly illuminated the advancing evening.  The
Exchange' would be open all night- it's owner liked to keep late hours.
 He stopped in front of the wide storefront and took in the items shoved
haphazardly into the display. Musical instruments, children's toys and
cheap-knock-off electronics fought for space, many items covered in a



milimeter of dust, some having remained unchanged since he'd last
walked through the doors, years ago.
Shaking his head, he smiled and stepped into the shop's alcove, the
thick, grime-stained semi-transparent door sliding aside to admit him.
The interior was lit by a flickering series of photonic lightbars that
illuminated walls covered in everything from artwork to blaster rifles.
The perimeter of the shop was bordered by a scuffed, plasteel
counter/display case that featured as many smears and fingerprints on
the outside as it did merchandise on the inside.
Over two meters high and behind the elevated case in the rear of the
shop, a wrinkled Koorivar flipped through an old paper book, an
appraisers monocle perched in his right eye.  He was wearing the same
drab gray monochromatic robes he'd worn last time Hawq dealt with
him, though the tailoring appeared to have been altered to accommodate
the man's expanding girth.
A thin wail alerted Andrus Bous to a customer and he lazily set the book
aside on the countertop and peered at the front door.

And froze.

"I see you've never bothered to hire a cleaning droid," Hawq said
crossing the empty shop.

"Sturge!  What the hell!  Heard you got wiped out in that hit on
Jakka Mooch's nightclub eight years ago!" The man stood, his withered
coned head almost brushing the store's ceiling. One bright yellow eye
sized him up and Hawq nodded.

"Jaden Sturge doesn't die that easy," Hawq said, referring to his
cover-one that he'd worked under for the better part of twenty years.  The
time and investment he'd made in the persona resulted in an extensive
system of contacts and informants, and some-like Andrus- still owed
Sturge favors.

"I can see that!" Bous said waving him to one end of the raised
display case.   One segment of the case swung open, revealing a small
flight of steps that led to the pedestal behind the case.  Hawq caught his
reflection in the mirrored wall behind the counter and smiled-the yellow
and gray battle-scarred armor he dug out of his gear locker still
commanded respect-even if the man inside felt old and his joints still
grumbled as loud as the thunder rumbling outside.

"What brings you to Corfai? Where have you been?  Is Marko with
you?" Bous asked, looking past him.  He ascended the steps as the green
open holo on the door changed to an angry red "Closed!"



"No, no Marko and I parted ways a few years back, haven't heard
from him since," Hawq/Sturge replied. It wouldn't do to tell the man the
truth-that Marko was also an undercover Sector Ranger who was now
dead-and that his sick daughter was the only reason he'd returned.

"Oh!," Bous fell silent, a bit too quickly as a door slid aside
allowing them entry to the store's back room. The shopkeeper entered
first, the slight unevenness of a false left leg giving him an almost
imperceptible limp.  He'd told Hawq he lost it years back, serving in the
Koorivar Fusiliers during the Clone Wars but Bous was full of tall tales,
and could have just as easily lost the limb as repayment for double-
crossing a business associate.

"I could try to track him down if there was need, why do you ask?"
Hawq pushed.

Bous said nothing for a moment as they entered a room towering with
crates and illuminated by a single bulb.  "Oh, no reason," the rotund
shopkeeper said, shuffling around a stack of holovids and situating
himself behind a battered desk.  The top was clear save for a datapad,
though Hawq knew Bous well enough that he expected there was no
fewer than two armed thugs seated in the room beyond the hidden door
in the rear of the room playing cards and watching them on a hidden
camera. That Bous left the datapad sitting on the desk would let them
know he was in no danger-for now. He gestured to a battered chair and
Hawq took a seat, its uneven legs causing him to rock back and forth
and he briefly considered the flaw in the furniture wasn't merely
coincidence.

"Bous, we go back too far, who has been looking for Marko?"

The Koorivar leaned back and sighed.  "A few leg-breakers, came in
perhaps a year ago looking for him.  But I swear I didn't give you up!
Told them I had no idea what happened to him and that's the truth,"
Bous had no reason to lie and Hawq saw no reason to press him for
further information-Marko-and his alter ego Ponzo Ordik- was of no
consequence to anyone anymore.

"So Sturge!  I would ask if you would like a drink but, well, you
know," he gestured to the helmet Hawq wore.  "Anyway, what brings you
to Corfai? Looking for work?  There is a new mover and shaker a few
systems over looking for experienced muscle.  Seems he's had problems
with a Trandoshan cabal..."



"Andrus," Hawq said, leaning forward so his helmet-and it's
unsettling visage gleamed beneath the light, "I've come to cash in my
favor."

In the Koorivar's pupils he saw his own reflection-the reflection of
Jaden Sturge-and shuddered.  The helmet was the last thing many
criminals saw- a single blue glowing line where eyes should have been
separated the upper helmet from the lower- a bottom half covered in
intricately carved durasteel that resembled smiling rows of fangs.
No one save for a few high ranking Sector Rangers knew what the bounty
hunter/mercenary Jaden Sturge looked like beneath his armor-though
the impression most had of him was always the same- a dangerous being
you dealt with as little as possible.

Bous remained seated, nodding.  "Sturge, I owe you, more than I could
possibly repay.  Name it."

Hawq silently let out the breath he was holding.  Unlike most underworld
scum, Bous was a being that could keep his word.  Either through
respect or fear, he knew he owed Sturge and, at least for the time being,
appeared to be ready to pay.

"Excellent," Hawq leaned back.  "Andrus, I need weapons and I
need a ship."

The private hanger was nestled in an industrial sector on Celare's
Northside, just another unremarkable building blending in seamlessly
with the other surrounding warehouses.  With the onset of night, the
laborers usually filling the alleys and streets were replaced with an
occasional transient, and even those were either scurrying for cover from
the horizontal sheets of rain blowning through or huddling anywhere
they could find cover.
Hawq sat sandwiched between two Barabel leg-breakers while Bous rode
in the front of the repuslor-sedan with his aging human female driver.
He occasionally made small talk as they traversed the crowded downtown
sector, finally falling silent when he detected Hawq had little else to say.
The Barabel's were along strictly as protection from competing
businessmen Bous explained, but that fact did little to improve Hawq's
mood.
Finally, the sedan slid through the rain to a circular building, it's
glistening walls illuminated by nearby streetlights.  Bous exited the
vehicle and Hawq and the Barbels followed suit. One took up position



beside Bous as he unlocked the hanger door while the second retrieved
Hawq's munitions crate from the back of the sedan.
Bous had been generous with the weapons-and Hawq guessed that the
Koorivar was happy to pay his debt so he could just as quickly end his
relationship with the mercenary.
He didn't mind, he never had any intention on laying eyes on the man
again.  Bous had supplied him with an older Arakian Arms H-65 blaster
rifle, used but still in perfect working order from what Hawq could tell,
and a Blastech DL-6H sidearm, case of stun grenades, and another case
of energy cells. He even threw in a pair of mag cuffs at no charge and a
targeting upgrade kit for the weapons. This was good, as it would give
him something to do while sitting in hyperspace on his way to Shavus'.

"Where the hell is the light switch?" Bous said from the darkness.
Hawq could see the Koorivar fumbling along the wall,  thanks to his
helmet and a moment later the hanger's lights flared to life.

Sitting in the middle of the circular bay, a snub-nosed freighter sat
dormant looking like a piece of discarded scrap.

"Well, what do you think?  She's a classic," Bous said, turning and
smiling.

"A classic what?" Hawq said. The vessel's hull was aged durasteel,
and he couldn't decide if the rear engine array was original to the ship or
had been ripped off from another freighter and welded on, and on either
side of the cockpit, two dual laser cannons stabbed forward into the
gloom.  A thick film of dust covered the cockpit viewport obscuring
everything within and a dull green tarp hung limp off of the starboard
wing.

"Hey, don't talk about the "Lonesome Swan" that way," Bous said
with a pained expression. "She got me out of a lot of tight spots when I
was younger."

"Like what?  The womb?" Hawq shook his head.  "I expected
something that had been constructed in the last few hundred years
Bous."

The Koorivar chuckled and stepped over to the vessel, rapping the
underside with his knuckles and dislodging a small shower of dust.
"Don't you worry Sturge, the Swan' flies just as true as she did half a
century ago.  You need a ship, this is the best I can do for you."

Circling the vessel Hawq's eyes played over the worn, hammered hull and
the carbon scarring it seemed to wear like badges of honor and felt an



odd kinship to the freighter.  He didn't plan on being involved in
prolonged space battles, and if the ship could get him from point "A" to
"B" without falling apart then it would serve his needs.

"Come on Sturge, let's take a look inside!" Bous triggered the
rear loading ramp and screeching metal and groaning hinges long ago
beset by rust filled the hanger. Even the volume compensators inside his
helmet struggled to save his hearing and Hawq visibly flinched from the
noise.
The gaping maw of darkness beyond beckoned ominously, but Bous, still
smiling, tramped up the corrugated ramp and disappeared.
A moment later, a faint blue light appeared, illuminating a nearly empty
cargo hold.  A few cases lay strewn about, and Hawq navigated past
these into the aft section of the vessel towards the cockpit.  Despite the
dust on the outside, the interior of the vessel, while worn and aged, still
looked clean and operable.
He could see no evidence of deterioration, which was good, it meant that
all of the seals were intact.  Moving forward Hawq ran a hand across the
walls, noting here and there a few markings in an alien language he
didn't recognize.

"The Swan', you know I'm going to miss her.  Almost reconsidering
giving her to you Sturge…she's something special," Bous said from the
cockpit.

Hawq moved forward and joined Bous, who was flipping on various
switches and powering up the vessel.  Somehwere above Hawq could
hear the hangers canopy rumbling as it opened to the night sky.  Rain
began to pepper the cockpit transparasteel, running in fat, slow rivulets
through the grayish coat of dirt, "She flies true, I'll guarantee you that.
She's not much of a fighter mind you, just has the two laser cannons,
but she's got a strong hull and she moves faster than you might think.

"I'm hoping I won't be doing a lot of fighting in her," Hawq said,
sitting in the pilots seat and looking over the instrument panel.
Everything was fairly standard, though a few controls were still a bit of a
mystery.  Overall he had no doubt he would be able to fly the 'Swan
without any trouble, part of his training in the Sector Rangers involved
familiarizing oneself with a wide array of ships and vehicles- training that
was still paying off, decades later.

"Ah yes, I realize you've not mentioned much about your future
plans.  Anything I might be interested in?" Bous leaned back on the
instrument panel and smiled a toothy grin.  Behind him the dust
covering the cockpit began to sizzle and smoke, disappearing as the ship
burned away the obstruction.



"No, I don't think you would want to be involved in what I have
planned," Hawq replied.  He was surprised that the man's greed would be
enough to prompt him to inquire- but not by much.

"I understand.  Still, you can't…" Bous was cut off in mid sentence
by the scream of blaster fire outside of the cockpit.  "What the hell?" he
spun around and peered through the smoke and his eyes flew wide.
"Jandarous! That Bastard!" Bous screamed and snatched a small
holdout blaster from inside his jacket and scrambled form the cockpit.
Hawq drew his Blastech and followed, though not as quickly as Bous.  In
the rear of the 'Swan one of the Barabel's had set down the last of Hawq's
equipment and was disappearing  down the ramp.  Bous scrambled after
his henchman and Hawq cautiously descended as the sounds of battle
reverberated throughout the hanger.
Peering around the starboard side of the 'Swan, Hawq spied a full-on
assault in progress.
Behind some shipping crates, one Barabel was pinned down while Bous'
driver was lying out in the open, face down on the wet pavement with a
smoking hole in the middle of her back.  Bous and the second Barabel
were hunkering down, without cover, and firing on a trio or armored
thugs set up at the entrance to the hanger. Lightning flared above,
bathing the whole scene in a surreal pale white light, but only for a
second.  Afterwards the only illumination besides the dull glowglobes was
form the crimson flash of the thug's weapons.
They were armed with massive blaster rifles and shredding everything
they could lock on to.  The Barbael behind the crates had run out of
ammo, and made a break for the 'Swan but was cut down before he
made it two meters.  His twitching body jerked and danced like a puppet
as blaster bolts tore through him and lit him up like a Coruscant skyline.
 Bous managed to take one of the thugs down, his hold-out blaster
sending a deadly bolt of green energy into the being's throat, though all
he did was draw their fire. Hawq let loose a few shots of his own but
ducked back to safety as a volley of fire ripped into the side of the  'Swan.
When he ducked back around to get a shot off, he saw that Bous and the
Barabel were both lying motionless on the dull duracrete, and the
remaining thugs were slowly advancing across the hanger.
Without wasting a moment, Hawq scrambled back up the ramp and
triggered it closed, sprinting the length of the ship.  It seemed to take
forever, and when he finally reached the cockpit he activated the shields,
And none to soon as the thugs opened up on the 'Swan, peppering the
vessel with blaster fire.  Thankfully, the preflight was done and Hawq
dropped into the seat and gripped the controls.
Flipping the ignition, the 'Swan rumbled and shook, protesting being
woken from its slumber and with a deep, resonant hum began to lift on
aged repulsors towards the night sky.



Below, the enemies of the now dead Andrus Bous chose to save their
ammo and the screams of blaster fire slowly died off.
With rain hammering the cockpit and the "Lonesome Swan" ascending to
the heavens in who knew how many decades, Hawq tried to find a bit of
sympathy for Bous but couldn't. Instead, he said a small farewell to the
old criminal and turned his attention to Ralltiir.

JALON STATION

Khara grit her teeth and forced a smile, though inside rage
threatened to turn her into a rabid animal.  Not for the first time she
tried to tune everything out and focus on the datapad in her hands, and
ignore the sweaty, cool hand that slowly rubbed back and forth across
her thigh.

Adjusting herself, she turned in her seat and crossed her legs,
throwing the small chubby Head Administrator of Jalon Station a wry
smile.
The pale-green humanoid, undeterred, moved from alongside her chair
and returned to his desk, absently moving sheets of flimplast around
with short stubby fingers.  The office was oppressive; painted a dull gray
color and filled with dying plants and old holographs of the man's
younger days, it's only redeeming quality was the large window that
looked out towards the hyperspace lane and the occasional ship that was
heading towards or away from the station.
Rattling off more useless rhetoric flimsily disguised as marketing strategy
to present to the head office the next time they required input from Jalon
Station's management, the administrator's voice rubbed her nerves raw
while she tapped away on the datapad.  The last time the corp that
owned Jalon Station exhibited any interest was well over two decades
ago, and even then the communiqué was a brief request for docking and
refueling profits.
No, like so many other stations and floating pieces of debris and space
trash littering the hyperspace lanes throughout the galaxy, Jalon Sation
seemed to have been truly forgotten.
Which made it all the easier for her to forge a resume and plant a nasty
little virus in a few of the older admin droids that worked in the station's



main office. A few days after the droids began acting erratic and long
time, valued tenants began getting eviction notices, station management
was forced to go back to the old fashioned way of doing things- at least
until the mix up could be fixed-which wouldn't happen without a
memory wipe, a measure that would spell all manner of trouble.
Thus, a call went out for anyone with experience that could step in and
do the job.  Fortunately (or unfortunately Khara mused) for the Head
Administrator, Shella Versani just happened to be on station at the time
and between jobs.  That she was tall, leggy and (in her humble opinion)
beautiful didn't hurt, in fact, it was those very attributes that ensured
she got the job.
"Just dress like a slut and watch the doors open," one of her old Thieves
Guild tutors told her once.  The woman, who simply went by the name
"Snow," was responsible for teaching young thieves proper etiquette and
manners so they could more easily blend into certain surroundings.
Khara took the woman's advice to heart and had reaped the benefits ever
since.
Now, after two weeks of being on station, Khara found herself in the
Head Admin's office, taking dictation and fending off his sorry advances
while tousling her now black hair and batting a pair of fiery red glowing
eyes behind a pair of needless black rimmed glasses.  Shella, unlike
Khara was a Chiss, a rare species that didn't often travel outside their
own space.  The species selection made it easy for Khara to improvise
cultural eccentricities on the fly, as so few knew so little about the Chiss.

Including myself, Khara thought, cringing as her thighs slid slightly
along the sweaty streak Dumfrain Makovik's touch left behind. She
didn't know what species the little man was, just that he filled out his
aging uniform poorly and he was always covered in a fine sheen of sweat.
Wide bulbous eyeballs the color of aged gold peered at her as he steepled
his fingers and leaned forward.

"Did you, ah, get all of that Miss Versani?" he asked, his smile
pullng wide to reveal a crooked row of silver teeth.

"Every last word," Khara smiled back, nodding.  Makovik would be
retiring for the evening and leaving her to shut down the administration
offices by herself.  After he was gone she would take a few extra minutes
to plant her program in the Station's computer system, and with any
luck by the time she made it to Headtaliz, the stations main watering
hole, it would already be dumping reams of information onto her laptop.

"Excellent, you know," the little man stood up, running a hand and
smoothing down his slick green bowl of hair, "I've found myself free this
evening.  Would you care to join me for dinner?"



Shaking her head, Khara's mind raced to concoct a reason she couldn't,
finally, when nothing sprung to mind, she simply smiled.  "I would love
to, really, but I have a few things to do.  However," she stood up and
turned, bending over to retrieve her work satchel. She could almost hear
the cretin gasp as her skirt rode up several inches, "I would love to stop
by your apartment later and we can discuss my idea for streamlining the
docking and registration protocols on level twelve."
She turned back around smiling sweetly, waiting for Makovik's eyes to
return to hers.

Of course they didn't and continued hanging around her upper torso and
chest. "Yes, yes that may even be better.  Perhaps I'll pick up a nice
bottle of port on the way home and we can open it together?  Hmm?"

"That would be lovely," Khara replied, stepping aside as the small
man rounded his desk and retrieved his jacket from a nearby hook.  I
hope you enjoy port, Khara thought, because it will be the only thing
keeping you warm tonight you slime.

Less than an hour later she was back at Headtailz, nestled in the rear
corner of the bar with her laptop and a can of fizz occupying the small
table.
She'd stopped by her small apartment on the station's lower level to
change from her work clothes to a casual pair of athletic trousers and
matching top and running shoes.  Headtailz was nothing if not casual.
Owned by a father and daughter Twi'Lek, the bar was the only real venue
for entertainment on Jalon Station. Occasionally they would feature a
live band, but mostly an old music system blared out a selection of tunes
cobbled together from oldies to whatever newer selection the spacers
brought along and dumped into it's memory core.
The result was a room cast in blue and pink hues, just dark enough to
get lost in if you wanted and filled with a constant flow of activity backed
by a soundtrack as eclectic as the clientele.  The place was filled with
everyone from spacers to residents of the station to those who stopped
here for one reason or another, with plans to move on that just never
panned out.
It almost made her feel sad for those beings that were stuck here.  She'd
spent the first entire week and almost all of her free time afterwards
moving along the circular corridors; from the upper administration,
mercantile and docking "discs" down the entire residential spire to the
lower engineering globe that hung at the bottom of the station; she'd



gotten in almost everywhere that was open to the public and even some
spots that weren't-and found nothing redeeming about "Jalon Station".
Still, through her reconnoitering she'd spied no sign of Skidna. Moving
about in a half dozen disguises, she'd kept her eyes peeled and hit all of
the locations she would expect to find him.  From the weapons shop on
Level Five-Nineteen to the small gentlemen's club right above the
engineering level, she'd searched for him and had come up with nothing.
Though the searching hadn't been a total waste.  She was worried that
all of the rich food on the Flying Circus would land on her hips and
thighs, but with Jalon Station being over three miles wide and five miles
long it allowed her a lot of opportunity to work the calories off.
She briefly considered asking around for Skidna, but that would be
suicide and she knew it. Skidna was dangerous, and no matter what she
planned to do- steal from him or kill him- she hadn't decided yet, she
needed to treat him in the most serious manner.  He tried to kill her once
by vaporizing the entire upper level of a luxury high-rise; there was no
telling what he would do to her here.
She took a sip from her fizz can and let the acidic tart concoction pull her
face into a grimace.  No, she had to be careful and cautious. She had no
way off of the station and if she needed to make a quick exit it meant
either buying passage or stealing a ship. Truth be told, she would have
liked for Metlock and his crew to stick around, but after the talk with
Diamond she would rather strap on a space suit, hop on her
speederbike, shoot out an airlock and hope for the best.
Shaking her head she tried to put the issue with Diamond out of her
mind and focus on her laptop, but the program was still sifting through
data back in the upper levels of the admin disc, a mile above her on the
top of the station and had yet to begin downloading any valuable info.

"Well, well, look what the grank dragged in."

Startled from the faint green screen of her computer, Khara glanced up
while folding the screen down onto its keyboard.  In front of her,
wavering back and forth slightly, a bottle of lum in one hand, a cigarito
in the other stood Ashlin Biltrips- an aging, middle-management drone
that hovered around the admin offices, tapping away at terminals,
coloring her nails and batting her eyelashes at any male that hovered
near her kiosk.

"Uh, hello Ashlin, I…" Khara started but the woman, who'd spilled
her curvaceous but ample body into a pair of dayglo shorts and halter
top, dropped opposite her at the table with a slapping sound.
She blew smoke form her glossy lips and the smell mixed with a powerful
stench of cheap perfume that hit Khara like a runaway podracer.



"Versani," the woman said, her lips pulling at the cigarito.  Lines
appeared around her mouth when she did so and Khara leaned back.
Everything about the woman pointed to someone who was once
beautiful, but decades of living in a space station, breathing refiltered air
and never seeing the sun took its toll.   There was only so much artificial
coloring and makeup could do until it looked like trying to slap a new
coat of paint over a badly rusted chassis.
Ashlin reached up with her cigarito hand and scratched at the rolling
locks of platinum hair that wound around her head and Khara waited for
it to go up like a supernova but surprisingly the cigarito never seemed to
get close enough to ignite the construct.

"How is the new job coming along?" the woman asked, smiling
sweetly.

"Fine, everything is coming along just fine," Khara nodded and
returned the smile.

"Good, I was worried, you know, our Station Administrator can
sometimes get distracted, make mistakes, hire the wrong kind of people,"
she took a hit from the bottle.  "He's like that, he likes to collect every bit
of space trash that blows through our little station."

Khara let the crack slide and internally shook her head.  She so
didn't have time for this.  "I understand, he is a very kind and gentle,
being," she almost had to choke the words out.

"He is.  You know, I've worked in that office for the better part of
three decades and when I first started…" Khara wanted nothing more
than to shut the woman up, but to be rude or start feud with her would
simply put more pressure on her and create all manner of headaches.
Instead, she just pretended to pay attention.

"…until finally they stuck me in Station Relations," Ashlin finished.

"Station Relations, wow, say that ten times fast," Khara said,
smiling.

Across the table through the haze of smoke and liquor, Ashlin leveled
dull eyes at her.  "What's that supposed to mean?"

"Uhm, nothing, well, Ashlin, it's been nice talking to you, but I do have
some work I need to get back to," Khara nodded to her computer and
smiled.

"What?  What is it you are working on?"



"Oh, just some ideas for how to streamline some docking
procedures and things like that," Khara waved it off, "nothing too
important."

"Then if it's not too important it can wait," Ashlin said, her voice
taking on a sharp tone.  "I've seen your kind before Versani, a tight ass
and short skirt and you think you can walk in here and be running the
place in a month, well let me tell you something honey, when Makovik is
done using you and getting what he wants out of you, you'll be on the
first tramp freighter out of here, crying like a little girl and taking a half
dozen sonic showers to get his stink offa you."

Khara met the woman's stone gaze with her own and slowly
nodded.  Her first reaction was to reach across the table and slap the
lum off of her breath, but she wasn't Khara Doone, she was Shella
Versani and she handled things differently.  "Perhaps you are right,"
Khara/Shella replied sweetly, then, leaning forward and dropping her
voice, "Or maybe I'll have that little man wrapped around my pinky finger
so tight by the end of the month I'll convince him to do some house
cleaning and put all of the old, withered, unwanted skags out to
pasture."

'What?!? Why you!" Ashlin went to throw a half-hearted slap in
Khara's direction but she caught the frail wrist in a vice grip and
squeezed.  The woman let out a small whimper as her dilated eyes flew
wide.

"Look Ashlin, I like you, and if you watch your step and stay on my
good side then I can make sure you keep smiling and flirting your way
through another three decades here on Jalon, but…" Khara pulled the
woman close, tightening her grip so that Ashlin's hand curled like a talon
and began shaking," if you ever come up in my face again I'm going to
take that cigarito and stub it out in the back of your throat.  We clear?"

Trying to wrest her arm away, sense won out over drunken bravado and
the woman slumped, casting her eyes down and nodding in submission.
Glancing around, Khara expected the altercation to have garnered a few
interested stares, but they were far enough in the rear of Headtailz and
obscured in the shadows that no one seemed to take any notice.

"Good, I think it's time you turned in for the night.  Pay your tab
and get out of here and I'll see you in the morning at the office," Khara let
her go and the woman stood, acted as if she was going to say something,
but instead turned away and disappeared in the smoke and moving
shadows that drifted throughout the bar.  A moment later, save for the



nauseating stench of cigarito and perfume, it was as if the entire
encounter was just a hallucination.

"I can't get off of this dump soon enough," Khara murmured to
herself, opening the computer back up

A friendly "beep" welcomed her back and the screen began filling with
rows and rows of data.  Possible room #'s, tenant files, docking records
and shipping manifests began appearing and categorizing themselves
into accessible nodes that she could search and pick through.
Finishing of the last of the fizz, she cracked her knuckles, cast one last
glance across the bar to make sure she would truly be alone and finally
dove into the business of locating Lotek Skinda.

*

The pink marble floor resonated with the thud of his heavy boots,
sending his arrival echoing throughout the elaborate mansion parked on
the coastline of Ibiza, a small fishing village located on the planet of
Kabal.
He'd never been to this planet before, but Terminus was surprised by
very little and took everything in stride.  His strength was slowly
returning and the power supply humming alongside his abdomen
pumped enough energy throughout his body to make him feel centuries
younger.
To his right beyond the tall arches framing overgrown wetlands a
cloudburst had sprung up, obscuring the high topped trees in the
distance and drenching the cobblestone walkways that led from the main
house down to the manicured garden directly below.
A cool breeze blew the sheer curtains inwards, obscuring the small red
robot that led him through the polished hallways and past ornate
statuary and display cases.
His contact certainly didn't want for credits he thought, cycling through
the various optical modes in his helmet.  Through the walls he could
detect high-energy signatures- possibly armed droid enforcers or
integrated security measures, though possibly both, he couldn't be sure.

The information left on his ship by his High Priest had directed
him to Kabal and this plantation. He only had a name –"Terryon" and
when he arrived and spoke it at the large double doors he was escorted
inside without hesitation and now found himself descending a small
staircase to a covered veranda.
Seated just beneath the overhang, watching a waterfall of rain flow over
it's edge and patter onto the marble was a red furred felinoid, his elbow
parked on a small table occupied by a pair of crystal goblets and a bottle



of alcohol. Dressed in a shimmering mauve suit that glistened as he
moved he slowly produced a golden antique pocket chrono from his
waistcoat and flipped it open.

"Right on time," he said, looking up and peering over a thin pair of
wire framed glasses.

Stopping, Terminus merely surveyed the room, and, as the small robot
that escorted him sped away turned his attention back to the alien.
"Who are you?" his voice was like a gravelly slash across the tranquil
afternoon.

Standing, the being slowly removed his jacket and draped it over the
back of the black wrought iron chair.  Terminus knew this was no act of
comfort, the man clearly wanted him to know he wasn't armed.
Extending a furry, clawed hand,  an almost genuine smile stretched from
ear to ear.  "You may call me Barnaby."

Ignoring the offering, Terminus tucked his thumbs in his belt and
remained standing.  "You have information on the bounty posting for
Terminus the Hunter."

Retracting the offered appendage but never letting his smile waver,
Barnaby nodded and gestured the matching chair. "Would you like to
take a seat?  Can I offer…"

"No and no.  I'm not interested in entertainment, I only need the
information on the bounty posting and then I'll be on my way."

Sitting, Barnaby poured himself a glass of drink and nodded.  "A
professional, I can appreciate that.  There are so many people who waste
precious time just trying to get to know one another." Beyond the
veranda in the field an elegant six hoofed beast had been taken down by
a thick, dark muscled predator who was beginning to feast.  Splashes of
red belched upwards into the hammering showers. "Let me ask you
something Terminus, do you have the proper weapons, equipment,
things like that necessary to pursue this bounty?"

"Of course."

"Ah, I see," for the first time Barnaby looked disappointed.  "I was
hoping you and I could perhaps help each other out.  Perhaps enter into
a partnership of sorts. You see, I-"



"Who are you and why do you want this Terminus dead?"
Terminus interrupted. He stepped to the edge and watched the shadow of
the predator feast.

"I represent an organization that simply needs this Terminus
imposter out of the way," the felinoid replied.  "He, and those he works
with have become troublesome."

He said nothing, allowing the man time to finish.

"…so, we felt it was time to recruit those that could eliminate him
from the playing field, as it were.  You see, this Terminus and those he
associates with have not only complicated matters for us, they've broken
some very serious Imperial laws-but with the uproar and confusion
following that little debacle on Endor, well, this group has been allowed
to run roughshod across the galaxy without being charged and punished
for their crimes."

"And you and your group feel eliminating them is an
administration of justice."

"Exactly!" Barnaby turned smiling.  "These beings are dangerous,
and have meddled in the affairs of others for far too long.  They've gone
from being a nuisance to a major thorn in our side and we need them out
of the way."

"I'm only interested in the Imposter."

"Of course, though there may be a few others you could apprehend
for us," Barnaby said, crossing his arms.  "Terminus is working with
Jedi."

He remained silent, but in the rear of his degenerating mind memories of
slaying the Force-wielding zealots surfaced like bubbling lava.  He'd
hunted and killed more than his fair share-when he was employed by a
Sith named Murkrot.  The Sith, afraid to venture forth and wage a war
on the Jedi order, recruited Terminus to do his bidding-resulting in the
deaths of over a dozen Jedi.
Even now, nestled in the bowels of his ship lay several Jedi artifacts and
weapons-trophies he indulged his ego by keeping.

"He is not Terminus, Terminus does not work with Jedi," he said,
turning to Barnaby.

The smile returned and Barnaby nodded.  "Of course.  Well, my
associates will pay handsomely for the apprehension of these Jedi."



"Apprehension?"

"Yes, ah, you see, while my associates an myself understand your
hatred for Jedi, we need these particular Jedi alive, if possible."

He stared at Barnaby for a moment, wondering if the man even knew
what he was asking.  Jedi were dangerous, lethal and deadly adversaries.
You did not 'apprehend' a Jedi-they weren't pets to be domesticated.

"If the Jedi get between me and the Imposter I cannot guarantee
that I won't destroy them.  If they live when I'm through then I will return
them to you."

"There will of course be a much higher reward if they are returned
alive," Barnaby added.

"Where do I find the imposter?" Terminus asked.  He'd wasted too
much time and he could feel his mind screaming- memories were
slipping away, never to be recovered, faces dissolving into murky shapes
he couldn't recognize.  Every moment he wasted with this creature was
paid for by bits of his mind being lost forever. He needed to move-go and
he was out of patience.

"Are you sure I…" Barnaby started but Terminus was through
talking. In his powerful, gnarled fist he gathered the felinoid's waistcoat
and raised him almost a meter off of the ground.  Turning and taking a
few steps as Barnaby struggled, he held him out over the veranda.
Barnaby's yellow eyes went wide and his mouth fell open in surprise.

"Where?" Terminus repeated.

"Wait…don't," Barnaby looked down and they both saw at the
same time the dark muscled silhouette sprinting across the lawn towards
the house.  The predator was still hungry and saw his next meal
dangling helplessly above. "Tat…Tatooine," Barnaby managed to get out
as his glasses slid from his head and fell ten meters to the ground below-
but they never touched grass, instead the dark cat like thing below
jumped up and snapped them in half in its powerful maw.   "You…you
are to meet one of our agents there at the Dockside Café, in Mos Eisley
Spaceport."

"I know of Tatooine," Terminus said, but while he knew he'd been
to the planet before, his mind struggled to recall the memory.  Visions of
a burnt planet and shifting sands flashed in his minds eye, but his
reasons for being there, or any real details eluded him.



Turning, he dropped Barnaby to the wet marble floor where the man
stumbled and regained his footing. Coughing, he nervously began
smoothing his waistcoat.  "Do you want the contact dead as well?"
Terminus was flexing his hand- a week ago he wouldn't have been able to
lift Barnaby, now he barely noticed the man's weight.  The power supply
that was pumping energy throughout his body was working optimally.

"No…no, not yet anyway, let him live," Barnaby said behind him.
"And when you eliminate the targets, bring them back here,"his smile
was gone and he fished through his waistcoat, producing a small disc.
"All of the information we have is on here, oh and please deliver this to
your contact."

Taking the disc, Terminus turned it over in his hand.

"Also, please deliver this to the contact as well," Barnaby stepped
over to a narrow closet and reached inside, producing a black attache'
case.

"I'm no errand boy, have it delivered yourself."

"This is part of the deal, just to make sure the job gets done,"
Barnaby held the case out. "Tell him we need the team's ship destroyed-
no loose ends, as it were."

Reluctantly, Terminus took it. "And the name of the contact I am to meet
on Tatooine?" he said over his shoulder as he turned away.

"His dossier is on the disc. A human, a human male by the name
of Jonus Kable."

*

She was fast, even without tuning into The Force and he had to
push himself to his limits just to keep up with the whirring flashing blue
blade that stabbed at him.  Still, he was determined not to use The Force
during this training exercise, and regulating his breathing, Klux brought



his own blue blade up between he and Lana, catching her saber in a
shower of sparks and spinning it out of her hands.
The weapon flew from her grip and sailed through the air of the Skull's
cargo hold, shutting down and clattering harmless against a wall of cargo
crates.

"That was good, now we'll try it with The Force and see how we can
improve and polish the katas," he said, shutting his weapon down and
pulling a towel from a nearby duffel and wiping his face.

Padding over soundlessly, Lana retrieved her weapon and returned
smiling.  She held her hand out and Klux passed over the towel.
"Remind me again why we aren't using The Force to begin with?" she
asked, rubbing the cloth over her fine silvery fur.  He noted that she'd
barely broken a sweat and her heartbeat and breathing were as even as a
Verpine's temper.

"Well, for starters it's good to know what you can and can't do
without The Force," he said, dropping crosslegged onto the ground.  Lana
followed suit, facing him and they reached out to each other, locking
arms and commenced assisting one another in various stretching
exercises. "The Force won't always be there to help us," he continued,
amazed at how she kept her fur so soft and smooth, "there have been
times when I've called upon it and it simply didn't respond."

Leaning back, he pulled her towards him as she let out a quiet
sigh.  They'd been training for hours and were reaching the point of
exhaustion. Perhaps one more hour and they would take a break for
dinner.

"I thought The Force was an energy we tapped into.  How can it
'not be there' when we call upon it?" she asked, her face puzzling.

"That's the million credit question," Klux shook his head, sending a
few fresh droplets of sweat to spatter on the cargo hold floor.  "The Force
is a mystery, it always has been.  Many Jedi, heck, most Jedi spend their
entire lives trying to master it and understand it, never getting very close
to either.  I wish…" he trailed off, wondering why he'd even began the
thought.

"You wish what?" her eyebrow arched in curiosity.

"Nevermind."

"You wish Baal had not lost the Holocron," she said smiling.



"Maybe I was wrong back on Garnib, maybe The Force does allow
you to read minds."

"I don't need The Force to know what you are thinking.  I can see it
in your face every time we begin discussing the mysteries of the Force.
And to be honest, I understand totally.  A holocron, especially now with
so few Jedi Masters in the galaxy would be invaluable.  That Baal lost the
only one you both had," she shook her head, "It was a terrible
miscalculation on his part."

"Yeah, there is a lot of that going on."

They both almost jumped out of their skins and Klux was up, lightsaber
in hand before he knew what he was doing.  Sitting atop a nearby crate
Vic smiled and fished a cigarra out of his jacket.

"Mind if I light up?" he said, winking.

"How…how did he do that?  How did he sneak up on us?" Lana
whispered to Klux.

He had no idea and told her so. "Vic…Vic is full of surprises.  Sometimes
I think he may have some latent Force abilities but he refuses to let me
test him," he said.

"Nope, not going to let you test me for any of that mumbo jumbo,"
Vic said, igniting the cigarro with a small torch and blowing smoke ring
towards the ceiling.

"Why not?  You may even become more of an asset to the team
than you already are," Lana said, stepping away from Klux and over to
the crates.  He wanted to tell her to save her breath, he'd said the same
thing to Vic before but the man was adamant in his decision.

"No thanks, I 've got a big enough target on my back as it is, I don't
need to add Jedi Hunters to the list of people who want to kill me," Vic
said.  "Klux, if you both are done, I've got a few team related items to
discuss with you."

"Okay, shoot," they'd worked hard and he was tired, so knocking
off sounded like a good idea. It's not like they didn't have several more
days before reaching Jalon Station to train.

"Alone," Vic said.

"But Vic, Lana…" he started but she was already waving it off.



"No, it's fine Klux, I know you and Vic have certain things to go
over that I may not be privy to.  I'll be in the lounge looking for something
to eat if you care to join me when you are done," she turned and bowed
to him, "Master."

He returned the bow and watched her retreat through the bay.

"Wow, bowing, 'Master' and all that huh?  You guys sound pretty
serious," Vic said hopping down and joining him.  They both watched her
retreat through the doors at the far end of the ship before he turned back
to Vic.  "So, what did…"

"She's attractive." Vic was still watching the far doors.

"Yes, I guess so.  So what did…"

"She's very attractive," Vic said, throwing him a glance and a smile.

"You said that already.  What did you want to talk to me about?"

"Her," Vic nodded towards the doors.

"Lana?"

"Yep."

"Okay," he shook his head, he hated playing Vic's little games,
"What about Lana do you want to discuss?"

"I thought I might ask you the same thing," Vic took another drag
form his ciggara and slapped him on the shoulder.  The big man began
looking over nearby crates and inspecting their seals.

Sighing, Klux dropped back to the floor.  "Vic, no offense, but I'm tired,
sore and haven't had anything to eat since breakfast.  I'm not really in
the mood to trade riddles with you."

Stopping, Vic turned, his smile gone.  "Fair enough Kluxxy, I'll get to the
point."

"I really wish you would," the floor was cold and he stretched out
on it and brought his leg up to his chest. Vic's face appeared over him, a
few stray ashes drifting down from the cigarra and into his face. He
exhaled and sent the small dead cinders floating away.



"What is going on with you two?"

Rolling his eyes, Klux sat upright.  "Not this again, I told you back on
Tierfon Station that I wasn't interested in Lana and that..."

"…She and Baal are together, yeah I remember the conversation,"
Vic said, circling, "But that was a while back Klux and things have
changed.  A LOT has changed." He began holding his fingers up and
counting off, point by point, "First, Baal nearly died and is effectively out
of the picture for the time being, second, you've taken her on as your
Padwan, third, you both are spending a lot of time together…"

Climbing to his feet, Klux waved the man off.  He was tired of this line of
discussion, though deep down he did feel something for Lana, but he was
sure it was little more than a Master-Padwan connection. "Vic, can we
please drop this?  I understand you are trying to keep harmony in the
team, and I respect that, but we are just friends, just comrades, that's
all."

Dropping the cigarra to the ground, Vic smashed it out beneath the heel
of his boot. "Fine, this is the last I'll say about it.  Still, keep your head
screwed on straight Klux, because some dya soon, Baal's going to be
back, and when he comes face to face with all of the new
developments…well….things may get real interesting, real fast."

"Interesting?" Klux cocked his eyebrow.  "You mean dangerous,
don't you?"

"Dangerous if we're lucky, deadly if we're not." Shrugging out of his
jacket, Vic rolled his neck and cracked his knuckles. "Let's spar," he
said, pulling an old work mat free from a nearby crate of odds and ends.

"What? Are you serious?" Klux cocked an eyebrow and looked at
him.

Dropping to the mat and going through some quick stretches, the man
nodded.  "Sure am. I want you to use The Force and I want you to spar
with me."

Chuckling, Klux shrugged and rolled his neck and shoulders.  "If you
like, but maybe I should just use my own talents, using The Force might
make things a bit unfair."

Hopping to his feet, Vic just gave him a dead stare.  "Why don't you use
The Force anyway?  My ego can handle being beat."



"Suit yourself," Klux smiled and they faced off in the center of the
mat.  "Do we bow to each other or anything like that?"

"Not unless you want me to kick you in the face," Vic replied,
turning slightly and bringing his fists up in a loose guard.

"Oh, so we're fighting dirty?" Klux focused himself and let The
Force flow through his body.

"No, no dirty tactics.  We'll just go until one of us knocks the other
one down.  And no, you can't pick me up with The Force and drop me
either.  Just let it enhance your abilities."

"Allright, well, I'm warning you," the words had barely left Klux's
mouth when Vic fired a hand out and slapped him across the face.
"HEY!"

"Less talk, more action," Vic danced around, throwing several more
light punches to his body.  He fended them off, and after the initial
surprise of being slapped, focused and let The Force guide him.

They traded light punches and kicks for the better part of ten minutes,
and while The Force always seemed to keep him one step ahead of Vic, it
also seemed impossible to get a read on the man. He'd never fought Vic
before, a wonder given all of the time they'd spent together and trained,
but he'd always had Baal and in his mind the two were more closely
matched than he and Vic.
Or so he thought.
Now however, as his mind, even with the help of The Force, tried to track
and predict the man's movements, he wondered if there wasn't
something he couldn't learn.

"Stop daydreaming," Vic said, and in a flash barrel rolled past him,
came up behind him and drop kicked him in the back.  Stumbling
forward, Klux almost hit the ground, and The Force allowed him to
regain his balance at the last minute.  "Almost had you Kluxxy," he
heard Vic taunt from behind.

Spinning back around, Klux evened his breathing and forced his body to
slow, and calm itself.  Frustration had begun to build in him and he was
tired, sore from training with Lana and hungry and…no.  No excuses.
Vic was toying with him and the fact was that even with The Force all he
could do was manage a passable defense.  The man was allowing him no
offense whatsoever and every time he did mount and attack Vic somehow
managed to turn it against him. "If you weren't some sort of prodigy I
would already have you on the ground singing like a Ranklehawk," he



said, wiping his sweaty palms on his tank top. "Back on my home planet
when I worked Da'Jony's farm me and the other hands used to wrestle
and scrap almost every night."

"Hey, you get to use The Force pal, that should make this fair," Vic
smiled, his hair pulling free from the ponytail he usually kept it in, long
reddish-brown strands falling in front of his face.

"Let's not discount that you too may be pulling on some aspect of
The Force," Klux countered verbally, then went in for a leg trip.  Vic
dodged it but he swiveled at the last minute, bring his foot up and
catching Vic in the gut.  It was the first move that caught the man off
guard and he fell backwards- but just managed to turn the fall into a
handspring backflip and land on his feet.

"Frell," Klux sprung back up and danced backwards.

"Not bad Klux," Vic smiled, rubbing his abdomen.  "But you are
still screwing around here with me.  Holding back, how about we take it
up a notch?"

"How so?" Klux began to get an uneasy feeling.

"I want you to try to take me down, I mean really try.  I want you to
muster as much power and aggression as you can and come after me,"
Vic's face took on a dark cast and his head dipped slightly, a sinister
smile pulling at the corner of his mouth.

Across the bay the cargo doors slid open with a hiss and the rest of the
team filtered in.  They were in hyperspace, with no real need for anyone
to be in the cockpit.  As a result, Xander and Kable, both arguing led the
pack while Race and Lana brought up the rear, the latter finishing off
what looked like a sandwich. Klux's stomach let out an argumentative
grumble but he ignored it.
When they saw he and Vic circling, drenched in sweat and sporting a few
red welts where the other caught a break, their conversation wound
down.

'What's going on Bossman?" Race said, dropping onto a nearby
crate.

"I'm trying to get Klux to show me something.  He's content to go
through the motions, but I want him to come at me and bring his top
game," Vic almost sneered the last and Klux felt a pang of irritation.



"I really would rather not," Klux said, almost dropping his guard-
but bringing it up just in time to block a faster, more solid jab.

Lana gasped and Kable let out a chuckle.

"We're not helping each other out here Klux, dancing around like a
could of Coruscant yancy boys.  You know what's out there trying to kill
us, hunting us.  I need to keep myself polished and I don't have a sweet,
trim, tight little Padwan to rub lightsabers with.

"HEY!" Klux felt his face flush and stole a glance at Lana whose
mouth, in mid-chew, fell open at the comment.  A critical mistake he
realized-taking his eyes off of Vic.  The man landed a solid kick to his
midsection, doubling him over, and followed up with a solid punch to his
jaw- not enough to break anything and certainly not enough to do any
real harm-Vic new exactly what he was doing- but certainly enough to
bring him back to the moment and remind him of who he was dealing
with.

"Yeah! Kick his ass!" Kable shouted while Race merely chuckled
and Xander watched on with eyes as big as Death Stars.

Fighting back his rage, Klux once again tried to center himself and focus.
Predicting the future was always a tricky prospect, but just this once he
pulled on The Force to try to predict Vic's next move. It came a
nanosecond before Vic could execute, and Klux had just enough time to
leap over the leg sweep and come down- and plant a kick right into Vic's
back-but to his astonishment, Vic pivoted, grabbed his leg, and threw
him to the mat.
The air exploded from his lungs and despite the mat the hard cargo bay
was merciless on his back.  He lay there for a moment, staring up at the
bay ceiling, giving the world a chance to stop spinning.
A second later, Vic's face appeared above him, offering a hand.

"Come on, I didn't hit you that hard."

Taking the offering, Klux got to his feet, speechless, and found a crate to
sit down on.  "I," he shook his head and offered a smile, "I thought I knew
what you were going to do."

"I know, I was waiting for that. Just wanted to test a theory," Vic
smiled and slapped him on the shoulder.

"What was-" but Klux was cut off by Kable, who snorted and stood
up.



"Wow, you took down a farmboy, I'm not impressed," Kable said,
taking his jacket off.

"And I'm not surprised," Vic said, pulling his hair back.

"I just want to point out that Klux has no real training, nothing
formal anyways," Kable began to stretch and to his credit looked like he
knew what he was doing. Dark tanned muscles rippled along the man's
arms, ending in rounded, chiseled shoulders. "I on the other hand was
top in my class at CORSEC, and spent enough time on the streets to
have picked up a few more, 'unconventional' moves."

"So you want to streetfight?" Vic said.

"Better not, I might throw something at you you wouldn't expect
and you might get hurt," Kable said.

"Try me," Vic said, resuming his guard. "First to hit the mat loses."

Kable rushed in, throwing measured jabs and roundhouses that Vic
easily dodged, he followed up with a side kick that Vic twirled around,
bringing him back to land an elbow between Kable's shoulderblades.
Cursing, the former CORSEC officer spun again, his fist passing a
millimeter from Vic's jaw.
Rolling off of the man in a wave of almost tangible energy, Klux could
feel, raw, seething hatred.  The realization struck him then that Kable
was really trying to hurt Vic, possibly even kill him.  Without bringing
any attention to himself he slowly brought his hand up close to his
lightsaber.  If Kable snapped, went rogue and killed Vic he would have to
take him down.
Pushing forward with as much speed and violence as Klux had ever seen
from the man, Kable targeted all of Vic's vital points- but always seemed
just a nanosecond late in connecting-the same problem he'd experienced
moments before.  Finally, the former CORSEC officer threw a kick aimed
at Vic's groin-a move Vic sidestepped in just the nick of time, leaving
Kable's leg extended in midair.
 The attack left him off balance and Vic took advantage, reaching down
and landing a blow to Kable's knee that caused the man to stumble to
the ground.

"Well, that was good gauge of your abilities at any rate," Vic smiled,
turning his back to the man.

Seething, the young lieutenant launched himself at Vic's back, but just
as his fist seemed to make contact Vic spun and trapped the arm.



"You lost, again," Vic said as Kable fought to free himself.
"Lesson's over."

Klux made a mental note to discuss Kable with Vic at a later date and
what he picked up from the man.

"Xan, let's go," Vic said, shoving Kable away and motioning the
young man to the mat.

The Death Star shaped eyes doubled in size and Klux thought the young
man was about to pass out.  "Uh, no thanks, I like my legs where they
are," he said, but Vic was having none of it.

"Let's go Palagon!" he said, addressing Xander by the name of his
home planet- an irritating trait that Klux knew could get under the most
even-tempered beings skin.  Vic certainly had a way of pushing one's
buttons.  Still, Xander waved it off.

"No, really, I think we all know how good you are at fighting," the
Nobleman said, but with just a hint of smugness.

Vic picked up on it, and for whatever reason, capitalized on it.  "Oh, I got
it.  Little Lord Paddox is too good to swap sweat with us commoners," he
smirked.  "I thought between teaching you to powder your wigs and
manicuring your feet those house servants might have taken time to
show you a thing or two about defending yourself, but who needs that
when you have house guardsmen and soldiers to do your fighting for
you, right?"

The nobleman was off the crate in a second, stripping off the loose,
blousy shirt that hung from his torso.  Klux had to hand it to Vic- when
it came to being a jerk, he couldn't be topped when he set his mind to it.

"This should be good," Kable rolled his eyes while still rotating his
arm.  "Little Lord Paddox is about to get his lunch eaten."

"Fine!  Yeah, the house guard did show me a thing or two, and I'll
be happy to demonstrate!" Xander assumed a fighting stance Klux had
never seen before, his hands constantly moving and his feet maneuvering
in an almost ballet-like flow.

Vic nodded and put up his guard, and in a moment, Xander, like Kable
was pressing an attack, and Vic, as always, seemed to be dancing just
out of his reach, presenting an opportunity for a strike or kick, but then,
almost magically, not being there.



"Not bad Xan, but come on, is that the best you can do?  I mean,
maybe you've been spending too much time in the lounge eating cream
puffs and sipping tea," Vic smiled, presenting his face as a target and
pulling away when Xander's fist went to connect.

"Tell you what, I'll make it even more interesting," Vic said, dancing
around and throwing a few open handed slaps against the nobleman's
face, "Loser has to scrub the cargo bay floor for the next month!"

"Fine!" Xander snarled through grit teeth.  The young man was
giving it his all, throwing rights, lefts, trying sweeping kicks, high kicks,
roundhouse kicks, but to no avail.  Vic was just too fast, too quick and
too experienced.

Klux was about to excuse himself to go get dinner when Xander
connected.

The move was fast, direct and caught Vic square in the jaw.  A loud
"POP!" filled the cargo hold and Vic's head snapped back and the large
man who easily dwarfed Xander by a half a foot and fifty pounds of
muscle flew backwards, landing with a resounding thud onto the mat.
No one said a word and it was as if the air had been sucked from the
bay. Lying on the mat, holding his jaw and moaning, Vic spat a small
globule of blood to the ground.

"YEAH!" Race shouted, coming over and slapping Xander on the
back. Lana was smiling wide and Kable watched the entire event with
barely concealed amazement. Rubing his fist, Xander was as surprised
as anyone, finally, a smile pulled at his mouth.

"I guess someone is going to be scrubbing this floor later," he said,
the cocky royal tone returning to his voice.

"Woah!  Never thought I would see the day that happened!" Race
said, gripping Xander's shoulder and pulling him in. "Come on Xan, let
me buy you a drink! Wow!  That was something!"

"I know, I just sort of waited till his guard was down, you know, it
really wasn't all that hard either.  He tends to kinda talk a lot…"

Klux watched them leave and Kable silently, slowly follow them
out, glancing back one last time and shaking his head.

"You still haven't eaten Master, would you like some company?'
Lana said, joining him on the crate.



"Thanks Lana, sure.  I'll meet you in the lounge in five minutes,
give me just a second," he said standing up.

"Nice show Vic," she said to the man who was still lying on his
back and looking at the ceiling, but couldn’t help let a tiny giggle escape
as she left.

When he and Vic were left in the cargo hold he stepped over and offered
the man a hand.  Vic sat up, still rubbing his jaw, then fished a cigarra
out of his pocket, shoving it in his mouth.
Taking Klux's offered appendage, he hopped to his feet, and began feeling
around for his torch.

"Why?"

"Why what?" Vic countered, finding the device and igniting the
cigarra.

"You know 'why what'," Klux said, crossing his arms.

Sighing, Vic shrugged, drawing in a lungful of tabbac smoke.  "Because
he needed it, that's why," he took the cigarra out and flicked some ashes
on the floor,  "That kid has wandered around here, without any identity,
scared to death and feeling like a lost, useless lump for the past month. I
was tired of Kable giving him grief and tired of him deteriorating."

"So you decided to give him an ego boost at your own expense,"
Klux smiled.

"I can afford it," Vic said.  "If this little back and forth gives him
more spring in his step and a bit more confidence then it was worth it."

"Yeah, but what if it backfires?  What if he starts walking around
here like he owns the place?"

Shrugging, Vic took another drag.  "We should be so lucky.  Come on, get
some dinner and enjoy the time with your Padwan."

"About that…" Klux started but Vic simply held his hands up.

"You know what I mean.  I like Lana, she's a good person and you
are important to her.  Go enjoy your dinner."

Shaking his head, Klux laughed.  "I can never figure you out Vic. Even
after all these years, just when I think I have you pegged…"



"…I grab you by the shin and sling you to the ground," he laughed.

"Yeah, yeah that," Klux was almost to the bay door when he
stopped.  "Hey," he shouted back as Vic was rolling the training mat up.

"Yeah?"

"We don't scrub the cargo bay floors around here! The droids do it
every time we return to Garnib!"

Tossing him a wink, Vic merely smiled and continued rolling up
the mat.

*

Hawq wasn't used to seeing the space around the planet Ralltiir
free of Imperial Star Destroyers and had to admit the feeling made him a
little anxious. He understood change, read the news reports and could
sympathize with the rebellion, or "New Republic" as they were calling
themselves now.  Still, he wondered if the new caretakers of the galaxy
knew what it meant to step into that role.
Fighting skirmishes and rattling off rebellious rhetoric was all well and
good, but would this group make sure the government ran smoothly?
Could they insure that the common citizen would wake up and be able to
live their lives as well if not better than they had before?  Hawq wasn't
sure and his hope, while strong and revitalized when he began to embark
on this quest, was beginning to wane; and that is what fed his
anxiousness and apprehension as he gazed through his viewport at the
planet in front of him.
The vista almost seemed empty despite the twenty-eight moons that
surrounded the planet and he felt slightly uneasy at all of the freedom he
had.  Approaching the planet he was hailed by a New Republic cruiser
parked in the distance and after transmitting the 'Swan's information
was allowed clearance to land at the Grallia Spaceport- the only real
spaceport worth landing at on the entire planet.
Rocketing through the atmosphere he frowned at the planet that
materialized through the clouds.  Ralltiir had seen hard times- once a
fiercely independent center of banking and commerce, that all came to



an end when the Empire moved in and decided to make an example of
the world nestled on the edge of Core Space.
The Imperial enslavement of the planet and blockade resulted in many
deaths, imprisonments and a mass exodus of the companies that called
Ralltiir home.  The decrease in revenue and production destroyed the
planet and its people, leaving behind a near-lawless world filled with
ghosts of the past-empty skyscrapers that once stretched towards space
now acted as little more than nesting areas for scavengers and avian
while those left behind tried to scrape together a passable life.

He shifted in his seat and felt the old distaste for the Empire well up.
Perhaps the New Republic would do better than he thought.

He brought the 'Swan down towards the starport, located on the banks of
Lake Grallia. Glancing out to his right, he was surprised to see that there
was actually a moderate amount of traffic coming in and out of the
circular building, and, to his amazement, on the opposite side of the
bank where the financial district was located he spied several new
buildings-and numerous construction sites where more were being
erected.

 Perhaps the winds of change were already blowing here and Ralltiir was
on the mend.

After docking he secured his ship- he now knew her like the back of his
own hand-and grabbed a tram for the financial district.  His armor
garnered him more than a few raised eyebrows from the well dressed
bureaucrats and bankers he shared the tram tube with and he was glad
he left his weapons on the 'Swan.  Had he come on board armed he
would likely have had to explain himself to a peace officer and as he
lacked proper permits and licenses for the weapons his stay on Ralltiir
could have quickly become an unpleasant one.
The tram stopped just a few blocks shy of his destination and he casually
covered the distance on foot, taking in the city and its people as the early
morning bustle seemed already in full swing.  He remained surprised-
the last time he'd been on planet the atmosphere was dour, depressing
and the looks on the faces of the people then were one of defeatism-not
that there were many walking the streets back in those days.
But now, perhaps fifteen years later the mood and atmosphere was one
of hope.  People smiled, buildings glistened and those older buildings
that once acted as little more than a reminder of Imperial rule were in
the process of either being renovated or replaced completely.
The change was refreshing and he found himself revitalized- he stepped a
little lighter and the aches and pains he normally tried to put out of his
mind didn't seem to bother him as much.



He almost passed his destination- The Bradura Building-without even
realizing it.  What was once a run-down, nearly deserted mauve
skyscraper paneled with dirty sheets of transparasteel anchored on three
sides by swooping duracrete supports that rose high into the sky was
now a gleaming tower of activity.  The circular entrance disc on the
ground floor that used to be broke now cycled beings silently into and
out of the building and the mauve color of the supports had been
stripped away, replaced with a clean, subtle shade of blue that reflected
in the buildings mirrored face.
Stepping inside he was impressed by the interior as he was by the
exterior. The lobby, located at the building's base, had a view that
stretched all the way through the center of the building to the sky. Lift
tubes ran up along the inner walls and morning light filtered down,
illuminating a hovering cylinder covered in beautiful falling vines and
flowers that rotated, giving all of the visitors and occupants a clear view
of it's splendor.  Small birds and butterflies flittered about the cylinder
and he had to pull his attention away before knocking over an elderly
Rodian who mumbled something at him through a gnarled snout. Pulling
his mind back to the job he strolled up to an information kiosk and
began scrolling through the companies and individuals that called the
Bradura Building home.
He had no luck locating his old contact and made his way to a circular
desk located in the center of the lobby, directly beneath the garden
cylinder. A polished chrome 3P0 Droid looked up, tilted its head slightly
and nodded.

"Welcome to the Bradua Towers, how may I assist you?" it asked in
a clipped, formal voice.

"I am looking for a tenant who used to reside here, a being by the
name of Shadis Laam. It was a few years ago, he…"

"Is Mr. Laam expecting you?" the droid asked, calling up a
holoscreen and tapping away at the virtual orange keys.

"No, I wasn't sure…"

"And your name?" the droid asked, uninterested in the rest of what
he had to say.

"Jaden Sturge," Hawq said, offering nothing else.

A moment passed as the droid's narrow metal digits navigated the screen
and finally the chrome face looked up, it's glowing photoreceptors
shimmering bright.  "Mr.Laam is busy but has a few free minutes.  Please



take lift tube number three, at the far end of the lobby, to the top level.
You will be met there and escorted to his office."

Nodding, Hawq did as he was instructed, but halfway across the massive
lobby noticed he'd picked up a few interested parties-security detail,
humans in dark modern suits with black visors were watching him and
he could see their lips moving-almost imperceptibly.
Stepping onto the lift he noticed he was alone and that a few other beings
who were also heading towards the lift were being intercepted by security
and diverted to the other tubes.
He was about to get off and try to regroup but the tube sealed shut and a
moment later he was rocketing several hundred stories towards the sky.
Behind him the street view of Raaltiir disappeared in a flash, the people
and vehicles that prowled the streets falling away until they were but tiny
dots moving around, and then they were gone as the tube broke through
the morning mist and he was surrounded by drifting clouds.
The door chimed behind him and he turned, expecting to be face to face
with armed security.  Instead, he stepped into another, smaller lobby
dominated by a beautiful red haired human behind another circular desk
and a set of large, silver double doors behind her.

"Mr.Sturge?" the woman asked, smiling.  Her brilliant green eyes
were so bright he thought he might have to dim his helmet's visor a
notch.

"Yes, I have…"

"I know, Mr.Laam is busy this morning but has managed to make
room for you, please follow me," she stepped from behind the desk to
reveal a curvaceous body squeezed into a shimmering aqua dress of the
latest cut and style-not that he would know that if he hadn't been
inundated with ads for the city's clothing boutiques during his trip on
the tram.

"No one in this building likes to let you finish a sentence," he
muttered, following her towards the double doors.

"Beg your pardon?" she asked.

"Nothing," he shook his head.

She opened the doors and he stepped in behind her, and stopped.  The
office was large, and where there should have been a ceiling there was a
high, clear transparasteel dome that allowed the natural light of Ralltiir's
morning to filter in. Ten meters below the dome an almost invisible
shimmering field separated the rest of the office from the dome's



inhabitants- several dozen rust colored Casting Hawks flew from
hovering perch to hovering perch, soaring and swooping throughout. The
clear dome curved when it met the flawless white marble floor and across
the way Shadis looked up from a sleek blue desk. Save for a pair of
comfortable chairs parked in front of him, the room was vacant.

"Mr.Laam, Jaden Sturge," the woman announced and closed the
doors behind him.

Shadis stood as Hawq covered the distance and a handful of seconds
later they were both staring at one another.  The first thing that jumped
out to him about the human was that he'd had work done.
Fifteen years before, the man wore older suits, often stained, but not
nearly as stained as his teeth and his face-cigarra smoke and a hard life
had left their mark and Shadis Laam looked like a being with had limited
time left.
The man who stood in front of him now bore little resemblance to that
despicable wretch.  Thinning gray hair slicked back in a ponytail, Shadis'
complexion was flawless and the smile that greeted him was filled with
gleaming white teeth that bore no yellow or brown stain.
The silver suit that hugged his slightly plump frame looked as if it were
custom tailored and Hawq had little doubt that it cost easily as much as
a small speeder.

"I expected you to be a dead man," Shadis said, crossing his arms
and keeping his smile parked in place.

"Speaking of coming back from the dead," Hawq gestured around
him, "you appear to have had a remarkable resurrection yourself."

Nodding, Shadis threw a cursory glance around him, "Yes, a lot can
change in thirteen years," he said.  "I was smart enough to buy this
building right before they tore it down.  Invested a few creds and a few
years later…" he held his hands out. "Bradura Towers has become a
premier location on the improving face of Ralltiir. So, what can I do for
you?"

"Right to business?" Hawq cocked his head.  "Not even going to ask
me to sit?"

"You'll understand if I don't, I'm very busy you see…"

Hawq took a seat anyways just to watch the man react.  Little over a
decade before the sniveling wretch groveled at his feet, begging to become
his agent when he chose to become a bounty hunter.  Now, living the



high life, Shadis needed to be reminded that while one can run from their
past-eventually, it catches up.

Straightening his suit, Shadis dropped back into his chair and
summoned up a tight-lipped smile.  "So, Sturge.  Is this a social call?
Should I have my secretary bring us an appetizer tray?"

"I need permits, I need a hunter's license and I need them fast,"
Hawq said. Unlike Bous, Hawq outright despised Shadis and wanted his
business to be over and done with as soon as possible.

"I don't do that kind of work any more, I'm a businessman now
Sturge.  I'm afraid you made this trip for nothing."

Setting his teeth, Hawq tried to fight back the urge to rush the man.  The
face of Gergie, a sweet innocent child bound to die while scum like
Shadis prospered made him question the galaxy and its workings.
Finally, he decided to play the only card he had. "You know," Hawq
leaned back, looking around, "It's been a long time Shadis.  I've been
around the galaxy, picking up bits and pieces of information, here and
there.  It's funny, a few years ago I got a glimpse of some Imperial records
and your name seemed to come up a lot in connection with some
unsolved murders in this sector."

The smile remained but Shadis' eyes froze into dark marbles of hate.
"You thinking of blackmailing me Sturge? Before you threaten me you
might want to remember those fellows downstairs who followed you to
the lift'.  Would be a shame if they had to come up here and peel you out
of that armor."

"How quick are they Shadis?  You think they might be able to
make it in here before I reach through you and pull your spine out?"

Shadis, his face a mask of disgust one second, suddenly burst into
laughter and held his hands up.  "Woah! Woah!!  Sturge I was just
joking!  Really!  Just had to be sure you were who you said you were," he
smiled, his laughter trailing off.

"I thought you were serious," Hawq said, his voice a low rumble
emanating from his helmet.

"Sturge, some things change, and some things don't.  I don't, but"
the smile was completely gone now, replaced by a cold stare Hawq was
surprised the man possessed.  Indeed some things had changed.  "Don't
mistake the man you see before you now for the one you used to work
for," he leaned forward. "My clients are high end and I only deal in major



bounties these days.  You want work?  I can find you work, but the
beings you go after are deadly and dangerous.  I hope age hasn't dulled
your edge."

"I'm as sharp as ever," Hawq said.

The man leaned back in his seat and smoothed the suit out, though
there was no need, memory fabric returned it to its original shape. "You
better be.  Tell you what, come back in a month and I'll have all the
permits and licenses you need."

"A month? I need them now."

He always had a hard time figuring Shadis, never knowing if the man
was lying or telling the truth, but the laughter that burst forth this time
was entirely genuine.  "Now?  Sturge are you out of your mind?  With the
government shake up and everything that's happening?  I'm sorry my
friend, but really, there is nothing I can do, a month is the minimum it
will…"

Hawq leaned forward.  "Shadis, please.  I need to work now and I can't
wait. Is there anything you can do for me?

Silence hung between them for a moment, finally, Shadis buried his face
in his hands.  "Okay, okay look.  I might be able to call in some favors,
but I'm telling you, it's going to be a few days, a week at the least, and,"
he looked up, "it's going to cost you."

"Shadis, I'm broke.  That's why I'm here."

"Dammit Sturge!"

"I'm being honest.  If I had a lot of creds I wouldn't be getting back
in the business," he gestured to the room, "I'd be remodeling buildings
for fun and profit."

Shadis remained quiet for a moment, swiveling his chair and staring out
at the Ralltiir skyline.  "Okay, I'll spot you the credits, but you have to do
me a favor."

"Name it."

Swivelling back around, Shadis leaned forward, his voice dropping.
"There is a bounty on planet we've been unable to bring in.  I've sent a
few guys looking for him and, well, they've disappeared.  You've got a few
days to kill on planet anyway while I get your paperwork squared away,



so, you can show me you are ready to get back in the game by bringing
this piece of skitch in."

"But I don't have a license yet, how…"

Shadis was waving it off.  "This one is off the books Sturge.  You want to
work, you want me to pull strings and get you back out there, then you
need to do me this favor."

Warning sirens blared in his mind but he had no choice.  He wanted
back in and wanted to help Gergie and this was the price he would have
to pay.  It would only cost a little of his soul-he could afford that. "Who is
the job?"

Shadis reached into his desk and pulled out a sheet of flimplast, sliding
it across the desk.  Hawq took it and stared at the rotating profile of a
young human male, early twenties with a smirk and narrow set eyes that
seemed to jump from the page.  "Evar Orcor, son of a very well connected
banking minister in the third sector.  Has a taste for the finer things,
along with a taste for exotic foods."

"That's a crime?"

"It is when the exotic food is sentient."

"Not necessarily, depends on what planet you are on," Hawq said,
leaning back.

"Well, it's illegal here and that's all that matters," Shadis said.

"So, he's a cannibal," Hawq said, more of a statement than
question and looked back at the clean-cut face.

"Not exactly.  He doesn't eat humans, just other alien species. The
authorities haven't been able to pin any crimes on him due to lack of
evidence and the strings his father manages to pull. Still, the families of
half a dozen missing people have come to me and posted this 'private
bounty'."

"Illegal bounty. He's not been charged with any crimes," Hawq
corrected.

"Is that a problem?"

"It can be.  If this man is innocent and I drag him in here so some
vigilante mob can tear him apart…"



Shadis leaned forward.  "I said the authorities had no proof, I never said I
didn't."

Hawq waited and finally Shadis continued.  "Remember I said my guys
never came back?  Well, that's not true.  One of them came
back…mostly."

"You better elaborate."

"A hunter named Gast.  Good hunter, total professional. Managed
to escape from this monster and make his way back here before he
expired.  Told me what he saw in this kid penthouse apartment.  The
things he described…" Shadis shivered and met Hawq's gaze.  "Turns out
the parts of Gast that didn't make the return trip wound up in this kids
stomach."

"Then why didn't you go to the authorities?"

"And tell them what?  That I participated in an illegal bounty? And
it's not like Gast survived long enough to make it to the witness stand,
and that right there would be enough to get the case thrown out.  This
kid is a member of the elite society.  He' surrounded by no fewer than a
half dozen bodyguards at all times and his father, while not only wealthy,
is also the banker for most of the beings in the high court. This kid is
untouchable."

"No one is untouchable," Hawq said, folding the flimplast and
placing it in a belt pouch. "I'll start work on this right away and bring
him back to you…"

"Dead."

He let that sink in and nodded.  "Dead."

"Be careful Sturge, this one is a vicious little bastard."

Hawq nodded and stood.  "I hope so Shadis, it will just make my
job that much easier."

*



Evening had come to the Blue Sector in Coronet City.  Around him,
San-San could feel Corellia's nocturnal inhabitants flowing from the
shadows like water, creeping along the streets and puddling throughout
Treasure Ship Row- an open air market sitting just inside the Sector's
boundries.
Farther inside Blue Sector the law practically ceased to exist and one
could find anything they needed-legal or, most often, otherwise.  Clad in
a dark overcoat that concealed his armor and sidearms, he took a sip of
the bitter herbal concoction steaming in the small cup in front of him
and waited for his contact.
He was instructed to meet the Wroonian Thieves Guild contact outside of
the White Guarlara- a small café nestled between a clothier and
electronics boutique.  He'd planted himself at one of the small curbside
tables, nestled his back against the cold duracrete of the building's
façade and spent the better part of an hour people watching.
Not bothering to check his chrono, he was about to get up and head back
to the starport when a pair of humans, framed by the retreating light of
day, approached his table.
One was bald with a lantern jaw and narrow set eyes while the other was
the color of burnt meat, dark with heavy lidded eyes that always seemed
to be searching.  Both wore similar blue suits and carried themselves as
if they were armed- in fact, it didn't take a master assassin to see the
slight bulge beneath their shoulders where blaster pistols lay tucked in
holsters.

"Nice evening for a snack, mind if we join you?" the bald one said,
taking a seat while his cohort remained standing, slightly turning and
watching the street crowd move past.  The buildings began to flare to life
with holo signs and advertising, casting a rainbow of color over the
hurrying faces in the street and on the sidewalk.

Instead of answering, he merely pushed a golden dreadlock from his face
and leveled an uninterested stare at the man.  He wasn't sure who they
were yet, but they certainly didn't look like Guild members.  Had he been
set up?
The bald one leaned over and took his cup and brought it to his nose.
Inhaling, his face contorted into a grimace and he tossed the tea onto the
curb.  "This is disgusting.  Don't know why someone would waste their
creds on that.  Tell you what, you come with us and we'll treat you to
some of the best Corellian Whiskey this side of the planet."

"I'm not interested," San-San said.

"Did you hear that Manx?  Our Golden Boy here said he wasn't
interested," the bald one laughed while his partner remained silent,



scanning the street. Opening his jacket, the man reached inside and
San-San tensed, preparing to knock the table over and draw his own
weapon.  But the man's hand didn't emerge with a blaster, it emerged
with a badge. "Would be a real shame for you to spend the rest of your
life mining spice," Baldy said, a sinister smile pulling at his lips.

"I've done nothing wrong," San-San said in a flat, even tone. The
whole encounter intrigued him more than concerned him- no one was
supposed to know he was on planet other than the Thieves Guild- why
would they set him up?

"No, not yet you haven't.  But resisting arrest, well, that IS against
he law, and I'm guessing," Baldy leaned forward, "if we were to search
you we would find a few nasty surprises lingering in the folds of that
jacket, huh?"

"No, you wouldn't," San-San replied.

"Look, friend," Baldy leaned back and opened his hands wide, "I
know you are armed.  So here is how this is going to go- you are going to
hand over your weapons, slowly, then you are going to come with us and
we're going to take a ride.  Now, if you refuse," the man pulled his coat
aside to reveal his weapon- a standard issue CORSEC heavy blaster
pistol, "I can shoot you right here and put a call in to the coroner."

Curiosity overrode San-San concern- both were lumbering,
awkward thugs with badges- he wasn't concerned about his life as he
knew he could kill both easily.  But the fact they'd not called for backup
already and they knew him made his decision that much easier.
Slowly, he held his hands up, reached inside his jacket- smiling inwardly
as Baldy visibly tensed and his partner pulled his attention from the
street to focus solely on him- and placed his pistols on the table.
In the blink of an eye, Baldy covered the weapons with a napkin and slid
them over, depositing them in his large, ill-fitting suit.

"That it?  You carrying anything else I might be interested in?"
Baldy asked.

"That's it," San-San said, once again holding his hands wide.

"Then let's go," the man stood and hooked him beneath the
shoulder, dragging him to his feet. They walked several blocks towards
the approaching night, both officers bracketing him on either side.
Eventually, they came to a speeder parked at the mouth of an alley.

"Turn around," Baldy said.



"No," San-San said, meeting the man's gaze.  Manx was beside him
in an instant, a blaster pushing against his neck. Slowly, he turned, and
felt the cold steel of magcuffs encircle his wrists.

"Get in," Baldy said as the rear door slide open.

Complying, San-San dropped into the rear of the vehicle- and realized
immediately he was sitting on a slick film of plastic.  So, they were
planning on killing him and didn't want to soil their cruiser, he nodded
inwardly and relaxed. Once he knew their plan, the rest was easy.
As the two CORSEC officers squeezed their large frames in the front of
the speeder, he began to mentally calibrate the options available to Baldy
who was in the passenger's seat.
The man's shoulders were wide, meaning it was going to make it difficult
from him to turn fully; that would afford him perhaps a half a second.
There was little headroom, which meant trying to come into the backseat
was going to be difficult.  After a moment, he'd determined with a large
degree of certainty how it would go down- the only question was when
would they try to make the hit and would he be able to shut the speeder
down in time before it crashed.

"Yeah, so did you see that game last night?  Hell of a match," Baldy
said to Manx, ignoring San-San.

"Nope," Manx replied, the first an only word to emerge from his
mouth as he navigated the streets.

"Yeah, I lost a couple grand on that one.  Took it out on the old
lady when I got home, let me tell you," Baldy snickered and San-San saw
the man make an unnatural movement- he was going for his weapon.

Manx was heading towards the docks when Baldy spun around in his
seat- and as San-San predicted, his girth and the width of his shoulders
prevented him from gaining the speed he needed to draw a bead.
Their first mistake was assuming the magcuffs would do their job. San-
San had been trained on how to escape from over a hundred various
restraining devices as a child-he'd easily shorted these cuffs and
disengaged them even before Baldy began discussing his financial woes.
With blinding speed San-San came up and to his right, stabbing his
middle and forefinger into Baldys' wrist.  The man grunted, dropping the
blaster to the speeder's floorboard as San-San pulled the plastic film
from beneath him and in a flourish wrapped it around Baldy's head.
With a vice grip he held the plastic firm as the man inside began to
asphyxiate. Manx screamed for the vehicle to go on autopilot, drawing



his own sidearm he allowed San-San just enough time to retrieve Baldy's
weapon from the floorboard.

"Keep your hands where I can see them," he said evenly to Manx
who froze as the muzzle of the blaster pressed into the folds of sweaty
flesh behind his ear.

Through the windshield San-San watched the speeder even out as the
autopilot took over, the spray from the nearby canal blowing from the
right across the road in a fine mist as the winds picked up in the early
evening.
Baldy was fading fast, his fingers trying to dig into San-San's arm but he
held the plastic tightly as the man's eyes grew wide inside the plastic- a
moment later Baldy's emotionless face was obscured by the fog of his last
breath.

"Tell the autopilot to take a left up ahead and pull over," San-San
said, emphasizing his point by digging the blaster further into Manx's
neck.

"Left, ahead," Manx said, and as the vehicle responded to his
commands, he followed up by instructing it to pull over and idle.

"Now, disengage the security system, unlock the doors and power
it down," San-San said.

"You know more about this speeder than I do," Manx grumbled,
following San-San commands.

"I just know procedure, in the end, all you cops are the same,"
San-San released Baldy and the man slumped from his grasp and fell
back against his door.

Glancing around, San-San let his eye shield scan the surrounding
alley until he was satisfied they were alone.  No one moved in the small
duracrete corridor and he could see the lights of Treasure Ship Row not
far off, glinting above the nearby buildings.

"Who hired you to kill me?" he asked.

"Averum took care of it, I didn't talk to no one," Manx said.

So Baldy had a name, not that it mattered now. "He never told you who
wanted me dead?  Never told you anything about me?"



Turning so he could look San-San in the eye, sweat poured from the
man's hairline, staining the collar of his shirt and running around the
barrel of the blaster. Dim white photonic lights from nearby caused his
face to glisten and he managed to sneer at San-San.  "Just said you were
some scumbag smuggler and we could expect you to be armed.  Wanted
us to pop you, wrap your body and throw it in the canal."

"And that's all you know? Averum was the whole brains behind the
operation?" San-San asked.

"Yep. Guess he wasn't so smart after all."

"That makes two of you," San-San pulled the trigger and ventilated
Manx's Skull.  The man fell forward without a sound and San-San leaned
forward, retrieving his own sidearms from Averum's jacket.  One he
secured in place, the other he kept handy as he fired a bolt into Baldy for
good measure and tossed the man's sidearm next to him, exiting the
vehicle.
Whoever wanted him dead may still be nearby and if they were he wasn't
going to take any chances.
Stepping into the evening he took in the smell of filthy canal water and
pulled his jacket close to fend off the slight chill that hung in the air.  He
kept his back to the speeder and scanned the alley and rooftops.
To his right, almost directly in front of the speeder something dropped;
he swiftly pivoted and tracked the movement with his blaster, and a
moment later a shadow materialized in front of the speeder.
It appeared unarmed and he held off on firing.

"Lose the mask and explain or I start making new breathing holes
in your body," he said.

The figure pulled off the helmet she wore and shook her short blue hair
out.  She was a Wroonian, young and wore a scowl that would curl
transparasteel.

"So you're San-San," she said, stepping forward and looking him
up and down.  He kept the blaster leveled at her and tracked her as she
stepped over to the vehicle and peered inside.  "Nice work.  A bit messy
but it'll do."

"What will do?"

"The job," the woman said, hopping up and planting herself on the
hood.  She was clad in traditional Wroonian Thieves Guild Stealth Armor
and swung her legs back and forth, all the while fussing with her hair.



"I have a lot of questions, few answers and I'm getting mighty tired
of the games.  If I don't get answers soon, I'm going to start shooting out
of frustration and you are the only target in this smelly alley," San-San
said, bringing the weapon to eye level.

The woman threw her hands up, her eyes going hard.  "FINE!  Fine!  Just
hold on there.  I'm Erissa Naveen, Khaalid's niece!"

He stepped forward, snatched her by the forearm and twisted it behind
her back. The move was so violent, sudden and fast she didn't have time
to react and gasped. "So, you're the one who set me up to be killed?" He
flipped the safety off of his weapon and brought the barrel under her
chin. She was attractive, but her attitude and scowl killed any attraction
he might have.

"NO!  OW! Wait!  I mean, yeah I did but…"

"BUT WHAT?" he snarled.

"But I knew you would take them out!  I knew they wouldn't be a
real threat to you!  We needed these guys killed and we knew you
were…OW!…We knew you would take them out for us so we set it up to
make it easy! I was just following orders!"

"Orders?  Whose orders?"

She rolled her eyes and he already knew the answer.

"Khaalid," he spat to emphazise her name, and kept the blaster in
place.  "This is not how I do business.  Why did you need these men
killed?"

Her voice slowed and evened out.  "They were dirty cops, on our payroll
and rumor came back to us they were planning on rolling over on us. We
ran the job past your boss and he said you would take care of it! Said he
would fill you in on the details!"

Nassiris.  He must have thought it would be funny and fitting that San-
San be caught off guard and his life be put in jeopardy.  Just another dig
at blowing the Doone job.  He released the woman and replaced his
blaster, fishing in his inner jacket for a tabacc stick- a smaller, thinner
variation of a cigarra. Nassiris may have greenlit this little test, but it had
Khaalid's stink all over it.

Rubbing her wrist and working it in circles, Erissa glared at him.  "So,
you're the screw up."



He moved to backhand her but she dodged it, rolling backwards across
the speeder's hood and landing on the opposite side of the vehicle. He
didn't pursue, merely fixed her with a dead gaze.  "You make a comment
like that again and the blaster comes back out."

She planted her hands on her hips and shrugged.  "Well?  What else
would you call it?  You told everyone you killed Khara Doone and you
didn't.  You screwed up- in a pretty big way I might add.  Telling
everyone you killed Khara Doone?  You make a claim like that you better
make sure it's true!"

He drew a lungful of tabaac in and held it there, finally when it
started to sear he let it out, "Not that it's any of your business, but I shot
her and threw her off a cliff.  I thought she was dead."

"Hmph, guess that's what thinking got you, huh?" she smiled and
stepped back around, leaning against the cruiser alongside him.  "So you
are a Shade of Night.  Never seen one of you before."

"Good for you, most people who do don't live long enough to tell
anyone."

"I heard about you guys though- story is you were a branch of the
thieves guild a millennia ago and struck out on your own, decided killing
was easier than stealing."

"Maybe, I failed my history lessons."

"Yeah, you guys were part of the Thieves Guild, then they started
letting all kinds in- Wroonians, Barabels, Rodians- you name it.  As long
as you were good at killing, it didn't matter.  Still, some Wroonian
Thieves still think you guys are a myth."

San-San was ready to move.  Besides the police cruiser full of corpses, he
wanted to get back onto the job at hand- tracking and finishing off
Doone. "I was supposed to meet someone from the Guild who had a lead
on Doone, can you take me to them, or…"

"You're looking at her, 'partner', " Erissa smiled.

The cigarra froze on the way to his lips.  "You're not serious?"

"Yep.  Your boss and my aunt wanted me to accompany you to
make sure you got the job done this time."



"I got the job done last time," he muttered beneath his breath.

"Apparently not.  I was the one who saw Doone, did a little dance
with her and almost gutted her," Erissa said.  "You need to face reality
buddy, you just didn't finish her off."

He said nothing, instead, he gave Erissa a deadly stare and opened the
door to the cruiser and disengaged the front and rear hatch locks. "That's
a mistake I won't repeat this time.  Just make sure you don't get in my
way or I'll vape you as fast as I vape her," he snarled.   Stepping around,
he opened the hatch and inspected the contents.  Like most cruisers the
rear had a few weapons and a small case of stun grenades. He pulled one
loose and walked around to the front of the vehicle.

"You know, this wasn't my first choice either.  You think I wanted
to get paired up with some kinda psycho?" Erissa said, following him.

"Then why are you?"

"Because I do what my aunt says.  She wants Khara dead in the
worst way and I can't say I wouldn't like to see her hang."

"I don't put on shows.  When I get a chance I'm going to put my
blaster against her temple and pull the trigger a half a dozen times. They
pay me to kill, not entertain.  If you get in my way and try something
stupid…"

"Calm down, I won't get in the way, I just want to see her face
when we catch her," Erissa smiled.

"You say you know where she was heading?  How?"

"She struck a deal with a crime lord who was more than happy to
roll over on her. He gave us just enough info to track the ship she left on.
We used our contacts and just got word back she's held up on some
space station going by the name Shella Versani.  I've got the coordinates
on my datapad."

He opened the front hatch and stopped.  "You have transportation
nearby?"

"Yeah, got a speederbike right around the corner.  I was following
you guys to make sure you got the job done this time."

He let the crack slide and found the Speeder's energy cells. He took the
stun grenade, set the time for three minutes and jammed it between the



cells.  "Good, I trust you are ready to go?" He slammed the hatch and
gestured for her to move.

"Yeah, I travel light.  We can be back at the starport in ten
minutes."

"Good," he nodded and they began to walk down the alley.  "I don't
like surprises and I don't like how this all went down, but more
importantly, I don't like you.  If you try to pull any more stunts like this
one…"

"Hey buddy, I told you, this was all your boss and my aunt, you got
a problem you take it up with them," she said, "and for the record, I don't
like you much either."

"Good, mutual hatred is a great place to start a business venture-
at least we both know where we stand," he said as the cruiser erupted far
behind them in a ball of orange flame and debris.

*

 "We're going to have to do something about your wardrobe Koort,"
Steale said, shaking his head as they disembarked from the small private
shuttle.
Before them, the lit concourse that led into the skyhook glowed brightly
against Qalita Prime's evening sky.  They passed beneath the entrance
and fell in with a steady stream of new arrivals, all dressed in elegant
finery, save for the service droids, flight crew and of course, Koort.

"I'm dressed to hunt Steale, not dance, you want a dancer then you
picked the wrong partner," he ignored the glances the other guests shot
him and kept his eyes scanning the crowd as the moving floor swept
them towards the end of the concourse and into a brightly lit lobby.

Steale perceptibly stepped away from him, checking his shimmering
aqua jacket and worrying with his matching cravat.  They stepped into
the lobby and Koort let his feet take over, following the Devaronian
through the crowd.



Nodding and making small talk all the way, Steale never bothered to
introduce Koort, not that he cared.  Most of the beings Steale interacted
with looked soft-bureaucrats and merchants- exactly the sort he had
little interest in meeting.
A soft jizz band played in the corner as they made their way through an
ornate crystalline arch and into a greatroom that overlooked the skyline
of the planet below.  An elaborate light set cast various portions of the
room in a rainbow of colors and they moved from one hue to the next,
finally settling in a light orange area where a tall, curvaceous Theelin was
holding court.  She was garbed in an extravagant gown of shimmering
white crystals that caught the light and reflected it back at the dozen
admirers that circled her. Her voice, a beautiful, low husky sound was
weaving a tale of some sort-along with a spell that kept those around her
entranced.  Koort even felt himself getting pulled in for a moment and
snapped out of it when the woman turned a set of sea-green eyes on him
and her mouth turned into a wide smile full of perfect teeth.

"Steale! Darling!" the woman said, moving through her protective
circle and embracing the Devaronian.  Steale returned the greeting and
gestured to Koort.

"Diva Ramshoff, I'd like to introduce you to Koort Ter'Chon, Koort,
this is Diva Ramshoff."

Koort went to extend his hand but the woman was quick, and to
his surprise he found himself in her embrace as well, his helmet pushed
between the curves of her ample bosom.  When she pulled away his visor
was smeared with some sort of glitter makeup that cast everything in a
faint blur.

"Koort!  Welcome to my humble home, well, one of them," she
pulled away and laughed, as did those around her, though their mirth
ended with their polite smiles as they stared daggers of envy at Koort.

"The pleasure is mine," Koort replied, his voice rasping across the
room and causing those close to rub at their ears.  For the first time he
felt slightly embarrassed and wondered if he should have worn
something a little nicer, a concept he quickly dismissed as foolish. He
was here for business, and dressed for the same.

Diva Ramshoff gestured towards the far end of the room while placing a
hand on his shoulder.  Thin, delicate fingers guided him as Steale took
the lead.  "Gentlemen, please, let's step inside my office for a moment, I
have a few things I'd like to…"



A portly man wearing a deep blue dress military uniform covered in
medals stepped over to intercept.  "Diva, please, you've only begun to tell
us of your recent trip to the deep core.  Surely these…gentlemen…can
wait a moment."

Without missing a beat, Diva Ramshoff navigated around the man and
turned, addressing the small crowd while still moving, "Steale, Koort, this
is Right Earl Sivscett who is all too gracious with his time!  My dear Earl
I will return shortly, for now please, everyone!  Enjoy the appetizers and
music!"
And like that they were passing through a circular door and into an office
that looked more like the nerve center of an Imperial Research And
Development lab.  As the door shut automatic photonic sconces set into
the walls flared to life.  All around them walls of monitors and screens
scrolled data and information.  Faces, dossiers, messages, all manner of
visuals flashed and moved across the walls, as Diva Ramshoff took a seat
in a what looked like the captains chair of a starship behind a
transparent desk.

"Please, have a seat," she gestured to two smaller chairs parked in
front of her as she slowly slid her dress up and crossed a pair of shapely
legs. Now that the light was a neutral white Koort saw that the woman
was a pale green color with small purple markings that ran down the
side of her neck.  Her hair, a dark blue eruption, sprung from her scalp
and flowed halfway down her back. "So, Koort, Steale tells me you would
be a valuable asset to our team," her voice was different now, less flowery
and the melodious tones he experienced in the greatroom were gone.

"Steale wanted me to partner up and I agreed, not much more to
tell then that," Koort replied, dragging a thumb across his visor to
remove the still lingering glitter particles.

She watched him for a moment before turning to Steale.  "Diva, I've
worked with Koort in the past," Steale shrugged, "he's a good hunter."

"Good?" she laughed, and the haunting notes returned as if she
were keying up for a performance.  "Steale, Tenziil, Darling…" she drew
the last out and leaned forward as she did so. "Good is another word for
'mediocre' and that gets men like you killed. Are you really willing to put
your faith in a 'good' bounty hunter?  I've got hundreds of 'good' hunters
every month begging for me to take them on as clients.  If Koort is merely
'good' then perhaps we should part ways now and save us all a lot of
heartache."

"Perhaps we should," Koort stood but Steale grabbed his arm and
stopped him. "Koort, wait, Diva, Koort is better than good, he's



something special and I think he can help us.  You told me there was an
Ubese listed as one of the targets on this job, right?  Well having Koort on
board may come in handy."

Diva Ramshoff remained silent for a moment while Koort remained
standing.  Her eyes looked him up and down, finally, she nodded. "Very
well, we'll do this your way, but only because you vouch for him.  I've
seen your record Koort and while you have a few impressive grabs listed
there's nothing that really stands out to me."

Resuming his seat, Koort shrugged. "I could care less. You sit in a
skyhook and make your credits off of the blood and sweat of real
hunters.  I've seen your kind before, greedy but not greedy enough that
you are willing to get your hands dirty-at least not enough that your
guests would ever notice."

He expected and angry retort or outright dismissal but instead the Diva
merely smiled and laughed, settling down deeper into her chair.

"I told you he was very direct and to the point," Steale said beside
him.

"That you did, that you did," the Diva said, tilting her head. "Well,
shall we discuss the bounty?"

"First we'll discuss your cut.  Steale told me you take ten percent of
his cut, that doesn't work for me," Koort crossed his arms.

"Oh?" Diva Ramshoff didn't flinch.

"Koort," Steale said but he simply ignored the man.

"No, I would insist that you take nothing but I understand that
isn't how these arrangements work. You will only take six percent of my
earnings, no more."

Her laughter this time was loud and filled the office like a flood.  After a
moment she composed herself and waved it off.  "What an odd little
number from an odd little hunter!"

Koort remained silent.  When she saw he wasn't going to respond she
looked to Steale who merely shook his head.  When she looked back she
was still smiling but there was nothing genuine about it.  "Nine percent."

"Seven," Koort countered.



"Tell you what," Diva Ramshoff said, "You complete this job, you
bring in one bounty each and I'll meet you in the middle and reduce my
fee to eight percent for both of you. You bring in any less, it's the
standard ten."

"Deal," He and Steale said simultaneously.

"Well, not much of a deal when you see the targets," the Diva said,
and a sinister sneer pulled at the corner of her mouth.  "You two want
competition?  This is as bad as it gets.  Not only are you going after the
targets, but so are at least a half dozen other hunters-maybe more.  My
contacts tell me that word on this "unofficial bounty" has gotten out-and
that means you both have your work cut out for you.

"The Bounty Hunter's code dictates that we not interfere with
another's hunt," Koort said, testing the waters.

Diva Ramshoff stopped and leaned forward, saying nothing for a
moment, simply staring at him.  Finally she looked to Steale.  "Is he
serious?"

"I hope not," Steale cast him a stern gaze.  "That archaic code has
been all but forgotten Koort.  You know that as well as I, especially in the
case of illegal postings.  There is no more 'honor' in the galaxy partner."

 "So who are the targets?" Koort asked.  He was tired of
negotiating. The more time they spent haggling over percentages and
codes was more time the targets had to get farther away-and for other
hunters to get that much closer.

Leaning back, the Theelin hit a few keys set into the arm of her chair and
behind her the screens lit up with a series of dossiers. Koort remained
calm as he looked into the eyes of Klux Martin.  The rest of Raptor Squad
occupied the wall as well, along with a blank file with the name
"Unknown Ubese" attached.

"The group is called 'Raptor Squad'," Diva said, turning her chair
to face the screen.

Koort shifted slightly, so that he could reach his weapon if need be.  Did
they not know?  He pulled himself together and scanned the wall.  It only
took a microsecond to see who was missing.  Baal, the Trianii Jedi was
absent, as was Lt.Jonus Kable. Vic was up there, but in disguise as
Terminus the Hunter.  Xander, Race and Lana filled out the rest of the
dossiers but he kept going back to the "Unknown Ubese".  Why?  Why



was he not listed?  Xander and Race who'd joined the team after him
were present, so by all rights…

"Koort? Are you listening?" Diva Ramshoff was staring at him and
he pulled himself back to the present.  He didn't know why he wasn't
listed but that was a problem he'd deal with later.  "I'm, sorry, I was
committing their faces to memory," he lied. "Please continue."

She rolled her eyes and turned back around.  "I was saying that the
poster of the bounty needs the bodies, so alive or dead doesn't matter,
but we need proof. All except for this one," she gestured to Klux, "You'll
notice the bearded human named Klux Martin is listed as a Jedi-
personally I don't believe that but still, the poster of the bounty wants
him alive, so plan accordingly."

Oh, you'd better believe it, Koort thought to himself.

"…and Terminus the Hunter, well, I'm sure you both have heard
the stories surrounding him.  The only other notable posting on this is
Xander Paddox. Not sure if you both keep up on news out of the Core but
about a year ago this young man was plotting an assassination attempt
on Emperor Palpatine."

"You said dead or alive, correct?" Koort asked, his mind still reeling
and trying to catch up.

Diva Ramshoff stared at him and cocked her eyebrow.  "Do you have
some sort of disability?  Do you not speak basic? Yes, dead or alive, as
long as there is a body, except for the supposed 'Jedi'- that one we need
alive and intact."

He let the crack slide and nodded to the wall.  "And there are no other
postings for this team? Just the six that are up there?"

"That's correct.  The information I have is that they are making
their way to Tatooine.  You can intercept them there and take them
down.  That planet is as lawless as ever so you shouldn't have any
trouble with the local authorities- not that there are any to really speak
of and what there is, well, you are both creative, I'm sure you'll manage.
Also…" her voice trailed off as if she were reluctant to continue.

"Yes?" Koort despised theatrics.

"There has been a slight change in the method pf payment," she
smiled.  "I negotiated that any bounty you bring in be paid by way of high



quality gemstones," she smiled and sat back as if she'd just toplled the
Empire all by herself.

"Excellent!" Steale smiled wide.  "I was worried about that, the
Imperial credit seems stable for now, but who knows?  I've heard some
rumors that the value might drop, you see Koort?  This is why the Diva is
invaluable!"

Koort remained silent.

"Again," she seemed irritated that he did not echo Steale's
adulation,  "if you can manage to bring at least two of these beings in I'll
consider it a victory for us," she continued. "If you can bring more, well
then all the better."

"No worries Diva, Koort and I worked well together in the past, and
as far as alive or dead, well you know how I take care of bounties," Steale
gave her a toothy smile that she returned.

"Of course Tenziil.  Dead would be easier.  No need in feeding or
caring for the bounties, and much less fuss.  Just toss them in the
freezer and come on home," Diva's eyes lit up as she said this and Koort
felt his stomach turn.  He almost got up and walked out but every time
he looked at the screen- and his teammates all he could see was targets-
and credits.  He knew each one intimately, could get close to them before
they even knew what happened, and really, he'd only known them all for
a little while and all of those credits…

"Sounds more like assassination than bounty hunting," Koort
added and both turned stony glares on him.

"You didn't seem to have a problem back in the day," Steale said.
"This is a group of murderers and scum.  They've been accused of killing
innocents and they even have a Jedi!  Don't tell me you lost the taste for
the hunt."

"No, but what if they are innocent?   This is an illegal bounty, don't
you even wonder why? If there was hard proof against them why not an
official bounty?  Why not go through regular channels?" Koort shook his
head.  "I'm just concerned we might be going after some innocent
civilians."

"Wait, wait," Diva Ramshoff held her hands up.  "I know why Koort
is having a problem," she smiled gesturing back to the Ubese file, "it's
this dossier, isn't it?"



He tensed, and knew that the first being he would shoot would be Steale.
The man would be caught off guard and he could take him down quick.
To make it off the skyhook alive he would need to take the Diva as a
hostage and then…

"Koort, my dear, you need to understand that you have no
obligation to this Ubese," Diva Ramshoff stood up and stepped over to
him, placing her hand on his shoulder.  "Just because you are from the
same planet does not mean he is a reflection on you as an Ubese.  This
one is scum!  This one deserves to die!  You must be a professional and
view him as you would any other bounty!"

He relaxed and nodded, playing along.  "You are right Diva, I need to be a
professional.  Whoever this Ubese is, he-or she-must pay for their
crimes."

Steale slapped him on the shoulder.  "It won't bother you when you are a
hundred thousand credits richer."

"Minus my ten percent," Diva Ramshoff said.

"Minus your eight," Koort said, staring past her as the rest of
Raptor Squad stared back at him.

*

As Jalon Station was far from the nearest star, there was no real night or
day per se, so there was no real down time to speak of.  A constant
stream of freighters stopping off to refuel or unload cargo kept the
corridors of the entertainment level and merchant district occupied. Still,
when one got into the residential spire the occupants did adhere to some
odd schedule Khara noticed during her many reconnoiter trips.
At this time of "night" the corridors were mostly empty, with only a few
station residents making their way to or from a lift tube and directly to
their apartment.
There was little congregating in the corridors- in fact it was against
station policy to block the narrow residential corridors.  On each level a
communal room had been established for just such a purpose, so when



she dropped out of a cooling duct near Skidna's apartment she
encountered no one.
Once she'd located the apartment he was renting her next move was to
take out a few of the light panels that illuminated the corridor.  Not all,
but enough that would allow her to move from shadow to shadow in her
stealth suit and make her way to his apartment undetected.  She picked
the most opportune time and after preparing, made her move.
She didn't have far to go- his apartment was the smallest and cheapest
Jalon Station had to offer and from the schematics she'd stolen looked to
be little bigger than a droid's recharging station.
She made it to the door just a handful of meters away from the duct and
slipped the bypass board she'd taken from Erissa on Corellia from the
inside of her suit.  Toggling her cowl's visor to detect heat signatures or
heartbeats she scanned the corridor once more and, confident she was
alone, brought her left forearm up, her right hand triggering her
Holointerface Gauntlet.
Seconds later the holo of the door's schematics hovered to life above the
device as it sent a tight-band remote data hack to its security keypad.
Right hand turning and manipulating the holo, she initiated her slicing
program and waited for it to disengage the lock.  The gauntlet was
another gift to herself after she releaved a Neimoidian of a Sullustan
Garnib Crystal Vase for one of his ex-wives who claimed it was a "family
heirloom."
It took longer than she expected, but she wasn't surprised.  Skidna was a
maniac so she wouldn't expect anything less than an elaborate passcode.
She'd scanned the entire station for weeks and hadn't spied him once.
Either he was holed up in this apartment hiding or he wasn't on station.
She wasn't taking any chances-she slipped a small hold out blaster from
her suit and waited for the lock to disengage.

"Okay, you can do this," she told herself, taking a deep breath.
Ever since the madman had tried to kill her back on Tornia she'd
fantasized of revenge.  Well, now it was time for payback, though
unsurprisingly, she had butterflies.  She never outright assassinated
someone before- it wasn't how she worked and she had to be honest with
herself, when the time came would she be able to do it?

The keypad beeped and the lock disengaged.

He wouldn't spare you, tried to kill you and certainly won't let you leave
this apartment alive- you've got no choice, she told herself as the green
"open" button flashed on the keypad, awaiting her decision.
She'd come all this way, gone through all of this trouble- there was no
turning back now.
Killing her gauntlet, she thumbed the button, crouching as the door
disappeared into the wall.  Slipping into the door's recess she stared into



darkness for only the briefest of moments before her visor lit up the
room.  It was small, perhaps a half dozen meters square, with another
door set into the far wall.  It was also empty and she took one silent step
in, toggling her visor to show energy signatures.  Faint blue lines ran
across the walls and floor, ending at receptacles and following a standard
pattern.  Nothing looked out of the ordinary.
She remained motionless, flipping her visor off and letting her eyes
wander the room.  No trip lines, motion detectors, nothing.  The room
was void of furniture, save for the curved wall on her left.  Spaced almost
two meters apart were three waist level alcoves illuminated from behind
by a white photonic panel.  Sitting within each were small, black
identical boxes.

Trophies?  Prizes?  What were they?  She shut the boxes out of her mind.
There was still the second room to explore and if Skidna was here he was
likely behind the door to her right. Scanning the room for a light switch
to kill the illuminated alcoves she found nothing and inwardly cursed.
She would have preferred the apartment be pitch black but the fates
weren't cutting her any slack on this day.  Gripping the blaster tighter
she felt her slick fingers inside her glove begin to ache and eased up.
Triggering the door shut behind her she stood in the dim room and
waited for Skidna to appear.

Seconds turned into minutes and she forced herself to breathe.  Finally,
when it seemed he wasn't going to appear she carefully made her way
over to the door and took another deep breath. Toggling her visor to
detect heat signatures and with her blaster at the ready she triggered the
door and hugged the wall, expecting blaster fire to reach from within the
room.

Nothing happened.

Kneeling, she carefully ducked in and stole a quick glance at the room.
A bed sat in the center occupied by a pile that could be bedclothes or a
body.  Besides a small nightstand and shower/refresher in the corner,
the room was empty.

He could be playing possum, but the bundle/body gave off no heat
signature.

Slowly, with her blaster leading the way, she stepped into the room and
gave it a quick scan.  No one appeared to be hiding in the corners or on
the ceiling.  Another door, possibly to a closet sat off to her right.  She
felt her racing heart skip a beat and dropped again to one knee, bringing
the weapon to bear on the new potential threat.



Moving silently, she triggered the door open and stepped aside, again,
waiting for blaster fire all the while still trying to keep the bed in her field
of vision.  Nothing happened and she stole a quick glance inside.

The closet was empty.

She allowed herself a brief sigh and stepped over to the bed.  With the
blaster leveled at the bed she brought a boot up and kicked at the
bundle.  It remained still and she kicked it again, confident it was a
body.

When her kick brought no response she pulled away the sheet- and
managed to suppress a scream.

Staring back at her was a desiccated corpse, its dull flat humanoid eyes
staring at her while it's gnarled, wrinkled face offered a smile that was
sure to haunt her for years to come.
Stumbling back, she looked away and rushed back into the outer living
area.  She couldn't tell what species it was, but she knew it wasn't
Skidna- something about it was off and for a brief moment she forced
herself to pinpoint what-

The corpse had no nose.

And it wasn't that the nose had disappeared due to the corpse's
condition, no, the body lying in that room was born without a nose.
Skidna was human, at least human enough that he possessed standard
human features- so whoever was lying in the inner room wasn't him,
still…

The thought of running, getting as far away from the apartment as she
could and finding a way off station dominated her mind and she was
halfway to the door when the three alcoves caught her attention.

She came for payback, and this might be her only chance.

Staying in the room was crazy, but she'd never been known for taking
the safe, or smart, way out.  Three glossy black boxes beckoned her and
she felt the desire, the impulse to take them too hard to ignore.
Redirecting, she stepped over to the first alcove nearest the door and
looked at the box.
The reflection of her black Murkor Ray cowl and lower face stared back
from behind her purple tinted visor.  There was a faint, tribal inlay that
covered the box but she couldn't place the make or significance of it.  The
box was perhaps three decimeters wide, two long and two deep with a
small silver lock on the front in the shape of a horned creature.



Smiling, she rolled her eyes and slipped a small fine metal pick from the
inside of her gauntlet.  It was a crude instrument by her standards but
the lock was a joke, she'd learned by the time she was seven to pick
locks identical to this one blindfolded.
Slipping the tool in the mouth of the gleaming creature she heard the
satisfying 'click' a moment later. Sliding the tool back in her gauntlet,
she gently opened the lid.

An electrical discharged flared like a small supernova and knocked her
back to the floor as bright blue webbing arced across her body.

"FRELL!" she screamed, as her body seized and she lay on the
ground panting.   She had just the presence of mind to bite back any
more expletives and force her bladder to retain its contents.  Lying on the
ground, her nose recoiling from the mildewy scent of the ancient carpet
and blinking away tears she heard Laric's voice in her ear.

"If it looks too easy it probably isn't."

"Shut up," she murmured to herself as she slowly flexed her hands
and allowed the world to stop spinning.  She deserved that of course.
She was too hasty and the fact that the box was sitting out in the
open…she went for the bait like a first year thief and paid for it-almost
with her life.
Thankfully, the electrical resistance in her Murkor Ray suit absorbed
most of the blast, though not enough to prevent her from being dropped
like a wet sack of slag, quivering on the floor.
Finally, after a few minutes had passed she uncurled herself from the
fetal position and stood on a pair of shaky legs that threatened to give
out.

"Ok Doone, you asked for that, now lets try to see if it was worth
it."

She stepped over to the box and felt her heart sink into her stomach.
Inside the box was nothing more than a simple smoldering electrical
device, that thankfully looked as spent as she felt.

"At least it won't keep blasting at me," she said, but still stepped
away carefully.  She glanced to her right and stared at the remaining
boxes with a new sense of dread.

"Okay, what do they say?  Second time's a charm? No, that's not
right, it's third.  Well frell," she looked between the two identical boxes.



Slowly she stepped to the center box and stared at it.  It looked exactly
like the first, same design, same lock, everything.  She leaned in and
stopped.  Slowly she backed up and looked to her right. "It almost seems
too obvious, being the one right in the middle, still..." she shook her head
clear of the remaining fuzziness and stepped over to the box in the far
right alcove.

Slipping the pick from her gauntlet again she considered picking the box
up and turning it around but the idea of touching it seemed less and less
appealing the more she considered it.  Finally, curiosity won out and she
set the pick down on the shelf and gently lifted the box.
Turning it around, she could detect no external trips or triggers and the
weight indicated there was definitely something inside, that moved when
she turned it from right to left.

"Okay, the electrical trap was fixed to the box, so this may be the
meal ticket," she said and set the box back down.  Slipping the pick in
the lock it opened just as easily as before.  Taking a deep breath and
asking the fates to smile on her she stepped to the side and gently
opened the lid.

No flash followed and Khara slowly leaned over and stared inside.
Staring back, the face of a comm lit to life and she froze as Skidna's voice
began speaking.

"Yes?  Security?  This is Lotek Skidna in Apartment seventeen,
Sector Eight, I'm afraid someone has broken in…"

She went to grab the comm and shut it off and froze when she realized it
was sitting on top of a device that looked like a black deck of cards.

A bomb.

She stepped away from the alcove as Skidna's recorded voice finished its
call and the security officer on the other end of the line got cut off mid
sentence.  Reaching into the middle alcove she snatched up the
remaining black box and made for the door.

Triggering it open, her body went rigid.

In front of her, facing the corridor a Jalon Station security guard stood,
hand to his ear.

"…already got a report someone screamed inside.  Say again?
Someone is reporting a break in?" the guard was about to turn and



Khara, thinking fast, dropped the box and slipped her right arm around
the guards neck.

He caught her forearm before she could encircle his throat.  Her plan of
cutting off the oxygen to his brain and lying him down gently went out
the exhaust port and Khara found herself struggling with the young
guard.  She could see her grimace reflected in his polished blue helmet
as they struggled.
Fighting to get her arm free, he clamped down even harder on her
forearm gauntlet.
Suddenly, as they grappled in the doorway of the dimly lit corridor, she
heard a 'click' and before she could pull her arm away, two razor sharp
blades exploded from the gauntlet, slicing through the back of the
guard's helmet, almost piercing the eyes of her visor.
The guard fell still, his arms dropping to his side and Khara felt over two
hundred pounds of dead weight fall against her.  They fell, and she
landed her, twisting her arm and the bladed gauntlet that was still
embedded in the guard's face. Trying to look away, she got up and
triggered the blade back into their housing, leaving the guard's head with
a sickening sound that almost made her loose her dinner.

She put a finger to his neck to check for a pulse but knew it was too late.
Stringing together a series of curses at herself, the fates and most
especially Skidna, Khara took a precious moment to say a small prayer
for the guard and to ask for forgiveness before she snatched the black
box from the ever-expanding crimson puddle and sprinted towards the
cooling duct.

"Dammit this was supposed to be smooth, this was supposed to be
easy," she snarled. She'd just replaced the vent cover when she heard the
shouts of other security guards and the stations sirens began a long,
mournful wail that haunted her all the way back to her room.

*

Lotek Skidna gave himself a knowing smile and continued to tease
his hair in the mirror. Just enough gel and color, the mask in place to
conceal most of his face, he looked good.  Better than he ever had before.

"You done admiring your work?" Klux asked from behind him,
looking over his shoulder.



"Makes you nervous, doesn't it?" Vic asked, still playing with his
hair.

"You look just like him.  Congrats, you're a crazy person."

"I didn't need to dress up like Ket to know that," Vic said leaning
back.  He folded the mirror back down and closed the suitcase.  Inside,
everything he needed to transform himself into Ket Adkins/Lotek Skidna-
hair dye, eye shields, memory flesh and tone adjuster- was put away and
locked down.
He slid the disguise kit under his bunk and stood up.  He wore Ket's
actual bodysuit-taken after they turned him in on Tierfon Station,
though he had to admit it was a snug fit.  Vic was taller and more
muscular than the madman but by wearing his own jacket and walking
with a slight stoop he would be able to pull off the ruse with little
diffuculty.

"So, we docked?" Vic asked, trying to ignore the itching coming
from his hair. They stepped into the corridor and he sealed his room
behind him.

"We are, Race and Xander are sticking around on the ship and
Jonus wasn't in the mood to talk so I left him alone.  Guess it's just you
me and Lana."

"No problem, this should be quick.  I just need to get to Ket's
apartment, get the black box in the middle and get out," Vic shuddered
at the memory of his talks with Ket back on Tierfon- though it did allow
him to calibrate the voice modulator he now wore against his neck.

Lana met them en route to the airlock and fell in to step.  "You guys just
hang back and observe," Vic said as they approached the sealed door.
"I'm guessing Ket didn't entertain much and we don't want to raise any
unnecessary suspicions."

"So this is what Ket looked like?  He had red eyes?" Lana said,
looking Vic up and down.

"Cybernetics- part of the reason he went insane.  His whole system
was wired and it finally broke down his brain and sent him over the edge.
Poor kid always wanted to be a faster draw than the other guy," Vic drew
the Sentinel IV blaster from his holster, twirled it, spun it and slid it back
in a fraction of a second.

"Impressive," Lana nodded.



"That's nothing, Ket was ten times faster than me," Vic shook his
head. "He had a gift, but he just wasn't happy enough with what he had."

The door behind them slid shut and the airlock opened, greeting them
with the smell of lubricant and ion fumes.  Stepping down the ramp, Vic
was surprised to see a small security detail waiting nearby.

"Uh, what's this all about?" Klux said under his breath.

"How would I know?  I got here the same time you did pal," Vic
said, then, slipping into Ket/Lotek's persona he saddled himself with a
cocky grin and sauntered up to the guard who wore the most stripes on
his shoulder.

"I don't remember asking for a personal escort to my quarters," Vic
said.

"Mr.Skidna?" the guard glanced down at a datapad and then back
up at Vic.

"That's me.  Is there a problem?"

"Follow me sir," the guard said.

He turned to Klux who merely shrugged.  "You two might want to come
along," he said.

"Mind if I ask what this is about?" Vic asked as they followed the
lead guard into the station.  The trio of additional security followed
behind but he could feel tension among the group.  Something bad had
happened and he wasn't sure what.  He was confident between he Klux
and Lana they could take the group out if need be, but getting off the
station was another prospect entirely.

"I think we can hold all questions until we arrive at the unit," the
lead guard said, a hard faced, grizzled Iktotchi with thick brown horns
that curled from beneath his cap; one had been broken and ended in a
rough, short shear. "Though I can tell you that there was a break in."

Vic's stomach knotted up but he played it cool.  "Really?  Did they take
anything?"

The guard said nothing for a moment, then turned.  "Let's wait to discuss
this until we are at the unit, sir."



"I didn't get your name." Vic had barely uttered the sentence when
the guard cut him off.

"Sergeant Fland," the guard said and went back to the silent
treatment.

He played along as they took a lift tube down to the residential spire.  A
moment later they approached an open apartment with a series of metal
holoposts projecting a shimmering barrier with the words "crime scene"
scrolling between the emitters in a half dozen languages.
At the door's threshold a deep crimson puddle spread like a gory bridge,
filling the gap between the dull durasteel of the corridor and the filthy
blue carpet of the apartment.

"What the hell happened here?" Vic asked, staring at the stain.
There was a lot of blood and a cleaning droid stood on standby nearby,
waiting to go to work.

"Try not to step into it, in fact, Skidna, it would be best if you came
in alone, your companions might contaminate the crime scene," Fland
said, gesturing him inside.

He threw a shrug back to Klux and stepped in to the apartment.

The interior wasn't as colorful as the rest of the 'crime scene'.  The
apartment was empty, save for a trio of lit alcoves set into the wall on his
left and a door open to a bedroom on the right.

He looked back to the alcoves and noticed they were occupied- at least
two of them were. Both end alcoves were host to black boxes while the
third was empty.  He silently cursed to himself and turned.

"There were three boxes here, where is the third?" he guessed.

"We assumed as much.  It's gone," Fland said.

"And do you have any leads on who broke in here?"

"Skidna, I've got a couple of questions myself," Fland said nodding
towards the bedroom.

He glanced in and noticed the bed in the center of the room had
something in it.  Rumpled bedclothes.  He looked back to Fland and
stepped through the doorway and over to the bed.



The dead smile of a corpse stared back at him.  He leaned closer
and scanned the body, trying to see if it was anyone he knew.  Ket was
like that- sick.  He'd sent him the skin of a former wookiee teammate and
the head of a Rodian bounty hunter once, so a dead body in the bed
didn't surprise him-but he needed to pretend it did.

He forced his eyes to go wide and turned back to Fland, making sure his
mouth was hanging open.  "Who is this?"

"You don't know?" the Ikitochi seemed unconvinced.

"Of course I don't know!  I haven't been here in months!" His mind
started to race, trying to piece together an alibi that would hold water
and possibly get him off the hook.  He stepped away from the body and
pushed past Fland.  The Sergeant grabbed his arm and Vic pulled free.
"It stinks in here, I need air," he muttered.

"I want answers Skidna," Fland said, stepping back around and
blocking his path.

"Join the club pal!" Vic exclaimed, feigning exasperation that was
becoming increasingly real.  "My apartment has been broken in to!  My
property has been stolen and someone stuck a body in my bed!  What
the hell kind of security do you keep around here!?!"
Fland stepped back as if visibly slapped.  Vic had found the man's weak
spot and decided to exploit it.

"Now wait a second," Fland said, trying to recover.

"No, YOU wait a second," Vic jammed a finger on Fland's chest
armor, "I pay good creds to keep this apartment on station and all you
and your two-cred wannabe cops have to do is keep it safe!  I come back
here only to find that you can't do your job?  What kind of rag tag…"

"HEY" Fland threw a forearm up under his chin and slammed him
against the wall.  Vic caught Klux out of the corner of his eye in the
corridor tense and threw him a small hand gesture to stand down.  He
acted as if the move caught him off guard and looked panicked.

"I lost a good guard tonight," Fland said, his voice dipping.  "A
father, a husband who was only doing his job, a good man just trying to
make a few credits to support his family.  Now some piece of space trash
murderer is scurrying around my station and I want them- BAD.  You
got that?"



"Of course," Vic pushed back and glared at the man.  "I'm sorry
you lost a man but I've also lost something valuable and I would
appreciate it if you found my property."

Fland seemed to ease up a bit.  "There's still the issue of the corpse in
the next room…"

"Not to me," Vic said.  "The room was empty last time I was here, I
don't know who that is in there."

"Our forensic droid said there were lacerations on the arms- he
had been drained of blood."

Vic shuddered-for real this time. "Sergeant, I honestly don't know who
that is, and if I had done something to them do you honestly think I
would have left the body in my apartment?  That's insane."

"Just know Skidna, until we get all of this sorted out you are to
remain on station. Is that your ship you arrived on?

"Huh?  No, no I paid for passage," Vic said.

"Then they may leave, but we check every ship that goes out, just
make sure you stick around until we get this all sorted," Fland turned
and gestured towards the door.  Vic ignored the man and stepped over to
the black boxes.  The box nearest the door had some sort of contraption
that reeked of a burnt smell.  The last box contained a comm setup of
some sort sitting atop a black package.

"You set up a comm to call us if someone opened this box, looks
like you were expecting to be ripped off," Fland said over his shoulder.

"Yeah, I guess you can call me paranoid," Vic said not turning
around.

"It's all suspicious Skidna, too many things not adding up here,"
Fland said.  "I considered hauling you down to the station and locking
you up but technically I have nothing to hold you on.  Besides the corpse
that we don't have an ID on yet, there is nothing else here I can tie you
to."

"You can't tie me to the corpse either," Vic said.  "Keep that in
mind as you go out there and try to find the man who killed your officer."

He and Fland locked eyes, and the Ikitochi gave a small smile.  You know
the real reason I'm not dragging you in?"



"Tell me," Vic said.

"Because, my gut tells me you didn't kill anyone here, that you
really are as clueless about what is going on here as the rest of us."

"That's terribly perceptive of you, especially since I've been telling
you that over and over again. So what are we going to do about my stolen
property?"

"I've got a murder, likely I find the murderer I'll find your property.
The station is locked down so no one is getting on or off till we figure this
out."

"I was hoping to use my apartment to crash in while I was here,"
Vic said.

"Crash in your ship," Fland said.

"Not my ship, me and my partners just booked passage," Vic said
tying to distance himself from the rest of Raptor Squad.  It would make it
much easier when it was time to leave.

"Go see Head Administrator Macovik, he might be able to set you
up in another apartment while you are on station.  He's aware of what's
going on."

"I'll do that, thank you," Vic said.  They both turned, surprised to
see Klux had quietly slipped into the room.

"Hey!" Fland shouted.  Klux was standing next to the first box and
had his hand placed on the lock, his eyes closed.

"Yes?" Klux looked up and smiled.  Fland looked as if he was going
to pop and then suddenly calmed down.

"You aren't supposed to be in here, please leave," Fland said as if
he were reading from a script.

"Of course, Lotek, shall we leave?" Klux said, smiling.

"Lets," Vic said and they stepped around Fland who watched them
leave, curiosity clouding his face.

"Nice bit of work back there," Vic said when they were out of
earshot.



"You too, you play dumb real good," Klux smiled but Vic was in no
mood.

"We need to find that third box, without it we have no reason to go
to Tatooine and no bargaining chip for my sister," he said fighting back
the frustration.

They entered a lift tube and keyed the merchant district.  "I tried to get
something off of that box," Klux said shaking his head.  "All I can tell you
is someone in a black suit opened that box and got fried like a piece of
bacrin.  Fland caught me before I could tell to much more."

Vic filled them in on everything else as the tube stopped and they made
their way into the concourse, pretending to window shop. "Thing I don't
get, is he said he sensed I was clueless, not sure how he…" but Klux was
snickering to himself.

"What is the joke?" Vic asked, slightly irritated.

"Vic, he's an Ikitochi, those guys are notorious for having
clairvoyant abilities," Klux said.

"Oh!  Well!  How could I not know that?  I've only memorized the
characteristics and traits of every freaking species in the known galaxy,
haven't I?" Vic glared at Klux.

"Lighten up partner, I'm just giving you a heads up, " Klux said
slapping him on the shoulder.

"I know, sorry," Vic let out a sigh and leaned against he display
window. Lana remained uncharacteristically quiet throughout and Vic
finally turned to her.  "You've been really quiet Lana, you have anything
you want to add to this clusterfrag?"

To his surprise she merely shook her head.  "I'm sorry Vic, I just…sorry."

He looked at Klux who shrugged and looked at his Padwan, "are you
okay?"

They stopped in front of a survivalist outfitter that was opening for the
day.  "Sorry, I'm fine, just, for some reason I started thinking of a friend
of mine from a few years back.  Sorry, not sure what brought her to
mind."



"Well, the admin offices are in the upper levels and I need to find
us a place to crash if we are going to be on station," Vic said.

"Need us to tag along?" Klux asked.

"Nope, you better get back to the 'Skull and bring everyone up to
speed on what's going on.  I'll comm you when they get me squared
away. The plan now is to set up shop here and try to track down the box.
Hopefully whoever stole it is still around and didn't slip off."

*

Hawq watched the press of bodies and the mass of beings shifting
back and forth.  Beneath him, three stories down, moving through the
thoroughfare a parade was in progress.
"The Celebration of Prosperity" parade was a monthly endeavor put on by
the local businesses and merchants that celebrated Ralltiir's newfound
prosperity and future, but in actuality it was really a reason for the locals
to leave work early, get drunk or spiced out of their minds and dress in
garish costumes and dance the night away.
He didn't mind, it allowed him to move through the crowd and garner
little notice.  All it took he learned, was throwing some temporary paint
on his armor and a few holopatches from a local speeder dealership and
he went from being a fierce bounty hunter to a brightly colored walking
advertisement.
He had beads and baubles hanging around his neck and was constantly
being showered with glitter and confetti.  The locals loved their parade
and it showed.  Loud music reverberated throughout the city canyons
while several dozen hoverfloats glided through the streets, showering the
crowd with trinkets, coupons and occasional gifts from the sponsors.
The sides of the street were packed with onlookers, participants and
footdcarts.
He spied Evar Orcor through the crowd, nestled in the middle of a circle
of bodyguards.  The young man was naked form the waist up, his body
painted in a maddening swirl of purple, green and orange.  Had he not
been tracking the young man for the better part of a week, he wouldn't



have recognized him.  Besides the paint, his normally short hair was
spiked, colored green and glittering in the advancing dusk.
His lower back began to ache from standing in one place for too long and
he wished the boy would begin moving, but so far Orcor and his
entourage seemed content to hang about, directly outside of a nightclub
and ogle the passing ladies.  His bodyguards weren't immune from his
whims either it seemed, as they also had their upper torso's painted.  He
could spy their sidearms nestled in the waistbands of their trousers, just
out of sight so as not to alarm anyone.

"HEY!  HEY YOU WANNA HIT?" someone screamed beside him.  He
turned slightly to see a young, plump female offering him a long clear
tube of something red.

He waved her off and turned back just in time to see Evar moving.  They
were crossing the street, a tight little cluster of bodies heading his way.
Without hesitation he hopped over the balcony rail and scaled down the
attached ladder.  This was going to be tight, dangerous and he was gong
to have to make it work.
He'd tracked the young man for days and this was his only real chance
at getting close to him.  He had a set schedule, despite their appearance
his bodyguards were pros and he rarely left his penthouse.  The place
was locked down like a Hutt's bank account and there was no way he
could make it in, not that he didn’t try.
After reporting back to Shadis he was tipped off that Evar would be
attending the parade-apparently his appetite was getting the better of
him.
The group was nearing him now, moving through the crowd and trying to
maintain the integrity of the knot.  Evar was loaded, screaming and in
some cases trying to reach out and break through to interact with
various females.  His bodyguards were doing a fair job of keeping him in
check though.
Hawq slipped a small box from his belt pouch and tossed it nearby.
Without hesitation he tossed another near Evar's group.

The first box erupted in lights and a small laser display.  Those around it
laughed and danced out of the way and Evar's bodyguards, momentarily
on high alert, eased up when they realized it was a simple party favor.
The second box went off a moment later, closer to the guards and while
this one put on a similar show, illuminating the nearby crowd and
displaying a holo of a Twi'Lek dancing girl, it also was discharging a
cloud of clear, noxious gas.
The first guard got sick and grabbed his stomach, falling to the ground, a
moment later there was only two left that seemed unfazed.



Hawq moved quick as the surrounding crowd's laughter was replaced
with screams and those dropping to the ground.  They would be fine-the
gas wasn't lethal but those closest, the guards, would have a few nasty
days ahead of them.
He went to take out the first guard with a chop to his neck and in doing
so managed to spin and catch the second before he could act, striking
him in the chest.  The man opened his mouth to take in a huge swallow
of air-and instead breathed deep the gas.
A multicolored geyser of bile erupted from his mouth, disappearing in the
chaotic swirl of paint on his chest and he dropped to the ground heaving.
Evar was on the ground, shaking and after hitting the young man with a
small injection of sedative, Hawq was about to scoop him up when he
realized the guard he'd just disabled was choking on his own sick.
Cursing, Hawq reached down and picked the man up-and nearly
screamed as his back almost gave out.  He jammed his fists up under the
man's ribcage twice until the man coughed and his throat discharged the
blockage.
When he heard the man breathing, he dropped him on his side, and
wincing against the pain, snatched Evar up and threw him over his
shoulder.  He'd taken no more than a few steps when the scream of
blaster fire pieced his helmet and something slammed into his calf.
His leg almost buckled but he managed to stumble into a nearby alley
and glance around the corner.
On one knee a guard managed to get a shot off and was trying to get to
his feet, but the gas had done a number on him.  Still, his leg smarting
and his back protesting against any movement he stumbled under Evar's
frame and managed to get to the small rented speeder he'd parked two
block away.  Those passing him paid him little mind- just a helpful friend
making sure his pal got home safely after imbibing too many spirits.
He slowly passed several peacekeepers roaring towards the area he'd just
left and after setting the speeder on autopilot yanked his helmet off and
shoved a pair of painkillers in his mouth.
Dropping his head back on the ripped faux lather headrest, he took a
deep breath and closed his eyes as the vehicle took him to an abandoned
shipyard on the edge of town.

For perhaps the eighth time he checked the blaster's setting to make
sure the shot would be a killing shot.

The young man was still bound, face down on the ground near a small
flow of water.  Pouring from a nearby storm drain, the manmade stream



gurgled as it passed, following a duracrete canal a few meters wide out
into a river.
Night had come on and as Hawq sat with his back against the front of
the speeder, rain began to patter against his helmet and the surrounding
soupy mix of mud and industrial soot. Far off in the distance, he
watched the glittering lights of the city through the raindrop trails on his
visor and wondered how his crops were doing.

"Hello?  Anyone?"

Evar was stirring, his voice a weak, pathetic whine.  Hawq slowly got to
his feet, the joints in his legs protesting and his left calf burning hot from
the wound he suffered earlier. His back almost gave out again but,
gritting his teeth, he blocked the pain from his mind. Without making
any jerking movements he stepped over to Evar, reached down and
grabbed the clasp of the magcuffs.  Lifting him was impossible, though
the man had to weigh less than sixty kilograms, and instead drug him
through the mud and into the knee-deep water of the canal.

"HEY!  WHAT ARE YOU DOING!?" Evar screamed.  Hawq dropped
him face down in the water but the young man managed to turn into a
sitting position.  He shook his head like a wet dog, clearing green strands
of hair from his eyes and fixed Hawq with a burning stare.

Squeezing and releasing the grip of the blaster, Hawq's visor
illuminated the night but it all seemed to surreal and he killed the
enhancers and sighted his weapon on the young mans forehead.  He
would fall back and bleed out into the canal, then he would wait, an
hour, perhaps more if need be before Evar was a bloodless husk, finally
wrapping him in a plastic bodybag he had in the speeder and…

"So this is it, huh?" Evar asked.

He didn't want to talk with the young man.  He didn't have anything
Hawq wanted to hear and he had nothing to say.

Spitting into the flowing water, Evar smirked and looked around.  "Guess
those slags finally got them someone to get the job done."

Hawq heard the man but the blaster sight was focused on his forehead.
No, too messy, a gut shot would take too long and started to search for
just the right spot…

"Hey, I was wondering…"



"Don't try to bargain with me murderer," Hawq found himself
saying.

"Bargain?" the young man let loose a laugh that penetrated Hawq's
armor, settling in his bones and chilling him to his core. "Why would I try
to bargain with you?" Evar asked, sitting back on his haunches, his head
tilting to one side.

"To spare your life?"

"Life?  Is that what you call this?" Evar peered at him, then
shrugged.  "No," he looked around, "No, it looks like you had all of this
planned.  I'm not going to try to bargain with you killer.  It wouldn't do
any good."

The voice coming from the young man wasn't young.  Cockiness, panic,
all of the things Hawq imagined a young, spoiled aristocrat would
experience were absent here-and it made him uneasy.
In all of his years in the Sector Rangers, after the hundreds of arrests
and standoffs he'd had, none had ever gone down like this.  Something
about the young man was unsettling-off, and he couldn't put his finger
on it.

"Why did you do it?" Hawq asked, slowly lowering the weapon.

"You wouldn't understand," Evar said, shaking his head.

"You're right, I wouldn't," Hawq admitted.  "But try me."
The rain picked up and the young man looked at Hawq, then beyond and
he could see the young man was going somewhere he could never go-a
dark place of horrors he couldn't imagine.  "It…it was just boredom at
first, a curiosity, but after the first few, after I heard their screams and
minutes turned into hours…" he stopped.

He and Hawq looked at each other.  "I felt full," Evar said.

"So, a spoiled brat who didn't get enough love from his absentee
father chooses to kill and take out his frustrations on others," Hawq
shook his head.  This scum was no different, he was wrong before, there
wasn't…

"No, no father was always there.  He cared for me, took me to other
planets on vacations, he was-is-a good man," Evar said.

The uncertainty was back and as Hawq looked at this cold, pale man on
his knees something in the back of his mind screamed to pull the trigger.



He fought the urge for a moment more as something Evar had said
earlier resonated within.  "You call me a killer?  What do you think you
are?"

"A savior," Evar said in a flat tone.

"Savior?"

That look locked on Hawq and the smirk returned.  "Do you know why
there were so many people who posted my bounty?" Evar asked, then
continued, "Because they are poor.  Destitute. Those I…absorbed…were
freed from a life of poverty, pain, sickness. I helped them, don't you see?"

The pain in Hawq's back finally won out and he took a knee, just a meter
away from the young man. Age, the night's trials and the conversation
finally won out and forced him down. He felt sick inside.

"I was wrong about you," Evar said, leaning forward and looking
into the visor.  "You are no killer."

"That's a dangerous assumption," Hawq said, bringing the blaster
to bear with a shaking hand.

"But a correct one.  If you were a real killer I would already be face
down in this water.  You move like you're wounded, or old, maybe both.
That armor has seen better days," he tilted his head and let go with a
little chuckle.  "They sent a broken hunter to bring me in. Maybe we both
should do each other in and save the galaxy the trouble."

"No, this broken old hunter took a job and plans on fulfilling it,"
Hawq had never killed an unarmed, bound prisoner before and after
spending a week trying to get used to the idea now that the time had
come he wasn't sure he could.

"Then you'll have to kill me you know," Evar said, sitting back.

"I could just turn you in, let the victims do what they want with
you," he said.

"But, you won't do that," Evar shook his head.

"Why not?"

Evar smiled and looked up, letting rain smack against his face.  "Because
you know they won't.  They may hate me for what I did to their loved



ones, they may want me dead, but they are weak, pitiful.  They hired you
to do the job because they didn't want to dirty their hands."

For a moment Hawq imagined the grieving family members, already
saddled with the death of a loved one, forever carrying around the
memories of murdering an unarmed, bound man.  They would never be
able to move on, never be able o lead a normal life.  The revenge would
feel good, right for a moment, then…

"You're just an old fool, a broken being hiding behind a mask" Evar
began laughing then, shaking his head so the rain flew off in a spray.
Finally, he stopped and fixed his cold blue eyes on Hawq.  "I'm ready, if
you think you can bring yourself to do it.  Or maybe you'd like to go hire
someone too, so you don't get your hands dirty too."

Hawq struggled to get to his feet as the muscles in his back refused.  He
forced himself up and leveled the blaster at Evar, but the young man
shook his head.

"Please, don't shoot me."

"I knew you would beg," Hawq said, shaking away the last few
moments of insanity.

"No, I didn't say don't kill me, I said don't shoot me."

"What do you mean?"

Evar nodded towards the water.  "There is a blade strapped to my shin.  I
want you to cut me…and I can tell you how."

Hawq hesitated.  "Is that what you want?"

"It is, it will make it quick and painless," Evar said. "I …I always
wondered what it was like, for them I mean.  I always imagined it would
be like, I even cut on myself a few times."

"Okay, if that's what you want," Hawq said, stepping over to him.
He moved as if to reach towards his leg and instead moved around him,
kicking him squarely in the back and sending him face first into the
water. He dropped to one knee, blocking out the pain raging through his
body and reached down, grabbing Evar's hair and pulling him free of the
flowing water.

"You tortured and feasted on innocent people, what you want
doesn't mean a damn to me," he snarled in the man's ear.  With all of the



force he could muster he shoved his head back beneath the water.  Evar
struggled and managed to break free once, coming up and taking in a
deep gulp of air.

"PLEASE!  PLEASE DON'T!" he managed before Hawq planted his
knee between Evar's shoulderblades and drove him back under water.

He kneeled like that for ten, perhaps fifteen minutes, long after the
struggling stopped.  The rain was letting up and a mist had settled
across the ground when he finally forced himself to his feet. Somewhere,
down deep inside, he searched for the guilt, the sickening feeling that
should be dragging at him for what he did but couldn't find it. In fact, as
he looked down at the bobbing corpse in the water that was gently
banking against his legs, pushed by the strong current swirling around
them he realized he felt nothing-nothing at all.

*

Walking gingerly, Khara cursed the high heels she wore and forced
an insincere smile to occupy her face.  Two hot cups of caffe occupied
one hand while she balanced a stack of datadiscs in the other.  She
would occasionally pass another office worker and greeted them with a
polite nod but inside she was aching.
The shock she received earlier that morning was still causing her grief
and the struggle with the security officer didn't help.  She was sore,
upset and stressed but the worst thing she could do was change her
routine.
With the station buzzing over the break in and murder-she still couldn't
wrap her head around that word-she had to act normal, show up for
work, flirt and give no one reason to suspect her.

"Shella?" she heard her alias being called form the front desk.  She
redirected her route and stepped into the front office.

Lotek Skidna stared at her with a wicked grin on his face.



Her throat locked up and she froze.  Calm, keep calm, she forced back
the desire to sprint away and drug her mouth into a smile to quickly
replace her panic and continued to the front.  "Yes?" she said to Ashlin
who was also wearing her own smile.

"This is Mr.Skidna, he's the owner of the apartment that was
broken into.  He said Sergeant Fland instructed him to speak to Head
Administrator Macovik regarding accommodations while on station since
his apartment is uh, well, being investigated."

"Of course," Khara continued smiling.  "Let me see if Mr.Macovik is
available."

"Oh, I already checked with him, he said for you to show
Mr.Skidna on in."

Khara wanted to call Ashlin a few choice names but what came out was
"Of course, follow me, won't you?"

Skidna looked her up and down like a piece of meat. "I'd like nothing
more," he said.

She almost threw the hot caffe in his face.

"Make sure you take care of him," Ashlin said behind her back.
She turned and threw the woman a smirk and stepped so Skidna could
fall into step beside her.

He must not recognize me," Khara thought frantically, and as long as I'm
around someone he won't try anything.  They stopped at the Head
Administrators door and Khara glanced helplessly at the keypad.

"Here, let me take those from you," Skidna said and took the caffe
from her hand.  The gesture caught her off guard and she stared at him
for a moment.

"I'm sorry, is something wrong?" Skidna asked.

"No, not at all," Khara replied and opened the door.  Macovik
welcomed Skidna in and they all sat.  The rest went by in a blur as she
waited for the look of recognition to flash in Skidna's eyes when he made
her- a look that never appeaared.

"So, again Mr.Skidna, considering the very generous fee you pay
for such a modest apartment I'm sure the new accommodations will be to



your liking, and honestly," the little administrator leaned over his desk
conspiratorially, "I'm sure this unpleasantness will blow over and we'll
have your property returned to you very, very soon."

"I do hope so," Skidna said, smiling at Khara.  "Who would do such
a thing?"

She forced a shrug.  "There are always those who look to take advantage
of the…" she trailed off and fought for a word.  "Innocent?"

Skidna and the Head Administrator both regarded her as if she'd just
sprung a second head.

"Uh, yes, yes an innocent victim of a heinous crime!" Macovik said
throwing her a stern glance.  "Shella, I'd like you to personally show
Mr.Skidna to his new quarters.  He produced a passcard and handed it
over to her. "I'm putting him on the first level of the residential spire in
Suite # 4."

"Me?  But uhm, I really quite busy and I would…"

"Shella, please escort Mr.Skidna to his new quarters.  NOW." The
little administrator was playing nice but Khara knew she was on thin ice-
the price you pay for standing up one of your "superiors" when they
invite you to dinner.

She took the card and glanced at the apartment number.  They were
giving this scum a suite in the upper level? "Please follow me," she said.

She kept to the more populated areas of the station and she went out of
her way to watch his every move. He tried to make small talk and she
answered in short clipped answers.  He still hadn't recognized her and
she took a small amount of comfort in that.
Finally, when he caught on she didn't want to hear what he had to say
he pulled out a comm and relayed his new suite number to someone.
Dammit, she'd hoped he was here alone-it would make breaking in and
killing him that much easier.

No, no revenge was out of the question- things had changed.

Just get off the station Khara, get off and try to get as far away as you
can. Whatever was in the box had to be valuable, or at least that's what
she hoped- she'd had no time to work on it.  She made it back to her
apartment with just enough time to peel out of her suit, shower and get
transformed into Shella Versani, drop the box and her gear into the cargo
pod on her speeder bike in the lower level and get to work.  She was



feeling every bit of it as well and the small amount of caffe she drank in
Macovik's office did little to settle her nerves or combat her fatigue.

"We seem to be taking the long, scenic way to the spire," Skidna
said.

"I'm sorry, I thought you might like to sightsee a little, we have an
impressive selection of…"

"Lady, I live here, or did you forget that?"

She turned to him and he stared at her with narrow red eyes.  For a
moment she was back at Gelgelar Free Port the first time she met him
and he shoved a blaster up beneath her throat.  The impulse to run
surged through her stronger than ever but she merely smiled. "Of course,
I'll take you to your new accommodations right now."

"I mean, if you'd rather get something to drink, I could make the
time," Skidna said. She took the time to stare at him, really take him in
and noticed he looked larger, more full.  It had been a while since
Gelgelar and even then their meeting was brief.  It was possible Skidna
had been working out, getting stronger.

Just what she needed-for him to be even more dangerous, "No, I really
have to get back to work," she said.  If he hadn't recognized her by now
perhaps he wouldn't-in which case she needed to get as far from him as
possible.

They took the nearest lift down and she was relieved to find a few spacers
coming from their own room.  They ogled her and hung about as she
showed Skidna to his suite, finally getting on the lift tube and leaving
them alone in the corridor.  Slipping the passcard in the reader she
handed it to him and gave him an icy nod.  "Please let Customer
Relations know if you need anything else Mr.Skidna," she said.

"And can I ask for you Shella?" Skidna said and she felt herself get
a little ill.

"Ask for Ashlin," she said and turned away.  She almost bumped
into a bearded man who appeared in front of her.

"I'm sorry, I didn't mean to startle you," the man said, smiling.

"Klux, get in here," Skidna said behind her.



"Pardon me," the man said and stepped around her.  She realized
she was frozen, waiting for something to happen when the door finally
sealed behind her.

Since when did Skidna hang around people with such manners?  She
wanted to sprint to the lift tube and get as far away from the madman
and situation as she could but she forced herself to walk slowly-not that
it was much of a challenge, her body being in the shape it was in.

She took the lift tube back to the upper level and stepped off- and felt
déjà vu for the second time.  Waiting for the lift tube was a gray furred
felinoid she recognized instantly as Lana Fegarn-her old shipmate from
"The Brazen Gambit".

To her surprise Lana caught her glance as well and after a look of
confusion her face lit up.  "Khara!" she exclaimed and rushed over,
taking her in a warm embrace.

She could almost cry, and in fact a few tears did race from beneath her
red eye lenses.  "Lana! Oh Lana I'm so glad to see you!"

They parted slightly and the Trianii cocked her head. "I thought…"

"I was dead?" Khara finished her sentence.

"Well, yeah," Lana reached over and embraced her again, "but I'm
so glad you're not!"

They stood there for a moment, each one relishing the embrace and
safety that it brought. Finally, Khara parted, the flood of questions that
swirled in her mind for the past year trying to organize themselves into a
sentence. "I've got so much to ask!  So many things to talk to you about
but…not right now, now I'm in trouble, I need help."

Lana's face went from joy to resolve.  "I'm here for you Khara. I've got a
lot to make up for and I'll do whatever I can to help you."

Relief fought for joy and Khara exploded in nervous laughter.  "Oh,
Lana," she gently squeezed her friends arm.  "Where are you staying?
When I get off work I can meet you."

"That sounds perfect, I'm in Suite #4 in the residential spire."

The words meant nothing for a moment, and Khara shook her head.  "I'm
sorry, what was that?"



"Suite #4," Lana repeated.  "I was headed there now, a few friends
of mine are…" she stopped.  "Khara, what's wrong?"

 She stared at Lana and tried to speak but no words came out, finally
she managed, "You…you're here with Lotek Skidna?"

"Lotek…oh, yes, why?"

Khara stepped away, "Why are you with him?"

Lana regarded her with obvious curiosity, "Why?  Do you know
him?"

"Do I know him? Lana, that bastard tried to kill me!"

They both stared at one another for a moment, finally, Lana's narrowed
her eyes, "When?"

"Does it frelling matter!?!" Khara almost screamed.  What had
happened to her friend?  What was going on?  Had Lana changed so
much she now kept company with a murderer and a madman?

"Khara, please, calm down," Lana reached out but she pulled
away.  "When was this?  Despite what you might think, it does matter.
Was it recently?  In the last few hours?"

"What? No! No, this was almost half a year ago, on Tornia," Khara
said, glancing around.  Had Lana changed?  Had the good friend she
knew turned into a homicidal killer like Skidna?

A smiled pulled at Lana's muzzle and Khara held her breath. "Oh goo,
that's good."

"Almost getting killed is good?  Lana you can…" Khara was about
to tell the woman off but Trianii was already shaking her head.

  "KD, listen, That's not Skidna in Suite #4."

It was all too much for Khara and she felt her knees go weak.  "I think
I'm going to be sick."

Lana stepped over and helped her to a nearby bench.  "Khara, what's
going on?"



They sat in silence for a moment before she was able to speak.  "I came
here to get revenge on Lotek Skidna- I did some work for him a while
back and he tried to kill me.  So I…"

"Broke into his apartment and stole a box," Lana finished, gently
rubbing the space between her shoulderblades.

Khara nodded.  "And then I just escorted Skidna to the suite and was
waiting for him to recognize me, but…"

"It's not Skidna, you can breathe easy," Lana smiled.  "We're all
friends here.  The man disguised as Skidna is named Vic Palisades, he
heads up a New Republic Spec Ops group."

"Well why the FRELL is he disguised as Skidna?" her voice peaked
and a few passersby glanced in their direction.

Dropping he voice, Lana leaned in, "Look, Khara, there is obviously a lot
going on here, come on back to the suite and we'll work this out."

"I can't," Khara shook her head. "I'm expected back, plus those
suites," she glanced around and whispered "have more bugs than a Nar
Shaddan flop house."

"Well what do you want to do?"

She stood and smoothed her dress, trying to get herself back together.
"You and Skidna, or whoever he is, are being watched and I don't want to
put you in danger.  Tell this Vic guy to meet me in Headtailz tonight-
alone."

"Headtailz?"

"It's the station's cantina, easy to find," Khara said.

"I can come along, it might help if," but Khara was already waving
her off.

"No, Lana, a big meeting will bring a lot of attention and I need to
keep you apart from all of this for now.  It's not safe for me on the station
and I need to get off of here.  Just, tell this friend of your to meet me
tonight, around nineteen hundred hours and we'll talk."

Lana stood and embraced her again and she returned it, allowing her
guard to drop again for the briefest of moments.  "It's so good to see you
Lana."



"I know Khara, I thought I'd never see you again.  I'm glad I was
wrong."

"We still have so much to talk about, and Sulin!" Khara had been
searching for her friend for so long she was stunned she'd almost
forgotten about her.

Lana's features went dark for a moment and she reached up and rubbed
at a chipped fang in her mouth.  "We can talk about all of that later."

"Deal," Khara let it go and they parted and with one last smile.
Khara turned and after a few steps Shella Versani, still aching and in a
small amount of pain headed back to the administration level with
renewed hope.

*

"What is this, some sort of reunion?"
San San watched Khara Doone and the felinoid named Lana sit

down together on a bench across from him.  He was over fifty meters
away but his cyber monocle closed the distance with little difficulty and
he could almost read their lips, if Doone hadn't kept her head down most
of the time.
He watched them until they stood and parted and considered trailing
Doone and taking her out but there was simply too much foot traffic. No,
his plan was to corner her, get her alone and then kill her but so far he
hadn't seen her at any point when she wasn't with someone.
Finally, when she disappeared into the crowd he stood from the bench he
was sitting at across the concourse and stretched.  They'd not seen him
thanks to small islands of slowly dying greenery positioned throughout
the station and he glanced around to make sure no one had given him
any undue notice.
Confident he was being roundly ignored he shoved his hands in the
longcoat he wore and took a lift tube up to the mercantile disc.  It wasn't
hard finding Erissa- she was in the most expensive store on station-a
jewelry dealer called "Glitters" and asking to see the most high-end
merchandise.

"It's beautiful, how much?" she was asking a domed droid situated
behind the counter.



"Seventeen thousands credits," the droid replied, holding up a long
shimmering string of luminous balls in its chrome appendage.

"Let's go," he said, grabbing her beneath the arm.

"Let me go," she snatched her arm back and he almost ripped the
fine semi-transparent blouse she wore.

They traded a deadly stare as the droid returned the necklace to the
sealed display case.

"I'll be back later," she smiled sweetly, addressing the droid.  It
ignored her and moved away and she turned a narrow gaze back to him.
"You keep your filthy claws off me, you got that?"

"Don't think just because you are staring at valuable trinkets it
makes you any better than a common thief," he whispered.  "Now, come
on."
He didn't bother to see if she was following.  He knew Doone was here, all
he needed to do was kill her and take back proof to his master and
Erissa's usefulness would come to an end.  If she wasn't a member of the
Thieves Guild he would have killed her already.

"I found her," he said.

"Where?" she replied trotting up alongside him.

"I saw her come out of the administration offices, it looks like she's
working there," he headed to a nearby foodcart.  "Give me three credits, I
want a Crigwrap."

"Pay for it yourself!" she exclaimed but he simply stared at her
until she pulled a few folded credits from the pockets of her skintight
black pants and slapped them into his palm.  "You owe me."

He ignored her and slid the money to the overweight Twi'Lek vendor who
handed him a squirming black mass of worms trapped between the folds
of a pink shell.  He shoved half of it in his mouth, letting his teeth grind
everything to mush before swallowing it. The heavy, herb-laden sauce
that bordered on being rancid exploded all the way down his throat and
he smiled.

"Want one?" he glanced at her.

"Are you buying?" she asked crossing her arms.



"Of course not," he turned away and took another bite of the
Crigwrap, grabbing a nearby seat.

"So this is it?" Erissa parked her hands on her hips. "You found
her and now you're just going to sit around having snacks?  No
wonder…"

"I would mind your tongue," he said, licking sauce from his fingers.
"I've found Doone, you can leave."

She took a seat next to him and shook her head.  "Oh no, no, I have my
orders too and the only thing that can make me leave is to see you
cutting Doone's head off. So, since you've found her, why hasn't that
happened already?"

"Because that's not how I work," he said, popping the last of the
Crigwrap into his mouth.  "First, we need to get her alone, it's not like I
can just start skinning her out in the open."

"Skin?  You're going to skin her?"

"Yes, is that a problem?" he turned to her.

"While she's alive?"

He looked at her and shrugged.  "Sure, why not."

Erissa smiled and licked her lips.  "Wonderul."

"You really hate her," San San leaned back and tossed the food
wrapper to the ground.

"I do hate her, I hate her more than I hate anyone else and I want
to see her suffer."

"That makes two of us.  She's caused me a lot of problems I could
do without.  So, you help me and I'll make sure I cause her unbelievable
agony before she expires," he held his hand up.  "Deal"

She took it and they smiled at each other.  "What do you need me to do?"
she asked.

"Just back me up, because we're going to track her when she
leaves work and kill her soon after."

"She won’t come quietly," Erissa smiled.



"She won't have a choice," San-San released her hand and held his
jacket open slightly to reveal a row of hypodermics.  "She refuses, I inject
her with this neurotoxin.  It will dull her senses just long enough to get
her to the ship without any hassle.  Afterwards we can have our fun with
her."

"Sounds like you have it all planned out. Should be easy," Erissa
smiled.

"Not as easy as you might think, she's got a friend with her."

"What? Who? My intel said she has been running solo."

"Then your intel was wrong," San-San said, standing and heading
towards the tall transparasteel windows.  "She's accompanied by one of
her friends, a felinoid named Lana.  You want to help?  Keep her away
from me while I nab Doone. Knock her out, kill her, I don't care, just
keep her out of my way."

"And how and I supposed to do that?  I'm a thief!  I'm no assassin!"
she hissed.

"Then I guess you get to show me how versatile you really are,"
San-San said looking out the window at the swirling maelstrom of gasses
beyond.

*

Stepping into Headtailz was like stepping into a badly mixed drink.
The music was too loud, the lights were too dim and there was a general
sense of unease that rippled throughout the clientele.  The sweet,
pungent odor of spilled drinks, sick and smoke was enough to curl
nosehairs and the foot traffic coming and going through the wide
entryway bridged the separation between the concourse and the inside of
the bar.

In short, it was the perfect place to meet.

Vic left Klux and Lana parked at a small table just outside and ventured
in on his own.  Lana had vouched for this 'Khara Doone' but he was still



on guard.  Apparently Adkins had tried to kill her and she was upset
enough to track him all the way here to get revenge.  The fact that she
was still alive following a Ket assassination attempt and that she willingly
pursued the madman gave him enough reason to extend her a healthy
respect. She was either capable or insane, either way, it meant she was
dangerous.

He found her sitting at a small table in the center of the cantina floor.
She was still wearing the black dress and fishnet stockings from earlier
and her face was up lit from the bright glowing tabletop. He spied no sign
of the box, not that she would have come with it to begin with.
Scratching at the coloring in his hair, he strolled up and smiled wide.

"This seat taken?"

She dipped her head so she peered over the rectangular glasses parked
halfway down her nose.  "Sit."

He took the opposite stool, wishing he could see her pupils.  Lana said
she was Wroonian, but the disguise she wore called for bright red
glowing eye shields.  He hated when he couldn't see another being's
pupils-it made them hard to read.  A thought crossed his mind and he
snickered-causing her to tilt her head.

"What?" She asked.

"Nothing, just, this situation, us, it's-," he shrugged as a waitress
crossed over to him.

"Can I get you something?" she asked.  She was a gray female with
a black beret and a matching tubular leather outfit that left little to the
imagination.

He looked her up and down and smiled.  "Sure, bring me something
strong and cold."

"Safe for a human?" she asked.

"Preferably," he watched her leave and turned his attention back to
Lana's friend.  "She's going to catch a cold dressed like that."

"You were about to tell me about us and this situation," Khara
said, taking a sip of her drink.  It was a yellow ridiculous concoction
occupying a triangular glass and adorned with a variety of colorful
streamers. He pulled his attention back to her and leaned back.



"This. The galaxy, everything," he shook his head.  "Here we are,
you and I, both in disguise, pretending to be someone we aren't, it's
just…"

"Funny?" she asked.

"Yeah, kinda," he nodded.  "You think so too huh?"

"No, I don't," she said, her face remaining expressionless. She took
her glasses off as his drink arrived and he tossed a few coins on the
waitress's serving tray as she moved away.  He heard a faint click from
beneath the table and looked up into the emotionless red eyes.  " No, I
don't think any of this is funny, in fact, after all I've been through I don't
find anything that has happened to me frelling funny at all.  In fact, I
find it so frustrating and upsetting that I'm at the point where I might do
something crazy, like pull a small holdout blaster on someone I don't
even know and vaporize his entire lower torso if I don't start getting the
answers I want. See, that is how unfunny I think this situation really is."

He remained calm and gave her a wide grin.  He wasn't Vic, he was still
Ket on the outside chance someone who knew him noticed him, so
instead of trying to disarm her or knocking her drink over into her face
he merely laughed.  "Look, Khara…"

"Yes Vic?" she said, leaning slightly forward.

"Uhm, yeah, maybe we better stick with Shella and Lotek," he
glanced around, but it seemed no one was paying any attention to their
meet. Between the drunk dancers and the evening rush they were just
another couple at just another table.  "Look," he dropped his voice.  "I'm
not the enemy here, Lana said you wanted to meet so here I am. You
have something I want, something I need, now, how about you put the
blaster away and you and me start over?"

He caught the slightest sense that she relaxed-a little and she leaned
back and put something away in her purse-likely the weapon.  He
relaxed as well. He took a draw from the green liquid in the tall frosted
glass sitting in front of him and let it coat his throat.

"Lotek," she said the name but grimaced when she did. "Can I just
call you 'Frell Face'?"

"If you like. I wish we could call each other by our real names but
you are a professional, you know how important it is for us to keep up
appearances," he said.



"I know, sorry, he just…I did some work for him and he stiffed me
then tried to kill me," she said.

"That sounds like Ket," Vic said.

"Who?"

"Lotek- his real name is Ket Adkins. Lotek was just an alias he
used," Vic said, taking another drink.  The concoction was fruity but with
just enough booze to make it tart. "Just another level to all of this, hell,
I'm pretending to be someone who was pretending to be someone else.
It's nuts."

"Whatever, look, I don't know who you really are, all I know is that
you came here dressed like him and if you had arrived in that apartment
a half a day earlier you would have gotten yourself killed.  That bastard
owes me and I came here to collect," she took a breath and went to take
another drink but seemed to think better of it and shoved the glass away.

"I understand that, a lot of people want him dead," Vic said
nodding.

"Right, and that makes me question why you would think it is a
good idea dressing up like him.  You realize how much danger that puts
you in?"

"No choice," Vic leaned forward and dropped his voice.  "I needed in
his room and this was the easiest way.  Now, Lana said you have the
box?  If it's still intact and unopened, I'd be willing to negotiate with you
on a price."

"A hundred thousand," she said without missing a beat.

He was in the middle of taking another drink and almost choked on it.
After clearing his throat he stared at her to see if she was joking.  "You're
serious?"

"Of course, a hundred thousand and you can have it."

"You've opened it?" he asked, his stomach knotting at the idea of
her screwing up the one item he needed to try to find his sister.  If she'd
damaged anything, rendered it useless, he'd have to try to bribe
Fal'Bakte to get the information-a worrisome prospect.



She hesitated for a moment too long before answering.  "Of course I
opened it."

"What was in it?"

"Uh, some discs and uh…"

"You haven't opened it," he said smiling.  "No, that's good.  I need it
sealed and I need the contents intact," he breathed a sigh of relief when
she didn't deny it.

"Okay, fine, I didn't open it but the price still stands," she said.

"Look, a hundred thousand is out of the question," Vic shook his
head.

"Then our business here is done," she went to stand but stopped.
Her eyes grew wide and she slowly resumed her seat. He turned and
noticed a golden skinned humanoid approaching.

The man had long golden dreads that reached past his shoulders and Vic
could see the bulk of body armor present beneath his black trenchcoat.
Most didn't wear armor in a cantina without looking for trouble and Vic
immediately went on alert. The man's one working eye was focused on
Khara and he stopped at the edge of the table.

"Hello Doone," he said in a flat tone.

"Hey, pal, we're in the middle of a conversation," Vic said.

"Make yourself scarce human, or something painful might happen
to you," the man said without bothering to turn towards him.

"San-San," Khara muttered, and Vic could see she was literally
frozen with fear.  Instinct kicked in and he stood from his seat.

He slapped 'San-San' on his shoulder and spun him around.  The man's
one good eye narrowed and his mouth curled into a snarl.  "Look pal, I'm
telling you one last time, beat it, me and the lady are enjoying the
drinks."

The man was fast-almost too fast and Vic was just able to grab his
wrist before he plunged a hypodermic into his abdomen. He jammed his
thumb against a pressure point on San-San's hand and the instrument
fell useless to the ground.



"I'm going to enjoy…" San-San began but Vic cut him off with a
sharp jab to the sternum that knocked him to the ground.

The cantina went quiet as San-San slowly stood and produced a long,
deadly blade. "You should have minded your own business, human," the
man said, a grin creeping across his face like a centipede. "Now I'm going
to have to skin you too."

Taking a deep breath and rolling his shoulders Vic set his jaw and
assumed a Coynite fighting stance.

*

 "That was a nice piece of work you did for me," Shadis said,
reaching in his jacket.  He produced a pair of discs and set them on his
desk.  "Granted, the package was a bit unwieldy…"

"You wanted him dead, you didn't say anything about what
condition he arrived in," Hawq said.  He felt nothing, and it wasn't just
from the handful of painkillers he'd taken over the last few days.
After leaving the ship yard, he'd left the body in a bag for a day before
meeting Shadis and his employers in the lower parking levels of the
Bradura Building.  He cast a glance over them and realized Evar Orcor
was right about one thing-these people were poor.
They were a ragged band, standing unsure in a semi circle as he hauled
the corpse out of the back of the speeder and dropping it on the
duracrete. The area was under construction and Shadis had ensured
there was no one to bear witness.

"This is true, though I'll be honest, I thought a few of those beings
were going to lose their lunch when you unsealed that bag."

"Death isn't easy to stomach-for any of us," he said.  He didn't
elaborate, as Jaden Sturge was supposed to be a ruthless bounty hunter
and the last thing he needed was to let his secret slip out now.

"The news has been abuzz with reports.  If you were planning on
hanging about on planet I would advise against it."

Leaning forward, Hawq slid the discs over.  "I appreciate your advice, but
this is only part of the deal.  You said you'd find me work."



Shadis shifted in his seat and shrugged.  "You've got the documents you
need to pursue any bounty you wish, do you really need me?" Something
in the man's tone cause Hawq to freeze and look up from the discs.

"We had a deal Shadis, after what I did for you, don't tell me you
are hanging me out to dry."

"What?  Of course not!  It's just that, well," Shadis shook his head
and held his hands up.  "I tapped my contacts and the only thing I could
come up with was another illegal bounty, and I know how you feel about
those…"

Letting out a sigh, Hawq leaned back, not trying to hide his irritation.
"You're kidding. I only need one really big score Shadis, I don't need
complications."

The man stood and sat on the front of his desk.  "Sturge!  Look, this one
is juicy though.  A friend, a close personal friend was going to go after
this himself but he took a poisoned dart to his throat on his last hunt
and it's laid him up for months.  He owed me a favor and sent along the
dossier."

"I don't like it," Hawq shook his head.  "Can't you get me some
listings?  Can't you find…"

"Sturge, you want work, this is work.  It might not be exactly like
you want, but by being illegal the creds will come fast and to top it off, all
you need to do is bring one of these jokers in to collect a cool hundred
grand."

"One of these jokers?  You mean this bounty is on more than one
person?"

"It's a team," Shadis resumed his seat.  "But the bounty is clear,
you only need to bring them in dead, except for a few, those are..." he
trailed off.  "Look, if you want to run after some 'Petty Cash' that's fine, I
can get you a list and you can spend the next year chasing them across
the galaxy. But," he leaned forward and tapped on the desktop, "if you
want creds, fast, no questions asked, then this will take care of all of
your concerns."

Hawq sat in silence for a moment.  He didn't have a year to waste and
Shadis was making it obvious that this was the only lead he had. The
reference to 'petty cash'-small time bounties hardly worth his effort, told



him Shadis either wasn't actively searching for a big payday for him or he
wasn't as connected as he used to be-Hawq wasn't sure which.
Whispering a curse to himself, he nodded.  "Fine, fine tell me about the
targets."

"There are several.  The most notable is Terminus the Hunter and
a Jedi." Shadis stopped as if he were waiting for Hawq to respond.

"And?  That doesn't make a team," Hawq said.

"Oh, I just thought," Shadis shrugged." Some might be surprised at
there being a Jedi and…"

"I don't care," Hawq said.  "I've tracked and brought in all manner
of bounties in my life.  The galaxy is full of beings claiming to be Jedi,
especially now.  And Terminus? Just another hunter."

"It's good to see you're not bound by the 'code' like so many are,
especially the old-timers, no offense."

"You mean that nonsense about hunters not going after another
hunter?  No, I'm not." Terminus had a reputation to be sure-but a spotty
one that included rumors that he'd hunted other hunters and didn't
honor 'the code' himself.   Hawq didn't care- the code meant little to him
as well-merely a set of rules some hunters drew up to give a
respectability to their trade.  It was laughable, that these scum fancied
themselves on par with actual law enforcement officials, but that was
neither here nor there.  If Terminus was worth the credits, then he was
worth his attention. "You don't need to worry about 'the code'," Hawq
said, "if Terminus is an acquisition then he stopped being a hunter the
moment someone put a price on his head."

"Good!  That certainly makes things easier," Shadis brought up a
holoprojection that hovered above the desk.  Mugshots of the
acquisitions circled in the air, each one passing in front of his face for
only a moment before moving on. "Obviously you can pick who you
would like to bring in, though of course the more you bring in the more
creds."

"I only need one," Hawq said, and in a flash reached up and tapped
the face lingering in front of him. A grinning, young, well coiffed human
smiled back with a cocky grin.

"This one, tell me about-" he peered at the name under the holo,
"Xander Paddox."



*

The man posing as Lotek Skidna moved fast, almost too fast for
Khara to track and in the middle of the Headtailz cantina on Jalon
Station he and San-San, a professional assassin became a blur of
movement.
The fight had ignited the tension in the liquor-fueled crowd.  At first they
merely marveled at the two, but it took only one jostle, one rough shove
to set the room ablaze in a flurry of flying fists, swirling tentacles and
screams of rage.
Headtailz turned into a hurricane of violence and Khara decided it was
the last place she wanted to be.  Skidna, or whoever he was, looked like
he wasn't ready to deal, but he was doing one thing for her-he was
keeping San-San occupied.
A hard check from a nearby Saurton knocked her hard to the ground
and as she braced herself her hand landed on a cylinder. She recognized
it immediately as the hypodermic San-San produced and snatched it up.
Getting to her feet, she ducked and wove amongst the flying fists and
bodies, narrowly got brained by a flying mug of ale and hurdled an
Ughnaught brandishing a vibroblade. Someone had triggered the seldom
used light system and a rainbow of lasers and fog filled the room in
seconds.
Making her way for the rear exit she'd scoped out weeks before, she was
almost to the door and out of the mayhem when a familiar face
materialized from the crowd before her.

"Going somewhere Doone?" Erissa Naveen screamed at her-and
charged, barely catching Khara in the jaw.

The punch did just enough to catch her off guard and she dropped the
hypodermic to the ground as she stumbled backwards.  Her ankle,
already strapped into the high heels, turned and Khara bit back a
scream.

"Dropped something Doone," Erissa said, slowly stooping and
picking up the hypodermic, its long needle glistening beneath the
spinning, throbbing lights.

"I should have expected this," Khara said, reaching down and
pulling the heels off. "You couldn't cut it as a thief, so now you're some
assassin's lap dog." She took her heel and slung it at Erissa who just



barely ducked the improvised weapon.  Khara wasted no time and
rushed in, and as Erissa tried to stab her she dodged, weaved and
managed to spin, landing a kick into the younger woman's abdomen.
She realized her mistake when her already injured ankle buckled and
she hit her knees.
Around them warning klaxons began to go off and the crowd of fighting,
moving bodies pressed in closer.
Erissa recovered faster than she expected and was on top of her in a
second.  A shoulder block took her to the ground and she was just able
to get a hand up and grasp Erissa's wrist.  The younger thief was
struggling to jam the hypodermic into her eye.
They struggled for only a moment when someone stepped on her ankle.
Letting out a scream, Khara loosened her grip and a millisecond later the
hypodermic plunged into her upper left shoulder.
With all of her strength she gathered her knees up under her and
planted her feet in Erissa's stomach and pushed, propelling the girl up
and off of her-where she flew backwards, disappearing into the dark
crush of the crowd.
Stumbling to her feet, she felt someone grab her arm and spun-almost
striking Lana.

"Khara are you ok?" Lana screamed.  In her hand she was holding
the hypodermic up. Some of whatever it was loaded with still remained in
the syringe, but the rest, she assumed, was now making its way through
her body.

"Poisoned, I've been…" she felt her head swim and she stumbled,
almost hitting the ground but powerful hands circled her waist and
someone was up under her arm-Skidna. "What, what are you…" she
began but things were getting cloudy, the sound and lights making her
dizzy.

"I've got you, let's go," Skidna said.  The man she'd seen earlier
with the beard-Klux- she thought his name was-opened the bar's rear
door and she barely felt her feet touching the ground, as Skidna
practically carried her along the dark narrow maintenance corridors.

"Get off of me, let me go," she managed but Skidna was ignoring
her. "I've been poisoned," she repeated.  Weren't these people listening?

"We've got someone who can get it out of your system," Skidna
said, "just relax."

She almost laughed in his face.  "I'VE BEEN POSIONED!" she screamed,
but he ignored her, merely winced as spittle splattered against his face.



"We've got to get off station," she heard the bearded man say.  Her
mind was fighting to stay sharp and she bit her inner lip to stop from
passing out.  The pain cleared everything up-momentarily.

They were somewhere in the bowels of the station-she glanced up and
recognized corridor designations and realized they weren't far from a
maintenance lift that would take them to the docking ring. "I can get us
off of here," she said, trying to remain calm, even though she could
almost feel the poison destroying her from the inside.

"Where's the box?" Skidna said.

"FRELL THE BOX!" she screamed.  All that she wanted was to
escape.  San-San was here, looking to try to kill her-again-and even if
Skidna had her cured of the poison, she had a gut feeling this time she
wouldn't walk away from a meeting with San-San alive.  He was a Shade
of Night and they never stopped, never quit.

Skidna lay her down-quickly, but gently and kneeled beside her.  "No.  I
came here for the box and I'm not leaving the station without it."

"Vic!" Lana was beside him but he kept the red eyes focused on
her.  "No Lana. Your friend here wanted to play this game, but I'm
through playing around. You want to live?  You want to be healed? You
want off this station? Well, that's a tall order Blue, and it's got a hefty
price tag.  So…"

"Fifty…fifty thousand…" Khara felt whatever was in the
hypodermic fighting to reclaim her mind, "fif…"

Skidna/Vic stood and looked down at her.  "That poison is acting
fast, a few more minutes it might be too late for the antidote I have back
on my ship…."

"FRELL!  FRELL! FRELL!!!" Khara screamed, slamming her hands
against the dull duracrete.  Her mind cleared up just enough to process
everything he'd said.  She looked to Lana but her friends helpless
expression told her she couldn't help her now.  Whoever this "Vic"
character was, he was holding all of the cards and he knew it.

"Okay, Nerfnut, ok! " she glanced around and spotted a terminal
station several meters down.  "Get me over to that terminal."

"Why?" Vic asked, crossing his arms.



"Because, I'm going to hack the system, get my bike-and your
damn box- loaded on your ship and lift the lockdown on the docking
ring, that's why!"

"You can do that?" Vic asked, tilting his head.

"No, I can't," she shook her head, "at least NOT FROM THE
FRELLING FLOOR YOU MORON!"

The anger hit him and he took a step back.  In a heartbeat he was
moving, bundling her up in his arms and carrying her to the terminal. "I
need a shower," she mumbled.  "You make my skin crawl."  He seemed to
ignore her and kneeled so she could access the terminal.
"Keep a look out for security, this will take a few seconds," she said over
her shoulder.
She'd spent several weeks hacking the system and had installed her own
passwords and backdoors.  Everything she needed-her gear, her suit and
most importantly the black box was on her speeder.  Her fingers flew
over the holodisplay as her vision started to go in and out and a moment
later the automated retrieval system in the docking ring was activated.
"Name of ship?" she said, finding it hard to form complete sentences.

"The Skullduggery," Vic said.

Her fingers were already moving as she instructed the system to deposit
her speederbike in the Skullduggery's docking bay. Something warm
touched her neck and she assumed it was Lana but she didn't have time
to turn around.  A moment later she bit her lip again to clear her mind
and almost laughed at the spurt of crimson that sprayed across her
fingers and disappeared through the holo.
She stared at them for a moment, then, trying to fight through the fog,
tapped away at the last few hovering holokeys with fingers that felt like
they'd been replaced with thick, rigid sausages.
The terminal beeped happily at her command to disengage the lockdown
on the Skullduggery's bay and she leaned back. Whoever was touching
her neck let go, and a warm sensation remained. "We've got about five
minutes, the lift at the end of the corridor can take us right to
the….the…"

"Got it," Vic said, bundling her up again and they were moving.
Her head rolled back and she looked up at the dim blue photonic ceiling
tiles as Vic commed someone named 'Race' and told him to prep the ship
and send someone named 'Xander' down to retrieve her bike.



She wanted to tell him to leave it alone, that she would load it on to their
ship herself but the words lodged in her throat and couldn't make it past
her lips.
The world began to swirl and darkness started to advance from the edges
of her vision.  Voices got lower, and the ceiling seemed like it was moving
slower, though maybe they'd stopped.  Yes, yes it was the ceiling of a lift,
not the corridor.  That explained it.

As she closed her eyes she took a deep breath of some kind of scent-a
musky, subtle scent of cheap cologne and it followed her as she dropped
into unconsciousness.

*

San-San awoke in the station's holding cell, bruised, furious and
with a Balosar trying to remove his boots.  He waited until the scum was
fully engrossed, then, with violent force kicked the man in the face,
shattering a number of teeth and dropping him against the nearby cell
wall, unconscious.
The other inhabitants of the cell, he counted over a dozen, watched the
altercation with little response other than to move a bit farther awayfrom
him.
He sat up on the ground, and when he tried to turn his head to take in
his surroundings, a surge of pain almost caused him to black out.
Cursing, he kept his head immobile and tried to piece together exactly
where everything had gone wrong.
Doone was caught off guard, he knew that much, and while he knew
Lana was, for most commoners, a threat, he'd tagged her at a table
outside, far enough away he and Erissa should have been able to take
Doone down and out before Lana knew what had happened.
But the human…he was the x-factor that caused it all to fall apart.  He
knew the man wasn't some common barfly when he assumed a Coynite
fighting stance.  The combat system-known as "Sal' Rocka' Tal" was
difficult to master for Coynites, almost impossible for humans and that
this man was not only proficient, but learned in its intricacies meant he
was someone to be taken seriously.
San-San considered learning the system himself, as the Shades had
instructors throughout the galaxy, but when he learned more about it he
realized the system could be more troule than it was worth.  Specifically,
the code of honor of the Coynites, that decreed any Coynite seeing a non-



Coynite using Sal' Rocka' Tal must challenge that person on the spot-to
the death.
Still, why didn't the man kill him?  The move he'd used, known as a
"doubler" was one of the few San-San remembered when exploring the
system- a vicious kick/strike combo that caused a target to double over
allowing the attacker to land a debilitating blow to the target's neck.  It
was a set-up move typically used before landing a killing strike, but this
man had simply knocked him out.
Whoever this man was he would have to be dealt with, and San-San
wasn't sure he would be able to take out Doone with him around.  With
his pride hurting as badly as his neck, he grudgingly admitted to himself
that the man was better than he was.  He'd thrown everything he knew
at him, finally drawing his blaster an instant before the man executed
the doubler-putting him down and out.
Angry, tired and sore, San-San was in a foul mood when the guard called
for "Jessup Talvor"- the pseudonym he'd registered and docked his ship
under.
Standing slowly, the denizens of the cell parted for him-the Balosar was
still an unmoving heap in the corner-and allowed him unimpeded access
to the laser grid.  The hissing red bars of energy shut down and a guard
waved him out.

"You've been sprung," the guard said, his upper face concealed by
a riot-gear helmet.

San-San remained silent and followed the guard down a corridor,
through another monitored laser barrier and into a processing station.
Standing on the other side of a long counter, amidst several dozen
jostling, arguing beings was Erissa.

"I don't want to see you back in here, you understand, hey," the
guard spun him around with a deactivated stun baton and San-San
merely looked at the weapon and back at his own reflection in the
helmet's faceplate.  "You hear me Talvor?  You keep your nose clean
while on Jalon or we'll find you a nice, permanent cell.  Got it?"

The thought of reaching up and snapping the man's neck locked in his
mind but he forced himself to merely nod.

"Good, now get out of here," the guard said and shoved him from
behind towards the crowd, and Erissa.

They made eye contact and paired up, both remaining silent as they
exited the security station.Making a beeline for his ship, they were
halfway there when Erissa finally spoke.  "Your boss wants to speak with
you."



As bad as he felt he slumped as his heart sank into his boots.  He
stopped and turned, trying to move his neck as little as possible.
"How…"

"I commed and told he and my aunt Khaalid what happened here,"
she said, crossing her arms.

He glanced around.  They were in a quiet corner of the station, near a
concourse and concealed by some greenery.  Emotion finally won over
and he reached up and grasped her by the throat. His advanced healing
was already mending his battered body and he felt little discomfort in the
move. To his surprise she didn't struggle, merely locked him with an
even stare.

"Why…"

"Hey!  I saved your life buddy!  Your boss and my aunt both
wanted me to kill you!  They wanted me to take you out!  But I explained
what happened to them and told them it wasn't your fault!  That Doone
had a crew now and they got the jump on us! That's what I told them
anyway," she allowed herself a bit of a smirk, "unless you would rather I
told them the truth, that you got beat up by some drunkard."

His grip loosened and he shoved his hands in his coat.  "He wasn't a
drunkard, he was something else."

"Whatever, look, I really don't care who or what he was, all I know
is that if you screw up and look bad, so do I.  We're in this together now,
and I want Doone as bad as you do. I talked your boss down from killing
you.  He's mad, but he's willing to give you another chance, oh and he
uhm, said not to come back until you finish the job."

He fished through his pockets for a cigarra, coming up empty.  He was
about to curse and go looking for a tabacc shop when Erissa tossed him
a packet and lighter.  He didn't say thanks, merely grunted and fished
one out.  "Fine, we know she's here, so we…"

Erissa shook her head, "Nope, she's gone pal. While you were taking your
nap the station started lighting up with rumors that some ship had
taken off-bypassing the lockdown somehow. Apparently someone hacked
the system and took down the mag-con field, someone very good."

"Is there any proof that it was her?" he ignited the cigarra and took
a drag.



"Yeah, there kinda is," she took out her datapad and pulled up
something and began to read.  "This is from the Station's newsfeed.
Apparently the hacker initiated a virus that destroyed all traces of their
activity in the stations system-the only thing they were able to record
from the incident before it disappeared was this," she held up the
datapad. On its screen a small, blue triangular sea creature swam about,
destroying pieces of code before disappearing behind a pair of digits and
out of sight.  "That's a Vorca- a symbol of the Thieves Guild."

San-San inhaled deeply and let the acrid stench burn through his lungs.
Nassiris would be furious.  This child had no idea what she'd done by
contacting him, and now she may have made things worse. Of course
Erissa was right, things had changed, but San-San now knew what to
expect and knew not to underestimate Doone and her friends. Still…
"You should not have told them," he finally said.

Her face went hard and she lowered her voice.  "Hey, buddy, get this
through your skull!  Doone took off on a ship to who knows where!  We
don't know who the frell those people were she was with, and just as
important, even if we did know it's not like we can take them on now!  It's
just you and me!  She had at least three other people with her!  Taking
Doone out when she was alone was one thing, but now?"

He turned away and headed back towards his ship.  She fell into step
and after a moment her annoying, whiny voice was once again rattling
on.  "Hey!  Talk to me!  Did you hear what I said?  We need help!  We
need…"

Taking one last long drag he pulled the cigarra from his mouth and
flicked it away.  "I took out Doone the first time and she had three others
crewing with her then too," he said, stopping.  He turned to her and
leaned in.  "Our job isn't to kill everyone on that ship, just her."

"Well, right now we don't know where the frell she is!  How do you
plan on taking her out now?"

A plan was already forming in his mind but he said nothing. He realized
his problem was chasing Doone across the galaxy, trying to take her out
with so little planning and preparation- every time he failed, every time
he got close it was on her terms.  It would take time and all of his
resources but he knew, if he could pull some things together, he would
be able to lure Doone right back home-right back to Wroona, and right
into a trap.  "We're in this together," he said approaching the turbolift,
"just follow me, back my decisions and do what I say."



Erissa rolled her eyes but said nothing.  Finally, she let out a long,
dramatic sigh and shrugged. "Fine, I guess, but you better make good on
your promise-my Aunt is expecting me to come through."

"Don't worry," San-San said, fishing for another cigarra, "It may
take a while, but sooner or later we're going to nail Khara Doone and
make her-and whoever else gets in the way-suffer."

*

"Koort my friend, you are about to have your Ubese synapses
fried," Steale said as the lift to the private hangar bay stopped.

The doors slid apart and they stepped into the darkened bay.  Off to their
left techs turned and tapped at holo displays, casting their pinched,
beaked faces in an ethereal blue light.
From above something rumbled, and the ceiling began to part, allowing a
shaft of light to pool into the hangar. As his eyes adjusted, he watched
the hazy shafts slowly reveal a gleaming ebony Imperial shuttle.

They stood in silence for a beat before Koort turned, "is there a mountain
of cred chips concealed behind this ship or am I missing something?"

Laughing, Steale slapped him on the shoulder and crossed over to the
vessel.  "This is it!  This is it Koort!  My pride and joy!  What I spent two
years saving up for! You are looking at the envy of hunters everywhere!"

"Except here," Koort said, tapping his chest.  He had to admit, the
ship looked solid and almost new, and the design was familiar-but
different.  "This is a Sentinel Class Shuttle, correct?" He asked, stepping
towards the ship.  The tinkerer in him won out and he started to see
design changes, things he hadn't noticed before. The hull was longer,
and appeared to have a second lower level, and the cockpit was a new
design that appeared to allocate more room.

"Close, but no cigarra," Steale said, still marveling at the ship.  'It's
based off that design, yes, but this is a custom build, straight from
Sienar Flight Systems."

"Custom?  How much did that set you back?"



"Ah, Koort.  I can always count on you to speak your mind.  If you
must know, it only set me back half a million."

"So in a way this is a mountain of cred chips, just heaped to look
like a ship."

 "It was actually a bargain-I completed a job for the CEO of Sienar
and instead of payment he cut me a huge deal. I had them take the
original blueprints of a Sentinel Shuttle and do some modifications,"
Steale began gesturing to the ship and Koort followed along like a tourist
on a Coruscant tram. "It's larger, more cargo space, an extended second
level beneath the rear engine array and this honey has a LOT of
firepower," Steale let out a heavy sigh.  "I call her the Bajka."

"Bajka?" Koort turned.

Steale looked over and shrugged, "love of my life, before she ran off with
a Sabbacc dealer from Ord Mantell."

"Of course," Koort shook his head and followed Steale.  The
boarding ramp behind the low cockpit silently dropped to the ground and
they ascended into a clean and almost sterile environment.  Koort felt
like he was moving through an operating arena rather than a starship.
Despite being immaculate, the interior was completely military, painted
in the grey-green hues one would associate with a vessel equipped for
combat. Everything was put away neatly, with nothing out of place.  He
had to admit-the ship was impressive, very impressive.

"You seem to have a lot of room on here," he said as they navigated
the narrow corridors.  The ship was set up with several inner rooms and
a walkway that ran down the center aisle and circled the periphery.
"Planning on putting together a team?" His mind went to his own team-
Raptor Squad-and he felt a pang of guilt that he'd agreed to hunt them
down like a common bounty.

"Nope, just you and me for now friend," Steale said, leading Koort
towards the rear of the ship.  "But to be honest, I'm planning on turning
the Bajka into my home."

"Home?  It looks a bit too utilitarian for you Steale," Koort rapped
his knuckles on the hull.  "A bit too military."

"Ah," the Devaronian smiled.  "That's true.  All in due time though.
After this job I plan on having the interior reworked to fit my tastes -it's
all a part of the grand plan."



"And that is?" Koort stopped and leaned against the bulkhead.

"Simple, work for five more years, accumulate a lot of wealth and
then retire to a planet with a lot of sand and great nightlife," Steale took
his jacket off, slinging it over his shoulder.

"You said it was you and me 'for now'," Koort repeated back to him.
"What did you mean by that?"

Steale stared quietly at him for a moment, the wide sharp-toothed smile
returning in a beat. "Come on Koort, you know how it is in our business,
you can't look that far in the future.  It's a dangerous line of work…"

"You're already looking five years into the future," Koort said.

"All I meant was, that right now it's you and me, and we've got this
juicy lead on this group.  Once we collar these acquisitions, we'll see if
the 'old magic' is still there between us, and who knows?  Maybe we'll
extend this partnership beyond just this job."

"I just want to be clear Steale," Koort leaned forward and jammed a
finger in the Devaronian's chest, "that you wouldn't try something stupid
like double crossing me when we bring these bounties in."

Looking from the finger back up to his visor, Steale's smile was gone,
replaced with a frown.  "I won't double cross you Koort.  We're partners,
and as long as you are square with me, I'll be square with you, but," he
reached up, slowly encircled Koort's wrist and forced it away.  "Make no
mistake, I'm calling the shots on this job. You want to get paid?  You do
what I say."

"I don't like taking orders."

"I don't care," Steale crossed his own arms this time. "Then take
the train, I'll find another hunter who wants fame and fortune and you
can go back to waiting for double-discount days at Flippy's Freighter
Rental and Pasta Shop."

They stood there for a moment before Koort finally nodded.  He would
have to play along by Steale's rules for now.  There was a lot of credits on
the line-and all he had to do was betray Raptor Squad. Somewhere in the
back of his mind he was still struggling with the choice, but looking
around at the spotless durasteel corridors and pristine interior of the
Bajka seemed to silence the internal voice.  He'd always wanted his own



ship to hunt in, always dreamed of owning a ship just like this to travel
the lanes in, but he never had the credits.
All he needed to do was take down a few beings he really didn't know
that well, and he would be almost halfway towards his goal.
Finally, Koort pushed Raptor Squad out of his mind and nodded.
"Agreed.  You call the shots, but if I don't like where this partnership is
headed, I have the right to walk."

"Of course," Steale's smile returned. "Koort, you aren't a prisoner
here, I thought you wanted to put some creds in your pocket, but you
seem hesitant, is something wrong?"

"No," he answered almost too quickly and Steale caught it and gave
him a narrow stare.  "Steale, I've been hunting on my own for years and
I've just gotten used to it.  Working with a partner, I just got out of the
habit," he said, hoping the half-truth would be enough to satisfy the
Devaronian.

"I understand," Steale leaned over and slapped him on the back
and gently pushed him towards the front of the ship.  "Look, let me show
you the armory and medbay, then later we'll have some dinner and I can
show you your room, it's huge-right up front next to mine."

Stopping, Koort turned.  "Engineering is back that way right?" he threw a
thumb towards the rear of the ship and the engines.

"Of course."

"If it's all the same to you I'd like to take the rearmost cabin," Koort
said.  "I like to be near the engine room when things go wrong."

Steale let out a laugh, stopping when Koort didn’t join in.  "You…you're
serious?  Koort, this is a brand new ship-right off the assembly line.
Everything in it is top of the line."

"I don't doubt that, but I also realize that matters little if the other
guy's guns are bigger."

"It's got reinforced hull plating and a Zeron Mk 6 Shield generator I
had custom…" but he trailed off.  "You want to bunk next to the engines,
that's fine."

"Excellent, I'll get my gear."

"Arguing with you is tiring, I don't know why I even try," Steale
said.



"Because you are wasting your time focusing on the unimportant
things," Koort said, stopping.  He turned and stepped towards Steale,
looking up at the man.  "I would suggest you get your mind in the game
Tenziil, these beings we are set to go after look dangerous, and if you are
busy counting your credits one of them will put a blaster bolt in the back
of your head and leave you face down in the sand."

"You think I found the Bajka in a box of candy Koort?  I'm a
member of the "Hundred Club' a dozen times over, can you say the
same?"

"No," Koort shook his head.  Tenziil was right, he was an
accomplished hunter and had the credits and status to back it up, but
he knew Raptor Squad-and what they were capable of. "No, I can't. But
I'm telling you not to underestimate these targets, they aren't just going
to let us waltz in and take one of their own without a fight."

"'Just one of their own?' Koort, I plan on bagging at least two of
them."

"Then that just means they will fight twice as hard."

*

He waved off the painkiller and grit his teeth, almost snapping the
cigarra in half.  The cauterizer began disinfecting and sealing the wound
along his left side and he took in a lungful of smoke, trying to focus on
anything other than the laser searing his flesh shut.
The cold, hard surface of the medcart was causing his rear to go numb
and Vic moved just slightly, causing the Jedi to stop and look up from
behind his optivisor.

"Could you try no tot move?  This isn't as easy as it looks."

"Sorry, just try to wrap it up, okay?"

"Try not to get stabbed next time," Klux mumbled and went back to
work.  "I don't know why you waved off the topical anesthetic," he added,
"and raise your arm higher."



Vic winced at the pain and tried to stay still, gently lifting his left arm
higher above his head.  "It's just a small cut Klux, didn't really think it
was necessary," he let out a puff of smoke.

"Sounds like macho garbage to me," the Wroonian said from across
the room.  She slowly sat up on the medbed and ran a hand through her
hair, letting out a small moan.

"Welcome back to the land of the living-ow," Vic looked down at
Klux who gave him a sheepish grin.

 "Sorry tough guy."

"Living?  What?  Was I dead?" she asked, peering at them through
half-lidded eyes.

"Yeah, but we brought you back, so I would say you kinda owe us,"
Vic said, pushing the cigarra to the opposite side of his mouth with his
tongue.

"Frell you…buddy," she shook her head.

"Vic, names Vic Palisades, that's Klux," he nodded down as the
Jedi tossed a hand up without turning around.

"Oh, ok, well frell you Vic."

"She's pleasant, huh?" he asked but Klux was ignoring him,
focused on stitching up the Firrerreo's handywork.  He'd wasted no time
in searching the Skull's database and the info he uncovered confirmed
what he'd already thought-the man's species and the fact that he was a
trained killer.
He got a lucky strike on him, and Vic would carry the scar around for a
long time to remind him of how close he came to being gutted.

"Vic…Vic, wait a second," she peered at him, rubbing her temples
and finally snapping her fingers, "You're the one who was disguised as
Skidna."

"Guilty," Vic glanced down to see how the wound was looking.

"Huh, you look bigger now," she said.

"Yeah, that bodysuit was form fitted to distribute-"



"Hey, you mind putting that disgusting thing out?" Khara said,
coughing and waving away the cloud of smoke drifting in front of her
face.

"Sorry, can't move, doctor's orders," he said, continuing to hold his
left arm over his head.

She stood on unsteady legs and limped over to him, favoring her ankle.

"No worries," she said, quickly snatching the cigarra from his
mouth and tossing it in a nearby trash chute.  "Hey!" he protested but
remained still.

"I just saved your life too, now we're even," she said. "Where's
Lana?"

"In your room," Vic said.

"My room?" she narrowed her eyes at him.

"Yeah, unless you want to bunk with me," Vic smiled, making it
extra lascivious.

"Ugh, whatever," she shook her head and limped towards the door.
"At least tell me we got my bike on board before we took off."

"Yep, already went through it and pulled out all the good stuff," Vic
said, looking back to Klux.  He looked back up to see her staring at him
with her mouth open.  "I'm joking!  It's in the hold, intact. We left your
stuff alone."

"Nerfnut," she mumbled, turning back to the door.

"Hey!  You still owe me my box!" he called after her but her only
reply was a lewd gesture as she disappeared through the door.

"Wow, amazing," Klux said, shutting the tool down.

"What?" Vic slowly lowered his arm and winced-it would be sore for
a few more days, at least.

"We finally found a female in the galaxy not swayed by your wily
charms," the Jedi smiled wide and began putting the equipment away.



Hopping from the medcart, Vic grabbed his shirt and slid it over his
head.  "I was just giving her a hard way to go, she's got a bit too much
attitude for me."

"Another first, we found…"

"Shut up Klux," Vic rummaged through his jacket and located
another cigarra.

"Still, it wasn't nice lying to her about that, telling her she died."

He ignited the cigarra and dropped onto the nearby medbed while Klux
leaned against the medcart.  "Maybe.  Still, I wonder why that guy was
wanting to drug her?"

"Lana filled me in earlier," the Jedi said.  "Apparently that was
someone they used to crew with. She's not sure of the whole story
though, said she would have to talk to Khara to piece everything
together."

Vic sat in silence for a moment, rolling the entire encounter through his
head a few times, from different angles and still came up with nothing.
"Well, whoever he was, he was dangerous.  This Khara Doone seems to
keep some interesting company."

"Well, I might be able to shed a little light on what that guy was
after," Klux moved over and sat next to him. "I didn't mention this to
Lana, because I'm not sure what she would and wouldn't tell Khara,
but," he dropped his voice to a whisper, "I sensed this guy when he came
in the cantina and a caught a flash of something."

"Well? What?  Come on Klux, you have my attention, drop the
dramatics and let me hear it."

"Apparently it has something to do with her tattoos."

"Really?  What?"

"Not sure, just surface thoughts but it had something to do with
her ink," Klux hopped up.  "So, what are we going to do with her?"

"Well, did you see how she tore through Jalon's system?  She was
drugged out of her mind, almost passing out and yet she was able to cut
through the security measures and AI like it wasn't even there, and we
are on a recruiting drive…"



Klux shook his head.  "Good luck with that one, she doesn't seem to be
the 'team player' type."

"May be," Vic stood, finishing the cigarra, "I guess I'll just have to
use my wily charms on her and see where it gets me."

Klux rolled his eyes, "Great, I hope I didn't put the cauterizer away too
soon."

*

A thick haze of smoke mingled with the swamp fog, creating a soupy
mess illuminated by the rainbow of constantly flashing laser blasts and
explosions that rocked the planet Anglis XII.  Between the towering trees
that rose from the murky water, the native inhabitants of the planet
charged through the darkness, trading blaster fire with their neighbors
from a nearby moon.
The screams of the wounded mixed with that of weapons, all of it
occasionally drowned out by an explosion that would send a geyser of
water and bodyparts into the air.
Terminus strode through the murk, vibro pollaxe clenched in a vice grip,
eyes scanning the battlefield for his objective.
Charging at him from the left, an armored humanoid leveled his weapon
and let loose with a spray of orange energy that struck Terminus in the
thigh and the knee deep water around him.
The energy lance thudded into his armor, doing little damage and he
spun as the assailant drew near, bringing the pollaxe around in a flurry
and dissecting the soldier's torso armor into three pieces before plunging
the humming blade deep into his abdomen.
Before the man knew what had happened, he'd pulled the blade free and
kicked him over like small sapling.
Without bothering to revel in the kill, Terminus continued his hunt,
powerful legs wading through the water and pulling free from the sucking
muck that threatened to anchor him in the swamp.
A nearby explosion almost knocked him to the ground and sent a shower
of bark and sludge raining down.  Something caught his attention out of
the corner of his visor and he had just enough time to sidestep a massive
tree as it crashed to the ground beside him.
The battle had raged for months, though the war had been going for
years-long enough for both sides to forget what they originally began
fighting for.



So they fought, and died, and here and there ebbs in the combat lasted
just long enough for those still alive to birth a new generation of soldiers
filled with just as much hate as the old.
Someday the killing would catch up with them all, and the already
worthless planet would be nothing more than a burial plot, desired by
none.
Or so he'd gleaned from the small bit of research he'd done on the
indigenous populations.  But they weren't the ones he was here for, no,
he didn't travel half way across the galaxy and through the blood and
mire of battle for these insignificant peasants.  He stopped and cast his
glance across the battlefield, and amidst the criss-crossing of laser fire
and flashes of light spotted a green glowing vertical shaft of illumination
he'd sought for days on end.

Jedi.

His heart hammering in his chest, his legs began to pump faster,
propelling him through the sucking bog.  Searing bolts of energy lanced
before him but he paid them little mind-a year of searching, of tracking,
brought him to this moment and he wouldn't be denied now, not by this
petty civil war, this damnable place or even death-Terminus the Hunter
had found his prey.
The Jedi-a Lafrarian named Mix'flal was twirling and batting away
blaster bolts while trying to buy his comrades time.  Behind him, a trio of
wounded soldiers were pulling themselves through the water, seeking the
refuge of dry land.
Circling around, Terminus came up from behind and with a twirl of his
blade, caught them by surprise and cut them down where they stood.
Their cries and screams caused Mix'flal to spin, a pair of eyes above a
beaked lower face flew wide with surprise and rage.
Wasting no time, Terminus drove forward, his pollaxe leading the way,
and managed to drive the point deep into Mix'flal's shoulder.
The flash of green forced Terminus back, but the sizzling energy of the
lightsaber connected with the weapon's shaft and in a shower of sparks
the deadly saber sizzled and disappeared.
From behind his helmet's Visor, Terminus watched the Jedi's emotions
change from rage to confusion but before he could process what had
happened, Terminus was already moving, spinning, and cutting with the
weapon's Corusca Gem blade.  It bit into the Jedi in a half dozen places
before the Lafrarian knew what was happening and he stumbled
backwards, fleeing into the swamp.
Smiling to himself, Terminus merely stalked the Jedi, who was making
his way towards a small island of dry land-and a burned out shell of a
building.



His visor detected life inside-but it was no matter.  The Jedi was scared,
pulling himself through the bloody morass and barely keeping his feet as
he stumbled onto the small island.
Terminus was on him in a moment, following him through the cratered
permacrete wall.  With another swing of his pollaxe he'd sliced through
the Jedi's flimsy armor and robes, relishing as the blade dug into
Mix'flal's back.
Spinning and dropping, the Jedi let out with a scream and collapsed to
the ground.  He was about to deliver the killing blow and drive the
weapon through the Lafrarian's heart when something struck him in the
back of his legs.
He buckled and powerful fists began to hammer at him, ripping at his
body.  He struggled, trying to bring the weapon to bear but numerous
hands and fists drove him to the ground. Letting go of the weapon, he
managed to pull free a vibroblade, but not before someone gripped his
helmet at pulled it free from his head.
It came off with a loud "pop!" as the seal with his armor was broken and
he took a panicked gasp of rancid, moist air. Sounds, smells and the
sudden darkness caught him off guard and he violently lashed out,
stabbing at those around him with the vibroblade.
The weapon struck home, the mass of bodies crushing him into the soft
spongy ground began to disperse.  He'd killed three of the attackers
before the remainder scampered off into the darkness.
Mix'flal, still lying against the inner wall, was barely illuminated by the
small snatches of moonlight that managed to fall between the cloudcover
high above, and regarded Terminus with a half lidded stare.

"Gong to finish me bounty hunter?" the Lafrarian asked in a thick
accent.

Terminus ignored him and looked around. His helmet was gone.
Crawling from one corpse to the next, he checked the three bodies and
found nothing. Panic began to set in as he looked out to the swamp and
tried to scan the area for a sign of his assailants, but in the strobe of
distant laser fire he spied nothing-all that was left of the sudden attack
was he, Mix'flal and the corpses.

"You'll never find them, they know this bog, it is their home,"
Mix'flal said and in one move Terminus leapt from the ground onto the
Jedi and drove the virboblade deep into the Lafrarian's chest.  Again and
again the weapon rose and fell, until, exhausted and spent Terminus
shut the trembling blade down and drug it along the ground.
Rising from the body he stepped over and retrieved his pollaxe. In one
swift move he reactivated the blade and swung it at the body, removing
Mix'flal's head from his shoulders.



"Enjoy hell, Jedi scum," he muttered.

Slowly, methodically, he began searching the small building and
surrounding swamp. The helmet was more than just merely armor- more
than merely a mantle, it was a part of him, and while he could live
without his armor and weapons, he could not survive without the
helmet.
For more than a century he and the mask had bonded-its contours fit his
face, so much so that he didn't consider that he had a face any logner-
the helmet was his face-and those that looked into its burning red gaze
knew that they'd possibly seen their last sunset.

"Krezka fondran zuk!" he shouted the Weequay curse at no one in
paricular.

Hours passed and he searched until he was exhausted, finally coming
full circle and dropping alongside the corpse of Mix'flal.  The swamp's
scavengers had already started their grim work of which he was a vital
part and he kicked away several Skeendat Rats with the tip of his boot.
They didn't let go of the meal so easily, so he dispatched a few with his
force pike to send the message he wanted to be left alone.
Dropping with his back to the wall, Terminus stared into the darkness. A
cold rain began to patter against the thick leaves overhead dripping onto
the crown of his head and running into the exposed nape of his neck.  It
kept him from fully falling asleep and he watched as the occasional
distant flash of blaster fire illuminated the night.
The Hendanyn that crafted him the mask was named "Juuk Manisinia"
and had been long dead, though even if he were still alive, having
another created would do him no good.  Like all Hendanyn Death Mask's
his had conformed to his face and began recording his thoughts and
experiences from the moment he put it on.
The Hendanyn crafted the masks for themselves, as they grew elderly,
not only to hide the rigors of time and age from others, but to preserve
their memories for future generations.
But a funny thing happened, Terminus learned as the years passed by-
he became more and more dependent on the mask, coming to rely on it
to recall the waning decades and those memories that his own mind
failed to grasp.
Like shifting sands, Terminus' mind was leaving him, but the helmet, the
helmet allowed him to recall, to remember and the ability to pull from a
century of experience was what enabled him to become one of the
deadliest hunters in the galaxy.
Juuk never told him the bond would become so strong, and that he
would come to rely so heavily on the helmet-but after years passed
Terminus went back, did his own research and learned that this was the
reason the Hendanyn crafted their masks so late in life; the bond, if worn



too long would become so strong that eventually the owner could not
exist without the mask-their mind and that of the mask would meld-
become one, and the two would eventually become inseparable.
A fine joke he thought at the time, expecting that death would find him
before the helm would be taken from him, but as he sat in the mire of
Anglis XII, watching the Skeendats skulking around in the fog waiting for
him to leave or fall asleep he realized just how dire his situation had
become.
Even now, he could feel his mind slipping, details that were so clear were
fading, becoming incorporeal and the harder he tried to grasp, the harder
he tried to focus on something the more elusive it became.
Dragging himself upright, exhausted, he headed in the direction of his
ship-at least he could remember that-for now.

He forced his eyes open as the memories of his hunt on Anglis XII faded
away.  He wondered if he would recall them in a few hours as vividly as
he did now, and had little hope.
Before him, filling the Spirit of Quay's viewport, hung a bright massive
ball of sand.

Quay willing, he wouldn't have to find out how long he could exist
without his helmet.  Almost a century had passed since Anglis XII, and
had he not headed directly back to Fenna from that forsaken swamp,
and instructed Mendaiic-Shur to send out scouts to scour the planet to
look for his helmet, he was certain he would have gone mad in the hunt.
And now here he was, almost a century later and with just enough of his
mind left to track down the possessor of his helm and make him pay
before taking back what was rightfully his.
He almost salivated at the thought of returning the helmet to his skull, of
fitting it over his head and letting the contoured interior join with the
folds of his face.
Did the imposter even know what he possessed?  Or was it just another
piece of equipment?  Just another hunk of metal to scare one's prey?

He set the Spirit of Quay to scan the planet for Mos Eisly and the ship
came back a moment later with a suggested course.  He adapted the
search parameters slightly and found a small canyon to the spaceport's
southwest, almost a hundred kilometers away.  He would set down there
and take his swoop the rest of the way-there were too many valuables on
the Spirit of Quay to set down near a spaceport with prying eyes and
wandering fingers; the ship's security measures would keep it safe in the
desert and would bring him less attention.



He was close now, so close he could almost feel his helmet calling out to
its rightful master and he wouldn't jeopardize its return by rushing in
hastily and tipping his hand to the imposter too soon.

TATOOINE

The "Grim Fandango" shot through space like a dart aimed at
Tatooine. The ship was once a spacious freighter used to haul cargo
throughout the galaxy but once Violent Vandal had got a hold of it she
turned it into an armored bird of destruction.  Many times the 'Fandango
had gotten her out of tight scrapes and was as much a part of her crew
as the sentients she shared air with.
She watched the dead looking orb approach without emotion.  Another
planet, another job-she'd been in the business of killing for most of her
thirty-three years and where she once viewed a new world as an
adventure in discovery, she now saw nothing but a large gravestone.

"I've made contact with Drue, he's got Bay 87 all warmed up for
us," Paqrat said, turning in her seat.  Violet dropped opposite of the
'Fandango's pilot and tried not to be distracted be her latest hairstyle-a
small spiky jungle of fluorescent green that seemed to try to be escaping
from her head. Her eyes were the same color and glistening with tears
from staring at the bright planet for too long.

"Good, then we won't have to worry about the 'Fandango," Violet
said, picking at the ships console with one long brown manicured finger.
The spot had been worn down over the course of years by the same
nervous habit and was now a gleaming silver oval.  "And he's on board
with the plan? That Ishi Tib can swing his loyalties if the price is right."

Paqrat nodded, her wide eyes narrowing.  "Don't worry, he's already got
feelers out in the other bays. When these jokers land he'll let us know."



"Who'll let us know?"

 Violent turned at the new arrival to the cockpit, a Farghul named
Keilara.  The felinoid was running a hand through her hair and yawning-
obviously catching up on her sleep. She was out of her armor-a rarity,
and was sporting a black jumpsuit.

"Drue," Paqrat said, turning back to the console.

"Don't know him, but I'm not surprised you do," Keilara said
dropping into the seat behind Paqrat and throwing a sly wink to Violet.
Paqrat ignored the remark and continued to fiddle with the controls.

"You wouldn't know him, he's a contact from back before you and
Alys joined up with us," Violet said. "Speaking of which, where is Alys?"
Violet turned, peering down the long corridor.  She hadn’t seen the
Advosec for more than a day, not that it was too surprising, given the
size of the 'Fandango.

"Probably trying to finish her latest holonovel, you know how much
she loves trashy romance," Keilara rolled her eyes and stared at Tatooine.
"I hate desert planets," she groused.

"It's not so bad, I'm planning on climbing up top and getting some
suns," Paqrat said. The Farghul kicked the pilot's seat hard and almost
propelled the younger woman onto the ground.

"Watch it!" Paqrat shouted, turning.

"Must be nice to get a cut of the bounty for being a glorified
cabbie," Keilara said between clenched teeth.

"You weren't complaining when I got us out of that jam in the
Morobe System," Paqrat shot back.  "Or that time…"

The Farghul was waving her off, "bottom line is little girl, you don't pull
your weight.  You fly us around and yeah a few times you were in the
right place at the right time, but the rest of the time it's me, Alys and the
Captain down there putting our butts on the line."

"K, let it go," Violet said, leveling a hard stare at the Farghul.
Paqrat was a vital part of the team and she was getting tired of the
younger woman being a target, and was glad to see her standing up for
herself.



"No Captain, I don't think I'll let it go," the Farghul turned to her,
"I think that this small, insignificant waif collects a larger purse than I do
every time out when I'm down there—"

Alys Varik appeared in the doorway and cast her large bulbous black
Advosec eyes around the cabin.  "Captain, you got a minute?"

Violet nodded and hopped up. "K, let it go, now," she said, turning as
Tatooine grew larger in the 'Fandango's viewport.

They walked down the ship a ways, until they finally came to the
common room.  Alys clad in a blue tank top and matching shorts,
dropped onto a grav couch, nervously rubbing at the tip of the black
horn that jut from her forehead. "This again?" she nodded back towards
the cockpit.

"Same every time we go after a big bounty," Violet said, leaning
against the bulkhead. Beneath her the older ship, a payment for her first
big bounty hummed like she was fresh out of the spacedock. "It's getting
old Alys," Violet shook her head.  "You were the one who wanted to bring
her on, but lately Keilara is getting to be a bit much."

Alys shrugged. "You know how it is, Keilara feels slighted, Paqrat takes
exception and they don't speak until its over and they both have a stack
of credits that comes up to their waist."

"Yeah, but Keilara is always going to be looking at a stack that's
slightly bigger than hers.  It's going to boil over soon and I'll need to do
something about it."

The Advosec nodded, still fiddling with her horn and Violet knew
something else was bothering her.  "What?  Out with it."

"It's this job," Alys said, her black lips pulling into a frown.

"It's just a job," Violet shrugged.  "Just like any other."

"That's just it Cap'n, it's not like any other," the woman's voice was
melodious like spun silk and Violet almost found herself nodding off.
"This team has a Jedi," she shook her head, the horn grabbing a bit off
light off the overhead glowtubes.

Violet laughed and dropped onto the grav couch next to her comrade. "Is
that all that's worrying you?"



"Isn't that enough?" Alys asked excitedly.  "We aren't equipped to
handle Jedi!  Have you heard stories of what they can do?  They—"

"Ghost stories Varik," Violet took her purple beret off and slapped
her on the shoulder with it.  "Pull yourself together!  The Jedi are dead,
long gone, likely this is some poser who crossed the wrong people."

"Cap'n, people don't drop two hundred large on posers," Alys said,
her brow knitting together.  "And what sort of person would go around
calling themselves a Jedi if they aren't?"

"Alys, you need to get your head out of those old holonovels your
great, great, great grandmother left you.  I'm tired of hearing about the
Jedi and their 'Jedi Code' and their powers. Look, this job is going to give
us enough to take it easy for a few months, tell you what," Violet stood
up, "when this is over and we're on a pleasure yacht with a harem of
Gibbi-Boys falling all over themselves to wait on us you'll be glad we took
this job."

Alys remained silent, staring off into space.

"Alys, we've gone through dozens of hunts together, and you know
the routine.  I set up, you and K intercept the targets, I take them out
from a distance and provide backup and you clean up my handywork.  It
works, it's simple and it's put a lot of creds in our pockets.  Trust me,
but more important, trust your ability.  You're an elite hunter for a
reason, I don't allow scruffrats on my team."

The Advosec looked unconvinced but before Violet could try to calm her
nerves further Paqrat called them back up to the cockpit.  They arrived a
moment later and noticed that Alys' black and red R6 unit "Zeke" had
joined the team.

"Just got word from Drue," Paqrat said.  Tatooine filled the
'Fandango's window now and through some of the cloud cover the
planet's ugly topography was visible. "Change of plans on the bounty."

"I don't like altering a plan," Violet said.  What's the change?"

Paqrat's hands flew across the 'Fandango's controls as the ship began to
enter the atmosphere.  "Turns out there is a power struggle going on
planetside," she glanced over as Violet dropped into the co-pilot chair.
"Drue says a few crimelords are warring for the spoils left behind by
Jabba."

Violet cursed inwardly but merely nodded.  "And?"



"Mos Eisley PD is on high alert, they've stepped up patrols and
since the Hutt is gone and no one is greasing the servos like they used to
these cowboys are taking their job very seriously." The 'Fandango began
to shake and Paqrat made some adjustments to even out their descent.
"Anyone trying to take these guys in town are just asking for trouble."

"So walking in, cracking some skulls and throwing these
slimestacks on the 'Dango just stopped being an option," Keilara closed
her eyes and leaned back.  "Wonderful."

"Change of plan then," Violet peered down at the planet.  "Paq, you
said Drue was keeping his eyestalks open for our targets, right?"

"Affirmative."

"Alright, well, I hate to postpone your sun and fun, but you get put
to work today," she said.

"ME?" her pilot's eyes went wide and she threw Violet a nervous
glance.

"You. You don't stand out like we do and aren't as…famous," she
said.  She hated the idea of sending Paqrat out but had little choice-she
and the other two were too high profile and might get made. "You get
with Drue and when he fingers our target you track them.  We'll wait to
see if they do any traveling while on planet and if so we'll hit them when
they leave Mos Eisley. Nice, easy and out of the local's jurisdiction."

"HA!  About time the spectator gets thrown into the pit with the
Vornskrs!" Keilara laughed and slapped the back of the pilot's chair but
Paqrat ignored her.

"Will do Vee, just been a while since I was in the game," Paqrat
said, her jaw set.

"And what if they don't leave Mos Eisley?" Alys said, fidgeting with
her horn tip. "We don't even know why they are here, this could be a
three hour layover for refueling for all we know."

Violet remained silent as the speck of a spaceport appeared on the
horizon.  Finally she turned, "Let's just wait to see what happens, but no
matter, I'm not letting some cop get in my way of a big payday."



 *

Walking the corridors of the "Skullduggery" Khara tried to shake
the woozy feeling and throbbing headache left over from the poison. Her
ankle, while bandaged, was still sore though whatever they shot her with
certainly helped. The stale recycled air and background hum seemed to
make her more ill and she had to stop and lean against the ships
bulkhead to prevent herself from getting sick.

"Poodo I'm whipped," she said.

A moment later and after a small search she found Lana sitting cross-
legged in the center of a cabin, eyes closed.

"Mind if I pass out in here for a while?" Khara asked, dropping
onto a nearby chair.

The Trianii leapt to her feet and kneeled alongside Khara and again
wrapped her in a warm embrace.  "Khara!  I'm so glad you are alright!"
she said. Khara returned the hug and breathed deep.

"Thanks Lana.  You better watch out or I might soil your coat," she
leaned back.

"Still feeling bad?" Lana cocked her head.

"Terrible, whatever that poison was it's still doing a number on
me," she said.

The Trianii furrowed her brow and leaned forward, placing her hands on
Khara's abdomen.  "Let me try to help you with that."  She closed her
eyes and Khara felt her stomach flip-flop, growl, then, surprisingly, the
nausea and dizziness began to dissipate.  A moment later she felt
renewed and refreshed as if she'd just woken from a restful sleep.  Lana
opened her eyes and sat back.  "Better?"

"Much!  How did-"

"Oh no, I've been sitting here for the better part of the day while
you slept with over a year's worth of questions rolling around in my
mind," Lana laughed and dropped back to the blue circular floor mat. "I
tried to meditate earlier but..." she let the thought trail off.



Smiling, Khara nodded.  "You're right, we both have a lot of questions we
need answers to, you go first."

The Trianii's eyes narrowed and she leaned forward.  "San-San told us
that he saw you get shot by Imperial, I want to know what really
happened."

Taking a deep breath, Khara leaned back, closed her eyes and replayed
the events in her mind.  "Well, you of course remember the firefight on
Naburu with the plastic soldiers," Khara began.

"The Stormtroopers, yes they almost seemed like they were waiting
for us," Lana nodded at the memory.  "You disappeared and we weren't
able to look for you, by the time we got enough space between them and
us San-San showed up and told us he'd seen you get shot."

Khara snickered and a piece of the puzzle fell into place.  "Well, that
much is true, he did see me get shot-only he was the one with the
smoking blaster."

"I knew it!" Lana almost came off of the floor, but stopped herself,
took a deep breath and sat back down.  "That heartless piece of…" she
trailed off and slowed her breathing.  "I knew you weren't dead, I could
feel it!"

"No, I got extremely lucky," Khara said, "he did hit me, but I was in
the process of throwing myself off of a cliff and his shot missed my heart,
seared my ribcage and made for a nasty scar.  I landed in the treetops
and got wound up in some particularly thick webbing spun by the local
wildlife-fortunately I still had my blaster and Rodian Throwing Razors-I
was able to get down, but not far before the Imperials picked me up."

"Khara, I'm sorry," Lana leaned over and took her hand, wrapping
a trio of gentle but powerful digits around her own.  "We should have
gone back for you, Arturo and I, we tried to convince Sulin, but…"

"But?" Khara held her breath-this was the first lead she had on her
partner and friend.

Lana hesitated and her eyes grew dark.  "Khara, she, she and I fought.
San-San, I don't know what hold he had over her, but when we insisted
on going back for you Sulin refused, sided with that…that…scum."

"She what!?!" Khara felt as if someone had knocked the air out of
her and she gripped her friend's hands tight.



"She kicked us off the ship at Nar Shadda and that was the last I
saw of her.  But I knew, in my gut that you were alive-that is why I got
word through our contacts back to the Black Bah'lir of what happened-I
know you had friends that might be able to help you where we could not"

"So you are the one I need to thank for helping save my life," Khara
smiled.  "But Su…" she trailed off and shook her head.  They were
friends and partners, she just couldn't believe her friend sold her out for
a man-much less a Shade of Night.

"She was in love Khara, blinded by her feelings.  She almost let
San-San kill me and Arturo."

Khara sat in silence for a moment, absorbing everything her friend told
her.  Finally Lana leaned back.  "Khara, what were you doing on Jalon
Station?  And what the frell-pardon my language-was San-San doing
there?  When I saw him in Headtailz I almost blanked!"

Letting out a deep sigh, Khara held her hand up.  "First off, do you know
where Sulin was headed?  She and I have unfinished business, second,
what about my ship?

A pained expression crossed Lana's face and she shook her head.  "Sorry.
Nar Shadda was the last my brother and I saw of either Sulin or the
Brazen Gambit."

"Frell," Khara snarled.  She got herself together and decided to
shelve that topic for the time being.  "Well, after the Imps caught me,
they…" she tried to block the memory and simply state the facts but it
was impossible and as she spoke she could feel the needles of the torture
droid sliding under her skin, "they did some things to me, especially this
one Imp Inquisitor…he," she realized she was shaking and Lana put a
hand on her shoulder.

"Khara, you don't need to tell me, I can tell you escaped and are
here, lets focus on the present.  What were you doing on Jalon?"

Wiping a small tear form her eye, Khara smiled and nodded.  "Thanks.
Yeah, well I told you, I was there for Skidna.  Did some work for him a
while back and—"

"What kind of work?"

The moment of truth had arrived. The Wroonian Thieves Guild was a
secret organization known by few throughout the galaxy and remained



effective because of that secrecy-could she tell Lana what she was and
risk that her friend might change her mind?
"Lana, I'm," it was hard and she struggled with the truth, "I wasn't
always a smuggler, I'm a member of an organization that, well, 'procures'
items in an illegal manner."

"You're a thief?" There was a bit of surprise in the question but not
the slightest hint of judgment.  Khara merely nodded.

"What is the name of the organization?" Lana asked, her eyes
growing wide.

"Well, we don’t really advertise if you get my meaning," Khara
smiled.  "There are a lot of guild houses on Wroona and not all of them
are legally sanctioned, if you catch my drift."

Lana smiled back and nodded.  "I understand.  Look, I'm just glad
we found each other!  But San-San—"

"Is a hired assassin belonging to an organization called the 'Shades
of Night'" Khara almost spat the words out.  "There are some in my
organization that dislike me and want me dead, so they sent him to take
care of me.  He failed on Naburu, so when I saw him in Headtailz I knew
he'd come to finish the job-almost did too.  That Wroonian I was fighting
before you showed up is named Erissa-one of those in my organization
that doesn't like me.  She was the one who poisoned me and almost
killed me."

"Almost killed you?" Lana shook her head, "that wasn't poison, it
was a sedative."

"A what?"

"A sedative, just designed to knock you out.  We ran some of your
blood through the analyzer when we got you on board to see what we
needed to administer.  You were never in any real danger," Lana cocked
her head, "who told you it was poison?"

"Frelling Nerfnut," Khara snarled.  "That idiot named Vic, he told
me I almost died," she grit her teeth, " I should walk back to the medbay
and blast him in the kneecap.

Rolling her eyes, Lana nodded.  "Get in line KD," she smiled, "there is a
whole galaxy of people, from Imperials to crime lords ahead of you, and
they want to do much worse than that that to him."



Letting her anger go for the moment, Khara held her hands out, "Okay,
anyway, any more questions?"

"Just one, what happened to your long hair?"

"A gift from the Imperials," Khara said, but she knew it was more
than that, it was also a reminder not to trust anyone but herself ever
again.  Lana must have picked up on some of the unspoken thought as
she cast her eyes down and nodded.

"I can never apologize enough Khara, both Arturo and I felt terrible
about what happened."

"Thanks, but it wasn't your fault.  So, what's with the outfit?" she
gestured to the light blue robes her friend wore.

"Well, they are the robes of a padwan learner," she replied.

"A what?"

"A student in the Force," Lana said.

"The what?" Khara shook her head.  "The Force? Is that what you
just said?"

"That's correct.  When I returned to Fabuli the Mew Tao were run
off planet and we had to relocate to Garnib.  Our High Priestess, Yahwell
Grismarr was killed and I was appointed new High Pristess. I discovered I
had some Force ability and one of our followers, Baalthazar, a Jedi,
began training me.  He got injured a few months ago and his friend Klux,
the bearded fellow you met has taken over my training-he's my Master."

The laughter was sudden and long and Khara almost doubled over.
Tears fell from her eyes and when she was able to catch her breath she
looked up, expecting her friend to be smiling as well, after all, it was a
great joke.  But to her surprise Lana merely regarded her with a look of
curiosity.

Khara caught her breath and wiped her eyes.  "Come on Lana, that, the
Force, you…" she trailed off and stopped.  "By the Fates you are serious."

"I am," Lana nodded.  "I know, some days I wake up and can't
believe it myself, but that little trick earlier that made you feel better?
That was the Force leaching the rest of the toxin from your system."



A tingle, likely subconscious, radiated from the spot on her stomach
Lana had placed her hands earlier.  "I, I'm stunned," she said, trying not
to let her mouth hang open.  "A Jedi?  I thought they were all dead, frell,
I didn't even believe in them," she said.

"I know, I'm finding that is the general sentiment throughout the
galaxy," Lana stood and began pacing about the small cabin.  "It is truly
a blessing and curse, while the power is truly a gift, it brings with it
many risks and dangers-there are still those out there that would rather
see us all dead, but my Master—"

Khara snickered again and Lana stopped.  "Yes?"

"Sorry, I'm sorry Lana, I just can't get used to hearing you refer to
some human male as your 'master', I mean, you were the strongest
female I ever knew and you come from a warrior culture where the ladies
are the top of the food chain," she held her hand sup, "It's hard to
swallow."

"I know, it has been hard for me too, but Klux is kind, considerate
and very patient.  I've learned a lot from him, he has truly been a
blessing." Khara watched her friend begin to fidget with her robes and
the way she talked and knew in an instant Lana had feelings for the
human, but she kept it to her self-for now.

"Well, you and this group pulled my rump out of the roaster and I
owe you," Khara said.  "Still, who are these guys?  I mean, are you some
kind of merc unit or something?"

Laughing, Lana stepped over.  "Of course not!  Do you think I would run
with mercenaries?"

"No, but I also didn't believe in Jedi up until five minutes ago,"
Khara said.

"Well, I think it's time you had some formal introductions," Lana
held her hand out.  "Shall we go meet the rest of Raptor Squad?"

"Raptor Squad?  Are you serious?" Khara gingerly got to her feet as
Lana slipped under her arm. "Thanks, my ankle still isn't that great but
it will heal. Before we meet this team of yours, I need a shower and a
change of clothes from my bike, I'm tired of being dressed like a frelling
ten credit per-hour call girl and smelling like the gutter she crawled out
of."



Showered, feeling refreshed and able to run her hand through her violet
hair without the sticky black coloring ensnaring her fingers, Khara
navigated the corridors alongside Lana and once in the cargo hold she
took special care in checking her speeder bike to make sure no one had
tampered with it.  To her relief the locks were in place and the thin
strand of purple hair she always placed across the bag she kept her suit
in was in place, letting her know the items hadn't been undisturbed.
The practice used to make her friend Laric laugh, and she let him.  Still,
while an old trick it was still one that worked.
Lana suggested they head back to the cabin so she could change but she
laughed the suggestion off, stripped off the black dress and stockings,
and changed into a pair of soft soled boots, white trousers and matching
half-top there in the cargo hold.  Her Trianii friend came from a much
more modest culture than she.
Dressed and slightly more relaxed now that she knew her gear was safe
and intact she and Lana made their way through the quiet corridors up
to the cockpit. Her ankle felt better after the shower and she managed
the trip with only a slight limp.  The ship was a Ghtroc Freighter-she'd
been on them a few times before so she wasn't totally lost in the dimly lit
halls.
As they approached the cockpit portal the soft easy sounds of a stringed
instrument carried to them.  It was a sad tune, rolling and deep, and not
a little depressing.  They stepped into the small space and Lana gestured
to the two humans seated in the pilots and co-pilots chair.

"Khara," Lana said gesturing to the man on her left, "I'd like you to
meet Race Moonthall, our pilot," a large, sturdy looking human with
sandy brown shoulder length hair and dressed in battered brown leather
pants and a matching vest turned in his seat and kicked a well worn
boot up on the console.  He had a dead cigarra in his mouth and his
whiskered face pulled into an easy grin.

"Hey, pleased to meet you Khara," he held out a gloved right hand
and she noticed everything past the glove up to his shoulder was encased
in some sort of flexible metal casing-a prosthetic.  She took the offered
appendage and nodded.

"And this is Xander Paddox," Lana gestured to the young human
on Khara's right. She smelled money rolling off of him as he continued to
strum the mandolin resting against his abdomen. If the instrument
didn't give away his financial station the blousy silk shirt and designer
boots would have. Beneath coiffed golden locks of hair a pair of sharp
blue eyes and even sharper features focused on his fingerwork.



"Hey," Khara held her hand out but the young man merely grunted
and glanced up, then back to his instrument.

"Don't mind the kid, he's been uppity ever since he kicked Vic's
ass," Race laughed.

"I have not, I'm merely practicing," Xander said still focusing on the
mandolin.  The instrument was a polished thing of beauty and she'd
guess she could get more than a few credits for it-if he ever let it out of
his sight.

"Xander is a nobleman from Tapani," Lana interjected, as if she
could sense Khara's irritation.

"That's supposed to be a secret," Xander admonished without
looking up, he hit a sour note and his face twisted into a scowl to match.

"Sorry Xander," Lana apologized, rolling her eyes.  "But you can
trust Khara, she's a friend."

"Ah, no worries Xander, I've met plenty of nobles-you have the
same bad manners they do," Khara cracked, crossing her arms.  That
caused the young man to look up, stunned, then roll his eyes.

"I'm sorry, here," he held his hand out.  "Pleased to make your
acquaintance."

"Sorry buddy, that opportunity has passed," Khara kept her arms
crossed.  The nobleman shrugged and went back to filling the cockpit
with the haunting chords. "Think you could play something more
upbeat?  I feel like I'm on a Colokian Funeral Barge."

"No kidding," Race laughed and threw a thumb towards Xander.
"Myself, I'm more of a Red Shift Limit kinda guy.  You like them?"

Nodding, Khara leaned against the doorframe.  "Yeah, some of their
stuff.  There's a band on Wroona called Ritikana and the Waves, they got
a similar sound but their stuff is more upbeat."

The big man smiled and nodded.  "Hey!  They sound like they might be
worth checking out, maybe we can go see a concert or something
sometime."

"I'm not planning on sticking around," Khara replied, glancing over
to Lana.



"Oh, well, if you do, you know," Race shrugged.

Turning back towards Xander, Khara peered at his thin delicate fingers
and small hands and glanced between he and Race.  "Race, you said that
Xander took out Vic?  We're talking about the same Vic right?  Kinda big
guy?  Muscular?"

Laughing, the man leaned over and slapped Xander on the shoudler, a
move than brought a frown and harsh stare-but only for a moment.
"Yep!  Our boy here put Vic on his rear end!  Never seen anyone do that
before!"

There might be more to this nobleman than she thought and filed the
information away.  "Do you fight a lot on this ship?" she asked.

"They were sparring and Vic challenged Xander," Lana said and
Khara looked over just in time to catch the hint of a grin.  The Trianii
looked at her and winked.  "Xander made a very impressive showing."

"It's all in the reflexes," Xander looked up and smiled.

"Well, we've got the rest of the crew to meet, so we'll see you
gentlemen later," Lana took Khara by the elbow but before they could
exit the cockpit Xander spoke up.

"Why don't you take her to meet Kable?  Get it out of the way now,"
he laughed.

They were back in the corridor before Khara could ask him what he
meant, so she turned to Lana.  "Kable?"

The Trianii remained silent for a moment as they navigated the corridors.
Finally, she nodded.  "Yes, Lieutenant Jonus Kable. He and Xander do
not get along."

Before she could inquire further they'd arrived at the room Khara initially
woke up in.  The door was open now and they found Vic and Klux inside.
They looked like they were in the middle of a heated discussion and
stopped when they entered.

"I've already met these two," Khara said, turning to leave.

"Hey!  Stick around for a second," Vic said.

Sighing, she turned back and planted her hands on her hips.  "Look
buddy, I've already checked and your precious box is intact.  I'll give it to



you when we arrive safely on…" she trailed off.  "Where the frell are we
headed anyway?"

"Tatooine," Klux said.

"WHAT?  That dustbowl?  Can't you drop me off somewhere else?"
She had to find Sulin, get to the bottom of the betrayal and Tatooine was
in the middle of nowhere.

"Sorry Blue, but that's our next port of call.  You want, you can get
passage from there somewhere else," Vic said, leaning back on the
gravcouch.

"My name is Khara," she said between grit teeth.

"Vic, I was thinking," Lana stepped between them, "perhaps we
could find a place for Khara in Raptor Squad."

"WHAT?" she stared open mouthed at her friend and finally
snapped it shut.

The Trianii held her hands out, palms up.  "Khara, please consider it.
You need safe passage and we could use someone of your talents.  It
would work out well for everyone."

But Vic was already waving it off, his eyes searching the ceiling.  "No,
pass, uh-uh.  We don't know anything about her!  She could be a big
mess of trouble and that's the last thing we need!"

"Sorry Lana, I tend to agree with this Nerfnut, I've got other things
in the works and sticking around with this group of misfits isn't my idea
of a good time, no offense," she glared at Vic and he gave her an
indifferent stare.

"I don't think Lana made this suggestion lightly," Klux said
stepping over to Lana and putting a hand on her shoulder. "Did you?"

She hesitated before answering.  "No, I did not.  I have to admit," she
glanced at Khara, "when you came into the cabin and found me
meditating, I was trying to sense our path, to see into the future what
would be best for Raptor Squad and," she shook her head, "I just kept
seeing you accompanying us Khara."

"Oh Lana, what has this human done to you?" she laughed and
took her friends hand.  "Lana, if you know anything about me you know I
don't like to be tied down!  I've got to have space to roam!  Frell, even if I



were going to join up with a group, it sure as frell wouldn't be this one!  If
not for you I would have already shot myself out of the airlock!"

She noticed no one else was laughing and looked between the three.
"What? Come on!  You guys can't be serious!"

"Yeah, and you were even telling me earlier Vic, we could use—"

"That was earlier, this is now. It's obvious she's not interested and
maybe she's right, maybe what Lana saw was a lot of wishful thinking on
her part," Vic said fishing a cigarra out of his jacket.  "I know you two are
friends, maybe Lana was seeing what she wanted to see."

"I don't think so Vic," Klux said.

"Free will Kluxxy, I've told you before, that's what separates me
from you guys, you think everything is tied in to the Force and you guys
can just predict the future and all that…"

Klux looked annoyed and shook his head.  "The future is always in
motion Vic, you know that, but Khara joining us may be—"

"Forget it.  I don't want her on the team, she obviously doesn't
want to join and that's that," he hopped up and headed out the door,
turning as he crossed the threshold "just make sure you get my box to
me by the time we make planetfall."

"I hate to agree with someone like him but he's right, I really can't
stick around Lana," she said touching her friends arm.  The Trianii
nodded and sighed and Klux gave them both a small smile.

"Don't worry Khara, if it is your destiny to accompany us, then it's
your destiny," he said.

"Sure, whatever pal," she laughed and Lana took her by the arm.
"Come, lets meet the last member of—"

"Who the frak is this?" the voice was hard and caused Khara to
almost come out of her skin. She instinctively spun around and took a
step back.

The man in the doorway glared at her with hard dark eyes and a frown
that let her know he wasn't used to making friends. His hair was cut into
a tight, firm flattop and his deep tanned body was wrapped in a pristine
white tanktop and drab brown trousers that matched the color of his
hair.  The gleam off of his knee high boots almost gave her a headache.



If Xander smelled of credits, this character reeked of authority.

"This is Khara Doone," Klux nodded to her.

"The criminal?" the man said, looking her up and down.

"Hey, frell you pal," Khara shot back.

"Uh, no, not, who told you she was a criminal?" Klux looked back
and forth between them, but Khara noted he focused on her a moment
too long.

"Vic told me when you got back on board.  Said she was the one
who broke into his room and stole the box," Kable stepped into the room
and began to walk a slow, deliberate circle around her, letting his eyes
size her up.  "You look Wroonian," he said in a flat tone.

"And you look like a dried piece of—"

"Kable is a former CORSEC officer," Lana interjected, cutting
Khara off.

A cop.  She should have guessed.  She already knew he was military, the
fact that he was CORSEC didn’t surprise her in the least.  "So, you're a
Lieutenant in the Rebellion?" she smiled.

He stopped and crossed his arms.  "Affirmative," he said, "and it's 'New
Republic' now."

"Whatever, I'm not one for semantics. Been in the organization
long?" she crossed her arms and mimicked his posture.  His jaw set.

"About a year, not that it's any of your business," he added.

"Really?  A year huh? So you were in the Rebellion when Endor
went down?"

"I was, why?"

Khara shrugged, "Well, by my calculations, until your little band of rebels
took over you spent at least a few months as a criminal yourself,
according to the Imps anyway."

He stared hard at her, then, slowly looked to Klux.  "She's not part of this
team, so what are we going to do with her?"



"Do with her?" Klux laughed.  "Give her a ride to Tatooine, if that's
alright with you."

"Since when do I get a vote?" he snorted and looked her up and
down again, tilting his head as he did so. "A Wroonian, a thief, and a
smart mouth to boot," he glared at Khara and smirked.

"If there are any more like him on board you guys can drop me off
at the nearest asteroid," Khara said, throwing a thumb at Kable.

"Lieutenant, Khara is a—" Lana began but Kable ignored her and
headed towards the door.

As he passed Khara he leaned in, barely whispering, "I know what you
are," and before she could react he'd disappeared from the room.

She stood in stunned silence for only a moment, her mind racing.  What
did that mean? He was from Corellia, and she knew that Khaalid had
members of CORSEC wrapped around her finger-Erissa's appearance on
Jalon Station was proof of that.  Did he know about the Thieves Guild?
Was he working for Khaalid?  Did she need to start sleeping with her
blaster under her pillow?

"Kable can be a little hard to adjust to," Lana said, placing a warm
hand on her shoulder and smiling.  She immediately began to feel more
calm and wondered if her friend was working some more of her magic on
her, not that she minded.  "You must be starved, let's get you something
to eat."

She let them lead her to the ship's lounge, wondering if the flips her
stomach was doing was because of hunger or the cop she was now stuck
on a ship with.

*

The sand scraped and clawed at The Lonesome Swan like a
hungering creature, every fine grain trying to find a way in before giving
up and moving on.  The sandstorm was the third in as many days and
Hawq hoped it would pass as quickly as the others had.



Tatooine had been unforgiving to him.  He'd spent the last sixty odd
hours walking throughout the Mos Eisley Spaceport, keeping his eyes
open and his head down.
Had the acquisitions arrived they were doing a good job of laying low.
He'd parked himself in several of the ports' cantinas, bought in to a half
dozen games of Pazaak to pad his wallet (which he successfully did) and
even managed to slip a few credits to a local information broker-though
that endeavor simply resulted in a promised comm call should anyone
out of the ordinary begin asking the same questions he had.
In all, he was beginning to feel his window had closed and perhaps the
team had gotten wind of the bounty and bypassed the planet entirely.
Still he tried, and in his last walkabout traversed the mazelike corridors
of the small tan buildings and the bustle of Tatooine's ragged indigenous,
only to return to the 'Swan empty handed and hungry.
The stew produced by the ships antiquated autochef tasted of the dry
desert planet.  He couldn’t put his finger on the source, but every bite
reminded him of the dusty, parched atmosphere that managed to
somehow make its way into his helmet and coat his throat.
Disgusted he pushed the bowl away and stared through the viewport.
The 'Swan was enclosed in a circular docking bay, similar to numerous
others than spotted the city and surrounding area. While submerged,
there was still enough sand blowing down into the bowl to keep him
awake, though there was little to look at outside.
He was about to take a pain killer and try to catch a few hours of sleep
when the comm light on the console slowly flashed.
Leaning forward, he flipped the switch that opened up the channel.

"Sturge," he said.

"This is Liuetenant Harburik of the Mos Eisley Police Force,
prepare to be boarded."

Hawq almost questioned the reason but the man's tone didn’t seem to
leave any room for debate.  Across the bay a small blast door parted and
a helmeted humanoid in a tan jumpsuit and blaster slung at his hip
emerged, followed by two others in similar dress.
Retrieving his helmet and fitting it back over his head, Hawq left the
cockpit and walked the corridor to the loading ramp in back.  A sharp
rap told him his company had arrived and he lowered the ramp long
enough for the Harburik and his companions to board.
When the ramp had closed, Harburik removed his helmet and shook out
a mane of thick blonde hair.  The man looked to be in his forties, but
Hawq guessed that was due to life on a harsh desert world-most humans
on Tatooine looked older than they really were.



"Jaden Sturge?" Harburik asked, glancing around the hold.  He
looked disinterested, finally returning his gaze to Hawq.

"That is correct," Hawq replied.

"You have weapons on board?"

"I do, and permits and datadiscs to accompany—"

"I didn’t ask for permits, but since you seem so well organized, let's
go to the cockpit and you can show me," Harburik gestured towards the
front of the ship.

They returned to the cockpit, leaving the others in the hold and Hawq
produced the datapad along with the permits and licenses Shadis
provided.  Harburik took the datapad and dropped into a seat, gesturing
for him to do likewise.  Tapping away at the datapad, is eyes scanned the
screen.
This went on for several minutes.  Finally, Harburik tossed the pad aside
onto the console and leaned back.  Despite his handsome, chiseled
features, he looked angry, and the intense stare he carried turned what
should be an attractive face into something cold and hard.

"What are you doing here?" Harburik asked.

"Layover," Hawq replied.  He dare not tell the man he was pursuing
an illegal bounty.

Harburik stared without saying anything, finally glancing out the
viewport.  "No, I don’t think so.  Again, what are you doing here?"

Hawq could tell the man knew something but wanted to play the game.
"Layover," he replied.

"I'm going to ask one more time—"

"Don’t bother, you'll get the same answer," Hawq interrupted him.

Anger flared in Harburik's eyes and he almost spoke, then stopped and
seemed to get a hold of himself. "Look, bounty hunter, I'm no fool.  If this
was a layover you would have already been gone by now. No, you've been
busy nosing around Mos Eisley and asking questions and I want to know
why."

"Do you give all of your visitors this much attention?" Hawq
replied.



"Only those that stand to cause the most trouble.  See, this," he
gestured with a wave of his finger, "is all under my protection, and I
intend to keep the peace here," he leveled the finger at Hawq, "and you
are the kind who can threaten that peace."

"I've broken no laws," Hawq said.

"Well, you see, that's up for interpretation," Harburik said,
scratching absently at his chin.

"Whose?" Hawq leaned back.

"Mine.  I am the law on Mos Eisley Sturge, and I decide if you've
stepped over that line or not," Harburik stared hard and leaned forward.
"I'm not going to go into the socio-economic status of Tatooine Sturge,
but suffice to say, when that fat Hutt died a while back and the Empire
pulled out of here like a Womprat with the Kryat Dragon on it's tail,
things got real interesting. We didn’t have those white hard-tops walking
around with E-11's anymore and a lot of scum decided to take advantage
of that.  My schedule filled up real damn quick."

Hawq felt his pulse quicken and temperature rise.  "Obviously you still
have the time to make courtesy calls."

"Don’t get smart with me!  It's because I'm on top of everyone in
this port that things stay as civil as they do!" Harburik stood, his fists
balled and shaking.  "Before I stepped in and dropped the hammer
around here there was open warfare in the streets!  These criminal slime
were trying to take each other out and innocents were getting caught in
the middle!"

"Oh, so you eliminated the criminal element from Mos Eisley, did
you?" Hawq asked.  He knew Harburik was in bed with the local
crimelords and likely just a puppet, but the man had to put on a show
for outsiders-and this was all a part of his act.

Leaning forward, Harburik hissed through his teeth: "You're not wanted
here Sturge.  You're scum and I want you gone.  I know what's coming
down, I've heard plenty of rumors in the past week to know something
big is about to hit Tatooine, and I just don’t want it to engulf Mos Eisley."

"I'll be gone in a few days," Hawq said, "and I promise to leave your
'port intact."



"That's a big promise to make," Harburik said. "I could just arrest
you now and take your ship and all of your gear," he looked around.

Inwardly, Hawq felt like drawing the concealed holdout blaster he'd won
the night before and putting a bolt between the man's eyes-but that
would complicate matters.  He just needed more time and Harburik
needed to save face.  Hawq held his hands up, "look, there's no need for
that, in fact, maybe we can make an arrangement where you give me a
little breathing room and I stay out of your way."

"What kind of arrangement?" Harburik sat back down.

Reaching beneath the console, Hawq retrieved a small pouch of
credits he'd stashed.  "Let's say, a thousand to give me a few more days
on this lovely planet." He tossed the purse to Harburik who caught it and
opened it.

The man counted out every last credit and when he was satisfied,
nodded.  "You just bought yourself another forty-six hours Sturge, after
that I want you out of Mos Eisley."

*

Finishing off her fourth glass of Vakarian Orchards Wine, Velena
Crislys dropped her heavily made-up eyelids and slumped back in her
chair to give the illusion of inebriation. Illusion, because her back tooth
neutralized any alcohol or toxins that passed her lips by way of a short
wave field powered by her body's bioenergy.
The device was implanted years ago and it only required a replacement
every decade.
Still, the four beings seated around her in the Crystal Moon Restaurant
didn’t know any different, and while they complained and argued and
tried to impress her with their political diatribes and postulations, she
merely smiled, letting her gaze roll across the muted tan interior and low
ceilings.

"…Only going to be good for the galaxy as a whole," the round
faced human diplomat named Xrarr Lasenga said, his brow discharging
sweat rivulets from beneath a bowl of steel gray hair that stained his
mauve colored tunic.  Despite the cooling units that kept the exterior
heat of Tatooine at bay, the man's face remained moist with perspiration.
"The Empire destroyed commerce on my homeworld and—"



"Here we go again," another human, Miko Flahta, replied. This one
was the exact opposite of Lasenga-thin, pale, dry and with a set of
narrow eyes that seemed to scan everything for processing.  "My dear
Xrarr, what the Empire did to your planet was necessary, the system had
simply become to corrupt and contaminated to—"

"Would any of you prefer another round or dessert perhaps?" a
young male waiter dressed in formless tan coveralls asked from beside
the table.  Velena took the opportunity to look up and scan the
restaurant again, glancing past a human female- Tara Sinan to her right,
but still the clientele remained the same, and while the restaurant-
supposedly the best in Mos Eisley, was crowded, she'd yet to spot her
target among the imitation crystal goblets and only slightly stained
tablecloths.

"No, but these two could use a dousing of cool water," Lan Cai
Bonn, a bald, silver humanoid seated to her left remarked.  Flahta
merely smiled at this but Lasenga narrowed his steely eyes and snorted.

"Speak for yourself, I'll have the Triple Baskberry Drav cake," he
told the servant, and as an afterthought looked over to Velena, "my dear
it's simply delicious, would you care to join me for a slice?"

Returning the smile, Velena ran her hand across her abdomen and
the soft silk of her low cut red dress, "Oh no, not if I hope to continue
being able to fit into my wardrobe."

"I would be happy to take you to my tailor, he could let that out
just a bit while we entertained ourselves," Lasenga offered.

To his right Flahta snorted and rolled his eyes while to her left Sinan
bristled.  "Why would she waste time with you?  All you would do is bore
her to death," the woman said, stopping just short of bearing teeth.
Velena pegged her as some sort of former military, as a series of blocky
tattoos marched across the back of her neck and up her right cheek.
She'd seen her share of body art and this was definitely a designation
rather than ornamental.

The waiter scurried off as a new round of debate and discussion erupted.
Inwardly, Velena sighed.  This scenario had played out continuously all
night, and for the past several nights, the only change being the venue
and the participants.
She'd been dispatched to Tatooine by House Renliss several weeks
before, after returning from a hunt that nabbed a pair of Corellian
brothers who loved to gamble.  She played them against each other like



finely tuned instruments and when the time was right took both down
without lifting a finger.

Their bodies brought her a week's worth of pleasure, but their bounties
bought her a years worth of designer clothing.

While the quartet at the table droned on, she kept watching the door.  It
was possible the target wouldn't even come in here, but again, this was
the best restaurant in Mos Eisley and one of the few places one could
expect a Tapani Nobleman to grace.

"Xander Paddox," Jalindas Renliss said, tossing her a datadisc.
She'd just returned and was planning on some downtime but the
message she had waiting for her at the Guildhouse was marked urgent.
"Know him?" she'd asked.

"Of course, it was in all of the vids a while back, thought he was
dead," Velena had replied, retrieving the disc.

"Nope, he's alive and what's more, he's escaped from prison,"
Jalindas sat back and steepled her long thin fingers.  "I've brokered a
deal with the poster of the bounty-once we verify he's dead, we get to
turn him over to the Imperials and collect from them as well."

"So we're looking at a lot of creds," Velena smiled.  "Where am I
going?"

"Tatooine, so pack something that breathes," Jalindas said.  They
shared a glass of Crinok Brandy as was custom and a day later she was
racing across the galaxy on her way to the harsh desert world.

"…and right into next week," Sinan snarled, balling her fist up and
shoving it beneath Flahta's thin nose.

"I trust your dinners were acceptable?" the high pitched voice
belonged to a sunken-cheeked human who appeared at the table. His
black hair was bundled beneath a chef's hat and he wore an expression
of concern, but was professional enough to force a smile.

"Ah, Porcellus my good man, everything was divine," Lasenga said,
kissing the tips of his fingers.  "My dear Velena, this is the owner of the
Crystal Moon.  Porcellus, this delight is Velena Crismon, she's a freelance
designer refueling on her way to, where was it my dear?"



Velena smiled, "The Tapani Sector. I have some clients who live
there, I visit once or twice a year and bring some of my designs along,"
she added.  No need to alert the table of her true intentions.

Porcellus nodded and bowed his head.  "Well, it is my delight to host you
all," he smiled and backed up.  To her left Sinan moved her chair slightly
closer to Velena.  It was getting late and if Paddox was here she doubted
he would be coming in.

"Oh my," Velena gave a small yawn and stretched.  "I'm afraid the
time has come for me to take my leave," she smiled sweetly at the rest of
the table, and pulled her handbag from the back of her chair.

Both Flahta, Lasenga and Bonn stood up while Sinan remained in her
seat and stared hard at her.  "My speeder is right outside," Lasange said
groping in his jacket, "simply let me take care of the bill and—"

"No, please, sit and enjoy your dessert. My ship isn’t far away and
the walk in the night air will do me some good," she said.

"Mos Eisley is not recommended for late night strolls," Bonn said,
his deep blue eyes going wide.

But Velena needed to get away from the group, get back to her ship and
see if any of the contacts she'd made so far on planet had checked in.
"I'll be fine, thank you," she said and made for the door.

The muggy evening clung to her skin and coated her in a fine sheen of
sweat.  She'd lied of course; her ship was docked halfway across town
and required her to travel through "Tar Mass", a violent neighborhood on
the outskirts of Mos Eisley that even the local constabulary avoided.

Gliding through the alleys and between the silent, ghostly buildings that
took on an ethereal blue glow in the evening light, Velena kept her mind
focused on her surroundings.
From behind closed shutters she could hear the shouts of a couple
fighting, or the laughter of a group of friend splaying sabaac. Shadows
moved in and out of cover ahead of her-beings likely engaged in all
manner of illegal activity.

She paid them little mind.



"Paddox may not be as easy to take down as you think," Jalindas
told her between sips of brandy.  "Reports indicate he's not traveling
alone."

"Bodyguards?" she asked.  It might make things more difficult but
she knew ways around hired muscle-you just had to be patient.

"No, apparently he's running with some criminal scum," Jalindas
replied.  "In fact, the poster offered me a number of contracts but I
turned them down-I only accepted the one for Paddox."

Velena stopped, the snifter halfway to her mouth.  Slowly she put it back
on the desk.  "Why did you turn down the other contracts?"

"They were illegal bounties, most of them.  Besides," she finished
off her drink, "Paddox is the real prize here.  Besides the doubled-up
bounty, when we take him down word will get out and we can expect our
business to jump at least thirty percent.  This Tapani nobleman is high
profile."

"I could try to—" but Jalindas held her hand up.  "No, I know what
you are thinking, but drop that thought.  I want you to focus on Paddox.
He's going to be enough trouble to bring in on his own and there may be
other hunters out there who have the same idea we do.  Just get Paddox,
any way you can."

"He's as good as caught," Velena smiled.

She found herself smiling as she rounded a corner-coming face to face
with Tara Sinan.

"You left quick," the large, muscular woman said.   The sweet, rank
smell of spice drifted from her mouth, stinging Velena's nose.
Taking only a microsecond to assess the woman's body language and her
surroundings, Velena let go with a small giggle and stepped in close.

"I did, those males began to bore me," she whispered stepping
towards Tara.

"Then how about you and I go somewhere quiet?" she replied,
leaning in and gripping Velena about the waist.

Her hands were large, powerful workers hands and she knew the woman
could crush her without a thought.  Velena allowed the embrace and fell
into Tara's arms and brought her hands sliding up her broad back.



"Why wait?" she whispered and with one small twist, she readied
her injection ring, plunging it deep into the soft flesh of Tara's neck, and
discharging a poison that would paralyze, then eventually, after an hour
or so, kill.
Stepping away, she watched the hulking figure drop to the ground in a
puff of sand, her face contorted and confused.
Velena stood in the shadows for several minutes, simply watching her
drool into the street, eyes moving back and forth, looking for some sort of
salvation.
Finally, she turned and continued back towards her ship, leaving her
victim to be fed upon by the street predators she knew watched her every
move.

*

The heat hit him like a sucker punch and despite his armor he felt
his skin tingle as it tried to adjust from the cool interior of the
Skullduggery.  Sand blew in, already coating the loading ramp and
Terminus the Hunter surveyed his surroundings.

"I can’t even see the rest of the planet and I already hate it," Kable
said, throwing a poncho over his shoulders.

Behind him, the rest of the team were either peering out or preparing to
follow.

From around the ship he could hear the whine of a repulsor engine and a
moment later Khara zipped into view on her speeder bike.  She was clad
in white trousers with matching half-top and boots; the glare was almost
blinding until his helmet's visor adjusted and the aura around her
decreased and she snapped into perfect clarity.

"Great Grannok, how many disguises do you frellin' have?" she
said staring at him.

At first he didn’t understand. He'd seen this Wroonian before but- Vic
shook his head clear. Must be the heat he thought to himself.  "I'm
Terminus the Hunter, that's all you need to know," he replied his voice
resonating through the vocabulator.



Shrugging, she checked the blaster at her hip.  "Whatever, I could care
less," she said, leaning back on the vehicle.  It was also white, though
battered with a blue flame job decorating the body.

"Yeah, how you wanna play this Bossman?  You need backup?"
Race asked, stepping up alongside him and patting his sidearm.

Shaking his head, Vic turned to the team.  "No, this is just a meet and
greet.  I'm going to Bak'te's and have a sit down, let him know I have his
merchandise and will part with it for the info. According to the info I got
Bak'te is tough but fair."

"Do you really think going as Terminus is a good idea?" Klux
asked.

"I'd rather he not know who I am."

"Uh-huh," the Jedi looked skeptical and he had the sudden urge to
draw on him, just to see if he could blast that sneer off of the human's
face.  He caught himself caressing the blaster holster at his hip and
froze.

"Uh, Vic?  What are you doing?" Klux asked, eyes widening.  He
took a step back and the rest of the team followed.

He forced a laugh from his lips and once again shook his head.  What
was going on?  What the hell was he doing?  "Just making sure you are
all on top of your game, paying attention," he said and patted the holster.
"You have to keep your eyes open, all of you.  This planet is a deadly,
hostile place, and we've no friends here."

"You almost sound like you've been here before," Race said.

"I have," he responded automatically.

"That's not what you told me," Klux said.

"Oh," Vic stopped.  "I mean, I've been on planets like this one," he
said.  Had he finally taken too many shots to the skull? What was
causing this fuzzy thinking?  Regardless, he told the team they needed to
be on top of their game and he was no exception-when this was over
maybe he needed to schedule some time with a psychdroid.

"Well, you got your box, I guess our business arrangement is
done," Khara said.



"I guess it is," Vic said.

"Khara, you, you're coming back aren't you?" Lana said and Vic
could hear the hope-bordering on pleading-in the Trianii's voice.

"I don’t know Lana," the Wroonian said, looking down at her
controls.  "I guess if I come back, then I come back."

Running down the ramp, Lana embraced Khara and they began speaking
in hushed tones so low no one could hear.

"You want me to grab Bak'te's box?" Race asked.

Pulling his attention from the two females, he looked back at Race.
 "No, if things start to go sideways I don’t want to loose the only
bargaining chip I've got. We'll come back to get it when need be."

"You slamos take it easy," Khara shouted, gunning her engine. A
moment later she was roaring off through the wide passenger entrance to
the bay and leaving the rest of them in an expanding cloud of dust.

"She certainly knows how to handle a speederbike," Race said,
moving his cigarra around.

"She's a nut," Xander said, watching her go.

"She's history, let's focus on the job at hand," Vic said.

"If you don’t need us, we'll stay on the Skull," Klux said, watching
Lana ascend the ramp. She looked up, her eyes moist and he could see
something pass between she and Klux but could care less-he had his
own problems to worry about.

"Fine, just keep your comm nearby, I don’t know how this is going
to play out-that goes for all of you," he said, starting back down the
ramp.  "Race, I need you to secure us transportation while we are on
planet, something roomy, fast and armored in case any of the locals get
cute."

"Got it boss, travelogue says there is a speeder shop right around
the corner. I'll grab us a sled and scout the area."

The twin suns were already high in the sky, baking the interior of the
circular pit and Vic could feel the heat grow worse.  This was going to be
a long day.



"Well, if you don’t need any backup I'm going to go out and find
something to do," Xander said falling into step.

"Just be careful, this doesn’t look like your kind of planet," Vic
glanced over to the young man as they headed towards the bay doors.

"'My kind of planet'"? Xander looked sideways.  "Roardak makes
Tatooine look like a luxury beach resort, I doubt I'll have any trouble
here."

Vic stopped and turned.  "My point is I'm not going to have time to come
out and pull some drunk Wookiee offa you. You need to be careful."

"Uh, well Mister 'Hand to Hand', I'm not too worried about taking
out a Wookiee when I took you out without breaking a sweat," the Tapani
nobleman gave a wide grin and winked.

"Kid's got a point," Kable said passing them.

"You want to come with me Kable?" Race asked as the Lieutenant
passed by.

"I'm going to find a nice, cool place and study the bottom of a lum
mug," he said not stopping or turning around.

Reaching the passage they ascended to street level and split up.  Pushing
his way through con men and foot traffic, Vic blocked out the scent of
roasting meat and baking pourstone that mingled in his helmet and
headed for the Second Twilight Lounge.

Terminus was back on Tatooine, and he had a job to do.

*

The repuslor engine roared beneath her and Khara felt alive for the
first time in days.  She hated extended stays on starships-she needed to
have her feet on terra firma and needed the freedom.
While she would have preferred a planet with a lot of water and beaches,
or at least a healthy nightlife, Mos Eisley reminded her of the many small



villages that dotted Wroonian coastlines back home, minus the cool
ocean breezes and sense of hope, of course.
Still, it was better than sitting under artificial light, eating reconstituted
food and breathing recycled air.  Space travel always felt like a sort of
purgatory-but this, whizzing through narrow streets, seeing people and
just interacting with one's environment, a constantly changing, moving
world of life, well this was living.
The streets of Mos Eisley were bustling, with vendors hawking delicacies
from nearby kiosks and stalls and pedestrians pouring into or spilling
out of the midday heat and into the darkened doorways of the ports'
short tan buildings.
The scent of roasting meat and savory gravy was driving her mad and
she thought back to the last real meal she had-on board the Flying
Circus.  Her last interaction with Diamond resurfaced in her mind and
threatened to push her appetite away-but her hunger won out and she
killed her accelerator and slowly glided to a stop in front of a small food
stall decorated with the hanging carcasses of what looked like fish and
dressed meat.
The vendor, a small, deeply tanned humanoid female with long braided
white hair, deep set yellow eyes and a smile consisting of cracked or
missing teeth, moved chopped meat around on a long flat skillet that ran
the length of the stall. Pulling seasoning from somewhere beneath the
instrument, she sprinkled it liberally on the small, brown simmering
mounds.
The smell caused Khara's stomach to rage and she began digging in her
pockets for her creds.

"How much for some of that?" she gestured to the meat.

The woman smiled and nodded to her.  "Gorga wroppa two creds," she
replied in heavy accented basic.

Khara handed the creds over and watched expectantly as the small
tanned hands nimbly scooped the steaming delicacy into a folded piece of
flatbread and dipped out a small amount of gravy into a small disposable
bowl.  The woman was so quick, her movements so fluid she could easily
have trained up and coming thieves at the guild on the finer points of
pickpocketing.
She handed the wrap and dipping sauce off to Khara who smiled and
gave the woman a small bow.

"Enjowey," she said, taking the creds.

"I will, thank you!" Stepping away, she leaned against her hovering
bike with her back to the street and enjoyed the small shade the stall's
overhang afforded. There were no other customers around and the



woman went back to her work as Khara dipped the wrapped meat into
the gravy and shoved it into her mouth.  At first she chewed slow, letting
the flavor mix and explode like a succulent melody, but a moment later
she'd wolfed down the entire thing.
Her stomach growled one last time, in defeat and quieted.
With one need fulfilled, she needed to turn her attention to her current
situation.  She had all of her gear and everything she needed on the bike,
leaving nothing on the Skull' except Vic's box.

And Lana.

A slight breeze caught her hair and tossed it about as she considered her
friend.  Lana would be fine if she left-frell, Lana seemed like she was
doing better than she had when she and Khara crewed together.  But
Lana was the only real friend she'd seen in so long, and the idea of
leaving her ate her up inside.
Still, running with this team, this "Raptor Squad" just wasn't her, it
wasn't who she was.  She needed the freedom to roam, the freedom to go
where she wanted, when she wanted with no one to answer to.
The memories of crewing with Metlock, of feeling like a part of a family
flooded back and suddenly, inexplicably, she felt homesick for Wroona,
for the Thieves Guild.
It had been years since she'd been back, and now, kicking up small
clouds of sand with her bootheel she could think of nothing she wanted
more than to see the blue sand beaches of her homeworld, surrounded
by friends and watching the waves crash against the shore as her friends
played loud music on their instruments and a stuffed Slipigg slow
roasted over a nearby fire.
She could likely get passage off planet-grab a few credits out of the
pockets of some unsuspecting gamblers, pay half now and the rest when
she set down on Wroona-put a comm in to Laric, and—

No.

She'd left Wroona on the run, trying to escape Khaalid and her
murderous mechinations and while Khaalid had eventually been
transferred to the Corellian System and her friend Laric had taken over,
he'd not reached out to her, from what she could tell, he'd not tried to
track her down or get word to her in any way.
They used to be close-as close as brother and sister, but he always had
his eye fixed on the Wroona House Master spot.
But she'd not talked to him in years, and according to Metlock, Laric had
little interest in her whereabouts or future plans.  No, if she was going to
go back to Wroona, she was going to do it on her terms, with her own
creds in her pocket and relying on no one for help.



So, that just left her one thing to do.  She needed to find a mark—

"HEY!"

The shout snatched her out of her daydream and back to the present
and she slowly looked over her shoulder.

The twin midday suns washed out the sandy courtyard, but through the
glare she could make out a tall, teal-colored female with frizzed pink hair
in matching biker leathers bracketed by two Gank Killers.
The Ganks, both armed with blaster rifles, were straddling speeder bikes
while the woman sat atop what looked like a massive engine with a seat.
Glancing around to see if the trio was addressing someone else, Khara
felt her stomach sink when she realized the courtyard was rapidly
clearing.
Going for her the blaster on her hip would be suicide, as the Ganks could
draw a bead on her before she cleared leather. Turning, Khara moved to
adjust her trousers and gripped the small microblaster hidden in the
small of her back.

"I think you've got the wrong person," she shouted back.  They
were little more than fifteen meters away but she wasn't taking any
chances; From her dealings with crimelords and gangsters she'd seen
Gank Killers at work-and they weren't the kind of muscle you messed
around with.
Still, she didn’t recognize any of them-and her stomach did a flip when
she realized they may be here to finish the job San-San couldn't.

"And I think you need to come along quietly," the woman hollered
back and from behind her vehicle produced a massive blaster rifle.

Dropping to one knee behind her speederbike, Khara squeezed off the
only two shots her microblaster afforded her.  One nearly singed the
woman's hair, causing her to hit the ground while the other caught the
Gank on the right in the shoulder, throwing him backwards and off his
bike.
As the other Gank scrambled for cover, Khara tossed away the now
useless blaster and leapt atop her bike, gunning it to life.
The scream of her engine mingled with the organic screams of the locals
and she shot away from the courtyard, the buildings turning into blurs
as she navigated the narrow streets. From behind, a pair of red blaster
bolts shrieked by her head and disappeared into the blue Tatooine sky.
Trying to put as much distance between herself and the bikers as she
could, she heard what sounded like the guttural roar of a beast and
glanced back just long enough to see the trio in pursuit.



"FRELL!" she screamed, focusing on the alley ahead.  Her mind
calculating and searching, she saw a small cut between the buildings
ahead she should be able to fit through and killed the power and made
the turn-almost coming out of her seat in the process.
A second later she had to veer to avoid running down a R5 droid that
screeched in panic but she didn’t hear her pursuers and followed the
narrows sidestreet to a busy intersection.  A few speeders and a swoop
passed by and she fell in behind.
She was lost, had no idea where she was and the meal from earlier was
fighting to make a repeat performance.  Choking back the bile, she tried
to calm her nerves and place where she might have seen the woman
before when she glanced to her left and looked straight into the
emotionless helmet of a Gank.
Instincts took over and she veered right and gunned the engine, the bike
zipping past the foot traffic and cutting in and out of several street stalls
and stacks of cargo crates.
Her pursuers behind her, she frantically searched the blur of buildings
and cut right down another alley.  This one was narrow, with no chance
for them to box her in and the Gank was forced to fall in behind.
Something hot and red flared to the right of her face and she
automatically jerked the bike to the left-closing her eyes just as she
smashed through a pyramid of straw baskets that exploded in a cloud of
grain and dust, causing nearby locals to launch a string of expletives at
her.
Coughing to clear her throat, a sliver of white glowed at the end of the
darkened alley and she aimed for it, jetting out into a courtyard-the same
courtyard she'd had lunch in just moments earlier.
Without missing a beat she swung her bike around in a wide circle, and
gunning her engine intersected the alley she'd just left-making sure to
elevate her bike a full meter.
She crossed the entrance to the alley just as her pursuer rocketed out,
forcing the Gank to swerve to miss her.  Losing control of its bike, the
Gank didn’t have time to pull clear and she heard its scream a
millisecond before it slammed headfirst into a nearby water vaporator.
Gank Killer, speederbike and vaporator all went up in an explosion that
sent shrapnel throughout the courtyard.
Without waiting around, Khara continued on, picking a different alley
from one of many that ran off the courtyard like spokes in a wheel.  She
slowed her bike and brought it to hover alongside a squat building
advertising cheap power converters. Frantically, she pulled her comm
free while trying to glance in all directions at once- she would comm
Lana, try to get some help, try to find out what was going on. Try to…
She'd barely thumbed the device to life when a blaster bolt slammed into
the pourstone above her head showering her with sharp chips and grit.
Dropping the comm, she jammed the accelerator to life and sped away-



the Gank's partner was back and by the shrieking coming from the
helmet she could tell it wasn't happy.

*

"I thought we were going to stay on the ship," Lana said as Klux
pulled up alongside her.  He'd lucked into finding a speeder shop just a
few blocks outside the docking bay and had gladly handed over almost
fifty credits for a day's rental of an older XP-38A landspeeder.

"I didn’t want to say anything to Vic," he stepped out and helped
his Padawan climb in.

"Say anything about what?" she asked, dropping into the seat. "I
could have come with you, instead of just meeting you outside of the
docking bay," she said.  "Thank you."

He returned to the drivers seat and gunned the tan and red conveyance
to life, navigating the streets.  "I thought it would be best if one of us
stayed on the ship, for as long as we could," he said.
He'd purchased two pairs of eyeshields and handed one off to Lana.
"Here, these should help."

"Thanks, but you still didn’t answer my question, what are we not
telling Vic?"

"Hang on a moment," he could spy the outskirts of Mos Eisley and
a moment later they were skimming across the sand towards the Dune
Sea.  "I wanted to get out of town before I told you, but when we set down
I sensed something."

"Something?"

"Yeah, something strong in the Force," he said, turning.  "Are you
telling me you didn't?"

The Trianii shook her head.  "Sorry Master, Khara and I were talking
and, I guess I was just distracted."



"It's okay," he said, watching bits of space debris and old starship
scraps give way to a flawless expanse of sand.  "You are still new to the
Force, it is unrealistic to expect you to pick up on every little thing."

"I'm glad we have this time to talk," Lana said.  "It seems when we
are on the ship we have to be guarded, restricted in what we say around
the others."

"I know, I apologize for that," he said. "Ever since the death of
A'sok and Chance, Vic frowns on discussions about the Force and all
things Jedi."  He found it easier to just avoid the subject whenever the
man was around-and Vic always seemed to be around.

"So Vic would frown on this little daytrip?" Lana smiled, reclining
back in the deep seat.  "Don’t you think we should have stayed back at
the ship in case he needed us?"

"You heard Vic, he didn’t anticipate any trouble with Bak'te and it’s
not like Race and Xander and Kable aren’t there for backup if he needs
it. I know he hates what he refers to as "Jedi Stuff" so he doesn’t need to
know about this."
Tatooine stretched out before them-a wasteland of sand, blue sky and
unrelenting heat.  Pulling a canteen from a survival satchel he'd
purchased near the speeder shop, he took a long drink of water and
offered it to Lana who accepted it and followed suit.  He held the cool
water in his throat before letting it slide down and locked the vehicle into
autopilot and sat back.

"You have anything to eat in that bag?  I'm starving," she said.

"Just some emergency rations, but I would suggest we hold off on
those until we really need them," he said.

"Fine, but when we get back you owe me dinner somewhere nice,"
she smiled. "Do you know where we are headed?" Lana said, looking out
at an expanse of nothingness.

"I've got a general feeling, but that's all," Klux admitted.  "The Force
is strong but I'm not sure what exactly I'm sensing or where it is, just a
general direction, though I can sense it when I'm close."

 "And how close is it?"

"We're still a ways off," he said, scanning the land before them. Off
in the distance he spotted a herd of Bantha and altered course slightly-
just in case they were being tended by Tusken Raiders. "I know Luke



Skywalker was from here, and given his connection to the Force it's
possible I'm sensing some residual energy left behind, but I doubt it."

"I find it hard to comprehend living on this planet," Lana shook her
head.  "It's just so-open, so sparse. On Fibuli the jungles were so lush
and green that…" she trailed off. "There just doesn’t seem to be any life
here. Similar to Garnib I guess, just on the opposite end of the
spectrum."

 "Oh, there's plenty of life," Klux laughed.  "When you are more in
tune with the Force you will be able to sense it.  Trust me, Tatooine may
not look like much, but there is life out here in abundance. So, be
vigilant-Tatooine is home to a lot of nasty surprises that live in the
desert, and I want to make sure we reach our destination in one piece."

"You think we are in danger?"

"I think there are Sandpeople, nomads, Jeh Bonegnawers, Kryat
Dragons and others dangers out here."

"Well, I didn’t sleep well on the ship- Khara and I were up late
talking, a habit I'm not proud to have picked up. Wake me when we get
there," she leaned over and laid her head on his shoulder.  His heart
skipped a beat and he relaxed.  He'd noticed a distinct change come over
Lana with the addition of Khara Doone to their ship. She seemed
somehow younger, more loose and free.  Whereas before she was a
driven, focused High Priestess in serious training to be a Jedi, now she
smiled a bit easier, laughed a bit more.
He hoped the change was for the better, but he would have to talk to her
about getting more rest and meditating-a Jedi couldn’t afford exhaustion.

His comm beeped and he looked down at the small readout.  It was Vic.
For a moment he considered turning the device off but finally picked it
up and triggered it to life.

"This is Terminus, I need everyone to meet me back at the ship,"
the voice said.

If he stayed quiet Vic would find out they took off and he'd half to deal
with it later.  He triggered the device and held it up to his mouth as the
sand dunes rolled by.  "Vic, this is Klux, Lana and I headed out to do
some sightseeing."

There was silence, then, "This isn’t a vacation.  How long will it take you
to get back here?"



"Uh, a while, I mean, we headed out to see some of the…" he
trailed off trying to find an appropriate lie.  "Jedi artifacts," he finally
said, unable to come up with any inspiration in the flat, featureless
expanse.

He was met with silence. "Just keep your comm line open and I'll contact
you if I need help," Vic finally came back. "I'll just have to do with the
rest of the team, but you and I need to have a talk about following
orders."

"Orders? I—" but he heard the comm go dead in his hand.  The
conversation was over.

"Presumptuous, stubborn," he let the rant fade away and took a
deep breath.

"He's infuriating," Lana said, her eyes still closed.

He nodded and reclined. They rode in silence for the better part of an
hour, with Lana napping and him scanning the desert.  He saw little,
save for the bones of a few large creatures off in the distance, but found
himself falling into sporadic daydreams of the verdant croplands and
fields on his own home planet of Xanath IV.
His Master, Da'Jony ran a farm and he often laughed at the similarities
between him and the famed New Republic hero Luke Skywalker.  Both
were farmboys thrust out into the galaxy, struggling with the
responsibility of being the last of the Jedi.
Were fate to have stepped in, he might have been the one that single
handedly destroyed the first death star and became a hero of the
rebellion.

"I guess I haven’t done too bad on my own," he mumbled to
himself.

"Huh?" Lana roused from her slumber and leaned forward and he
slowly worked his shoulder around, bringing the feeling back into his
lower arm.

"Nothing, I was just—" he stopped. The feeling hit him hard and he
slowed the speeder.  They were entering a deep canyon bordered by high
walls, but set far enough apart that only part of the canyon was
shrouded in shadow-the eastern side of the canyon still caught the glare
of the midday sun.  Whatever it was, it pulled him towards the shadows
and he gently guided the speeder in its direction.



Almost a half a kilometer into the canyon, while navigating around some
boulders he caught sight of a large cave off to his left and at the top of a
small incline of rubble.  The mouth was massive, large enough to park a
large transport in and he slowed to a stop, still staring at the darkened
maw.
The Force flowed across his body and the darkness gave way and his
eyes adjusted a bit-and he was able to make out the faint shape of a ship
parked several meters back into the cave.

"This is it," he said, hopping out of the XP-38A.

"A ship," Lana said, taking his hand and stepping from the
speeder.

"You can see it?" he was surprised and she nodded.

"My eyes are better than yours master," she smiled, but the smile
faded.  "But there's something wrong here…death."

"I don’t sense that," he said, slinging the survival satchel over his
shoulder and moving towards the cave.

"I don’t need the Force to smell it," she said. "Something has died-
recently," she turned her small black nose up and sniffed at the air.  "It
smells burned."

Unhooking his lightsaber, he led the way up the incline, taking his time
and watching his footing on the unsure slope. After several minutes and
a few missteps, they made it to the small plateau before the cavern.  He
could see the ship more clearly now-and the two bodies that lay before it.

"Sandpeople," he said, freezing.  "Looks like they were blasted."

"Someone killed them and left them here?" Lana turned and
checked behind them.

"Not likely.  They still have their rifles slung and there doesn’t look
to be signs of a firefight." The two bodies lay a no more than ten meters
away, and one was face down in the sand while the other lay on its back,
right leg twisted at an odd angle and back arched.  Both were identically
dressed, in nomadic robes and head wraps with metal eye shields and
some sort of breathing apparatus.
Both carried "Gaffi Sticks" that were still clutched in their hands.

"Then what happened?" she kneeled and let her eyes explore the
scene.  He knew she might pick up on something he couldn’t see, but



that didn’t mean he couldn’t gather his own intel.  He closed his eyes and
reached out with the Force, probing the ship-an older model he'd not
seen before.  Flowing from him, he let the tendrils work their way
through the ship, moving about the circuitry and components, trying to
detect the slightest hint of life.
A moment later he opened his eyes.  "The ship is empty."

"Then what killed these creatures?" Lana said, looking up at him.
A slight breeze caught her fur and moved it back and forth in a gentle
wave.

"Likely the ships countermeasures," he said, dropping to the
ground.  Whatever was inside the ship was pulling at him-a desire so
strong he couldn’t leave now even if he wanted to. A Force signature of
great power and concentration-just mere meters away…

"What are you doing?" she asked, dropping next to him in cross-
legged fashion.

"I'm going to attempt to disable the security measures," he said.

"Why?"

"Because we're going to break into this ship and find out what's
inside," he said, the words sounding foreign even to him.

She stared at him a moment.  "You realize what you're saying?  That is
illegal master."

"Lana," he turned to her.  "I know what I'm doing.  I've not felt a
Force presence this strong since," he trailed off, "well a long time.  We
aren’t going to break anything or steal anything.  I merely want to see
what it is that has brought us almost a hundred kilometers out into the
middle of the desert.  When we find out," he shrugged.  "Well, we'll go
from there."

"It still sounds like you're justifying something illegal," she said,
leveling a hard, narrow stare at him.

"Will it make you feel better if I tell you that we're going on board to
make sure no one perished inside?"

"No," she shook her head.

"Okay, then stay out here," he closed his eyes and a moment later
could visualize the interior control panel.  It wasn't one he was familiar



with, like the rest of the ship, but he'd been in enough starships to know
that even the more exotic vessels still adhered to a standard layout-it
was as much about marketing and sales as it was about design.  Ships
needed to be universally identifiable to most humanoids-only in the most
alien of designs targeted towards specific species did that concept go out
the window.
A moment later he'd called up the security protocols and disabled the
retractable blaster cannon situated beneath the cockpit.  He released the
entrance ramp from the inside and the retractable strip of durasteel
slowly lowered to the ground.

 "I think we're good to go," he said, opening his eyes and standing.
He'd tried to focus on what was giving off the Force signature but to no
avail-whatever it was, it was hidden.

"I thought you wanted me to stay out here," Lana said, now
standing with her arms crossed.

"Come on, you know I'd like you to be there with me," he said
approaching the ship.

"It didn’t sound like it, and I still…" she was in mid-sentence when
he held his hand up.

"Stop," he said, freezing in his tracks.  She obeyed and he fought
back the overwhelming wave of fear and danger that enveloped him.

"What is it?" she asked.

He looked at her feet and focused on the dirt around her thick-soled
boots.  There.  The dirt had been moved and built up-just slightly to
cover a disc shaped object.  "A mine, right in front of your left foot."

Her eyes going wide, he watched her calm herself and slowly step
backwards.

"Follow me," he said and she fell in to his tracks and came up
behind him.

"Thank you," she said, finally letting a breath out.

"No worries, looks like whoever this ship belongs to, they are really
intent on keeping out intruders."  He made his way up the ramp with
Lana in tow and they stepped into the darkness.
Stale air hit him full on, but it wasn't like the smell of the Skull, this air
was old, a smell that accompanied something that had been abandoned



or unused for decades, centuries even. He'd been in buildings and
temples before and smelled the same thing.  Light flowed from the front
of the ship, though not much and he produced a glowrod from the
satchel and triggered it on.
The rear of the ship beyond the ramp was stacked with a few cargo
crates and a small living area.  He was drawn back into this area while
Lana headed up front.

"I'm going to see whose ship we just broke into," she said, but he
barely heard her.  Something strong in Force energy was practically
dragging him towards the rear of the ship.
The living area was sparse and looked barely used-a cot sat in the
corner, while a small generator hung from a chain nearby.  Beneath the
cot was an elaborate, ornate spacers' chest, inlaid with dark rust colored
metal and a series of unusual markings and carvings.
Pulling the chest into the center of the room, he looked around.  Lana
was up front and he couldn’t spot anyone or anything in the small rear
cargo space behind the living area.
Gently caressing the chest, he tried to detect any traps or security
devices but his danger sense remained quiet.  Taking a deep breath he
gently popped open the lid.

Inside, a black cloth covered the contents and he drew it back, shining
his glowrod inside.

His breath caught in his throat and he went numb.

There, glittering in the faint blue light, shimmered a Jedi Holocron.

Memories of the last Holocron he's seen-and the disaster that
surrounded it all flooded back to him and he suddenly felt very tired and
dizzy.  Forcing himself to take a deep breath, he ran a hand through his
hair and squeezed his eyes open and shut several times.
Reaching down, he let his hand hover just above its surface for a
moment, feeling the energy and power that resonated from the small
twelve sided artifact.
Gently he went to close his hand around it-and stopped.

What if it was a Sith Holocron?  What if he touched it and darkside
energy incapacitated him?  He'd heard stories from Da'jony about how
some old sith masters fashioned holocrons that appeared to be of Jedi
make but in fact were devices of great evil and darkness.
And it's not like he didn’t have his own bad experiences with Sith
Holocrons. In fact he had two dead friends to remind him of the price he
paid for lacking vigilance.



Slowly, he dropped the black cloth over the Holocron and gathered it up
without touching it and slid the bundle into his satchel.  He wouldn’t
mention this to Lana-not yet anyway.
Pulling up the second shelf, he stared down at a row of over a half a
dozen lightsabers.
The elegant weapons were nestled in a bed of memory foam and their
shafts-all of different make and ornamentation, reflected his light back to
him.
He counted nine altogether.  Nine weapons that should have been buried
with their masters-unless someone killed them and took them by force.
An uneasy feeling began to take hold in his stomach and he was in the
process of replacing the shelf and closing the chest when Lana called to
him from the front of the ship.
Moving forward he stepped into the small cockpit and looked over her
shoulder.  "What is it?"

"You better look at this-I found an old registration file," she said,
tapping at a screen in the center of the control console.

Leaning down, he scanned the information and felt his blood turn to ice.
"Is this…"

"It is.  I even checked some of the past data files-there's over a
century's worth, and…yes.  It's his ship."

"How is this even possible?  What is he doing here?" his mind
began to race, to try to place information together but it was all too
much. "We've got to get out of here, we've got to comm Vic and the rest of
the team and let them know what we've found. Dump all of the data you
found-"

"Already did," she held up a datastick. "Figured Vic would want to
see this."

"Yeah, good," Klux nodded and ran this hand through his hair.
The interior of the ship was growing hot and he felt his throat tightening.
He needed to relax, try to breathe…

"I have more bad news," she said.

"Of course," he shook his head.

"There is a sandstorm headed our way," she brought up a weather
notification out of Mos Eisley. A digital scan of the planet showed an ugly
red mass moving up from the southeast. He checked the speed and



bearing and did some quick math. They would be caught right in the
middle of it before they could make it back.

"Frell," he cursed under his breath.

"Should we try to hold up here?" she asked.

"No, no I think that would be an extraordinarily bad idea," he
glanced back at the living area.

"Why?

"Because he might show back up," Klux knew he could put up a
good fight but Lana-the memory of her almost getting killed by the Dark
Jedi on Rordak flooded back and he felt himself worrying more for her
safety than his own.

"But he can’t take on both of us…can he?"

He remained quiet and stared out the viewport.

"Klux, can he?" she repeated, turning him towards her.

Pulling his comm free he triggered it to life and punched in the code for
Vic but the only sound that greeted him was the hiss of static.

"What the…" he tried again and again the comm returned the same
static, making the interior of the ship take on an even eerier quality.

"Might be the canyon," Lana said.  "I've heard that they can
interfere with communications. Or maybe the storm, Klux, we—" she
started but he held his hand up.

"We've got to get out of here Lana, find somewhere to hold up until
the storm passes.  Trust me," his mind went back to the collection of
dead Jedi lightsabers, "when it comes to killing Jedi, Terminus the
Hunter seems to know exactly what he's doing."

*



"Sure you don’t want a drink or something?" the female barkeep
asked.  Terminus merely stared at her, then went back to scanning the
interior of the Second Twilight Lounge.
His intel told him the place used to be called the "Court of the Fountain"
and was owned by Jabba the Hutt.  After the Hutt's death and in the
ensuing power vacuum, Fal Bak'te had swooped in and set up his own
little criminal empire.
Now he was in direct competition with a handful of equally ambitious
and bloodthirsty criminals, all attempting to strengthen and expand their
influence across the desert planet, though recent reports indicate Bak'te
was slowly taking the lead.
To his right a clumsy Bothan knocked over his glass and the barkeep
leaned over and lightly slapped him across the face.  Both laughed and
went back to their conversation.
The lounge was quiet this time of day, with soft melodies piping into the
large rounded palace.  Stone and stucco walls allowed the music to
resonate and fill the area, so conversations among its few customers was
greatly muted.
He'd made several trips around the interior perimeter already, moving in
and out of the many fountains and exotic plants that dotted the lower
level.  Above, a mezzanine and dining area looked down onto the garden
area and the bar that ran along the support wall.
Finally, confident there was no immediate threat and mentally marking
spots for an ambush he returned to the bar and informed the female-a
Zelosian perhaps-that he was here to see Fal Bak'te.

"He's not here," the green skinned female told him.  Long red hair
fell in front of two saucer-shaped eyes that watched him beneath a pair
of fiery eyelashes.

"Tell him I have a delivery from Lotek Skidna," he'd told her.  A
moment later she returned and told him to wait.

That was almost twenty minutes ago and he could imagine Bak'te's
people getting into position and scanning him for weapons.
They wouldn’t be disappointed.

Besides his sidearm, he carried two vibroblades in a belt sheath in the
small of his back. A hold-out blaster was concealed in a utility pocket
and his right arm gauntlet had an integrated blaster.

And what about you?  You're a weapon too aren't you?

Vic looked around to see who'd spoken, but he was alone-the barkeep
was back at her stool reading a datapad and the Bothan had
disappeared.



He realized, sitting in the dim light, staring at the hovering bluish-white
photonic ring that hovered above the garden that he was tired.  He'd
been going non-stop for years, either on the run or running down others
and suddenly, the weight of it all just caused his shoulders to slump.
He needed a rest, needed a chance to recharge his batteries-but he
couldn't afford a break.  Somewhere out there his sister…his sister…

He'd forgotten her name.

Panic set in and he fought to keep himself calm.  His sister, how could he
forget her name?  They'd been so close, she was there when the
stormtroopers came after him…

"Fal will see you, just go up the stairs," the barkeep said from
beside him.

Terminus the hunter stood and made his way towards the grand
staircase that dominated the rear of the gardens. Long, thick vines
spotted with small lavender flowers and plump bulbs fell over the
wrought iron handrails, pouring onto the stucco steps.
He passed a pair of pale Twi'lek dancing girls who made way for him,
clothed in little more than scraps of see-through mesh.
They whispered in hushed tones in his wake but he ignored them.  His
attention was focused on two wide-shouldered Trunsks that bracketed
the top of the staircase.  Clad in blast vests and a military-cut jumpsuit,
the black-furred aliens focused wild yellow eyes at him, their four
fingered hands flexing muscular digits that ended in deadly claws.
He topped the stairs and followed one Trunsk while the second, larger of
the two, fell in behind him.
The first led him towards the rear of the balcony and up yet another,
smaller staircase that led up to an upper level. Topping the stairs he
spied a lone table set near the rear.  Above, a moisture unit coughed out
a fine mist that coated the array of nearby greenery and plantlife in a
slick sheen. Diffused lighting caused the small garden that hugged the
rear curved wall to glisten as the foliage dripped precious water onto the
stucco floor.
On a planet where water was the most valuable commodity, the
crimelord was letting it be known that he had resources to spare.

Seated at the small table and illuminated by a pale blue photonic
glowglobe sat Fal Bak'te.

The Twi'lek, his green flesh washing out in the light leaned forward and
narrowed a pair of pale eyes at him.  He was clad in a fine red suit and
his lekku, the long headtails of the species, curled around his shoulders,



displaying an ornate tattoo pattern that resembled leafed vines growing
around them.

"You're not Skidna," Bak'te stated as fact.

"I never said I was," Terminus replied, pulling a chair from beneath
the table and sitting.

"I didn’t invite you to sit," Bak'te said, leaning back and glancing at
the muscle.  The look told them to be ready to move, but not just yet.

"But you will.  I've got your package from Skidna."

"Well, where is it?" Bak'te leaned forward.  "I've been waiting for
that damn package for a long time and Skidna is late on delivering.  Now
he sends you to do the job," he shook his head.  "I don’t like—"

"Skidna's dead," Terminus replied.

Bak'te leaned back, unfazed.  "I'm not surprised.  Did you kill him?"

"Do you really care?" Terminus asked.

"Well, a man comes in, a bountyhunter no less, and claims to have
a package for me an associate, er, former associate was supposed to
deliver some time ago and one can’t help but wonder what the
circumstances are."

Leaning forward, Terminus caught the Trusks stiffen in the corner of his
vision. "Bak'te, I'm sure you have better things to do than waste my time.
Bottom line is I've got the package, now, Skidna told me you also had
some information on the whereabouts of a girl."

"That's correct, but what do you need the information for?  Why do
you care about her?"

"That's none of your concern." Lacacia.  That was his sisters name.
Lacacia. Vic was done with the verbal sparring.  "If you have the
information on Kasteel then we can get down to business."

His lekku twitching nervously, Bak'te smiled, showing sharp rows of
teeth. His tongue slithered from his mouth, wetting his lips and clicking
against the roof of his mouth when it returned. "Of course I have the
information. Where is the package?"



The laugh caught the Trunsks off guard and both nearly came out of
their fur.  Leaning forward, Terminus slapped a palm on the table.
"Don’t take me for a fool Bak'te.  You don’t really think I would walk in
here with it do you?"

"I've heard all manner of tales about you," Bak'te said, deadly
serious.  "I don’t know what to expect."

"It's in a safe place and you know how this works. When and where
do you want it delivered?"

"Not here," Bak'te said, leaning forward.  "I don't conduct business
in town."

"I was under the impression you were a heavy hitter on Tatooine,
why not make the exchange here?" Vic wanted to get this over with and
get off planet as soon as possible-he needed to see someone about the
headaches and fuzzy headed feeling that kept coming on.

And the memory loss.  He'd have to try to remember that too.

"Subtleties," Bak'te said.  "I've got an arrangement with the local
law enforcement.  Suffice to say, Mos Eisley is off limits to the type of
transaction we're discussing."

"Are you expecting trouble?" Terminus asked.

"Always," Bak'te nodded.  "It's what's kept me alive."

"Then where? "

"Mazama."

"Mazama? Where is that?"

"Abandoned city to the Northwest of here, about a hundred and
fifty kilometers or so in the back-end of a canyon.  Meet me there in three
hours."

"That's a long way to go to make the exchange," Terminus said.

"It will ensure we won’t be bothered," Bak'te said, snapping his
fingers. From the shadows a small serving droid scurried forward and
handed off a slip of flimplast.  "Here are the exact coordinates-the desert
can be a big place, wouldn't want you to get lost with my package."



Standing, Terminus took the slip of blue transparency. "Abandoned you
say?  Then I won’t see a small army waiting for me there, will I?"

Bak'te let loose a snicker.  "Not unless you fear the deceased. The
inhabitants of Mazama are all long dead. Some sort of virus worked its
way through the town a century ago-the oh-so-helpful residents of
surrounding settlements blockaded the city and killed anyone trying to
come out.  It was simply safer than trying to find a cure or allowing the
virus to spread to the rest of the planet."

"So you want me to meet you in a town filled with diseased
corpses?"

"Don’t be preposterous," Bak'te rolled his eyes and stroked his
lekku, "the desert has removed all traces of the virus and Mazama's
residents.  All that remains now are the abandoned buildings."

"You sound like you know a lot about it," Terminus crossed his
arms.

"I do, I own it."

"Why would you buy an abandoned city?"

"For those rare occasions when a bounty hunter comes into my
lounge and wants to make an exchange," he gave a toothy smile.

 "Don’t forget the information Bak'te."

"Don’t threaten me," Bak'te shot back.  "I'm not some worthless
miscreant that ran out on a debt to a crimelord and is hiding in a
basement waiting for you to find me!"

"No," Terminus nodded, "But if you try to double cross me you'll
find out exactly what that feels like."

*

"Any word from Paqrat?" Alys dropped beside her in the co-pilots
seat as Violet stared out the viewport at the unremarkable docking bay.



She felt the urge to go, pack up their gear and head out and take their
chances with the locals but that wasn't an option-there were rules, laws
one had to follow even if this was an unlisted job.

"No, her instructions were to go incognito, poke around and see
what she could see.  Drue said the ship set down not long before us, so
I'm giving her some time to work."

They sat in silence for a moment, watching a small maintenance droid
sweep away the sand of the bay floor, only to have more sand blow
across.  The small droid shook it's head and repeated the process all over
again. "Paqrat said it's name is Jeebie and it needs it memory wiped but
Drue can’t bring himself to do it-he's had the little droid since he bought
the bay."

Snickering, Alys nodded.  "Loyalty can be difficult sometimes."

"Funny you should say that," Violet said, turning to her, "I told
Paqrat to target the Jedi and follow him."

Alys remained silent, staring out the viewport.  A moment passed, then
another, finally Violet crossed her arms.  "Aren’t you going to say
something?"

"I already have," Alys said in a flat tone.  Violet knew that tone-it
meant an argument was coming-likely a bad one.

"I'm doing this for us," she said.  "This team is too big to take on
together-if we can isolate the Jedi, take him down, we can bag more
credits for less risk.  Hell, we might even be able to turn him twice-I
heard the Imps are still paying handsomely for those claiming to be
Jedi."

Slowly, Alys turned "You said earlier you didn't think he was a real Jedi."

"But the Empire could care less! Think about it!  Think of all those
credits! Alys, if we play this right we might be able to pocket almost half
a million credits off one bounty!"

Standing, Alys made to leave and stopped.  "A half a million credits won’t
mean much if we find out this target is a real Jedi. A billion credits won’t
mean a thing if we all die out on some godforsaken sand dune!"

Standing, Violet got in her partner's face.  "What happened to you?  You
been reading to many romance novels?  Let me guess, some Jedi
propaganda from before the Clone Wars?  It's got you scared!"



"It's not propaganda!" Alys slammed a fist agains the bulkhead.
"Listen to yourself!  Keilara is right! You're letting greed rob you of sense!
A few extra credits aren’t worth—"

"Oh, so you and K are talking behind my back now?" Violet crossed
her arms and leaned against he console.  "It figures.  What else has that
Farghul had to say about me?"

"Why don’t you ask me yourself?" Keilara stepped into the cockpit
and took up position beside Alys.

"Fine, what do you want?  What is going to get you on board so you
aren’t picking at Paq like some adolescent?"

"Why do you care?" Keilara asked, her pupil slits expanding.

"Because, this is MY crew and I'm tired of it!" Violet shouted.
"Every time we need to be focusing on a big bounty I have to listen to
your nonsense!  We're supposed to be professionals and you wind up
acting like a first year hunter still wet behind the ears!"

"Maybe if I got paid like a professional I wouldn’t have such a
problem!" Keilara shot back.

"And here we are, back to fighting about credits!" Violet threw her
hands up.  "I try to find a solution and Alys has a problem, you aren't
happy with what we make so you have a problem, it never ends!  I feel
like a frelling binjinphant chasing its own tail!"

"Look, Violet," Alys started but Violet shot her a look that stopped
her.

"Captain.  We are talking business, so you address me as Captain."

"Fine, Captain," Alys said between clenched teeth.  "I think it's time
we sat down and reevaluated how the credits are spread out.  Maybe it's
time we all got equal shares."

"Equal shares?" Violet looked between the two.  "Oh, you're
serious?  Because, perhaps you forgot, but we don’t land big bounties
and top tier contracts because the galaxy is familiar of the exploits of
'Alys Varik and the Fierce Farghul Keilara'."



"Hey!  That's a low shot Vandal!" Keilara snarled, jamming a finger
in her face.  She almost reached up and broke it but stopped herself.
This was spiraling out of control and she needed to end it.

"K, take it easy, she has a point," Alys said, gently pushing the
felinoid back. "It's like you and I were talking about the other day—"

"Oh, and what was that?  What were you both talking about?"
Violet asked, looking between the two.

With a sigh, Alys looked down and finally back up at her.  "K and I
were talking about how it might be a good idea to take on some
independent bounties, you know, just us, to supplement our income and
get our name out there."

"You?  You two strike out on your own?  And just leave me and Paq
high and dry?" Violet felt her face flush.

"No, not like that. Just, you know, a few here and there during our
downtime.  Like when you and Paq go home a few times a year, we
might, you know—" Alys shrugged and looked to Keilara for support but
the Farghul was too busy staring hard at Violet to notice.

"Oh!  Oh well! Looks like you two have a lot of grand plans," Violet
laughed.  "Thing is, you go up against a bounty who has any idea on how
to pilot and you're vapebait.  I've seen you two on the stick and you ain't
got what it takes. I give you a week before some stickjockey blasts you
out of the sky in whatever rent-a-suicide you shove yourselves into.
Knowing you both, you will be so eager to save a few credits you'll skimp
on weapons and your only defense will be to throw trashy holodramas at
him!" She threw her hands up. "You both want big pay and here we are,
sitting on one of the biggest bounties to come our way in a year and
you're too scared to go after it because you believe old spacer tales about
Jedi Knights!"

"You don’t know what you’re talking about!  You don’t know what
you're getting us into!" Alys screamed.  "That bounty posting for the Jedi
stipulates 'ALIVE' Captain.  ALIVE!!! We can't just go in and blast him to
dust like the others!  We can't just stun him and hope it's enough!"

"It will be enough!  And all you have to do is stun him!" Violet shot
back.

"You don't know that! We don’t know what he's capable of! It's
ignorance like yours that gets people killed! It's not going to be you down



there if that bastard pulls out a laser sword!  You're going to be hiding
behind some rock half a kilometer away! You don’t even—"

Her hand moved before she could stop it and she landed a punch to Aly's
face.  The shot echoed throughout the cockpit and Keilara, stunned,
reached up and shoved her back as Alys tumbled to the ground.
A deep red welp was already rising beneath Alys' left eye when the
Advozsec slowly stood and gently touched the spot. A single tear raced
from her large black eye and she nodded.  "I see."

"Alys, I…I'm sorry," Violet looked down at her mauve glove like a
piece of foreign matter. "I didn’t mean—"

"No, no I'm glad you did. It just makes this easier to say," Alys
looked at Keilara who nodded and back at Violet. "This is our last
mission together.  After we bag your precious Jedi and split the purse,
Keilara and I are striking out on our own.  Then you can chase all the
Jedi you want and run your crew however you see fit…Captain."

*

The inside of the "Grinning Dewback Inn" was standard Mos Eisley
fare.  Stepping down from street level, Velena found pourstone walls, dim
lighting and a small bar dominating the center of a large dance floor. A
flickering sign near the back had seen better days and looked to be the
target of too many hurled bottles, courtesy of the local patrons.
The only thing that kept the 'Dewback afloat she'd learned, was their
extensive selection of imported ales and lagers.  The owner, an old
Sunesis with an eyepatch had a relative who worked at a distribution
center in the Core and always managed to smuggle him out crates of
quality drink. There was a fair amount of foot traffic and most of the
tables inside always seemed to be filled, while the corner was occupied
by a Klatooinian sabriquet player who was belting out a bluesy number
with a catchy beat while onlookers swayed back and forth in time.
Wrapped in the guise of a common settler she passed through the small
crowd to the bar and asked for an upper room. The barkeep, a harried
droid with multiple arms and a rectangular head, snatched her credits
and tossed her a room key.



From the rear of the establishment the soup of the day bubbled and filled
the air with a savory aroma that prompted guests to ask for a menu.
Keeping her head down and face hidden beneath a floppy canvas hat she
fought the urge to scan the bar for the acquisition. The last thing she
wanted to do now was make eye contact and risk the chance that he
would recognize her when she returned.
A set of stairs with a groove worn into the stucco after centuries of use
sat to the left of the main entrance, running up the outer wall and
leading to a balcony that circled the building, allowing access to the
guest rooms.
The upper level of the large building housed a dozen rooms, all
overpriced and lacking in basic amenities, save for a broken down bed,
busted cooling unit and pest-ridden tapestries that covered graffiti or old
blaster scarring.
Surprisingly, a working entertainment console dominated the corner of
the room and a round window covered in grimy cracked transparasteel
looked down into a rear courtyard littered with broken speeders and
starship parts.  Apparently the owners of the Grinning Dewback also ran
the adjacent junk shop, and when space ran out began dumping their
refuse into what was once a small exterior dining area.  Busted tables
and bent chairs lay scattered among the other debris-remnants of the
small area's past purpose.
Velena felt her skin crawl when she entered the room and felt furious
that she'd paid fifty-five credits for the hovel.  Still, with what she was
about to make on this bounty she would gladly pay ten times the cost for
a nice quiet place to bring her acquisition.
Fortunately, the sonic shower still worked and she dropped her gear bag
on the bed and took time to clean herself up.  The rapid trip across town
had left her covered in sweat and grime, as the sands of Tatooine always
seemed to find its way into the smallest folds on one's body, sticking to
whatever moisture seeped out and creating a tacky paste.
Letting the shower do its job, she imagined the hot soak she would enjoy
once she got back to Dartessex IV.  The masseuses House Renliss
employed were always on call for the hunters, to work out the knots and
aches that came with the profession.  After a day back home, she would
feel refreshed and alive again and could purge all memories of this dusty,
hot, lifeless ball of dirt.
Stepping from the small refresher, she spent the next half an hour
applying her makeup and wiggling into the tiny dress and stockings
she'd brought along. Her contact was still in the lower cantina and would
alert her if the acquisition was about to move, but so far, there'd been no
change. Paddox was still drinking away his day and trying to cool off
from the midday furnace outside.
Looking herself over in the full length sheet of reflective metal bolted into
the stucco near the bed she turned to make sure her hair was perfect



and that the hold-out blaster strapped to her upper thigh wasn't peeking
out beneath the hem of her glittering dress.
The flowing lavender locks cascaded down her back, like small waves
rolling over one another and frozen in time; her hair treatment added
just enough luster to set off the deeper purple dress.
She was overdressed to be sure, especially for Tatooine, but she couldn’t
runt the risk of looking like every other scrag that walked in off the dusty
streets.  She had to stand out, had to look irresistible and if that meant
dressing in high heels and Thoadeye makeup then so be it, even if it
meant she looked unlike anyone else in the bar.

But that was the point, wasn't it?  To get the attention of a Tapani
Nobleman, she had to stand out. Had to "pop".

She only hoped he still favored females; Paddox had spent some time in
an Imperial prison and she'd heard tales that occasionally one's taste in
mates changed during incarceration-he may have developed a taste for
aliens exclusively and suddenly found humanoids boring.
Mating rituals varied across the galaxy and once one tasted the exotic
they sometimes could never go back.

It didn’t matter, it was her job to make him interested and if anyone
could, she could.

Making one last turn, she retrieved a bottle of "Succulence" a designer
perfume made from a combination of hammered Zoytarian spice and a
medley of pheromones from over three dozen species and lightly misted
the air around her.  Stepping and swiveling beneath the falling particles,
she held her breath as the aphrodisiac covered her body.
She would take all the help she could get and the perfume had proven
useful in more than one hunt. Finally, retrieving a small black case from
the bag, she extracted a necklace with a rectangular black pendant. In
the center was a golden gemstone that glittered with an inner fire, but
one press would discharge a toxin that would slowly paralyze a target.
With only two doses available, she needed to make them count.
Taking a long deep breath, she triggered the door and stepped into the
midday heat. Dry and arid, the air current that caused her dress to
ripple and skin to tingle was scented with servo grease and whatever was
decaying in the courtyard.
Descending the stairs, she passed a pair of spacers hanging about the
front of the Inn.  They were in the middle of an argument over a
shipment of damaged flow filters but when they caught sight of her both
froze, scanning her up and down.
Ignoring them, she entered the Grinning Dewback and cut through the
crowd like a laser scalpel.  Males and females both stopped to stare at



her, if not because of her perfume, because of her attire.  Only the most
alien of patrons ignored her and continued on with their discussions.
Saddling up to the bar, she ordered a "Twin Suns Sour" and waited as
the droid manipulated the central liquid processing unit, parking a fiery
colored concoction in front of her a moment later.
Slipping a creddstick slowly from her upper stocking, she handed it over
and waited for the droid to hand it back, hiking up her skirt just enough
to show her bare thigh, she replaced the stick.
Glancing around, she scanned past all of the beings watching her with
rapt interest and focused on a young, chiseled face near the back.
From beneath a cap of spiky, gelled blonde hair a set of piercing blue
eyes watched her with unbridled intensity.  Even if she didn't know what
he looked like, she would know him in an instant-he stood out.  From
the expensive cut of his blue and silver tunic, to the tight fitting
gauntlets on his arms, to the trimmed, manicured fingernails and even
the drink parked in front of him-an imported ale that likely cost more
than most moisture farms made in a month.

Xander Paddox was royalty and had no problem letting the galaxy know.

She gave a small smile as they made eye contact and held it just long
enough to be flirtatious before turning back to her drink.

It wouldn’t be long now.

*

 The wind picked up and was now blowing fine particles of sand
into her face, each one an assault, slowly wearing away and stinging with
each strike, like microscopic asteroids.
No time for pain, Khara thought, trying to dodge in and out of the narrow
alleys and passages that wound through Mos Eisley.  The spaceport was
deceptively large, the stucco buildings creating a labyrinth of mazes,
double-backs and dead ends plugged with the wreckage of ships and
stalls.
Her body ached from the constant jerking and twisting, dodging the
never-ending blaster bolts that seemed to pour from the cannon slung
beneath the remaining Gank's bike.
She'd expected to see more of the biker boss but so far the woman was a
ghost- a threat hanging on the edge of Khara's mind, always there yet
unseen.



The thought of the woman-the towering, powerful teal vixen with the day-
glo hair and enormous blaster plagued her.  Where was she?  She'd not
seen her since the pursuit began and the harrowing feeling that she was
merely sitting back and letting the pursuit play out troubled Khara.  The
woman's bike looked to be one large engine bereft of guidance vanes-built
for speed but not for maneuverability.
Must be why she's out of sight, Khara thought, hazarding another glance
over her shoulder at the approaching Gank; their boss couldn't navigate
the tight turns and narrow passages on her vehicle.

As bad as things were, and they were bad, the next sight caused Khara
to almost loose her lunch.

Parked ahead at the approaching intersection, an armored landspeeder
hovered with two uniformed peace officers on the ground with blasters
drawn and another two inside the vehicle.

"STOP!  SHUT DOWN YOUR—" the rightmost officer announced
through a small amplifier but Khara didn’t hear the rest as she jerked
her controls hard and soared high, just barely clearing the blockade and
avoiding the potshots the cops sent her way.

The Gank wasn’t about to give up the chase and she glanced back
just in time to see him avoid being shot and drop back in behind her.
The speeder gunned to life and fell in pursuit.  Jamming hard to
starport, Khara zipped through a small communal area and made a half-
circuit, zipping between the Gank and the cops and down a side street.
The maneuver confused both and bought her a few precious seconds to
put space between her and the pursuers.  She had to end this quick but
she didn’t want to risk pulling her blaster out and getting into a fight-
that was a surefire way to get killed, not that hurtling through unfamiliar
streets at blinding speeds was a viable option either.
Poilice sirens screamed and she glanced back to see both were still in
pursuit.
She looked up in time to avoid a Deback hauling a hoversled full of
power converters.  Dropping the altitude on the bike she almost laid it
down, barely squeezing beneath the small clearing beneath the sled.

Glancing in the rearview mirror of her bike she saw the Gank go up top
but the cops didn’t have any such luck and the armored landspeeder
rammed the sled and the whole mess exploded in a nova of fire and
durasteel.
Zipping down another narrow alley, she hoped she was near the docking
bay but realized in a second she was still lost.
Another blaster bolt ripped through the air-this time singeing her leg and
searing the synthleather of her trousers.



Letting loose a Wroonian curse, she spontaneously killed the power to
her engines.
The Gank shot up alongside, surprised at her sudden deceleration and
instinctively, Khara jerked her bike hard right, her starboard repuslor
engine colliding with the smaller, thinner frame of the Gank's
speederbike.
It all happened so fast she barely realized what was happening, as the
Gank let out a shriek and continued on into the abandoned durasteel
skeleton of an old skiff parked near the end of the alley, both pilot and
vehicle erupting into a ball of fire and debris.

"Hope you and your friend enjoy hell, you nerfnut," Khara
muttered beneath her breath, taking the opposite alley and pulling away
from the carnage.  Nerves caused her to shake and she caught her
breath and wiped her eyes, looking around to see if she could spot the
boss, but there was no sign of the woman-only the startled and wide
eyed stares of the locals-and a pair of brown-robed Jawas already
extinguishing the Gank's remains.

I've got to get out of here, get back to the group, she thought, turning her
bike.  When she accelerated she heard the sickening cough of her
repuslor engine and the vehicle began to chug along, barely reaching
running speed.
Glancing down, smoke was pouring from the starboard engine-damaged
by the impact with the Gank.

"This day just keeps getting better and better," she shook her head.
A pair of small children-one a green-scaled Rodian, the other a tanned
human watched her from a nearby doorway. "Hey!  You guys!  Which way
is it to the Central Sector?"

The human child pointed off to her right and she nodded.  "Thanks!"

Chugging along, she wanted desperately to draw her blaster, just in case
the biker boss showed up but her damaged vehicle required her to keep
both hands on the controls as she strained against the bike, fighting it
for every meter it covered. In the distance more sirens blared and she
knew she'd need to get out of town and lay low-quick.  Mos Eisley had
become a deadly place to be for a multitude of reasons.
Nearing the central sector-and their docking bay, she limped through an
intersection and was about to turn down a side street when she heard
the unholy roar of a massive engine.
Spinning, she saw the biker boss, a mad grin stretching from ear to ear.

"Frell," Khara tried to gun her bike but it wobbled badly from side
to side and only shot her forward a handful of meters.



Glancing back, she watched in horror as the biker boss merely gunned
her engine again.

One last jam against the engines and Khara zoomed forward, but her
bike seized up and stopped abruptly, the engine dying and the vehicle
flipping over on its side.
She tried to jump free but her right foot caught in the bike's braking
linkage, and she fell to the ground, the bike landing atop her leg.
Scrambling to get up, she grunted in pain and she found herself kneeling
with her leg trapped.
The roar of the biker boss's engine snapped her attention back and to
her horror the woman was accelerating, the giant engine and rider
making a beeline straight for her.
Time seemed to slow and all she could manage to do was open her
mouth for a scream as the maniac astride the blazing death machine
bore down on her.
Suddenly, out of her periphery, the streak of black and red appeared
from the cross-street and before the biker boss could react, a heavy,
powerful speeder slammed into her, t-boning the woman and her engine
of destruction, sending both hurtling into a nearby stall that imploded
upon impact.
The speeder, seemingly unaffected by the collision, swung around and
slowly glided over to Khara.
Already fumbling for her blaster, she stopped when the speeder door
swung wide.

"Hey, Khara, you okay?" Race Moonthall leapt from the vehicle and
sprinted over to her side.

"Race!" she almost began laughing hysterically but caught herself.
"Help me get this bike off my leg!"

The man reached down and wrestled the bike up and over, just gently
enough that she was able to free her foot from the stirrup.  "You okay?
Need me to get a doctor?" he asked, setting the bike upright.

"No, no I think it's okay," she flexed her leg, and while sore, could
have been much worse.  "What are you doing?  How did you find me?"

The big man laughed, looking back over his shoulder at the smoke
pouring from the stall.  "Wasn’t hard, I saw you guys zip past me a few
times before I was able to figure out where you were…just happened to
be in the right spot at the right time," he smiled. "Who were these jokers
anyway?"



"I don’t know, and it doesn’t look like there's anyone left to
question," she flexed her leg. "But I don’t mind telling you I'm frelling
tired of being attacked. Still, you saved my butt, I owe you," she said.

"Fair enough, next round's on you," he nodded and chewed at the
plug of cigarra in his mouth.

"Deal. Can you help me get my bike out of here?" she said,
frowning at the conveyance like an old friend who'd fallen ill.

"There's a repair shop a few blocks away, looks like the engine has
enough juice to hover, we should be able to tow it" he said, inspecting the
bike. "Vic commed, he wants the team to meet back at the 'Skull."

Team.  There was that word again and her instinct was to walk her bike
to the nearest bar and try to buy passage back to Wroona-but with what?
She took a deep breath and forced herself to relax, despite the situation.
Right now there might be more of these thugs on planet looking to do her
in, for all she knew the Shades of Night could have sent an entire squad.
At least with this "Raptor Squad" she would have strength in numbers
and Lana watching her back.

"Okay, well, there's some important things in there," she said
gesturing to the bike and thinking of her gear nestled in the cargo
compartment behind the pilots seat.  "Can we trust them?

"Sure can, it's a mom and pop business," he smiled. "They even
invited me to dinner."

"Sounds good," she nodded, heading towards the speeder.  "Let's
get out of here before any more raging psychotics decide to show up."

*

"Where have you been?  I've been sitting here for almost an hour,"
the young human said walking up to the alcove.

Terminus the Hunter narrowed his eyes at the young man, not that the
human could see and gestured for him to sit down.



Kable, as his dossier labeled him, took the seat facing opposite,
leaving his back exposed to the Dockside Café's entrance and also
providing Terminus with cover should someone deicide to take a shot at
him.
He'd already scouted out the location-from afar, then from the inside,
seated in his own alcove, bathed in shadow and watching the door and
the handful of inhabitants for signs of ambush.
He'd spent the last week, doing the same things, over and over, ordering
the same drink a half dozen times so as not to raise suspicion, altering
the alcove he sat at to familiarize himself with the place, absorbing the
patterns of the regulars and the testy droid barkeep that moved in jerks
and fits behind the counter, often splashing much of the drink onto the
bartop but never apologizing for it.
New customers came in every day, mostly spacers, finding their own
piece of shadow to inhabit during their stay or sharing another's only for
as long as it took credits to pass between them, then they were gone.
And in the wee hours of the morning he would collect the black case and
leave the small wall of untouched drinks to mount his speeder bike-
another antiquity from his earlier days-and return to his ship and
meditate and allow his power supply to recharge; Only to awaken and
repeat the process over again.

No one bothered him, no one inquired as to his business.   This was the
nature of establishments like the Dockside Café'; this is why they
remained in business-discretion and anonymity, though unlisted, were
as important a commodity to the owners as the priciest drink on the
menu.

Not that the dockside bothered with menus-it simply wasn't that sort of
place.

Finally, when he recognized the human from his dossier he allowed him
to find a seat and wait.  No one came in immediately after, and those that
did step from the bright Tatooine day into the hazy shadows were either
regulars or newcomers who paid the human little attention.  He knew
body language-knew it so well that it kept him alive and saved his life
many times over.
He then sent a message to the droid barkeep-CG-X2R to deliver a
message to Kable to join him and waited.

"So, you're Terminus the Hunter, huh?" the young man smirked
and leaned back.  He was well built, younger and had deceptive eyes that
shifted uneasily behind a half-lidded stare.  An air of false confidence
betrayed his nervousness and the way the man rested his right arm on
his leg instead of the table indicated he would go for his blaster at the
first sign of trouble.



But the methodical movements of his body and constant glances told of
his CORSEC training.

"You have nothing to worry about," Terminus assured the man,
trying to calm him down, "I'm not interested in taking you in-the bounty
is on your associates."  He didn’t want undue attention-he'd waited this
long to retrieve his property and wouldn’t have the opportunity
jeopardized by a skittish turncoat.

"Yeah, yeah well the Wat-the uh, organization I work for told me to
meet you here.  They said I was to brief you on Raptor Squad and give
you any information you asked for."

"That is correct," Terminus nodded.  "And I am to give you this," he
pushed the case towards the man with the toe of his boot.

"What's that?" Kable looked puzzled and glanced down then back
up.

"A bomb."

Kable merely stared impassively at Terminus and looked back down.
"Really."

"Yes, you are to plant it on the ship you arrived on and destroy it.
Your employers want no trace."

"And just how the frell and I supposed to get back to—" the young
man stopped and looked back down at the case.  "I wasn't told about
this."

Terminus merely watched him.  Kable ran his hands through his hair,
slicking the flattop back.  "I don't know about this, I—"

"I don’t care.  My obligation to you is finished.  You have
information about the imposter," Terminus leaned forward, Kable's face
filling his visor.

"Who, oh, yeah, Vic," Kable replied still staring at the case and
pulling his attention back to Terminus.  "I thought you wanted to know
about the whole team."

"An incorrect assumption on your part, tell me about this 'Vic' who
wears the mantle of Terminus."



Shrugging, the CORSEC officer leaned back.  "His name's Vic Palisades
and he's a jerk.  He thinks he's the leader of this team but acts like he
wants everyone to have a say-as long as you agree with him.  If you don’t
he knocks you around until you fall into line."

"He's powerful? Strong?"

"Well, yeah, but it's not just that," Kable said begrudgingly, "He's a
big guy, but lean, slender like a fighter and he's good at fighting.  Not
sure where he got trained but he's got some pretty good moves-though
he's cocky and I saw him get taken out by a little soft belly a few
days…hey, you think I could get something to drink?"

"What weapon does he use? A Force Pike?" Terminus asked.  This
imposter was beginning to sound like a formidable opponent.  Perhaps
this hunt would truly challenge him.

"Nah, nothing like that.  Vic uses a modified Light Repeating
Blaster when he's moonlighting as Ter-well, you."

"What are his weaknesses?  What can I use to gain an advantage?"
His curiosity was piqued now.  How much of this man remained and how
much of his mind had been devoured by the helm?

Turning, Kable looked back towards the bar.  "I haven’t eaten all day
either, you think I could—" Terminus reached over and grabbed the
man's wrist.

"Listen," he growled, causing Kable's eyes to widen, "I did not
awaken from a decade's old sleep just to come halfway across the galaxy
to take your lunch order," he eased his grip.  "When we are through you
may tend to your needs but for now you are beholden to me and we will
finish our business.  Do you understand?"

Slowly, Kable nodded.

"What are his weaknesses?" Terminus repeated, letting go and
easing back into the shadows.

"Uh, besides his personality?" Kable shook his head.  "Not many.
I'll give him credit, he's a good fighter, fast, can see things before they
happen almost and he's handy with a blaster too.  I guess if you are
looking for an advantage just get the drop on him."

"What is he doing on Tatooine?"



"Oh, well," a beeping stopped Kable and Terminus planted his boot
against the base of the table, preparing to kick it over in case the beeping
was an explosive but the man reached down and retrieved a comm from
his belt.  "Speak of the devil," he looked up.  "It's Vic."

"Take the comm" Terminus leaned forward-and found he was
holding his breath.

"This is Terminus, I need everyone to meet me back at the ship,"
the voice said from the device.

A flood of memories hit him when he heard the raspy hiss of the helmet's
vocabulator. There was no doubt anymore, it was his helmet, the final,
missing part of him that he needed to become whole once more.  And it
was here, on this planet, perhaps just a few hundred meters away for all
he knew.
The urge to grab Kable by the throat and force him to lead him to this
imposter raged and he was halfway out of his seat when he stopped and
forced himself back down.
No, no this was not how he hunted.  This was not how Terminus the
Hunter tracked, captured or killed the acquisition.  True, this particular
target had something as precious and valuable to him as one's own
newborn, but he must stay true to his methods, must not deviate from
what brought him so many victories and kept him alive.
It was still possible it could be an ambush and Kable a part of it.  He
could have charged right out into a deathtrap.

Settling back into his seat he calmed his breathing and nodded.

"That's him, our fearless leader," Kable smirked.

More chatter came across the line and Terminus listened to a back and
forth between the imposter and another member of Raptor Squad.  "What
is he doing here?"

"Meeting with some crime lord named Bak'te," Kable said.
"Apparently the guy owns half the planet or something.  He's got a place
called the Second Twilight Lounge, and has information on Vic's missing
sister."

"Interesting," Terminus said, settling back into the alcove.

"So is that it?  Are we done?" Kable stood.

"Take your case," Terminus said, already dismissing the man.  He
watched Kable retrieve the bomb and move off towards the bar but didn’t



really see him-in the dark, dusty recesses of his mind he was already
stringing together the DNA of a plan to kill this imposter, Vic Palisades
and take back what was rightfully his.

*

Hawq could count on one hand the number of times he'd been really,
truly drunk.

He couldn’t claim that any longer.

He wasn't a lightweight when it came to drinking either- when everyone
you knew or cared about had passed or your planet had been destroyed,
many often found comfort in the bottom of a glass or bottle.
But to be truly hammered, so inebriated that you woke up the next
morning with a raw sour taste in your mouth and wondering where the
last thirty-six hours had gone? Those times were thankfully rare; and
when they did happen he could always count on his old partner and
friend Ponzo to be riding shotgun at his elbow, encouraging him to take
"just one more shot-for old times sake."
Now, sitting in a backwater bar, parked in the slimiest spaceport on the
loneliest planet in the galaxy, so lonely that trees wouldn’t even live here,
he wished for his old partner to be at his side.

"I'm sorry Ponzo," he said aloud and took another drink of the pale
blue drink, letting the cool liquid coat his throat.  It always went down
easier as the night-or day-went on. "I guess the great hunter Jaden
Sturge just couldn't get the job done," he looked at his helmet, parked
beside him on the bartop and felt like seeing if he could throw it hard
enough to go through a wall.
The droid barkeep that began serving him when he arrived earlier that
morning had disappeared into the back and was replaced by a rotund,
turquoise-colored humanoid in a stained tunic.  He wore a patch over his
eye and shambled over to Hawq, offering a lopsided smile. "Hey there
partner, can I get you a refill?"

"Of course, nothing else to do," Hawq said, trying to focus on the
barkeep.  Things had taken on a hazy quality and he felt unsteady, as if
he might fall off of the stool any second. "What are you?" Hawq asked.



"Me?  Just a bartender," the alien smiled, turning back to the
circular processing unit, passing the glass beneath four of the long
colored tubes, mixing the concoction together until it matched the same
hue it had before.

"No, no I mean, what are you," Hawq said.  You look like a
Sun..sun.."

"Sunesis, yes that's right, name's Killiam," he put the drink down
in front of Hawq and smiled.  He had two large cranial lumps and a
pronounced brow ridge that curled over the top of his remaining black
eye.  "Shall I put that on your tab?"

"That you shall," Hawq nodded and took the drink. "Maybe if I
swallow enough of this it will help me forget. Hey, how many of these will
it take to make me forget who I am?"

Killiam whistled.  "Woah, well Ketaris Waterfalls are pretty strong, and
given how many you've had, you should be blasted by about," he looked
down at a datapad nearby, "three hours ago."

Tapping the glass against his teeth, Hawq shook his head.  "Then one of
us isn’t doing their job."

"Wanna talk about it pal?" Killiam tossed a soiled rag over his
shoulder and leaned up against the bar.  "Might help, might make you
feel better."

Hawq laughed-a hoarse, rasping effort that helped dislodge something he
spat onto the floor.  Beside him a female spacer with long red hair looked
disgusted and moved off.  "I failed her, and I was her only hope," he said,
tapping his helmet with the rim of his glass.  "Let's drink a toast, a toast
to Jaden Sturge, blustering bounty hunter, merciless mercenary,
relentless…relenteless…" he looked to Killiam who merely shrugged.

"Sorry pal, not good with alliteration.  Renegade?"

"If only I were," Hawq shook his head.  "Then I could be like the
other scum and just steal and kill my way to a hundred thousand
credits."

"Wow!  That’s a lot," Killiam shook his head.  "So, you're Sturge
huh?  Heard you were on planet."



"You've heard of me?" Hawq glanced around out of habit,
wondering if anyone was listening, not that his cover mattered anymore.
Not that anything mattered anymore.

"Just scuttlebutt. So, I guess you're here for business, cause if
you're here for pleasure someone sold you a false bill of goods."

"Nope, I came here for business and missed them. Or maybe they
were never here at all and it was all some giant joke to get me out of an
old 'friend's' office," he polished off the drink and slammed the glass
down.   He cold always go back and kill Shadis for fabricating the bounty
information but sitting here and slowly drinking himself to death
sounded like more fun. "How about another?"

"You sure pal? I mean—" Killiam stopped when his one good eye
connected with Hawq's and nodded.  "Another coming right up."

A moment later another drink appeared before him. He gestured to the
glass, "So, we're mourning the loss of a bounty, huh?" Killiam asked.
The rest of the bar, while busy, seemed occupied with their own
problems and interested in their own drinks; normally Hawq would have
kept quiet, but normally he wouldn't be celebrating failure either.

"Nope," Hawq replied, getting started on the new glass, "We're
mourning the loss of a life."

"Oh, I'm sorry," Killiam said and looked genuinely bothered.  "I
didn’t know.

"No way you could have.  Poor little girl, just a child," Hawq shook
his head and thought of Gergie playing in his garden, chasing bugs.

"Oh, I'm really sorry," Killiam rubbed his right cranial bump.  "This
round is on the house."

"No, no I'll pay.  The money I was saving up wont help her now.
Might as well go to someone who can use it."

"Hey!  Killiam! Mom Plunx needs you in the kitchen, the grill coil is
down again," the returning droid bartender said from the opposite end of
the bar.

"Duty calls," the Sunesis offered a sympathetic smile and hustled
away towards the back, likely happy to be free of Hawq's melancholy.



His time in Mos Eisley was up-a couple of Harburik's officer's showed up
that morning to tell him he had to be gone by sundown. Even if Raptor
Squad was a day out he couldn’t relocate the 'Swan to the wastes and
come back without Harburik coming down on him and extorting more
credits-credits he couldn’t afford if he wanted to keep Gergie alive.
It was all for nothing-all of it.  He had one chance, one shot to make a
difference in the galaxy. All of those years chasing scum and criminals,
all of those deaths and all those he put away, but when it came down to
it, when it came down to doing it for a little girl and actually trying to
save a life instead of taking one, he failed.

And that's how he would leave the galaxy-a failure that couldn’t
make a difference when it counted.

He polished off the rest of the drink and waited for Killiam's return.
Everything was fuzzy and if he moved his head too quickly the world
began to dip and spin.  He was getting exactly where he wanted to be.
From his elbow a small rodent-faced alien chattered at him in a language
he didn’t understand, pointed at his helmet and chattered again.

"What?  I don’t understand you," he said, trying to focus on the
little face and round twitching nose.  Dark eyes darted from him to his
helmet and it's fingers rubbed together in the air.

"My helmet?  You want to, to buy it?"

The alien eagerly nodded up and down.

He looked at the head of Jaden Sturge and back to the alien. "How
much?"

The alien chattered and held several fingers up.  Hawq was about to nod
in agreement when the entrance parted and the most beautiful human
female he'd ever seen walked in.
He watched her cross to the bar and in his drunken haze realized he was
staring.  The rodent was still chittering, flashing more tiny fingers but he
couldn’t take his eyes off the woman.
Feelings he thought long since dead welled up in him, likely due to the
many, many drinks and as he watched the woman order a tall, flame
colored drink thought back to those nights when he wasn't quite so
lonely.
Tugging at his arm brought him back and the alien was gesturing wildy
at his helm.  "I, I don’t know, maybe.  Do you have anything to trade?" he
asked, looking at his helm and it's dead, lifeless visor.
The countless months, maybe years he spent in the armor gave him
pause-he'd created Sturge out of necessity, but realized there was more



of the bounty hunter in him than he liked to imagine.  When things got
dangerous and out of control, Sturge surfaced and managed to pull him
out of the fire, time and again, except this time. This time he and Sturge
oculd both share the failure.
More chitteirng and he finally shrugged.  Might as well get something out
of it, he thought, wasn't like he was going to need it—
The breathtaking woman walked past him and his nose caught her
scent-and he almost floated in behind her on the vapors.  Whatever it
was, it was more intoxicating than the drink he'd been pouring down his
gullet all morning and he nearly fell from his stool.
He watched her perfect body wrapped in a tight dress move through the
crowd near the rear of the bar.  Every muscle, all of the important ones
anyway, moved and flexed beneath the thin material leaving little to the
imagination, but just enough to keep a being with a pulse interested.

She stepped up into an alcove near the back, and as she moved to the
side he caught a glimpse of the lucky man—

Xander Paddox.

He froze.  He blinked.  Then he blinked again to make sure he wasn't
imagining or hallucinating, just in case this was a side effect of too many
Ketaris Waterfalls.
No, no the being in the back matched the dossier exactly-even down to
the hairstyle and cocky grin on his face.
The alien at his elbow was going into fits and he glanced down.  "No deal,
now leave me!" he hissed and grabbed his helmet, bringing it close.
The alien hustled off, and he returned his gaze to the Tapani Nobleman
who'd invited the female to sit with him.
Raptor Squad had arrived-and a hundred thousand credits-and Gergie's
last chance at life-sat just a dozen meters away.

*

 "He has no idea we're following him," Steale said, keeping his voice
low even though they trailed Moonthall by half a block.

"He's probably drunk, you read his dossier," Koort replied,
navigating the streets.  His armor, crafted from chitinous Dune Crab



shells kept him cool and comfortable in the Tatooine heat, so the rust
colored sarape he wore was entirely decorative-it wouldn’t do to have any
member of Raptor Squad recognize him.
As such he'd also hooked his helm to his belt and opted for a full head
wrap, goggles and breathing mask.  Steale gave him an odd look when he
emerged from his cabin but Koort explained it away as wanting to
preserve his helmet from the fine sand particles.

"Suit yourself, though you look like one of those damn sand people
they talk about on the planetary info line," Steale shrugged and tossed
on a long duster that covered his like-colored jumpsuit. "If someone
mistakes you for one and takes a shot don’t expect me to get involved."

"What if they put a bounty out on me, would you get involved
then?" Koort asked, but Steale merely winked and laughed.

All around them spacers and locals hustled in and out of
buildings, giving just enough cover that they were able to remain
undetected.  They found Raptor Squad's docking bay easily-Koort,
unbeknownst to Steale merely put a comm call in to the spaceport
control tower, gave them the Skull's BOSS number and the human on
duty, after a bit of coercion and a hundred credit transfer gave up the
team's docking bay.
He told Steale he merely bribed the operator and it seemed to satisfy the
man.  Steale could care less, they were on planet, tracking a drunk
bounty that was worth a hundred thousand credits.

They were on their way to the bay when they spotted Moonthall
wandering down the street.

"Lets take him now," Steale argued but Koort reminded him of the
necessity to take more than one bounty.

"Let's follow him and see where he's going, he may we lead us to all
of them and then we can assess the situation and plan accordingly," he
said.

So they fell in behind Race and pretended to be just another couple of
spacers wandering the dry dusty streets.  Moonthall took his time,
glanced in a few shops and finally walked into the darkened interior of a
speeder rental shop.

"Looks like he's in the market for transportation," Steale said,
turning to Koort.  He produced a small black disc with a thin wire
extruding from the side.  "Okay, I'll go in and try to find out what he's
renting, you stay out here and wait for my comm"



Koort took the device and turned it over in his hand.  "Tracking device?"

"Affirmative.  I'll comm you what model he rents and you plant the
device.  He'll lead us to the rest of the team and we'll go from there." He
gestured to the rear of the shop and the small lot filled with speeders.
"You won’t have much time, so move fast."

Steale disappeared into the building and Koort meandered towards
the lot.  He was about to cross the threshold of the arched entryway
when a vicious metallic hiss froze him in his tracks.

From around the corner, a massive, broad shouldered droid trotted out
on four legs.  Its maw was filled with filed razor-sharp teeth and it’s one
glowing, angry red photoreceptor looked him up and down.

"Uh, just, just looking," he told the watchdroid and backed up. The
thing would be on him in a second and he would have a fight on his
hands if he took one step onto the lot.  His comm went off-Steale.

"He's picked a black armored model," Steale said, whispering.

"I might have a little trouble placing the—" the rear door of the
building swung wide and Moonthall and a small older human walked
out.  Koort ducked around the outer corner of the wall just in time to
avoid being seen. This caused the watchdroid to go ballistic until it's
owner, the old human yelled at it.

"Koort!  Koort!" Steale hissed from the comm "What is going on?"

"Going to have to wing it," Koort said and a moment later
Moonthall whizzed past in the speeder.

Scrambling to catch up, Koort was glad he'd kept his training up as he
was able to at least keep the vehicle in sight as Moonthall zipped in and
out of the modest Mos Eisley traffic.
He cut down a side street and intercepted Race, almost close enough to
slap the tracking device on the speeder but he wasn't fast enough.
Finally after chasing him for over a dozen blocks, Race parked the
speeder and climbed from the front seat, hitched his belt up and made a
beeline for a nearby food stall.

This would be his chance.



Scrambling from the shadows, he slid under the vehicle and slapped the
tracking device to the chassis.  It gripped the metal with a faint "clink"
and he scrambled back out, climbing to his feet.

"Hey, what are you doing?"

His body went rigid and he turned to see Moonthall staring at him from
across the speeder, a glass bottle in his hand.

"Me?" Koort tried lowering his voice and adding an accent. "Uhm,
nothing, just admiring the speeder, never seen this model outside the
holo's before."

Race broke into a smile and nodded.  "Hey, a fellow servo-monkey!  She's
nice huh?  Just got her, renting of course, but take a look at this body!
And come here," he came around the back of the speeder and grabbed
Koort's arm and led him to the front, "see that? They integrated the
velocity sensors right into the grille, they haven't done that on this model
till recently," he took a pull from the bottle.

"I, see, that's impre-awesome, truly awesome," Koort said trying to
gently pull his arm away.

"You bet your thrusters it is pal!  I paid extra for this model, had
my eye on one ever since—"

Their conversation was drowned out by the scream of two speederbikes
ripping through the tranquil courtyard. A blue female on a white bulky
late-model speederbike roared through the small intersection with a
helmeted figure in close pursuit firing it's bike's blasters at her.
Pandemonium broke out in the surrounding crowd with some running
for cover, some screaming and others bursting out in laughter.

"Hey!" Race dropped his bottle and sprung to the speeder, throwing
the door open.

Startled, Koort grabbed his arm.  "Race!"

The human stopped and looked at him and Koort cursed himself in six
different languages.

"Huh?" the big man said, "how do you know—"

"Uh, must be a race!  Those two, on the bikes!  A street race!" Koort
recovered, gesturing towards the street the bikes disappeared down.



Moonthall's face changed and he shook his head.  "Oh, no, no that was
no race!  That guy was shooting at Khara!  I've got to find out what's
going on!  She's a friend!" he said and slammed the speeder door shut
and gunned the engine to life.

He forced himself from asking anything further or trying to stop him and
let Moonthall tear off after the bikes.

Khara?  Koort shook his head. A friend?  What the hell was going on with
Raptor Squad?

His comm beeped angrily and he answered it.

"Koort!  What the hell is happening?" Steale shouted from the
small cylinder.

"Quiet, and listen, looks like Raptor Squad picked up some extra
help since we got our orders," he said.  "Where are you?  We need to sit
down and reevaluate this situation."

"I just rented us a speeder, meet me back at the shop and we'll go
from here," Steale said and the comm went dead.

He knew Raptor Squad and knew how dangerous they were, but with
this new factor, the whole plan of taking them down may have to be
rewritten.

"There are no easy bounties," an old mentor told him once, and he
kept finding out how true that really was.

*

Outer Rubac lay twenty kilometers to their west and was the only
chance for shelter from the approaching sandstorm.

"Maybe we can find a cave, hold up there," Lana said over the
whine of the engine and the gusting wind.



"No good, there are a lot of unpleasant things that live in caves
around here," Klux said, glancing from the viewport to the onboard
scanner to make sure he was staying on course.  Between the powerful
winds that were growing worse and hammering the port side of the
landspeeder and the decreased visibility he almost felt the need to resort
to the Force just to make sure they arrived in one piece.

He glanced over and saw her face set; she was gently gnawing at her
lower lip and he suddenly felt very close and responsible for her care.
Despite being a warrior and High Priestess he reminded himself she was
just a young woman, and they were both in a dire situation that, if they
weren't careful and very lucky, may cost them their lives.

"I'm not much younger than you Master," she said, looking over.

"Oh!  I'm sorry, I—" but she was waving it off.

"I'm sorry, I didn’t intentionally try to pick up on your thoughts, I
just sensed an uneasiness about my age and," she shrugged.  "Just
wanted you to remember that while I may be your Padawan, I'm also a
grown woman who understands the risk we are in."

He nodded and tried to focus on the course ahead.  Sand obscured
everything, and this was just the leading edge of the storm-not even the
main body that was still some ways off.  He'd rolled the numbers over in
his head a half a dozen times, looking at different routes and speeds and
no matter how fast or which way they went, there was no way they could
return to Mos Eisley in time.
The trader at the shop had warned him of Tatooine sandstorms-brutal,
massive and deadly.  Every week spacers, travelers and even locals got
lost out in the desert when they hit and were never heard from again.  If
they weren't blown off course and killed from exposure, they lost their
way and either starved to death or were killed by Tusken Raiders.  Then
there were the storms that were so violent and powerful that they
supposedly could strip the flesh off a living being in under a minute,
leaving a sand-blasted skeleton behind.
He shuddered and tried to push the speeder a little harder, watching the
cooling gauge flirt with the redline.

"Master," she said, fitting a pair of goggles over her head.  "What
did you find back on that ship?"

"Lightsabers, I told you, he had a collection of lightsabers," he said,
switching to autopilot and rummaging in his sack for his own goggles.
His hand brushed against the bundled holocron and felt guilt well up
inside.



He glanced up and their eyes locked for just a moment and he didn’t
need the Force to see the hurt as she pulled the goggles down and looked
out into the shifting brown sea.

"I'm sorry Lana, I was going to wait to tell you, I just," he shook his
head and pulled the goggles down.

"You don’t have to apologize, you are the Master and I'm just a
Padawan," her voice cracked and she looked away. "I just wish you
hadn’t lied to me about it. I thought I might have been imagining the
force presence until just now."

He took back control of the vehicle and checked their bearing-they would
be approaching the settlement shortly-assuming it was still there.

"I found a holocron," he said, raising his voice as the wind picked
up.  "A Jedi Holocron."

She slowly looked over to him.  "And you were afraid to tell me?"

"No, I," he stopped and slowly nodded.  "Yes.  But not just you, I
was afraid to tell anyone.  Lana, the last time…"

"I'm not Baal, I wouldn’t have stolen it from you," she said, her
voice also rising.

"I know that!  I know you're not like him! I just," he was finding the
words were coming slowly, hard, like he was trying to push his thoughts
through the sandstorm and getting blown off course.

"When will you trust me?" she was shouting now, but he wasn't
sure how much of it was because of the storm.  "You are my Master and I
trust you completely!  And back in that ship, you didn’t want to stay
there because you didn’t trust I could protect myself!"

"Fine!  Yeah!  That's true!  Because back on Rordak you almost
died and I didn’t want to see you get hurt again!" he jammed the controls
and ignored the red light that begun blinking at him.

She reached back and stroked the fur on her neck that had only recently
grown back and he cursed himself.

Outer Rubac materialized out of the haze like a ghost.  The town had
stood for centuries on the edge of the Great Mesa Plateau and seemed
from what he could tell, untouched by time.



The travelogue disc he bought mentioned there were many mining
settlements dotting Tatooine and Outer Rubac was one such settlement.
A mining company had moved in, set up shop and even constructed a
hotel and processing plant in hopes to cash in on the valuable ore
deposit they'd located, but when the discovery was made that Tatooine
metal carried random magnetic qualities the market for the unstable
mineral dried up and the settlements were either abandoned or
continued to struggle.

Outer Rubac was abandoned.

A large central building rose up, surrounded by smaller buildings, all
arrayed in a circular pattern. On the edge of the settlement a large
building-likely the refinery-hugged the foothills of the great mesa
Plateau.
He slowed the speeder and felt it lurch, then, as if it knew it was the end
of the line, the vehicle coughed and thick black smoke began to pour
from the turbine behind them.

"Frell!" He slammed his palm against the controls and shook his
head. He coasted over to the central building and let the speeder drift to
a stop. They jumped out and he grabbed the survival bag.
The building looked like a lighthouse, but was taller and wider at the
base.  They ran around the perimeter and found the entrance-and in
worn paint was informed they were about to enter the "Grand Waff'La
Homeo Hotel."
Pushing with both hands, the worn, cracked transparasteel door swung
wide allowing them access to the interior.

Stepping in, broken glass and debris crunched beneath their boots as
they removed their goggles, blinking against the brightness.

"It smells stale," he wrinkled his nose.

"Something is dead in here, not too long dead," she said.

"Really?  How did you-" he started but she was tapping her nose.
"Oh, yeah."

"What does Waff'La Homeo mean," she said, her voice echoing
throughout the dusty, sand-covered lobby.  An ornate staircase hugged
the outer wall for those who wanted to enjoy the view of the lobby as they
ascended to their rooms while a lift tube ran up the center, with
walkways jutting from it and connecting to the outer blacony.  A rust-
colored translucent roof allowed enough light in to cast the decrepit
lobby in a hazy pink hue.



He pulled his datapad free and brought up the local language decoder
and entered the name.  "It's Jawa for 'Desert Oasis'" he said.  Their voices
dominated the unsettling silence and even though a storm approached
outside and the wind was raging against the windows and doors, the
inside of the Grand Desert Oasis remained surprisingly calm.

They spent the next half an hour searching the hotel to make sure they
were alone and to see if there was anything available to supplement their
supply cache with.  Besides a crate of fossilized fruit, the hotel had little
to offer besides shelter.
Returning ot the lobby and dopping on to a broken gravcouch, he leaned
back and closed his eyes. "Nothing to do now but wait this out," he
cracked an eyelid and watched his Padwan nod, looking out a nearby
window. "Lana, this whole Holocron issue…"

"Master, I don’t want to talk about it," she said, not turning
around.

"No, but I do," he leaned forward. "It's not just about Baal, Chance
died because of what happened the last time we tried to train a Padawan
and all of those memories-all of that blood-it's partly on my hands.  That
boy died because I wasn't ready to train him! He died, and A'sok" his
voice caught and he coughed, his throat tightening. He closed his eyes
and rubbed them.  He must have gotten some grit in them, they were
watering…

She turned from the window and crossed over to him, gently squeezing
his arm.

He looked up and she kneeled, embracing him. Collapsing in her
powerful arms and warmth, he buried is face in the fine soft fur of her
neck before finally pulling away. "I'm sorry Lana, I just don't want to lose
you and I know you aren’t like Chance, I know you're not angry or—" but
she was patting him on the back, rocking him.

"I know Master, I know.  You were just trying to protect me," she
pulled away and looked in his eyes. "Klux, I, I don't know what is
happening, but, we—"

Without realizing what was happening, he leaned forward, they
were so close, here in the quiet, alone, he tilted his head and she closed
her eyes, also leaning in towards him…

Danger.



"Lana," he pulled away and jumped to his feet. His danger sense,
normally something he needed to focus on was roaring in his ears like
blood rushing to his head.

She straightened, glancing at him, her face a mask of confusion, "Klux
what is it? What's wrong?"

"We've got company," he pulled his lightsaber free and triggered it
to life, the sizzle crackling through the silence like a strike of lightning.

Then Lana got shot.

*

His comm beeped and he retrieved it from his belt and looked at it
like it was about to bite him.

"Not your girlfriend I hope," Velena smiled over her third glass of
"I'll have whatever he's having."

Xander Paddox smiled and shook his head.  "Noblemen don’t have
girlfriends, we have concubines."

"Then I really hope it isn’t one of those," she stretched, making
sure to finish by leaning forward and allowing her dress to fall open a bit.
The move worked and he glanced from the beeping cylinder and followed
her neckline down.

"No, no just a friend, but I should probably take this," he looked
back at the comm.

"Oh, come on, surely whoever it is can wait?  We've only been
talking a few moments and I'd hate to have to already start sharing you
with someone else," she gave a small pout-not enough to look childish,
just enough to look like a woman who was used to getting what she
wanted.



This could go either way-if he was the kind who wanted to show her who
was in charge he would take the comm, if he was the kind who wanted to
keep her happy-and ensure she stuck around-he'd put it away.
He kept her waiting long enough as the comm kept beeping and a few of
the 'Dewback's customers threw annoyed glances at him. In front of her,
her drink level had been lowered to the same as his and as he focused on
his comm she leaned forward, blocking her drink with her arm and
triggering her necklace.  A thin, almost invisible stream of toxin shot
down into it, mixing perfectly with the liquid.

"Hey, pal, you wanna kill that thing before I kill you?" A surly
Bothan called over from a nearby table. Xander turned just long enough
for her to push her glass over and pull his near.  Now all he had to do
was drink-and he'd be putty in her hands.

Returning his attention to her, he finally shut the comm off and returned
it to his belt.  "Sorry, I'm just here with some people and—" he stopped
and flashed a set of perfect teeth at her-likely the only set besides hers in
the entire bar.

"And you're the kind of man who doesn’t jump at anyone's beck
and call," she smiled, finishing his sentence. "I like that.  So many people
in this port seem to be in a rush these days."

"Agreed," he nodded.

"Shall we make a toast?  To recognizing what's important in life,"
she held her-formerly-his-non-drugged glass up.

He mimicked her and brought the glass to his lips. He glanced down into
it and frowned.

Her heart stopped.  "What's wrong?" she managed to choke out.

He looked up and shook his head.  "No, no I'm not drinking this."

Her body went rigid and her hand slid along her thigh to the concealed
hold-out.  She wished it didn’t have to go down this way, but there was
no chance she was letting this bounty leave here alive.

"No, if we are going to toast, it’s going to be with something better
than this swill," he stood and slammed the drink down and crossed over
to the bar.  She watched him interact with the droid barkeep for a
moment and took the time to force her heart back down her throat into
her chest where it belonged.  Finally he returned.



"Sorry about that, I'm just a firm believer that if you are going to
toast something, make it really count."

"Of course," she nodded and glanced at his glass.  One dose down,
one to go, the next one would have to count.

A large turquoise-colored humanoid with cranial lumps and an eyepatch
appeared at their table, giving a slight bow. "Sir, my serving droid
informed me you wanted to see the proprietor of the Grinning Dewback.
My name is Killiam Chog'hway, how may I be of service?"

Drawing up to his full height, Paddox smiled and nodded in return.
"Chog'hway, I understand your establishment prides itself on stocking
the most exotic and rare libations on Tatooine…"

"Yes sir, I—"

"Lord, Lord Paddox," the nobleman corrected.

Chog'hway nodded as if he'd been through this before.  "Of course, I
meant Lord Paddox.  This is correct, our spirits list is extensive."

"Excellent, we require your finest bottle of wine.  These common
drinks are a terror on our palette."

The owner ignored the slight-he was a smart businessman, Velena
thought, and nodded.  "Of course Lord Paddox.  I've been keeping a bottle
of Riallo Vineyards Fifth Season Blush in the cellar for the past three
years."

Velena, not easily startled, turned in genuine surprise.  "Is that—"

"Yes, it is," he nodded with the appropriate amount of sadness.
"The last vintage shipped from Alderaan the day it was destroyed."

"How is it that you have a bottle of that?" Paddox asked, also taken
aback.

"Honestly, my Lord, many find it a bit morbid and won't touch it.
Still, it is a unique and extremely rare and valuable item, and as that is
my stock in trade…"

"Yes, yes, we'll take that," Xander said.

"I understand," Chog'hway nodded.  "I don’t assume to insult the
Lord, but you of course understand that given the ah…venue…in which I



find my establishment, there are many who claim to be nobility and able
to afford such an item, but as I am not—"

Paddox produced a credstick and tossed it to the man who fumbled and
almost dropped it.  "I trust that will ease your troubled mind."

Chog'hway almost dropped it a second time when he checked the balance
and nodded emphatically.  "Oh, oh yes my Lord, I apologize for even—"

"Don't apologize," Paddox leveled a bored stare at the man,
"Simply. Get. Us. Our. Drinks!"

The man shambled away, gripping the credstick like an only child and
Paddox returned his winning smile to Velena. "So, you were telling me
about you before all of this riff-raff sidetracked us into the mundane."

"I was simply saying that my father wanted me to get off of the
skyhook and get out and see the galaxy-I was driving my mother mad
you see," she leaned forward and frowned at the table, "I wish we had a
tablecloth."

"I'll see what I can do whenever he returns, do go on," Paddox
rolled his finger.

"Yes, well, I of course had been throughout the Core, seen
everything there was to see there, but truly when you live on the Capitol,
every other city seems to be playing at catch-up."

"I couldn’t agree more, I was a guest of the—" Paddox caught
himself and Velena noted the young man wasn't a total fool. "good friend
who lived there," he lied.

"Well, then you know what I am talking about," she gave a small
laugh, "I wanted to see more exotic locations and heard about this little
desert planet out in the rim.  Foolish me I thought by 'desert' they meant
'resort' and expected to find an oasis with palm trees and lagoons and
instead," she held her hands up and looked around, "I get this."

Paddox leaned back and crossed his legs, "Delicious!"

"I know! So I got a room and got my father on the Holonet and
demanded he send another attendant to get me off of here and take me
home," she shrugged.

"You're last attendant," he shook his head. "What happened?"



"Oh, terrible thing. When my yacht sat down I'd barely had my
things taken off when pirates, pirates of all things! Stole my ship and the
entire crew!  I stood there in the street and literally just watched my ship
fly away from me!  I had nothing but an overnight bag that happened to
be knocked overboard in the firefight and a credstick, I had to buy this
rag" she gestured at the sparkling dress, "off the rack!  Can you believe
it?"

He took the opportunity to take in her figure and assets fully before
returning his gaze to hers.  "It's very nice, perfect for this setting."

She smiled and batted her eyelashes. He was so smitten he didn’t even
question the ridiculous story. "You’re sweet my Lord. But really, this is
obviously a weekend dress, no self-respecting Lady would be seen dead
in this during the week."

Chog'hway returned to their table with a tall, black, round device that
looked like it held a head.  This he sat on the table and Velena watched
him work. She of course had seen the device more times than she could
remember but for a true sommelier, the presentation was as important
as the beverage itself.
From the device he pulled two black discs from the top and placed one in
front of each of them with a small flourish. Concentric circles of blue
radiated out from the center of the disc, finally flashing and moving
around the circumference of the disc to let the taster know it had
reached the perfect temperature.
With the push of a button, the containment unit dissected, and in doing
so automatically placed two pristine glasses extended from within and
set delicately on the chilling discs.
Chog'hway took the device and lifted it slowly, and in perfect timing to
allow the auto-corker to do it's job-an important part of the presentation,
raising the device too fast and some bits of cork might fall into the wine,
ruining it, too slow and the device could conceivably damage the bottle
and cause glass shards to fall in-a rare occurrence but it had been
known to happen with sloppy sommeliers.  To her surprise Chog'hway
was an artisan and lifted the device in perfect timing to reveal a bottle of
red wine sporting the label of a now-extinct vineyard on an annihilated
planet.

It was like looking at a bottled ghost.

From within the device he produced the cork and presented it to Paddox
who gently sniffed it and nodded. In days past he would have offered it to
Velena, but with the assassination of so many important beings through
poisoned spirits the custom changed so that the male, traditionally, or
females from warrior cultures, were the first to sniff the cork-not only to



check for quality, but to sacrifice themselves in the event of a potent
gaseous poison.
He waited a moment, as was custom to see if Paddox died, and then
offered the cork to her for approval.  She took a quick sniff and as the
smell blossomed in her nose nodded.
Bringing out a white towel, Chog'hway gently lifted the bottle and
brought it to the lip of each glass, pouring so that there was enough
room for the priceless liquid to breathe.
He discreetly slid Paddox's credstick back to him beneath a napkin as
was custom on most planets and bowed deeply. Velena could tell the
man was enjoying this immensely and wondered what someone of
Chog'hway's caliber was doing on a backwater planet running a decrepit
bar.
Her thoughts went back to the upstairs Inn and she decided there was
more going on that she cared to know and shut the rest out entirely.

"May I assist you in any way further?" Chog'hway asked, still
bowing.

"No, but you may observe the tasting and judgment," Paddox
provided the polite response and raised his glass.

Velena didn’t often allow herself any sort of real enjoyment during this
phase of the job, but this once, she decided to treat herself; gripping her
glass by the stem, she raised it and returned Paddox's nod and brought
the glass beneath her nose and gently swirled the rose-colored liquid
inside.
The smell was faint, subtle, and she could detect the hint of wildflowers
and honey.  Stronger still was the aged Limark wood barrels they allowed
the wine to ferment and age in.  All components, everything that went
into creating this wine right down to the hand-blown glass bottle and real
paper label, were gone now.  Dead.  Destroyed.  The people, the vineyard,
all of it.

She was inhaling the scent of a lost civilization.

Gently she brought the glass to her lips and took a sip. The liquid passed
through and she held it in her mouth, letting it coat her tongue and roll
across her tastebuds.
For the briefest of moments she tasted the work and futility of those on
Alderaan who endeavored to bottle this wine, who, on the day they
corked and placed this vessel lovingly in a shipping crate, had no idea
that they wouldn’t live to see another sunset. That the testament to their
skill and in fact their legacy, would wind up on a table halfway across
the galaxy, selling for at least tens of thousands of credits, being



consumed by those whose only interest would be that of morbid
curiosity.

Then, her back tooth did its job and neutralized the wine and instantly
transformed it into a tasteless liquid and transformed her back into a
ruthless bounty hunter.

She opened her eyes and found Paddox staring down into his glass.
Something was different about the man and he looked up and she
caught a look of-sadness?

"Are you okay?" She asked.  It was reflex more than real concern.
She could care less how he felt.

"I am, I just, just realized what this is and," he shook his head.
"Sorry!  Sorry, didn’t mean to get all nostalgic, I've just, it's been a long
time since I've been home and I was thinking about how those who are
from Alderaan must feel-I can go home when I want but they can’t.
There's nothing there any more," he shook his head. "It's just a lot to
wrap your head around I guess."

From beside the table, Chog'hway gave a small cough.

"Oh! Oh," Paddox straightened up and nodded.  "The presentation
and quality of this experience has exceeded my expectations.  You are to
be commended," he said in a very formal tone-the standard response for
a sommelier who did an excellent job.

"It was my honor to provide such an experience and I remain at
your service my Lord," Chog'hway replied and turned and walked away,
she noted, a bit straighter, his strides a bit more light as he returned to
the bar.

Paddox went back to looking at the glass and she could practically see
reflections of Pelagon in his eyes.  Slowly, she moved her glass and the
bottle aside while he turned his attention from his drink to her
movements.
Leaning across the table, she took his face in her hands and brought it
up so she could stare deep into his eyes.

"Lord, Xander, " she said, probing his blue eyes with hers, "we're
both far from home and those that love us and care about us. I don’t
know how much time we have, but let's not waste it mourning over those
we can’t bring back or those too far away too matter," she closed her
mouth over his and kissed him, with enough passion that, at that
moment, he gave in to her completely.



At that moment she triggered her pendant and shot the remaining dose
of toxin into his wine glass.

*

Terminus the Hunter stared at the ship and felt anxious.  He
wasn't entirely sure why, he had a meeting with Bak'te in a short while
and didn’t know what he was walking into, but if the Twi'lek tried to
double cross him he would bring the crimelord's life to a violent and…

"Bossman!"

He turned and saw a large human and blue female approaching him.
Neither looked to be a threat, and he—

Race.

Race and Khara.

Vic shook his head and tried pulling the helmet from his head.  The
interior was moist and the slimy material-what he originally thought was
leather but with a more tactile surface-seemed like it didn’t want to let go
of his face.
He pulled one more time and the helmet popped free, the hot desert wind
assaulting his face.

"Hey, where the hell is everyone?" he glanced past them and shook
his head.

"What do you mean?" Race looked puzzled.  "I heard your
conversation with Klux, but I figured…"

Shaking his head, Vic thumbed the ship, "It's empty, the whole damn
team is gone!  Xander and Kable aren’t answering their comm, Klux and
Lana are out sightseeing," he shook his head and tried to fight back the
anger.  "And what the hell are you doing here?" he looked at Khara who
looked up, surprised.



"Hey, don’t get on my case because everyone is abandoning you!
Maybe it's your winning personality that's driving them off!"

"Perfect," Vic closed his eyes.

"Uh, Boss?  Got us a vehicle but the weather—"

"Is going to turn," Vic opened his eyes and nodded.  "There was a
ship alert when I got back in the Skull. A sandstorm is headed this way
and it looks to be a bad one."

"Well!," Khara slapped her hands together and rubbed the
vigorously, "Sounds like a good time to go inside and get something cool
to drink and—"

"Negative," Vic shook his head.  "I've got a meeting with Bak'te in a
little while and I'm not missing it.  We pack up and we go."

"How about you go," Khara headed for the ship, "I'll stay here and
catch up on my sleep."

"Uh, Khara?" Race looked from Vic back to her. "Do you think
that's a good idea?  Being on the ship, alone?"

She stopped and cursed under hear breath. "No."

"What is going on?" Vic was past irritated, now he just wanted
answers almost as much as he wanted to get moving.

Both remained quiet, exchanging a glance until finally Race spoke up.
"Well, Khara ran into some trouble in town and uh, it appeared someone
was out to kill her."

"Again?" Vic rolled his eyes.  "What the hell is with you lady?"

"Hey!  It's not my fault!  I just stopped to grab a bite and some
crazy lady with a couple of Ganks started chasing me! I was minding my
own business!"

He looked over to Race who just grinned and shrugged.  "I just saw her
shoot past and tried to keep up Bossman."

"Were these more of your friends from Jalon?" he asked.  He didn’t
need x-factors popping up and jeopardizing his mission.



She shrugged.  "I hope not but I didn't recognize them. And there wasn't
really much left to question."

  "Yeah, she can ride Bossman, took out two Ganks on her own,"
Race nodded approvingly.

"Fantastic, because if there's anything we need more it's a high-
profile," He tried to roll the information around in his head but he was
too short on time, her problems would have to wait.  "Aright, our priority
right now is my meet with Bak'te. So, we load up and head out.
Everyone else will just have to sit tight and wait for us to get back."

Coughing, Race glanced over his shoulder and back.  "Bossman, what if
the rest of the team is in trouble?  What if they aren’t answering because
they can’t?"

Emotions tore at Vic and he dug his knuckles into his temples trying to
force back a pounding headache.  "Look, Race, I know Klux and Lana are
okay, and I'm not surprised Kable isn’t answering, hell, I think he would
ignore my comm just to piss me off—"

"I can see that," Khara said, stretching and balancing on one leg
while touching her toes.

"What are you doing?" Vic looked her up and down.

"Rolled my bike on top of my leg, so I'm stretching," she smiled.
"Want to see a cartwheel?"

"So that leaves Xander," Race said, nodding.  "Kid has been cooped
up for weeks on Garnib, maybe he found some company."

"He's an adult and can handle himself," Vic said, returning the
helmet to his head, the wet casing sliding tight over his face. Checking
the charge on his triple barrel light repeating blaster, he slung the
weapon over his shoulder,  "We move.  I'm not missing this meet and the
chance to get info on my sister for anyone."

"Khara, you better come along," Race said, turning towards the bay
entrance.

"Where are we going?" she fell in step and looked back to Vic who
was bringing up the rear.

"You ask a lot of questions," he snipped at her.



She stuck her tongue out at him and cartwheeled in front of Race.

"It's like having a frelling child around," he shook his head. "For
someone who's had an attempt on her life twice in the past few days you
certainly seem relaxed."

"You don’t know Wroonians then Vic," she laughed. "We're all like
this.

"Terminus," he corrected.

"Tell you what, I'll combine the two and start calling you
'Verminus'," she laughed, "Verminus-the Rat Hunter!"

"You want me to finish the job the Gank's started?" he patted his
LRB and she shot him an icy stare.

"Uh, I was actually going to ask the same thing Bossman," Race
said. "Where are we headed to?"

"An abandoned city to the west called Mazama," Terminus said.
And if we're lucky we'll reach it before the sandstorm tears us to pieces.

*

"You're getting close, it's an old mining settlement called 'Outer
Rubac'," Paqrat said over the comm, "They're hold up in a large building
in the center of town.  Two targets, the Jedi, Martin and the female
Trianii."

Outside the Mandalmotors "Reaper-Class" Landspeeder, the coming
storm kicked up sand and grit, obscuring their vision while inside the
sealed vehicle, Violet, Alys and Keilara all rode in cool, climate-controlled
comfort.

"Copy that Paq, just keep your head down and wait for us."



"Copy that Vee," Paqrat's voice was crystal clear thanks to the
speeder's high-end communication array. "I've already scouted out a spot
for you to set up on, near the refinery. This storm won’t let you get too
far away without interfering with your scope's sensors. Paqrat out"

"Heaven forbid you need to actually get close to the fight," Keilara
said from the rear seat, just loud enough to be heard but low enough as
if under her breath.

Violet let the crack slide.

The trip out had been quiet, with any conversation being clipped
questions and answers.  They were professionals, knew their job and
knew there was little to say.
Jedi or not, this collar was going to go by the books like all the others.
Humming across the desert, Violet piloted the speeder towards the
beacon Paqrat triggered. They weren't far now, just a few dozen
kilometers, if that.

"I think you both should stay with us, maybe we can work
something out," she said, glancing over at the two. The argument on
board the 'Fandango weighed on her and she wanted to put things to rest
before they reached Outer Rubac.  It was bad kharma to go into a hunt
at odds with your partners.

Both Alys and Keilara remained silent.  Finally, Alys, who was riding
shotgun, looked over.  "I think we're past that Captain."

"No, we're not.  We're still on a job, we're still a team if at least for
the next few days.  Look, we all said some things we shouldn’t have back
on the 'Fandango, but we’ve got a good thing going and it would be
stupid to throw it away for a few credits."

"It's not a 'few' credits, it's a whole ton of credits that we've been
slighted on for years," Alys said.  "We're tired of being the front line of
this team for less than we deserve."

Sighing, Violet nodded.  "Okay, that may be true, maybe we can work
something out."

"So you're agreeing to equal shares?' Keilara said.

"I didn’t say that. But maybe the next bounty we go after we can
consider it," Violet nodded.



"But on this one, with this Jedi running around we take the hit
like always?" Alys laughed.  "Pass."

"I'm trying to, look, I'm really trying to work with you both," she
glanced back but the Farghul was looking out the window at the blowing
sand. She turned back to Alys but the Advoseze was also looking away.

"So that's it?  You've both made up your minds?"

"No Captain," Alys turned to her.  "You made up our minds for us.
It's always been about you. You're our leader, you're the face of this
team, you're the one calling the shots, picking our jobs.  You've always
acted like that was the reason you got more credits than Alys and I, but
too much time has passed and we've put our lives on the line once too
often to accept less than an equal share."

"You can consider this job a favor to you," Keilara said, "we're
doing it for reduced pay so when we walk away from you we owe you
nothing."

"YOU OWE ME EVERYTHING!" Violet exploded.  She fought to stay
focused, but anger and resentment filled her and made her tremble.
"Without me you both would still be chasing pocket-change!"

Silence once again filled the speeder as Alys and Keilara shut her out.

"You both talk about all of the credits I pocket, but you don’t talk
about what I put back in to this team," she said.  "Like this speeder-you
both wanted something strong, fast, powerful, so I went out and bought
the best combat landspeeder on the market. Reinforced hull plating, a
dedicated auxiliary power system just for the weapons," she shook her
head.  "It's like you forget these things! Or what about the time I paid to
upgrade your gear? Or—"
Gripping the controls, Violet forced everything from her mind but the job.
The job was what mattered now-whatever happens afterwards was still a
lifetime away.

"Fine, let's just get through this," she said through clenched teeth.

They reached Outer Rubac and followed Paqrat's beacon, skirting the
city's perimeters until they came to a large series of towers connected by
precarious walkways and handrails.
Some were intact while some hung free, blowing back and forth in the
gusting wind.
Stepping from the speeder, the eerie creaking and squeaking from the
grinding durasteel filled the air, lying atop the ominous howling wind.



It felt as if they were surrounded by unholy creatures looking to do them
harm.
Paqrat scurried from the base of the largest tower, shrouded in loose
canvas clothing, her face concealed behind a protective wrap.

"You arrived in time, the storm will be here soon," she looked
between them all and Violet shook her head.  Paqrat took the hint and
looked back over her shoulder. "They went into that large central
building-looks like a hotel from the docking bay attached to the rear,"
she said, gesturing to the tall, multi-storied tower that dominated the
center of the town.

Violet went to the rear of the speeder and popped the cargo
compartment. Inside, their weapons were arrayed and secured and she
retrieved her sniper rifle case and the round carrying case for her spotter
droid.  Alys retrieved her light repeating blaster rifle and Keilara pulled
free an almost identical weapon-with the exception of an integrated
micro-grenade launcher.

"We'll secure the area and cover the entrance and exit," Alys said
above the gusting winds.

"Comm us when you are about to take the shot," Keilara said.

"Don't forget, we need him alive, the Trianii you can blow to pieces
for all I care, as long as we have enough DNA to prove she's dead," Violet
said, slipping a headset on.

Alys fit a helmet over her head that matched her desert-camo combat
armor.  "You don’t need to remind us, we know the job," her voice came
across Violet's earpiece as emotionless as it had been in the speeder.

Keilara was dressed in similar armor and nodded.  "Give us fifteen
minutes to get in position," she said, her visor glowing red.

"Alright," Violet slipped goggles over her eyes and shut the cargo
lid.  "Lets get to work."

They went their separate ways and she and Paqrat entered the tower,
navigating the rickety stairs to the top level before her friend finally
spoke up.

"So what happened? I've never seen them like this before."



"They got greedy. It happens," Violet said, taking the opportunity to
glance out the building's small round portals at the disappearing city
below.

"They wanted equal shares, didn’t they?" Paqrat asked from behind
her.

"They did," Violet nodded.  "And I wouldn’t have minded paying, I
really wouldn’t, it's just how they went about it," she stopped and looked
back.  "It almost felt like blackmail."

They ascended in silence and were near the top before Paqrat spoke
again. "That was a nasty shiner Alys was sporting."

"She fell into my fist," Violet said. They reached the top and
stepped through a circular portal.  The room was filled with worn, busted
control panels and workstations beneath broken windows that looked
out over Outer Rubac.

"Got you a spot right here," Paqrat motioned to a battered chair
pulled up to the windowsill between two stations.  "It looks right down a
main thoroughfare into the side of the building. There are several
windows on the ground floor," she nodded.  "I checked it out, they are
dirty but you can see inside."

"Good job Paq, at least I can count on you."

"Vee," Paqrat shook her head.  "What's going to happen with Alys
and K?"

"They are leaving, who cares?" Violet scanned the empty streets
through the windows.

"It's just that we've been with them for a long time, it's not going to
be the same when they are gone."

"We'll be fine, we'll go back to the way it used to be, just you and
me," she reached over and took the younger womans hand and gave a
gentle squeeze.

Paqrat remained silent and leaned against the wall. Pulling her hand free
she shoved her hands beneath her arms and stared at her boots.

"What?" Violet asked.

"Nothing."



"I won’t ask again Paq, what?"

"Vee, we've made a lot of creds, we've got a nice farm, and you
promised we would retire there."

Violet allowed herself to laugh. "Retire? Paq, you're only twenty-
one!"

"Yeah, and I'd like to live to see twenty two! It's just that, the last
few years the bounties we are taking are illegal, and…" she trailed off.
"Are we just going to keep going until someone better or faster gets the
drop on us?"

"Great, now my entire team wants to tell me how to run my
business. What do you suggest?" Violet crossed her arms.

"It just, I don’t know, it just seems like there is more to life than
running down scum and lowlifes and killing them."

"It's not like I can open a grocery," Violet said. "This is what I do
Paq, this is all I know."

"I know, just, remember when we used to actually try to take
bounties alive? And it felt like we were getting close with Alys and K, well,
Alys at least, almost like she was family."

"No, no they are NOT family Paq. They turned on me, I put it all
out there on the line for them, all of my sacrifices to help them and they
turn their back on me!"

"Oh."

"Oh what?" Violet stepped over.

"This isn’t about him, it's not about what he did to you," Paqrat
said, glancing up and back to the floor.

"Don’t you do it," Violet turned away.  "Don’t you bring his name
up," Years rushed back to her and she fought to suppress the memories-
now wasn't the time. She looked back. "We don’t talk about him-ever.
You know that."

"Fine," Paqrat held her hand sup. "Forget I brought any of this up,
lets just keep killing and spending our way to an early grave."



"I intend to," She turned back to her weapon and shut out Paqrat
and the past and focused on the now. Opening her sniper rifle case, she
ran her finger along the length of the weapon.
Black as night with red trim, the Drearian Defense Conglomerate's BDM-
40 Sniper Rifle lay in it's memory foam housing like slumbering death
waiting to be awoken.
Pulling it free, she closed her eyes and held the weapon, forgetting where
she ended and it began.
As close as she and Paqrat were, the BDM-40 was a close second. From
the moment her stepfather, a retired clone trooper taught her to shoot
she'd searched far and wide for a fitting instrument of destruction, and,
eight years ago she found it-in the BDM-40.
Slowly, methodically, she began to adjust the weapon and calibrate the
scope to account for the atmospheric conditions.
Behind her Paq activated her spotter droid.  The repulsors kicked in and
the black orb lifted into the air.
Little more than a third of a meter in diameter, the droid, nicknamed
"Bullseye" hovered up to her side and tweeted.

"You're heading to that main building in the center of town, I need
to see in the windows, I need you to get me an accurate distance and
windage measurement," Violet said.

The droid tweeted and chirped back at her.

"I know the sand is going to decrease my vision, I'm switching the
scope to thermal to pick up the signatures," she said.

The droid sent a test signal to her headset and she nodded.  "Loud and
clear.  Try to stay out of sight, the target may have an…elaborate…sensor
array."
Bullseye's sound dampners kicked in and the droid hovered noiselessly
through the broken window and into the sky, disappearing amongst the
nearby towers and occasionally popping out as it made it's way down
through the center of town.
The "town" was little more than a handful of buildings really; besides the
large main building in the center there was a massive refinery on the
edge and what looked to be small shops and homes scattered in a
circular pattern radiating out from the center. Near the north side there
appeared to be a large greenhouse that likely provided food for the town
but was now a broken, deserted husk.
Abandoned speeder chassis', scattered throughout the town, were
partially buried deep in sand, in some cases only a turbine could be seen
poking up through the shifting brown particles.
Besides the tower array she now occupied with Paqrat there was little
else to see down below.



"So," Paqrat pulled a chair over and sat beside her.  "I don’t want to
make you angry, but…"

"Then don’t."

"Are you sure you don’t want to at least talk about what happened
with Alys and K?"

"Sure, when we are done with this job and back on the farm riding
Gualamas along the eastern ridge we can talk about it all you want,"
Violet said.

"Come on, you know—"

"Paq," Violet interrupted her and leaned back from her rifle. "I
know you haven’t been out in the field with us for a while, but now is not
the time. You did good finding this spot and tracking them all the way
here without being detected, now just sit back and let me do my job."

The younger girl nodded.  "You're right, I'm sorry. I'll guard the door," she
pulled her blaster free and repositioned the chair to watch Violet's back.
They had no indication there were any other members nearby but it was
best not to take chances.

Peering through her scope, she made a few adjustments and the clear
picture of the surrounding landscape digitized into view. "Magnify, times
ten," she whispered and the Fabritech Scope complied, bringing the
lower streets so close she felt she could almost touch them.
The coming storm kicked up enough sand that visibility was beginning to
decrease but after a moment she was able to pick out Alys and Keilara,
their camo armor blending them in with their surroundings.
They moved like ghosts, from one building to the next, dropping into and
out of whatever shadow was available and in some cases, thanks to the
storms natural cover, disappearing entirely.

"Switch to thermal," she commanded and the image went from a
sepia-colored landscape of blowing sand to an array of warm oranges and
yellows.

But something was wrong.

Interference and static distorted the feed and the image jumped around
and shimmered, breaking up the visuals. In some instances there was a
ghosting artifact where one object had a hazy clone slightly offset.



"What the hell—" she checked the settings and keyed in a quick
diagnostic check on the weapon and the scope.

"Trouble?" Paqrat asked from beside the door.

"I'm getting some kind of interference," she looked out into the
town and back down at the readout. All functions were in the green.

"Return to standard pickup," she said and the scope returned to
the original mode, displaying the town below.

She switched back to thermal and the interference returned.

"There's something jamming up the works," she shook her head.

"Uh, Vee," Paqrat said. "I think I found your problem."

"Well?" Violet looked back, "spit it out Paq."

"It's this town," the pilot tapped her datapad.  "It's sitting on an old
mine-that's what this town used to be."

"Yeah, so?"

"So, unrefined Tatooine metal takes on strange magnetic properties
and there is likely a lot of ore dust and residue blowing around out
there."

"Perfect," Violet bit the inside of her cheek and shook her head.
"Why couldn’t these two pick a nice moisture farm to lay low in?"

She switched back to standard mode, but the storm kicked up so much
sand taking a shot was impossible.

"A1 in position," came over her headset, followed by "K1 in
position."

A beep from her rifle indicated incoming distance and windage from
Bullseye.

Everyone was ready to go but her.

"We only have one shot at this and it's going to have to count," she
said, nestling the weapon up against her shoulder and peering through
the scope.



"Switch to thermal," she said.

The ghostly image of the city returned and shimmered and jumped in her
vision. She sighted in the main building and focused on a large display
window on the ground floor.
Inside, two small red blobs jumped and faded in and out.

"Magnify times two hundred."

The image increased in size and it took a moment for her to decipher
what she was seeing.

One humanoid shape was in front of another and both were behind some
sort of barrier.

The jumping and moving image didn’t allow her to determine which was
male or female but she was sure they were alone, and possibly
embracing.

Taking the shot now increased the likelihood she would kill the Jedi.

She triggered the safety off and took a deep breath.

"Standby," she ordered her team.

Suddenly, the fiery red forms in the field of shifting yellow grew in height
and split.

They'd stood up, and suddenly a white shaft of heat jumped to life in the
noisy, jittery image.

A laser sword.

Violet focused on the ghostly, jittering shape of the female Trianii and
aimed for her head.

"Taking the shot," she said and, holding her breath, gently
squeezed the trigger.

The lance of energy reached out from her weapon and while
invisible to the naked eye, appeared as a white streak in her scope that
penetrated the window and knocked the target to the ground.

*



 "I need you two to stay out of sight," Vic said from the front seat of
the speeder.

They raced towards Mazama, the massive canyon that backed it rising in
the distance.  At it's base Khara could spy the city through her goggles-it
was large, larger than Mos Eisley even, with some buildings rising as
high as five or six stories.

"Where is this meet supposed to take place?" Race asked. He'd
piloted them just ahead of the storm, but the winds had kicked up and
Khara could smell a shift in the air, like something was gearing up.

"Water reclamation plant, right in the center of town," Vic
produced a hand held holoplayer and keyed it to life.  A shimmering blue
ghostly image of a large building with low windows appeared with a pair
of massive globes atop the roof. "Bak'te will know I've got backup, but he
doesn’t need to know how much."

"What you want me to do?" Khara asked, her violet hair blowing
wild around her face.

"Find a high spot and sit tight. Watch the building and let me
know if there is a lot of activity outside," Vic said over his shoulder, his
voice crackling from his helmet's vocabulator. "Race, you park the
speeder in an inconspicuous spot and wait for my signal.  This shouldn’t
take long so if you don't hear anything from me in at least fifteen
minutes, expect the worst."

"Your meeting went that well huh?" The big man smiled.

"I just don’t trust Bak'te.  He dealt with Ket and that already gives
me reason to think he's up to something; Ket didn’t associate with pillars
of virtue."

"Point of order," Khara held her finger up, leaning forward.  "You
want me on a roof, in this weather?" she had to speak up to be heard, the
coming storm apparently disliked idle discourse.

"If it gets bad, head inside, just find an open window," he replied.

"It certainly doesn’t look like it's going to get any better," she
mumbled and sat back. The speeder had an open canopy and she



expected Race was thinking the same thing-where to go when the sand
starts flying?

The city grew larger and Race angled the speeder so they would
arrive skirting the edge of the canyon that hovered high above. "If the
only information he has is about your sister, why would he want to keep
that from you?" Race shouted over the engine. "I still don’t get why you
couldn’t do the deal back in Mos Eisley."

"Some of these scum screw people over just because they can," Vic
said. Khara thought back to her transaction with Povie and found herself
balling her fists together. She checked the blaster at her hip and made
sure the clip was fully charged.
Besides the blaster, her belt carried her Rodian Throwing Razors in their
homing case, her lockbreaker kit and small med pack.  Despite all of it
she still felt unprepared.

Vic patted the black case he brought form the Skullduggery.  "If Bak'te
wants me to haul this halfway across the planet I will. So long as I'm able
to get info on my sis."

Mazama was different from Mos Eisley in more than just size.  As they
grew close she could see distinct design differences in the style of the
buildings.
In addition to bleached, white pourstone, it looked as though the
architects of this dead city utilized an alabaster like rock mined from the
nearby canyon that they integrated into the buildings by way of
staircases, and, to her surprise, a cobblestone street that began on the
very edge of town.
Darkly tanned, fluttering overhangs covered windows and doorways,
some tattered but others in surprisingly good shape.
As the speeder slowed and Race followed the streets she got the feel of
this once being a proper city-a city where families lived and commerce
thrived.
But like many things on Tatooine, it wasn't meant to last.
Empty doorways allowed sand to drift in and out of the abandoned
homes and shops like wandering transients and in some areas the sand
accumulated halfway up the buildings.  Between them sand drifted in,
powered by the increased wind, but the looming canyon wall and taller
structures cut the gusting force considerably-and the result was an eerie
quiet that seemed to envelop the speeder.
Following the streets, Khara could tell Mazama was laid out not unlike
Mos Eisley-a central point, in this cast the water reclamation facility, and
streets that spread out in a web pattern.



The speeder slowed as Race neared the center of town.  Before them the
large spheres of white pourstone cast deep shadows from atop the facility
onto the street below.
Two armored, covered speeders bulky enough to be hiding an array of
weapons sat ominously alongside the reclamation plant-their viewports
tinted so as to be unable to see inside.
Race stopped and Vic stepped from the speeder.

"Fifteen minutes," he repeated, turning back to address them both.
"Any longer and—"

"Come in blasters blazing?" Race smiled and parked an unlit
cigarra in his mouth.

"Preceded with a thermite grenade at the front door," he nodded,
retrieving a triple barrel blaster rifle from the rear seat beside Khara.  He
looked to her, the red blazing eyes of his helmet unsettling her and
forcing her to glance away.  "You see anything unusual, you give me a
heads up."

"Got it Bossman," she said, hopping from the back seat out to the
cobblestone.
Taking to the alleyways, she scrambled from shadow to shadow-out of
habit-glancing high and looking for the nearest tall building to observe
from.
She managed to find the perfect spot, a half a block away, with an
unobstructed view of the front of the facility.
Entering the building, she shook the sand from her hair, parked her
goggles on her forehead and glanced around.  It appeared to be an old
shop of some sort-though the display counters and shelves now lay
empty, home to a fine film of sand and shattered glass.
Stepping through the parlor, she looked around to see if there was
anything left behind of worth-but all valuables had disappeared-likely
collected by scavengers and nomads.
All that remained was a quiet circular room with flowing curtains and an
eerie orange glow that collected in pools on the floor from the round
windows.
In the back she found a staircase that went up and followed the worn
pourstone steps up four flights to a blanket hung across a doorway,
blowing violently in the wind.
Stepping through she found herself on the roof.  Maneuvering around the
domed cooling units, she nestled herself against the rooftop's low wall
and focused on the reclamation facility, pulling her goggles back into
place to avoid sand stinging her eyes.
In the distance, on the horizon, a wall of sand drove towards them.  Her
throat tightened and her heart skipped a beat.



It blocked out the twin suns.

Instinctively, she grabbed up her comm and was prepared to let the
others know what she saw but stopped, forcing her hand down. It was
just sand, she repeated this in her mind several times, unable to pull her
gaze from the rolling clouds that fell over each other to get to them.

It would be on them in minutes.

Keep it together, Khara, she told herself.

She would stay on the roof as long as she could, and if it got too bad she
would head downstairs and take up position at one of the windows.  She
looked back to the plant but there was no change. The door remained
closed and the exterior remained vacant of hired muscle or nasty
surprises.
The sound of blowing wind resembled a roaring Karklion and she wished
for earplugs, but suddenly, either because of a shift in the wind, or her
heightened sense of paranoia or simply the fates cutting her a break, the
wind died down just enough for her to hear the whine of an energy
weapon behind her.
Spinning and throwing herself to the ground, she just missed being
jabbed by a stun baton.
Scrambling away, Khara fumbled at her hip for her blaster as a heavily
muscled reptilian humanoid advanced towards her.
His mouth pulled back to reveal rows of razor sharp teeth beneath a
black ceramic faceplate that matched segmented armor that covered the
rest of his green-scaled body.
Yellow eyes focused on her as he jabbered in a strange tongue and she
managed to pull her blaster free-but when she pulled the trigger the
reptilian leapt high and her shot vaporized sand particles and empty
space.
He was on her in a millisecond, knocking the blaster from her hand with
the baton, where it sailed high-and disappeared over the edge of the roof.

*

"I count three, the female might be a bit difficult, Terminus will be
hard but our drunkard looks like he's about to take a nap," Steale said,
pulling the macrobinoculars from his eyes and handing them off to
Koort.



He took the device and also held it up to his goggles.  He still opted for
the head wraps but was thinking about switching off to his helmet. Down
the street Race sat in a parked speeder nestled in the nook of two
connected buildings. The sand was kicking up and the pilot was
hunkered down behind the speeder's windscreen.
They'd trailed Raptor Squad across the desert, keeping a safe distance
and arriving and getting in position just as Vic and "Khara" disembarked
and Race pulled the speeder around.
Steale wanted to take them at once, but was smart enough to listen to
Koort who advised against it.
"We don’t know what this blue female is capable of and Terminus is
going to be a handful and Moonthall, well, he's a wild card-and I hate
wild cards," Koort said.

"Did we come to Tattooine to hunt or sightsee?" Steale said,
checking the charge on his sporting blasters.

"If you want to walk into an ambush be my guest, but the dossier
said this group took out a storm commando unit and a dark Jedi.  I
came to hunt, not to get killed because I was impatient."
The argument quieted Steale who nodded.

"Sorry Koort, guess I'm already spending the creds before I've
earned them."

Now the old pro sounded like the young hunter and Koort merely shook
his head.
So they laid low, followed Race a half a block and watched the man settle
down.

"The storm is almost here," Steale said, pulling his aurodium-
plated sporting blaster free from its holster. He had two, leaving the other
parked in its holster beneath his right arm.

"That has to be the most impractical weapon I've ever seen," Koort
shook his head.

"But it looks good," Steale winked.

"It's unnecessary added weight and gives the weapon a reflective
surface you could see from orbit," Koort rolled his eyes.

"He's moving," Steale said, nodding.



Koort followed the man's gesture and sure enough, Race was
climbing from the speeder, disappearing a moment later through the
open entryway of a nearby building.

"Frack!  We should have taken him," Steale cursed.

"We'll just have to go in and take him," Koort said.  "I'll take the
rear of the building, you go in the front," he pulled his own weapon,
making sure it was set to stun.  "Let's try to take this one alive."

"It doesn’t matter with Moonthall," Steale said.

"We can use him for information," Koort argued.  "He can tell us
who this blue female is and—"

Steale turned, his eyes narrowing.  "Look Koort, I'm not playing around
with this bounty.  The blue woman isn’t even listed and I'm sure she's no
more dangerous that Terminus. If you set your weapon to stun, that's on
you, I'm looking to take this big human out and move on to the next
target. Corpses are easier to transport and put up less of a fight."

Before he could argue his point further Steale took off, hugging the
nearby walls and moving from cover to cover, advancing towards the
building Race retreated into.
Koort followed, cutting off when he neared the building and taking an
alleyway that intersected with the rear of the building. The wind
hammered at him and the sand knocked him from side to side a few
times.
A moment later he came to the rear blast door.  As he expected, it was
sealed shut and the controls were dead.  Going into his utility pouch, he
pulled out a small bypass board and attached power cell.
Prying off the door controls, he hooked the device up and the cell gave
the controls just enough juice to activate the door and allow it to open-
partially.
Leaving the device dangling, Koort pulled his blaster free and squeezed
from the howling, hammering fists of sand and grit into the dark interior.
Clearing the entry, something struck him hard in the back, knocking
him to the rough stone floor where his blaster scattered off into the
darkness. Rolling over, something slammed hard beside his head,
catching the ragged edge of his wraps and pinning him to the floor. He
just had time to glance up at the fuel barrel that almost crushed his
skull.

"Not sure who you are friend, but you picked the wrong man to
scrap with." Illuminated by the cracked blast door, Race was leveling



Koort's own blaster pistol at his head, his thumb triggering the safety
switch off.

Outside, the storm arrived.

*

She heard him stir, surprised at his constitution.

Turning from her gearbag, Velena watched Xander Paddox twist around
on the dirty canvas that passed for bedsheets.

He'd been out for several minutes, though the dose in the wine should
have kept him out long enough for her to get the job done, at least an
hour or more.

But the young man was full of surprises.

Wasting no time, she raced to the bedside and pulled a gag over his
mouth.  He struggled at first, but she'd shackled his wrists and ankles to
the bed with a pair of primitive binders to ensure he wouldn’t be any
trouble once she started the grisly business of disintegrating his body.

He tried to scream and his dilated pupils frantically went from her to the
room and then back.

"If you struggle it will make it more painful," she said, returning to
her bag.

He mumbled something to her she ignored.

From the bag she produced a high-powered disruptor pistol, modified so
it could produce a wide beam if needed.  As she only needed his head as
evidence of the completed bounty, lugging his entire body back to her
ship would not only prove difficult, but impractical as well. Just getting
him up to her room, even while he was leaning on her was difficult.

He mumbled again.  She could make out what sounded like "why."



"Why?  Because you are worth a lot of credits, Lord Paddox," she
said, checking the weapon.  It was fully charged and would enable her to
burn away his body in less than an hour.  "In fact, you are worth so
much money, that I was lucky to locate you and get you up here without
having to fight my way through a half dozen bounty hunters," she smiled
sweetly at him.

He mumbled something else but she ignored it.  From the bag she pulled
a portable air excahnger that looked like a series of attached pipes and
tubing and set it on the floor. Activating it, the maching chugged to life
and began to "breathe", pulling in the surrounding atmosphere and
pumping out clean, clear oxygen.
It wouldn’t do to have neighbors smelling the smoke and scent of
burning flesh.

"I normally don’t work like this Xander.  Normally I would just take
you back and turn you in, but some very rich people want you dead and
they could care less how that is done.  I'm sorry, you seem like a really
nice guy, but business is business," she said.
His eyes pleaded with her but she ignored him as she produced a laser
scalpel and began to cut away his tunic and shirt.
His bare upper body lay before her a moment later, pristine, like silky
cloth and she ran a hand across his abdomen to his chest.

What a shame.

Adjusting the scalpel, the thin laser blade extended to almost ten
centimeters.

"I'll sever your artery first, so you can expire and won’t have to feel
anything more," she said as he began to scream. From behind the
padded gag it came out as nothing more than muted humming, barely
audible over the air exchanger.

*

The interior of the water reclamation plant hummed to his surprise
and he could hear the pipes pulling precious fluid from the very ground
beneath his feet-a deep, unnerving gurgling noise.



Dim wall panels glowed green and Terminus stepped into the center of
the large main floor, his light repeating blaster at the ready. The walls
were covered in flaking rust and patchwork spotwelds, though the
diagnostic panels and machinery looked retooled.
A half a dozen meters away, Bak'te stood on raised walkway, casually
leaning on a railing, a briefcase at his feet. The two large Trunsks from
the bar, both bearing blaster rifles of their own, flanked him.
Beneath the walkway, a pair of humans stood at the ready, also armed.

"I didn’t expect such a warm welcome," Terminus said, toggling his
visor so it picked up and enhanced the shadowed areas.  So far he could
see no surprised lurking in the dark.

"You like my city?" Bak'te held his arms wide.  "In time it will
surpass Mos Eisley as the main spaceport on Tatooine."

"Is that why you have this planet up and running?"

"You're astute, that is correct," Bak'te nodded around, "We are
standing on a massive underground reservoir. By the time I'm ready to
open up for business, there will be enough water stored up top to keep
us going for a year, and from there we'll just continue to grow."

"I don’t care," Terminus nodded to the briefcase.  "Is that the
information?"

"Bak'te rubbed his hands together.  "Of course, you have my
property?"

Nodding, Terminus patted the satchel that hung from his hip.  "You send
one of your boys down with the breifcase, I'll send one up with your box."

"Agreed," Bak'te flashed sharpened teeth. He turned and gestured
to one of the Trunsks who strolled over and retrieved the briefcase.

From his left a human slung his rifle and approached with an open
hand.  "Don’t try anything stupid," the human grumbled.

He pulled the box free and when the Trunsk was halfway down the
stairwell to the right he handed it off to the human who headed up the
left side staircase towards Bak'te.

"You know, this was going to go so easily…" Bak'te said.

With one fluid motion, Terminus brought his weapon up to bear on
Bak'te. The Trunsk on the stairs froze and dropped the briefcase,



fumbling for his sidearm as the human to the left sprinted up the stairs
and disappeared.

"…but my arrangement was with the real Terminus.  Fortunately,
he showed up while we were waiting for you."

Across from him a blast door groaned, spilling an unreal shaft of green
light into the room; from within stepped a figure clad in ancient armor
and wearing a visor with eyes that glowed as red as his own.

"We had a deal Bak'te," Terminus glanced up but the crimelord
was gone.

"You have property of mine Imposter, and I'm here to take it back,"
the armored being said, his rasping, crackling voice ripping through the
expanse and drowning out the howling storm outside.

"Imposter?" Terminus raised his light repeating blaster and
thumbed the safety off.  "I've killed your kind before, you're just—"

"—Another wretched creature, trying to make good on my hard
earned reputation," the armored being finished.

For a moment, neither moved and he shook his head.  How could this
being know what he was going to say? His confusion was short lived
however, as the man produced two ancient looking blasters from behind
his back that began to spit lethal-red energy in his direction.

*

The doors to the hotel blew in with such force that Klux was
thrown to the ground, his weapons twirling through the air from his
hand.
Ears ringing, he reached over and retrieved his lightsaber from the floor
where it lay, deactivated.
Struggling to his feet, he stumbled through the rubble and smoke, ears
ringing, looking for Lana.

He found her lying face down, motionless.

Kneeling, he turned her over and shouted, aware he was only making
guttural sounds.



She'd been hit in the left shoulder, and the stench of cauterized flesh bit
into his nose, causing his stomach to jump. A bad wound, and she
wouldn’t be able to use her left arm for a while, but she would live.

Relief washedover him when her eyes opened, replaced by horror at the
wild focus that took them over.

She sprung to her feet, snarling, her training saber blazing to intense
blue life in her right hand.
Scrambling to get to his feet, he tried to talk but realized he was only
making mumbling sounds.
Glancing around to get his bearing, he spotted an armored female in
desert camo taking aim from the doorway.
He brought his saber up, triggering it to life but the weapon remained
dead in his grip.

The lance of green energy that leapt out at him was intercepted by Lana's
blade and batted away.

The Trianii charged forward and Klux shook his head to clear it, unable
to take any offense as Lana swung the blade and sliced through the
female's rifle.
The weapon split in two, but the woman countered by swinging the
severed pieces like a club, catching the Trianii in the jaw and knocking
Lana to the ground while also knocking her saber from her hand.
Racing to her aid, he had just the presence of mind to sense danger and
throw himself to the ground as something slammed into his shoulder
sending a blaze of fire and pain throughout his upper body.

He turned in time to see the woman Lana was fighting produce a dagger
and sling it with deadly accuracy.  Lana was quick, but not quick enough
and the blade hit her thigh, disappearing up to the hilt in her gray fur.
With an unholy roar that even Klux could hear, Lana pulled her
lightsaber to her as the woman tried to free a blaster pistol from her hip,
but the Trianii was faster, and despite the pain and dagger protruding
from her thigh, drove forward on adrenaline and raw force energy, the
shimmering white-blue tip of her weapon leading the way.
Mesmerized by her ferocity and the waves of dark energy that rolled off of
her, Klux could only watch, frozen and in pain and trying to scream but
only mumbling indecipherable noises.

He didn't know where the second woman came from- but she managed to
put herself between Lana and her partner-at the expense of her own life.

Lana's blade bit into and through the armor of the second woman,
spearing her chest and rupturing and superheating vital internal organs,



leaving little blood other than the small geyser of mist that covered the
helmet of her partner behind her.

Time froze.

Lana, stunned, shut the weapon down and the shimmering blade of
energy disappeared, leaving a smoldering hole in the tanned mottled
armor.
The woman dropped to her knees, and behind her, her partner slowly ran
a finger across her helmet's faceplate, tracing a line through the crimson
spray.
Stumbling backwards, Lana fell to the ground as the woman dropped her
blaster pistol and jerked her helmet free, revealing the anguished face of
a female Farghul. Falling beside her fallen comrade, she jerked the
woman's helmet off-revealing the wide eyes glassy stare of a female
Advozsec.

"Alys!  Alys!" Klux could hear her scream, as she shook the woman
to no avail.

Propelling herself away from the duo, Lana dropped her weapon to the
ground and wrapped her arms across her front and began to shake.  He
calmed his breathing and pulled on the Force, blocking the pain
radiating from his shoulder and managed to make it to her and hold her
as the Farghul did the same to her partner.  Tears cascaded down the
felinoid's face and spattered onto the wide black eyes of "Alys".

"It's okay," he managed to get out to Lana, who trembled beneath
his arms.

"It…hurts, a lot," she managed, and he looked down at the dagger
still protruding from her thigh.  Blood was swelling in a patch around the
weapon and he felt anger well up inside him.

He snatched up the training blade and triggered it to life.

The Farghul looked up with resignation and pain, causing him to stop.

Instinct twisted him and his amrs moved on their own, defelcting an
invisible shaft of energy that reached through the large window from
somewhere beyond the gusting clouds of whirling sand.

Moving back away from the window he looked back to the Farghul who
remained motionless. So close, he was so close to giving in to the
darkside, and it was so easy.



Without another word he shut the weapon down and, hooking it to
his belt, scrambled over to his satchel and retrieved a fastflesh medkit,
returning to Lana.  The wound would be bad, but not life threatening
from what he could tell, but walking out of here was out of the question-
she needed serious medical attention.

"Who is the sniper?" he said as he injected Lana with a sedative.

The Farghul remained silent, cradling and murmuring to Alys.

"HEY!" he screamed at the Farghul whose eyes snapped back to
the present.  "Who is the sniper?"

"Violet," the woman said, her eyes focusing on something distant.
"This was supposed to be our last job, we were supposed to try to take
you alive."

Spraying antibiotic sealant onto Lana's shoulder and leg he shook his
head. "This blaster wound isn’t a stun blast, and you could have severed
an artery in her leg.  That's not trying to take someone alive," he said.

"The bounty was for you alive, not her."

He bit back venom and anger and focused on Lana. He got a
compression bandage ready and as he removed the dagger, wrapped the
bandage around her leg and triggered it to life.  The blood stopped
flowing, creating a tight seal around the wound.
There was little else to do for her, besides get her to a medbed or doctor.
"Are we going to have a problem?" he asked as Lana's eyelids half closed
and she surrendered to the sedatives.

"No. I'm done.  Didn’t even want to take this job, neither did—" her
voice choked and he looked up to see the Farghul cradling her friend
close.

"Good," Klux pulled free the training saber. "Because I'm putting
her safety in your hands."

"Me?  Why me?" the Farghul shook her head.

"Because I can't take her with me where I need to go right now,
and because you need to redeem yourself for your friend dying to save
you and this is a start.  Besides," he stared hard at her and spoke slowly
so she understood him clearly. "I'm going to go pay your sniper friend a
visit and if I come back and you do anything, and I mean anything, to
harm my Padawan, I'm going to cut off your arms and legs and leave



what's left of you tied to a stake in the desert for the womprats. Are we
clear?"
He pulled on the Force and probed the Farghul's mind.  Fear, terror all
mingled with acceptance of her situation. Lana would be safe in her care.

"You, you're really a Jedi," she whispered.

"I am, a really, really pissed off Jedi," he said.  "Take care of her."

Tearing through the hotel towards the rear entrance, he left the Farghul
nodding with wide-eyed fear. He learned how to bluff and threaten from
the best, but there was still an overriding doubt in his mind that the
threat wasn't quite as hollow as he believed.

*

Taking refuge from the retreating suns and the gusting sandstorm
in a small entryway, Hawq kicked up the visual enhancement on his
helmet and watched the woman and Paddox stumble up the stairs of the
Grinning Dewback from across the street.
That they chose to brave the weather and slicing grains of sand puzzled
him, though he'd seen many beings do far more for desire.

His blaster pistol at his hip, he shook his head and tried to clear it, still
reeling from the alcohol he'd pounded down earlier.  He'd followed it up
with several cups of caffe and a concoction called "Dewback's Blood" that
was supposed to neutralize the alcohol in one's system, though it did
little good other than to make him sick.
Perhaps it worked after all, shortly after he'd emptied the contents of his
stomach across the shifting ground outside the Inn.
The duo disappeared into one of the upper rooms and Hawq peeled from
the shadows and headed across the street, narrowly avoiding being hit by
a rushing speeder.
He expected more notice, more time to prepare for taking Paddox down,
but, as he experienced on so many jobs, preparation was often a seldom-
afforded luxury.
Mounting the stairs and trying to keep his insides from spilling out into
his helmet, he took each step slowly and deliberately, making ample use
of the building to help support him.



Taking Paddox should be easy.  The woman he could simply threaten-she
looked to be of little danger while Paddox he could bind and lead to his
ship.
The trip back through the storm might be tricky, but that was also a
benefit-there were few places Paddox could go if he escaped.
Fortunately, Hawq's ship was nearby.
Outside the door, he tried to glance into the window to get a read of the
room but someone had triggered the dampners and he could only make
out vague shapes past the grimy, streaked transparasteel.
Someone was on the bed and someone was moving around-by the
motions he guessed the upright figure was the woman.

He hated to break up their party, but he had a job to do.

With his blaster at the ready, he moved over to the solid door and
checked it.  Locked and sealed.  Like many doors in Mos Eisley, this one
was made of tough, durable metal and blasting it or knocking it in wasn't
an option.

Neither was knocking.

His alcohol addled brain tried to determine another way of entering, but
was coming up short.  Any way would give Paddox a heads up and even
though he was a nobleman, he was dangerous.
Glancing back at the window, Hawq determined it was just big enough
for him to fit through.
Backing up on the balcony he let adrenaline and the thoughts of Gergie
fill his mind and propelled himself on powerful legs up and into the
cracked transparasteel.
The window gave against his weight and he smashed through, landing
hard onto the floor of the dingy room.  He rolled and came up, not
expecting the dizziness and vertigo, trying to aim his blaster at Paddox.

"Xander Paddox, you are hereby ordered to—" he managed to level
the weapon when the woman, who was nearby launched a leg out and
kicked it from his grasp.

Stunned, Hawq just managed to block another kick aimed at his throat.
She assumed a fighting stance and he realized, possibly too late, that
another hunter had already collared Paddox.

"Wait—" the word was barely out of his mouth when she attacked.

A flurry of slashes came his way, as she wielded some sort of laser
dagger.  The red blade shimmering and blurring as it sparked against his
armor. He tried to bat her blows away without injuring her, finally



catching her weapon hand and slapping the blade from her grasp where
it flew out of sight.  Disarmed, she advanced with a flurry of punches and
kicks, but the space was tight, confined, and he fell back onto the bed
and on top of Paddox who let out a muffled "oomph!"

Straddling him, before he realized what was happening, she pulled his
helmet off and swung it hard against the side of his face. Durasteel
smashed against flesh and he nearly blacked out from the blow, blood
filling his mouth and spraying across Paddox.

The pain mixed with the stench of old sweat, heat and sting of sand
blowing in from the non-existent window, assaulting his senses and he
caught her at the wrist before she could rain down any more blows.
With a push of desperation, he slung her off him where she bounced off
the bed and to the floor.

Inhibited by the daze of alcohol he scrambled for his blaster pistol that
lay beneath a nearby table.
His hand tightened around it just as her foot caught him in his already
throbbing jaw, sending him sprawling onto the floor.
She was quick, young, and powerful and he cursed himself for moving on
Paddox too soon, for not scouting out the situation and for believing a
female that looked like her would ever be caught dead on this God-
forsaken desert planet.
Her movments fluid, she spun and twirled; he tried to draw a bead on
her but couldn't. In a second she was back on top of him, her knee
pinning his blaster arm to the ground as she swung and connected with
her fists.
More pain exploded in his jaw and blood once again erupted from his
mouth, covering her as she smiled, wild-eyed and vindictive at him.

"You busted into the wrong room," she said between breaths, while
adjusting something on her hand. He was able to focus long enough to
see the fine needle of an injection ring as she slammed it down towards
his throat.

With all of his strength he moved just in time, forcing her off of him as
the needle pierced, drawing a line across his jugular.
She was scrambling again and he was on her, trying to subdue her.
Throwing her head back, she cracked his forehead but he still held on.
They stumbled forward, slamming into a wall and she lost her footing
and they fell to the ground.
Beneath him he felt her go limp in his arms. Slowly, he got to his feet but
the woman remained immobile.



He turned her over and tried to make sense of what he was seeing.  Then
he understood.

Her hands fell away from the hilt of the laser scalpel that now sat
embedded and humming in the center of her chest.
Tired, bleeding and still hung over, Hawq sat on the edge of the bed, and
coughed up blood-colored mucus onto the floor. His throat burned where
she pierced him and he felt light-headed.

"Sir?"  Excuse me?" the weak voice from behind him caught him off
guard and he turned.

He'd forgotten all about Paddox.

"Uh, could you free me?  That woman kidnapped me and was going
to kill me."

"I know, you are worth a lot of credits," Hawq felt dizzy but slowly
made it to his feet and walked over, looking down on the helpless man.
This was his chance. Take in Paddox, get the reward, save Gergie, and,
and…

Something was killing him from the inside.

He could feel it, working through his system, eating away at his old, worn
flesh.
Dropping to one knee, the world turned upside down and he grabbed a
hold of the bed to steady himself.

"Sir?  Are you okay?" the boy, Paddox couldn't have been older
than mid-twenties, if that, and sounded stronger, more aware.  Whatever
the woman had given him must be wearing off.

"Poisoned…me," he managed and looked into the young
nobleman's eyes. Not the eyes of a killer, he knew those all too well and
that's not what he saw here.
All of a sudden the heartless, vile, nobleman that he pursued to this
dusty ball of dirt was replaced with a young man who looked scared and
lost.
Taxing his weakening muscles to their limit, Hawq fought to his feet and
stepped over to the dead woman. Pulling the scalpel free of her chest, he
struggled with legs that felt like jelly and focused on the binders, slicing
through and freeing Paddox's wrists.
He turned to sever the young man's ankle binders when the world flipped
upside down and went black.



*

 With amazing quickness the Imposter dove free of his attack and
rolled, bringing his blaster rifle up and spraying bolts of charged red
energy at him.
Without the power supplied by his energy core, Terminus would have
been hit many times over and lay dying on the ground, but his
rejuvenated muscles and honed reflexes spun him out of the way,
depositing him behind the cover of the partially retracted blast door.
The durasteel shuddered and grew hot on his back but stopped the
barrage of blaster bolts.
More firing filled the plant and Terminus glanced around in time to see
vicious blaster fire tear apart the Trunsk on the stairs to his left. The
alien pitched over the handrail and collapsed in a smoking pile to the
floor.

"Throw me the helmet, and I'll make sure you die quickly," he
offered when the room grew silent.

Kneeling, he peered around the deformed, smoking edge of the door.  The
Imposter was sprinting across the room and Terminus snapped off a shot
at him, catching him in the upper left thigh with a glancing blow.
It didn’t slow the man however, as he spun and unloaded another
torrent. This time Terminus had to roll across the doorway and take
refuge on the opposite side not to get hit.
This Imposter was fast-and accurate.  It would be a good kill.
The sound of pounding durasteel echoed throughout the facility and
Terminus hazarded another glance in time to see the Imposter
disappearing up the stiars.

The chase was on.

Gripping his weapons, he sprinted to the right and ascended the opposite
set of stairs.  Across the plant the Imposter was reaching the second level
and launched another series of shots his way, but they abruptly ended
as the man's weapon hit on an empty energy cell.
Topping the stairs, Terminus dropped to one knee and fired off another
pair of shots that sparked and blasted apart a control panel less than a
meter from his adversary.



The attack caused him to flee off to the left towards a larger set of stairs
that led into the facilitie's upper levels. It was only then that Terminus
could see that the Imposter was carrying a case of some sort.
Another blaster battle psrung up as sudden as a thunderstorm from the
upper level as Terminus cautiously stalked towards the stairs.
Checking the charge on his own weapons-he was good, still a half charge
on each-he ascended the staircase and reached the top.
Slowly, methodically he navigated the durasteel corridors. This was some
sort of administration level, with computer terminals and diagnostic
equipment humming away.  Large piping created a maze of shadowy
areas as he navigated around hanging cables and thrumming generators.

He heard voices nearby and kicked up the audio pickups on his helmet.

"…case was empty Bak'te!  Now give me the info!"

"Fine! Here! It means nothing to me anyway! Hey what are you
doing!  That doesn’t belong to you!"

"Consider it interest for trying to screw me over."

"Then you'll le me go?"

Terminus rounded the corner in time to see the Imposter bring his
blaster rifle up. "No, not this—"

Terminus unloaded one entire weapon at the Imposter.  The man took
two blasts to the torso that knocked him back, managing to fire his own
weapon, causing Terminus to scramble out of the way.  Searing heat
ripped into his back and threw him down as one of his pistols flew from
his grip.
Painraced along his back and he fought to stay conscious, rolling over
and gripping his remaining blaster.

The Imposter was just a few meters away, with his weapon leveled at
him, ready for a kill shot. "Put your weapon down," he ordered, his voice
coming in a ragged gasp.

His torso armor decimated and smoking, Terminus could spy charred
flesh beneath-the man was hurt, possibly dying, but still he fought.

"Who are you?" he asked in amazement.

"Terminus, Term—"



"No, you are NOT!" Terminus shouted in rage.  "I am Terminus the
Hunter! Now answer me!  WHO ARE YOU!?!"

A moment passed, then another. Finally, the Imposter leaned back, and
coughed.  "Vic. Vic Palisades."

"Well, Vic Palisades. I knew there still must be some of you left in
there," Terminus said.  "I never gave prey the opportunity to throw their
weapons away."

"What…what are you talking about?" Palisades said.

"The helmet you fool, what do you think?"

"Why do you want this helmet so badly?  It's just a piece of armor."

"Is it?  Then take it off, throw it away," Terminus replied.

The Imposter remained quiet, as if turning the idea over in his mind-
what little there was left of it.

"No, you don’t give the orders."

"You can't," Terminus let out a cackle.  "Do you know why?"

"No…" the Palisade's voice was almost inaudible through the
vocabulator.

"Because," Terminus stood and the Imposter brought the weapon
up to focus on his chest, "It's got you. "Memories, all of your memories
are mixing with those of mine, those of the ones who wore the helm
before you."

"You, you're insane," more of the Imposter's real voice now,
perhaps there was something more of the man left inside than he
guessed.

"Only one of us will walk out of here," Terminus said, "without the
helm, I won’t survive, and you are too far gone to give it up freely."

"Then I guess I'll solve this problem right now," the Imposter said
and pulled the trigger.



*

Khara rolled and dodged the sparking baton, keeping out of the reach of
the reptilian, just barely.

Scrambling to her feet she ran.

The edge of the roof raced to meet her and she leapt, high and far,
clearing the distance between the rooftops and landing into a roll and
back on her feet. She looked back, wondering if the reptilian could match
that trick and realized, to her dismay, that he could, and didn’t even
need the fancy roll to boot.
Sand stung her face as the storm arrived and she slid open the pouch on
her belt and retrieved one of her Rodian Throwing Razors.  The circular
disc of metal hummed beneath her fingertips at the ready as she reached
the edge of the roof.  The next rooftop was a bit farther and she held her
breath as her legs tensed and propelled her across the chasm.
At the last millisecond she pivoted her foot-a dangerous and suicidal
move but the reptilian was so close she could hear the crackle of his
baton-and as she spun in mid-air letting the throwing razor fly.
It caught the big lizard in his claw and she was rewarded with the
satisfaction of seeing the shimmering disc sprout lethal blades that
bisected its hand and the hilt of the baton in a spray of dark blood and
bright sparks.
She finished her mid-air spin just in time to realize she wasn't going to
make the roof.
Slamming hard against the pourstone, she frantically grabbed the lip of
the roof as the reptilian soared high over her and landed with a scream.
Sand and wind bit into her as the storm hit and she was almost pulled
from the lip of the roof and dropped thirty some odd meters to the
ground below.
Off to her right and down a few meters an open window offered her
salvation.
Swinging her body to generate momentum, she blocked out the stinging
sand and gusting wind and the big lizard just a few meters away whose
hand she just cut off.
She let go of the roof not a second too soon, as the sparks of a severed
stun baton showered down on her, slamming into the previously
occupied spot.
Her arms reached through the open window as she fell, hooking onto the
sill and allowing her to climb up and into the building with little effort.



The interior was dark, thanks to the blanket of sand falling across the
city and she started moving.  The lizard would be on her soon and she
needed to put some distance between them.

She almost went for another razor but stopped.

It would do her no good in here. As she navigated the overturned
furniture and fallen beams and debris she realized the close quarters
would render the weapon useless.
Much of the floor was piled with junk and trash and she came upon the
exit-blocked. A hammering came from the other side of the door and she
could imagine the green-skinned reptilian on the other side hammering
in frustration.
Jumping from the window wasn't an option, so she began frantically
searching the floor she was on.
She found her opportunity in the rear corner where a piece of the
building had collapsed.
A piece of ceiling had fallen, busting through the weakened floor and
support beams below.  It was just big enough to squeeze through and
she lowered herself, dropping to the floor below.  A cloud of sand and dirt
kicked up, causing her to cough violently, but now that she knew the
layout she made a beeline for the stairwell on the far side of the room.
Above she could hear the big lizard hammering on the door, still trying to
gain access to the room she'd vacated.  Stupid mark she mumbled and
swung open the door.
Expanding blue rings of stun energy caught her square in the chest and
threw her back.  She landed on the ground in a cloud of dust, her chest
tightening up and her muscles contracting in a painful spasm.
As things grew dark, enough light pooled from the stairwell for her to see
a reptilian, similar to the one pursuing her, step through the doorway,
levelling a weapon at her.

But this one was red.

"Why…why the frell do you nerfhumpers always come in twos?"
she asked before passing out.

*

"Wait," Koort barely had the word out when blaster fire erupted
from the darkness, sending Race scurrying for cover. Steale appeared,
both weapons at the ready.



"Did I get him?  I could only see his profile," he said between quick
breaths. The Devaronian carried a wicked smile, his white deathskull
tattoo glowing unnaturally in the dim light.

"I don’t think so, I told you, he's dangerous," Koort said.

"Which is why we take him out," Steale said.  "He ran off towards
the back, you circle around and flush him towards me."

Shaking his head, Koort began to free his helmet from his belt.  "We
should take him alive, we—"

Steale was in his face in a moment.  "Hey!  I call the shots Koort.  You
don’t like how I run things, you can go back to Mos Eisley and back to
scraping by on coupons and rented freighters, you got that?"

They stared at each other for only a moment before Koort nodded.
"You're way or no way, huh?"

"That's right. I already saved your life once, the next time it's
coming out of your share," and with that Steale disappeared back into
the darkness.

Nestling his helmet atop his head, Koort drew his backup blaster pistol
and pushed on.  His helmet's low light compensator kicked on and the
dim surroundings of a stocked warehouse of some sort snapped into
clarity.
Moving as silently as possible, he strained to hear what the auditory
pick-ups could manage but the howling wind outside made it difficult.
Towering storage crates created a maze of rotten wood and collapsed
piles of debris.  Twice he had to stop and change direction just to
navigate through the dark space.
He heard shots and scrambled towards the source.
Heart pounding in his ears, he expected to see Steale or Moonthall dead
but as he stumbled around a corner he almost slammed into the
Devaronian.
The hunter was lining up a killing shot. Three meters away, crawling
along the floor, his leg turned at an awkward angle, Race Moonthall
crawled for his life, trying to get away.

"Hit him in the leg, probably incinerated the bone, now I'm going to
finish him off," the deathskull contorted into a wide toothy smile as the
man raised his blaster pistol.

"He's wounded, we can take him alive, no need to kill him," Koort
said.



A thin red laser dot traced up along Moonthall's back, coming to rest in
the mess of wet, sand caked hair. "Not the way I do business Koort,"
Steale continued to smile. "Say goodnight, you drunken—"

Koort nestled his blaster against Steale's ribs.

"What, what the frack do you think you're doing?" Steale's voice
cracked, but he kept his blaster trained on Race.

"Terminating our arrangement, this is how I do business," Koort
said, pressing the weapon into the flesh with more force. "Now drop the
weapon. I'm giving you this one chance out of professional respect, but I
won’t ask again."  A few meters away Race stopped crawling, and Koort
could tell he was drifting in and out of consciousness.

"Koort, you holster that weapon, or so help me…"

He didn’t bother to let the man finish. With a pull of the trigger Koort
blasted Steale with enough stun energy to send him man crashing into a
nearby crate, running it through with one of his horns so that his face
turned towards Koort in a gape-mouthed grimace.
He would awake in an hour or so, and by that time Koort would be long
gone.

Moving to Race's side, Koort holstered his pistol and turned the big man
over.  He'd only been grazed in the leg but caught a blaster bolt to the
back and the skin was still hot to the touch.  His blast vest caught most
of the damage, but a patch was still seared to his skin.

"Race, Race can you hear me?"

The large human opened his eyes and tried to focus.  "Huh?  Koort, that
you? What the hell you doing here?"

"Long story, can you stand?"

"Not sure, you got an extra leg lying around I could borrow?" Race
smiled weakly.

"I'm afraid not, just hang onto me and we'll get you in the speeder,"
Koort hooked the big man's arm over his shoulder and pulled him to his
feet, not without a lot of strain and grunting.

"Koort, what are you doing here?" Race asked as they limped
towards the entrance.



I've been asking myself that same question all day, Koort thought
to himself but to Race he simply said, "Right place, right time I guess.
Now be quiet and conserve your energy, we've got a long way to go."

*

He found them hunkered down in the top level of an outer tower,
wondering where he'd disappeared to.

"I can’t raise either of them," the younger girl said.

"Keep trying.  I can’t see anything now, the sand has blown up too
much and the interference is too bad."

"This isn’t good Vee, we should bug out."

"Not until this job is done.  There is too much on the line. Just
keep trying, it’s only been a few minutes, they might just be having
comm trouble with all of this ore blowing around."

Klux stepped into the room and snapped his lightsaber to life.

The two women almost came out of their skins, the young girl with spiky
green hair he'd sensed when he entered the lower levels tried to bring a
blaster pistol to bear on him but with a slight flick of his wrist he severed
the weapon's barrel.
The chestnut-colored female at the window tried to bring her sniper rifle
around but stopped-she knew he had her dead to rights and could have
killed them both if he liked.

"Don’t bother trying to comm your friends, they won’t answer," he
said, bringing the tip of his lightsaber up, just centimeters from the
young girl's throat. Wide green eyes watched him, but to her credit she
remained calm, her trembling almost imperceptible. Despite her age she
was a pro-good, Klux thought, that would make this easier.

"You killed them," the older woman stated, rather than asked.
Violet he guessed, not that it was a stretch-she was adorned in a purple
jumpsuit with matching gear and golden acccents.

"No, I didn’t.  But the Advozsec is dead, an unfortunate accident."



"I bet," Violet said, leaning back.  Almost imperceptibly he saw her
hand move towards the blaster pistol at her hip.

"Do you really think you will be able to draw that weapon before I
cut your friends head off?" he flicked his wrist and the tip of the
lightsaber seared off a crop of green hair.  The follicles smoke and sizzled,
drifting lazily to the ground.

"No! Don’t!" Violet's hand froze and for the first time the hard
emotionless eyes went wide with fear and concern for the younger girl
and he felt a strong connection between the two women-a connection he
couldn’t quite place but that he could certainly use

"Who sent you after us?" he asked.

"I don’t know," she said and he could sense she was telling the
truth.

"Then what do you know? Make it quick and I'll get out of here and
leave you to discuss your future employment opportunities."

Her laughter rose above the raging wind outside and she leaned back.
To his left the young girl looked at her partner with saucer-shaped eyes
and back to him.

"You think this is going to make us retired?  You think some
Dipmok with a laser sword who claims to be a Jedi is enough to scare
us?"

He held his right hand up and smiled. With little concentration he
levitated her sniper rifle to the middle of the room, and as Violet and her
friend watched in slack-jawed silence, gripped his hand into a fist and
amidst screaming metal and sparking components, condensed it into a
crumpled, useless, smoking ball.

He opened his hand and the heavy chunk dropped to the ground with a
heavy "thud".

Both women looked at him and Violet held her hands up.  "Fine, fine you
let us go and I'll tell you everything I know."

"Good," Klux motioned for her friend to join her and the young girl
moved cautiously over and kneeled next to Violet. The older woman
reached over and took the younger girls hand and gave it a reassuring
squeeze.



The gesture caught him off guard, but he didn’t let it show.

"You were going to tell me who put the hit out on us," he brought
the weapon to his side but left it active.

Shaking her head, Violet shrugged. "I wasn't lying when I told you I
didn’t know.  All I know is that someone put a hit out on your entire
team.  Thing is, they wanted you alive, the rest could be brought in
dead."

"This hit was for the entire team? How did you know where to find
us?"

"That is the only real info we got besides your dossiers. We were
told you were going to be arriving in Mos Eisley.  It looked to be an easy
pay day."

He would have to sort it out later, there were too many questions and no
answers, but that would have to wait. Lana was still hurt and he needed
to get to the rest of Raptor Squad. Time was against him and he couldn't
spend the next half an hour interogating these women.

"So, can we go? " the young girl asked.

"Sure, just one thing," Klux brought the saber back up to point at
Violet, "That vehicle of yours outside…how fast do you think it can go?"

*

 He pulled the trigger of the light repeating blaster, while part of his
mind tried to decipher the conversation.

Instead of a flare of brilliant light and energy, all that he heard was
a 'click'.

Instinct took over and he let the weapon fall free, it's sling keeping it from
hitting the ground and charged the being calling himself Terminus, he
hit as the hunter got a shot off that seared through his shoulder
pauldron and missed his flesh by mere centimeters. Collapsing on top,
Vic knocked the weapon from his grasp, but Terminus wasted no time in



launching a punch into his torso and Vic could feel his chest almost cave
in. Darkness raced in from the edges of his vision but he blocked it out,
pulling on pure willpower and rage to keep focused.
Coughing for air, a flood of memories and thoughts fought for control of
his mind.
Hammering it all back, he let his instincts take over and he blocked
another punch that would have finished him, turning it instead into an
elbow smash that knocked Terminus' head back.
He felt like his brain was about to explode.
Scrambling away, Vic shook his head and tried to pry the helmet off as
he headed down a corridor, stumbling and looking for a way out.
Scrambling up another set of stairs that ended at a large door, he turned
the massive wheel to gain entry.
The helmet's infrared filter detected no heat in the large room and he
turned to slam the door shut only to catch a kick to the midsection.
He fell backwards and Terminus stalked through the doorway, filling it
with a frame that held power, rage and several lifetimes of experience.

With a chuckle that reverberated around the massive room, Terminus
cracked his knuckles.  "No where to run now, Imposter.  Only one of us
will leave here alive."

"Don’t count on it!"

Both turned in time to see Bak'te slam the door shut. Outside the
crimelord locked the door and Vic could hear the seal engage around it.

Flipping back to his feet, Vic launched another punch that was blocked
and tried to fall into a Coynite fighting stance but Terminus was having
none of it and picked Vic up in one movement and gripped him in a vice-
like bearhug
The pain in his torso was unbearable-his blasted, jagged metal
chestplate gouged into his charred flesh and he could feel warmth
running down his skin.

Fight, fight back he ordered himself.

Give in, give in and let the rightful owner claim his property the helm
seductively whispered in his ear. You're almost dead already…you knew
it would have to end this way.

With all of the force he could muster, Vic drew his head back and
slammed it down hard, helm cracking against helm. Pain exploded
throughout his head but the hunter let him go and Vic stumbled
backwards.



"You're good human, I'll give you that," Terminus rolled his neck
and the popping sounded like sand caught in a speeder's exhaust.

"How do you know I'm human?" Vic said, as flash of memory, from
ages past ripped through his mind and he saw the piled bodies on an
entire human colony resting at his feet.  He shook the memory away-not
his, and certainly no help now.

"I've killed your people before.  I can tell by how you move, how you
fight."

"You may have killed humans before Terminus, but you haven’t
killed me." He launched into a kick and caught the hunter in the knee.
He went down with a grunt and Vic followed up with a double fisted
smash to the side of his helmet.
Rolling with the blow, Terminus popped back up and as the glowing orb
over his midsection pulsed, he launched a counter, catching Vic on the
shoulder. Terminus was a powerhouse and Vic hit hard agains the
ground.

"I was saving this for a worthy adversary; I've deemed you worthy
to die by my favorite of weapons," the raspy voice echoed throughout the
bulb and Terminus reached behind him-and pulled free what looked like
the head of a vibro axe. With a push of a button a handle telescoped out
to almost two meters and the edge glowed to life, a shimmering, lethal
yellow.

"I'll pass on that honor," Vic sprinted to the door but it was sealed.
Suddenly, from above massive portals dilated open on one side of the
bulb, sending waterfalls crashing down on top of them with such force he
was hammered to the floor as thousands of gallons of water began to fill
the bulb.

Bak'te, looking to solve all of his problems at once.

The slicing yellow blade of Terminus' pollaxe missed him by centimeters
and he rolled away, changed direction and rolled back, his repeating
blaster tangling in his arms. He pulled the weapon around and used it as
a club, hitting Terminus behind the knee and sweeping the hunter's leg
out from beneath him before he could react and bring the weapon to bear
again.
Bringing the butt of the LRB up, Vic brought it down hard, embedding it
in the Hunter's abdomen and on top of the glowing orb.
Something cracked and a fountain of sparks erupted from the Terminus'
midsection.



For the first time, he heard Terminus react, a howl of pain mixed with
rage that forced him to scramble to his feet.  With one swift kick, he
connected with the shaft of the axe and sent the weapon flying from
Terminus' hand and off into darkness where it landed with a splash.

The water was coming up fast and he knew it was just going to get
tougher from here on out.

Leaving Terminus, he secured the LRB and spotted a stairwell that ran
up the side of the bulb. Cursing, Vic scrambled up the stairs as the
water continued blasting in with a roar, canceling out all other sounds.
Forcing his legs to drive him upwards, water poured from above, creating
a wall he could barely see through. Trying to put as much distance
between himself and the rising water level, he hoped somewhere below
Termiunus was drowning.
He tried to take comfort in the thought, hoping there would be some sort
of exit hatch up top.
Digging his fingers beneath the airtight seal of the helmet, Vic stopped
and pulled with all of his might, and as the helmet came off with a loud
"pop!" he took a deep breath of humid, wet air.
Eyes fighting to adjust to the sudden darkness, he shoved his head
beneath the edge of one of the waterfalls, trying to wash away the slimy
sweat and who-knew what else that covered his face.
Arrayed along the bulb, dim light panels cast a small amount of light,
and his eyes began to pick out details.

Without hesitation he comintued, farther up, but the water was gaining
and as he glanced up, his heart skipped beat. A utility walkway stretched
across the bulb just a few meters up-and beyond that-darkness. He'd
reached the top and there was nowhere left to go-no emergency hatch, no
portal-just a solid domed ceiling.
He managed to make it to the landing when he saw a dark form emerge
on the opposite side.

Terminus.

The water was rising rapidly, and was only a handful of meters below the
walkway. In another few minutes the bulb would be full and they would
be dead.
With one hand he slung the LRB from his back and tried to squeeze off a
round but the weapon was still jammed.

"Looks like we'll both just have to beat each other until one of us
dies Imposter," Terminus shouted over the roar of falling water.



"In another few minutes we'll both drown, maybe we should work
together to get out of here," Vic said.

"You and I know that helmet has a rebreather-it can buy one of us
at least another fifteen minutes," Terminus said.

"All this way just for a helmet," Pulling the helmet close, Vic let the
LRB swing back.  "And without this helmet you'll die?"

"No, I'll go insane. My mind will deteriorate and I'll become a
madman," Terminus said, stopping. "It holds all of my memories, a
record of who I was and what I did."

Vic shook his head.  "A murderer, a bounty hunter that killed for pay,
you think that's a legacy that needs to be preserved?  That's a legacy that
deserves to continue on?"

"The galaxy has forgotten that Gods exist, Vic," Terminus said, and
slowly the hunter reached up and pulled his own helmet off.  In the dim
bluish light that reflected up at them from the moving crashing waves, he
saw the wrinkled, ancient face of a man, part human, part Weequay,
with black, fathomless eyes staring back at him. "It is my destiny to
remind them."

"And what of my destiny?" Vic took the helmet in both hands.

"You'll live on in my memory.  Give me my helm back, and when I
kill you, your visage, your death will be recorded and remembered, along
with those memories you added yourself. You'll live forever Vic."

Water began creeping over the soles of his boots and he looked back into
the dead gaze of the Terminus helmet.  "No, I'll only live as long as you
live, because when someone kills you…"

"No one will kill me Vic.  I'm immortal."

Terminus the Hunter was a half dozen meters away on the catwalk when
Vic tossed the helmet to him. It hovered in a long arc, twisting and
turning, and the bounty hunter had to stretch out to grab it before it
disappeared over the catwalk and into the dark water below.

"You fool!" Terminus said, laughing a cackle that ripped through
the pounding roar of water. "I'm not going to put this on until after I kill
you.  You'll be forgotten!  No one will remember you!"



"Oh, you'll remember me," Vic said, and, filling his burning and
seared lungs up with as much air as he could, dove from the catwalk into
the warm water below.
With all of the power he could muster he forced himself down into the
darkness, turning around just in time to trigger the detonator he's hid in
his hand.
Above him the grenade he'd hidden in the helmet flared to life, and in a
brilliant eruption of light and fire, incinerated Terminus the Hunter and
the upper half of the water reclamation globe.
Mind spinning, the shock wave hit him and forced the air from his lungs-
he took a mouthful of water and choking, gagging, felt himself falling into
the pitch black.

Someone grabbed him.

An eruption of coughing racked his body with pain and he doubled over,
vomiting water onto the wet sand beside his face.  Another round and he
expelled the water that had managed to fill his lungs.
Through tears and water, Vic focused on a pair of brown leather boots a
half a meter from his face.

Slowly, he turned and looked up, squinting against the twin suns that
backlit the man standing over him.

"You know, you're likely the only person in the galaxy who almost
drowned to death on Tatooine," the harsh rasping voice said.

"Koort?" Vic shook his head and managed to lean up on an elbow-
not without a little pain.

The Ubese knelt beside him and placed a hand on his shoulder.  "Take it
easy Palisades, relax.  You've got some wounds that need tending to."

"What," he coughed another round and hacked up even more
water.  "What are you doing here?"

"Saving Raptors it would appear."

From Koorts belt his comm beeped and he retrieved it.  "Ter'chon, go."

"Koort?  What are, look, it's Klux, where are you guys?"

As Koort stepped away, talking into the comm, Vic looked up at the water
reclamation plant and the small waterfalls that continued to pour from
the top of the bulb he'd destroyed. Flowing past him, he saw a familiar
chunk of metal and pulled it from the small man-made creek.



Darkened and scarred, especially around the bottom seal, he would
recognize the Terminus mantle anywhere.

Now though, its stare both questioned and condemned him.

"Not sure how you managed to survive, but I'm going to make sure
you never fall into the wrong hands again," he whispered, turning the
item over in his hands. His fingers slid inside and connected with the wet
slimy, almost pulsing interior and he caught a momentary flash, briefly,
of the real Terminus holding the helmet high and laughing, looking up
into it's eyes as the glint of something round and metal fell free and
landed at the bounty hunter's feet.
Vic pulled his hand from the helemt's interior as a brilliant light flared in
his mind and he opened his eyes.

All around the building sand had turned to mud and debris from the
explosion buried the two speeders Bak'te's thugs parked against the
building.
From beneath the white pourstone rubble he spotted one fat, twitching
lekku, green, with ornate tattoos of leafy vines twirling around in
elaborate patterns.
Instinctively, Vic grabbed for his beltpouch, pulling free a disc case from
the hard leather.

Inside, the only reason he came to the God-forsaken desert planet,
shimmered in the retreating Tatooine suns-intact.

Despite burning lungs, broken ribs and a sidelong glance from the Ubese
he began to laugh-and cradling the Terminus helm against his scorched,
wounded chest, found he couldn’t stop.

*

The creaking woke her partly up and the jostling brought Khara
almost fully awake and she squinted against the light of Tattoine's
rapidly retreating suns pooling in from the back of the vehicle.

Outside the sandstorm was subsiding, and the bleak expanse of desert
was still bright enough to send daggers of pain through her eyes into the
base of her skull.  When she moved the residual ache from the stun blast



was still wearing off and she coughed, forcing her self to take a deep
breath and expand her lungs.

Despite feeling like a heard of banthas had trampled her into the ground
she felt like she would live.

Assess the situation, she mentally instructed herself and, cracking her
eyes and letting them adjust, took in her surroundings.

She was in the rear of an older, canvassed hauler of some sort and by
the whine of an aging repulsor engine that vibrated beneath her she
could tell they were moving.  Her hands were bound in front of her by
synthrope and she lay on the uncomfortable bars of a durasteel cage.
Cargo crates surrounded her, mostly survival gear and what appeared to
be scavenged supplies.  Her jacket and belt swayed back and forth above
the cage-just out of reach.
Craning her neck to get a better view, she saw a dingy flap of cloth
separating the front cab of the vehicle from the rear and beyond the
chattering of the reptilians rose above some sort of synth music.

Great. Just a couple of lizards, tooling across the desert, listening to
tunes and stunning Wroonians for fun and profit.

Though the rumbling engine and rickety chassis gave her plenty of cover,
she slowly reached down with her bound hands and separated a crease
in the lining of her boots.
From within she extracted a thin piece of metal, flexible, but with a
serrated edge filled with jagged, razor sharp teeth.

This is what you boys get for skimping on a proper set of binders,
she thought, and promptly sawed through her restraints.
Hands free, she cut through the material around her legs and turned her
attention to the lock on the cage.

It was mechanical, with a keypad and alarm system.

For anyone else, the task would prove daunting, but thanks to the
Wroonian Thieve's Guild, she'd been trained on how to bypass suck locks
before she even knew how to pilot a speeder.
Three minutes later Khara was shrugging into her jacket and buckling
her belt.
Sliding over the rear gate of the repuslor-truck, she let her feet trail along
the ground for a moment, before dropping to the ground.
She tumbled to the ground, rolled along the gorund and finally came up
kneeling. She stayed that way, watching the truck grew smaller and



smaller.  As long as they didn’t check on her or look in the back or on the
rearview scanner she would be okay.
She wished there was some cover-an outcropping of rock or something
she could head towards, but as her luck would have it the closest cover
was a plateau in the direction of the retreating twin suns-a few dozen
kilometers away she guessed.
She would wait to comm for a pick-up, assuming there was anyone to
help her.  For all she knew, Vic's meet went bad and he and Race were
both dead.  They could all be dead for that matter, and she could be left
out here alone-and she'd heard enough horror stories from spacers about
things living on desert planets that only come out at night.
Pulling her comm free, she triggered it to life, but stopped when she
heard the whine of a repuslor engine.
The lizards were back, and pushing their heap of junk for all it was
worth.

"Frell!" Khara looked around, realizing there was nowhere to run.
All around there was nothing but sand, just shifting, moving sand.

"Going to have to make this count," she told herself.  The repulsor
truck was approaching fast, bearing down on her and as she was looking
towards the approaching darkness, could almost make out the wide
grinning fangs of her captors.

Shoving the comm into her belt, she thumbed the release on her circular
Rodian Throwing Razor case and pulled free one of the remaining two
discs and palmed it.

Moving fast, they were only a quarter of a kilometer away.

She waited for them to get closer, taking the remaining seconds to do
some final calculations in her mind.  The truck was so close she could
see the remains of roadkill splattered against its grill in the retreating
sunlight and the wild eyes of the reptilians.
With a wide swing, she let the weapon fly from her grip.

It sailed high, in a lazy wide arc, and actually passed behind the truck.
The lizards saw this and began laughing hysterically and Khara
remained immobile as the truck bore down on her.
Picking up speed, the whirling, spinning disc of lethality curved around
and shot through the passengers window, slicing neatly across the eyes
of both passenger and driver.
With howls of pain and confusion, the driver lost control of the vehicle as
the razor retracted it's blade and returned to Khara's outstretched hand.
She had just enough time to holster the blade when the truck, weaving
from side to side thanks to its top-heavy canopy, was on her.



Dropping to one knee, Khara waited to be added to the truck's roadkill
display when the vehicle slammed hard, grill first into the ground in front
of her, flipping high into the air, missing her head by less than a meter
and crashing into scrap behind her.
Sand and debris rained down around her and she covered her head as
the engines ignited.
Her legs propelled her hard away from the wreckage as it erupted into a
ball of flame, lighting up the approaching darkness in an orange blaze.

"Well, this should keep me warm," she smiled, knocking sand from
her hair.  Stepping over she moved upwind from the smell of roasting
lizard and knelt beside the fire.

Fishing through her belt, she pulled her comm free and triggered it to
life.  Dead air.  Further inspection revelaed the device was damaged-
probably from the pursuit back in Mazana.

"Well, that certainly cuts down on my options," she stretched and
dropped to the ground, pulling her legs up to her chest for additional
warmth.
Staring into the fire she watched the flames dance and pop, occasionally
sending a few embers floating into the night sky.  It had been a long day
and as stars began to spark to life in the sky she wondered where the
rest of Raptor Squad was, surprised that she cared.
They weren't a bad group of people. Race seemed nice enough, and of
course Lana was like a sister she never had. Klux was a bit too straight-
laced for her tastes but seemed nice overall.  Vic was—
Light on the horizon caught her attention.

Standing, she focused on the pair of headlamps approaching, slipping
her hand in her pouch for another throwing razor. Gradually, they
separated and she realized it was two vehicles heading in her direction,
their engines growing louder over the crackling fire as they approached.

Would this be her salvation or another attack?

Unholstering her throwing razor she watched as the duo slowed and
coasted up near the blaze; she moved around, placing the fire between
her and the vehicles. It wasn't much cover, but it might throw someone's
aim off a bit.

"Hey!  Need a ride!?!" Klux hopped out of a powerful armored
speeder and Khara let loose a sigh of relief, returning the razor to it's
holster.

"Yeah, how did you find me?"



"Lana, she's hurt but she told us the general direction you were
in," he looked worried and Khara raced towards the speeder.

"Is she okay?" she called over her shoulder but upon glancing
inside knew her friend needed medical attention. The Trianii was lying
beneath a blanket, shivering. Her eyes were half-lidded and glazed over
and she weakly turned her head towards Khara.

"Kh-Khara…."

"She's hurt, bad. So are the others, we need to get them back to
the ship," Klux said from behind.

"Then what the frell are we standing around here for?" Khara
squeezed into the rear of the vehicle and hoped it wasn't too late for her
friend.

*

The light was bright, too bright and Hawq squinted against it,
trying to make out the shape that hovered just out of his field of vision.

"He's awake, but not for long.  The antidote is only slowing the
poison, but you've got a few moments."

He tried to focus on the voice but things were still blurry and he was so
very tired. He tried to move but his arms and legs felt as if they were tied
down.

"Excuse me, can you hear me?"

Paddox.  He would recognize that accent anywhere.

"Xander Paddox," he tried to focus on the face and through the
haze saw the young mans features looking down on him.  "Where am I?
Why am I restrained?"

"The doctor, I got you here as soon as I could. You…you're not
restrained, it's the poison, it…I'm sorry, but there's not much the doctor
could do, he gave you painkillers and an antidote, but—" he shrugged.



"

"You, you brought me to a doctor?"

The young nobleman nodded. "Well, sure. You saved my life, I owed you."

So much he wanted to say, to do, but his time was up.  He could feel the
warmth radiating through his body, the painkiler keeping the racking
cramps at bay.

"You want to pay me back, do something for me," Hawq whispered,
his throat closing in tight.

"Anything, name it," Xander leaned in.

"In my suit, in the interior compartment there is a disc.  There is
hospital information and patient information on a young girl named
Gergie.  She's sick…" he coughed and felt blood flavor the inside of his
mouth.  Paddox drew back instinctively, then leaned forward.

"Go on."

"She's sick.  She needs help. Please, do what you have to do, I have
a ship, The Lonesome Swan, security code is Delta, six-zero-nine.  It's
yours just, just make sure she gets the medical treatment she needs
to…to…" he wanted to say so much more, wanted to explain to the young
man but the nobleman simply smiled and nodded.

"Don’t worry, I'll take care of it, but who are you?" Paddox was
floating in and out now, his voice sounding farther away.

"Ja…Hawq.  Officer Hawq, Sec…Sector Ranger."

He felt warm hand son his forehead and someone closing his eyes.

"Rest easy officer Hawq, you've done your duty, and you've got a lot
to be proud of."

He took the young man's advice and as he let go of his last breath,
knew that Gergie was going to be okay.

*



The lights of Mos Eisley hung on the horizon, growing larger as the
speeder drew closer. Koort kept his eyes focused on the spaceport,
occasionally glancing over at Palisades or in the rear at Race.
The pilot was sedated, with med gel smeared over his wounds but, like
Martin's Trianii student, needed a medbed at the least.
Most of the trip from Mazana had been in silence, with Palisades nestled
down in the seat.
The man was wounded, but you couldn’t tell from the crooked smile on
his face and the way he focused on something in his minds eye.

"Nice night," he finally said.

Glancing over, Koort laughed. "Interesting, some might look at what is
left of this team and think the opposite."

"Oh, we've taken some bumps, but we'll be okay," the way he said
it made Koort take a long hard look at the man.

"Will we?  No one has heard from Paddox or Kable, they could both
be dead for all we know, and…"

"Koort," Vic looked over.  "How did you know where to find us?"

"You really are spent Palisades, you told me at the card game
Adkins needed you to deliver a box to Tattooine."

"How did you know we where in Mazama?"

He'd expected the question sooner, and had decided to come clean.  It
wasn't his style to lie and if Palisades wanted payback he would allow the
man the opportunity.

"Remember that job I was taking?"

"Yeah," Vic nodded.

"It was you. You were the job."

The rode in silence as Mos Eisley's outlying buildings grew larger.

"So what happened?" Palisades looked over, his face calm, passive.

He shrugged. "I guess your life was worth more than what they were
willing to pay me."

"Then I hope it was a lot," Vic smiled.



"Trust me Palisades, it was. Still, if you want me to pack my things
when we get back to JIE—"

"No, no we need you Koort. We all make bad decisions, it's not
making the right one's when they count that matters-and you did. You
did the right thing. Just do yourself a favor."

"What's that?"

"Keep this to yourself for now.  As far as the rest of the team
knows, you commed me on a private line and I gave you our coordinates.
It will make things easier for everyone."

"I want to talk to you about something Palisades," he said, still
turning his theory over in his mind.

"Yeah?"

"The hunters had information on you.  Information they shouldn’t
have had. I think we need to scour JIE for bugs. They knew you were
going to be in Mos Eisley-and that's damn recent information."

The man remained quiet for a moment, then nodded.  "Keep this under
your helmet as well."

"I'm running out of room under here.  Why?"

"Let's just say not all eavesdropping equipment is mechanical."

They entered Mos Eisley and the spaceport seemed quieter, calmer
than it was in the daylight.

Vic's comm crackled to life and he fished it from his belt.  "Go for Vic."

"It's Xander, where are you?"

"Nice to hear you are still alive."

There was pause on Xander's end.  "How did you—"

"Nevermind, we can talk about it on the way back to Garnib. We're
entering Mos Eisley, meet us at the ship," Vic killed the comm and
looked over.  "You know where we're docked?"



"I wouldn’t be much of a bounty hunter if I didn't" Koort said,
aiming the speeder towards the center of town.

*

The speeders raced down the ramp of the docking bay, with Klux
and the souped-up armored speeder in the lead. Khara leapt from the
vehicle in a sprint towards the Skull.

Vic was just unfolding himself from the rented speeder when the
Wroonian yelled back, "What's the security code?"

"Eight-Eight-Five-Nine-Zero," he yelled back, heading towards the
ship.  "She needs to be stabilized before we can move her, the Fastflesh
Medkits are in the room aft of—" but she was already sprinting up the
lowering boarding ramp.

Shaking his head, he headed towards the ship.  "If that crazy Wroonian
would just listen…"

"Vic?"

Her voice carried down the ramp, and for the short time he knew her he
could tell something was wrong by her tone. He topped the Skull's
boarding ramp and froze.

Directly inside, frozen in place, Khara stood like a statue, her arms
working to keep her balance as her right toe pressed down on a pressure
plate.

"I, uh, I think I screwed up," she whispered.

Wires ran from beneath the plate to a small gravball sized explosive
device nestled off to the side against the ship's hull; various identical
wires ran off further into the ship.

"Klux! Koort!" he yelled back over his shoulder.  To Khara he kept
his voice even.  "Okay, look Blue, just take deep breaths and try not to
move."

"No kidding!  You think I'm going to break out into a song and
dance?"



Koort and Klux ran up and froze beside him.

"Frell," Klux shook his head.

"I agree with the Jedi," Koort nodded.

"Okay, lets assess the situation," Vic took a deep breath and
winced.  "We've got wounded out in the speeders that needs the supplies
we have on this ship. We don't have time to go shopping and of course
Khara has stepped on an explosive device."

"Yeah, that about sums it up," Klux nodded.  "Did I mention how
much I hate this planet?"

"Okay, focus," Vic turned to Klux, "You know what to look for, you
get up in the Skull and get those Fastflesh Medpacks and anything else
we need off this ship."

"Can you disarm this device?" Klux knelt down and stared hard at
the explosive.

"Depends," Koort, did you leave your jump pack in your room?"

"I did, didn't think I would need it."

"You don't but I do, and there is a toolbox in my quarters under my
bunk, bring them both to me," Vic took his gloves off. "Klux, I need an
extra blast vest and helmet out of the armory."

The Jedi nodded and took off and Vic noticed his feet barely touched the
ground.  Smart.

"Uh, I hate to rush you guys or anything, but I think my toe is
about to cramp," Khara looked back at them.

"Let's move, we don’t have much time," Vic said and as Koort raced
past him he took a few steps in and began inspecting the trip plate.

It was a simple device, and whoever installed it was counting on the
darkened corridor to stay that way at least long enough for someone to
set off the bomb.
Fortunately for the entire team, and Khara in particular, she was light
footed and stepped on the small metal plate just enough to engage the
explosive, but not enough to detonate it.
He spent the next few moments looking the device over and mentally
comparing it to those he'd worked on in the past. No matter what, the



thing was going to go off, the question was would he be able to save their
lives before it did?

"Are you doing okay?" he asked, glancing up.

"Are you serious?" she looked down as sweat raced from beneath
her violet hair in rivulets that soaked into her top.

"Okay, point taken. The good news is that we're still having this
conversation."

"Vic, can you, can you do anything? I mean," she tried to calm
herself and he admired her effort and restraint.  "Can you disarm this
thing?"

"Yes, yes I can," he looked up and held his hand out, hoping she
didn’t see past the lie.  She took his hand and he was surprised at how
cool it was.  "You've got to trust me, okay?  Do exactly what I say."

"Okay," she nodded and gave a nervous smile.

A moment later Koort gingerly moved past him, making sure to avoid
stepping on any of the wires that wound their way throughout the rest of
the ship.

"It's all bad news Palisades, this trip pate is wired to no fewer than
half a dozen bombs placed throughout the ship," Koort set his tool case
on the ground beside him. "When this goes, they go as well.  You might
have a second, maybe two between blasts."

Glancing over, Vic stared hard at the closest bomb situated beside the
hull.  There was slack in the wire leading to the pressure plate.

"Koort, I want you to gingerly take that bomb and—"

"Woah, woah, isn’t it a bad idea to have someone messing about
with the bomb?" Khara said, eyes going wide.

"No, not when it’s Koort.  He's the only person on this team besides
myself who I would trust to do this," Vic looked back to Koort, "see if you
can move that bomb around the bend in the corridor."

"That will buy you maybe a second Palisades, not enough time at
all," Koort shook his head.



"I'm working on that," he said as Klux returned with the blast vest
and helmet. "Good, put the vest and helmet on Khara and cinch it tight."

Klux did as he was instructed as Vic opened up his tool case.

"You need me to do anything else?" the Jedi was emitting some
weird Force calm and Vic picked up on it, though he wasn't sure it was
doing Khara much good.

"Get those medical supplies to Lana and Race and get those
speeders down the street and out of this bay, when this ship goes up, the
shielding will contain the blast but anything in the bay will be
incinerated," Vic glanced up and saw Khara's eyes almost pop form their
sockets.

"If you let me die I swear I'll haunt you all," she almost screamed.

"No one is dying today, not if I can help it," Vic nodded to Koort.
"Strap that jump pack on me."  A moment later with the conveyance on
his back he knelt and continued inspecting the plate.

"Go ahead and move that bomb," he told Koort. The Ubese gently
picked up the small device and took it around the corner.  When the wire
almost pulled taught Vic called out to him to stop.

"That compound is military issue Palisades," Koort said as he came
back around the bend, it still has the identification stamp on it."

"Which you memorized," Vic nodded.

"Of course."

"Good, now get out of here and comm me when you're clear," he
said.

"Good Luck Vic," Klux said and Koort merely nodded. A moment
later they both disappeared through the hatch.

"Ok Khara, now—"

"Hey."

He looked up and could see her lip trembling beneath the oversize
helmet.  Wrapped in a large blast vest that almost swallowed her up, she
looked like a scared little girl.



"Yeah?"

"Where, where did you learn to, to diffuse bombs?"

Letting his voice take on a calm, even tone he smiled.  "I used to be a
soldier on my home planet, and it was standard training for those in the
special branch of the military I was in. I spent an entire year learning
how to disarm and neutralize explosive devices."

"And is that what you are going to do here?"

He shook his head.  "No Khara, the problem with this device is that while
simple, that also makes it difficult to disarm.  The explosive is already
engaged, when your foot either applies more pressure or decreases the
pressure you already have on it, the change will go to the device and tell
it to detonate."

"So…so what can we do?"

"Well, that's the million credit question," he pulled free a can of
coolant and checked it, adjusting the nozzle.  "Do you like seafood?"

"What?"

"Seafood, do you like it? Wroona is a sea world, I would imagine
you might get tired of it," he began inspecting the wires trailing from the
plate.

"I uh, I've not been home in a while, but I like seafood, sure," she
watched him in the hazy white light of the Skull's photonic floor panels.

"Garnib has some of the best seafood I've ever tasted, when we get
back I'll take you to this little restaurant in the lower level-they make the
best stew with the local seafood, and a bread…"

"Who said I was going to Garnib?"

He looked up and saw she'd forgotten momentarily about the bomb.
Good.

"No one, would you like to go to Garnib?"

"I…sure," she fidgeted with one of a trio of silver rings on her right
hand. "Is it warm?"



"Oh yeah, sandy beaches, cool ocean breezes, you'd like it," he
figured one more lie wasn't going to hurt, not now anyway.

Vic?"

"Yeah?"

"What are you still doing here?"

"Uhm, trying to save your life," he looked up.

"But, why? You don’t know me, you don’t owe me anything, so why
aren't you halfway across the desert by now?"

He leaned back and shrugged his shoulders. "Why would you ask me
that?"

She gave a lopsided grin. "Most of the people I meet wouldn’t stick their
neck out for someone they don’t know. I guess I'm just used to people
getting what they want out of me and then turning their backs."

 "Yeah, well, the team needs a slicer and I don’t have the time to go
looking for someone else."

"So am I part of Raptor Squad now?"

He resumed inspecting the plate. "You made the trip to Mazama and
watched my back…"

"I got my butt kicked is what happened," she rolled her eyes.

"Yeah, you did, but you were on a rooftop because I asked you to
go up there.  You could have hid, you could have run, but you didn't, so
let me toss it right back to you. Why?"

"I don’t know. You want to find your sister and…" she trailed off
and grew quiet.

Looking up, Vic nodded.  "Sometimes we do things because we feel they
are the right thing to do. When logic and sense tells you otherwise,
sometimes you just have to listen to your gut."

"Or your heart."

"Yeah, or that," Vic wiped a trail of sweat from across his brow.
"Has it gotten hotter in here?"



"What are you doing now?"

He leaned back on his knees and gestured to the wires.  "I'm going to
freeze these wires with this canned coolant.  It will cause a small delay
when the plate sends the signal out to the bombs. It may buy us a few
extra seconds."

"Okay, so we might have an extra five seconds, that's not enough
time to get out of the bay."

"Not on foot, no," he tapped the jump pack strapped to his back.

"Oh, you are NOT serious," she shook her head.

"It’s the only chance we have Khara.  Like you said, on foot we're
dead.  This jump pack will propel us high and far, quickly, and if we're
lucky, I mean VERY lucky we might just escape the lip of the bay before
the explosion turns us to flash fried Raptors."

"You sure you can’t just like, cut the wires or something?"

"Pretty sure, now, when I tell you, bend at the waist so I can put
my shoulder up beneath you and carry you out the hatch."

"That's going to be awkward, and I think my leg is already falling
asleep."

"Just do your best, you'll only need to stay that way for a moment,"
he checked the jump pack and it’s controls.  It was primed and ready to
go, all he needed to do was hit the belt's controls.

His comm went off and he answered it.  "Vic, it's Klux, we're all clear."

"Good, I, uh, well Khara and I will see you soon," he said.

"Vic, may the Force be with you," Klux said and the comm went
dead.

"Do you believe in the Force Vic?" Khara asked quietly.

"Can you keep a secret?" he smiled.

"Better than anyone you know," she smiled back.



"Yeah, yeah I do. Now, go ahead and bend."

She did as instructed, taking on an unnatural position as he shook the
can vigorously and began coating the wires where they attached to the
mechanism beneath the plate.  Frost began to form and when he'd
coated all of them he tossed the empty can aside.

"Ready?" he asked, nestling against her warm, lithe torso and
encircling her with his right arm.  He nestled his left hand against the
pack's belt controls.

"Ready," she whispered and as he looked up she closed her mouth
on his.  The kiss lasted only a moment but felt like a lifetime. When she
pulled away he gave her a smile.

"Was that for luck?"

"No, it was for you, thanks," she smiled back.

He moved quick, catching her off guard. His legs pounded and he kept
his footing sure and true. She was light, weighed almost nothing and his
body surged with adrenaline, carrying them both to the bottom of the
ramp as he mentally ticked off the seconds.
He jammed his thumb against the jump button the second they were
from beneath the Skull's hull and gripped Khara tight as the booster
strapped to his back propelled them upwards.
Her scream tore through his ear as the explosion engulfed the bay.
Beneath him, the Skullduggery, his ship and as much a part of Raptor
Squad as any of them, erupted into a ball of fire and debris as explosive
charges ripped her to shreds.
Rocketing into the black Tatooine night, they were hit by the shock wave-
not he first time for him that day and thrown like ragdolls through the
sky.
He held on to Khara for all he was worth, as they tumbled and spun
through the air, pelted by cinders and flaming bits of the ship. Still, he
didn’t let her go and she kept a deathly tight grip around his neck,
almost choking him.
Pain flared where he was hit and he tried to angle himself so he would
absorb the brunt of it, and as he did so was able to peer down into
Docking Bay 94, that now looked like a fire pit, with flames licking the
walls and casting a glow onto the nearby buildings.
The jump pack finally adjusted, and Vic managed to slowly toggle the
thrust, lowering them in spurts to the rooftop of the nearest building.
The landing was rough, but not painful and as they dropped onto the
roof, she on top of him, he gently let her go as she peeled her arm from
around his neck.



They lay there for several minutes laughing, as nervous energy and
tension flowed from their bodies.

His comm beeped and he answered it, wiping tears from his eyes.  "Yeah,
go for Vic and Khara."

"Vic!  You guys are alright!  That's great!" Klux sounded like he was
about to explode.  "Koort said he has a ship we can use to get off planet,
it's great!  We're all over here now and we're loading Race and Lana into
the medbay, did you hear that? It has an actual medbay!"

"That's great Klux," Vic stared at the stars winking at him from a
million miles away as Khara unstrapped her helmet and tossed it aside,
laying her head back on his chest and sighing.  Somewhere below sirens
began to wail.

"And Kable showed up," Klux said, his voice dipping, "he said he
had some trouble with some bounty hunters."

Laughing, Vic took a deep breath, ignoring the pain and closed his eyes,
enjoying the cool breeze that washed over the rooftops.  "Yeah, yeah ain't
we all?"

GARNIB

"I feel like all I do is run from room to room, keeping the wounded
company," Klux smiled, stepping into Lana's bedroom.

"Well, have a seat Master, you can regale me with tales of how
Race deals with the boredom," she smiled and sat up in her bed with a
grimace.

They'd stabilized the wounded and arrived back on Garnib where JIE's 2-
1B medical droid administered proper treatment. The ship they'd
confiscated, the "Bajka" was equipped with a fully functioning, albeit
small medbay and a pair of bacta-filled stasis chambers that allowed
Lana and Race to sleep comfortably all the way home. Vic's wounds were



easily treated on the medbed and the man was up and around in no time
as if nothing happened.
Recuperation would take time, but at least they were in their own
apartments back at JIE and things seemed to be on the road to normal.

Sitting the flowers he brought on her bedside table, he laughed. "Race
drinks a lot-more than he should in his condition, but the 2-1B medical
droid stopped arguing with him," Klux sat down on the side of her bed.
"I would definitely not endorse his rehabilitation program. How are you
feeling today?"

"Not bad, considering less than ninety-six hours ago I was being
shot and stabbed," she shrugged and winced again.

"We were lucky the Bajka had those secret hyperspace lane
coordinates.  It cut our travel time by a week.  They are going to come in
real handy."

"I'm just glad I was unconscious for the trip. It hurts when I move
too much, but the med droid told me it was important to stay mobile.
I'm planning on visiting Khara later."

"Well, just take it easy," he smiled and took her hand and gave it a
gentle squeeze.  "I was worried about you."

"You mean you're not now?" she gave a coy look.

"Of course I am, you know what I mean," he felt his face flush.
"That's one of the reasons I came to see you. I know we just got back, I
know we've only been home for a day, but there are a few things I wanted
to talk to you about.  Namely, the Holocron."

"Oh, that."

"Well, for starters, yeah," he stood and paced around the ample
bedroom.  Like all of the JIE apartments, it was sectioned off into three
evenly spaced rooms, like the petals on a flower. Elongated hexagonal
windows looked out into the glacier and the hustle and bustle in the
streets below. "I think it would be best if we kept this quiet for now."

"From?"

"Well, everyone," he turned.  "We haven’t had a lot of success with
Jedi artifacts around here lately and I think the team might be a little,
well, put off if I mentioned I found one."



"Have you used it yet?" she leaned forward, almost imperceptibly
but he noticed.

"No, no and I'm concerned about it.  To be honest I would like to
try to do some research on it before I do.  Baal and I found some old
tomes a while back that might hold some information, but more
importantly, those files we found on Terminus' ship should point me in
the right direction."

"And what about Baal? Are we to keep it from him?"

He hesitated, finally nodding.  "I would prefer we did."

She remained quiet and he quickly sat back down.  "Lana, look, I know
you don't like keeping secrets from Baal, but the last time we had a
holocron it caused great strife on the team and between us.  I just don’t
want to see that happen again."

Her face grew hard and she shook her head.  "Master, I can’t promise I
won’t tell him, it just doesn’t seem right…"

In his mind's eye he saw arguments and conflict on the horizon and
wondered if he should just space the artifact altogether.  Or perhaps
leave…

"…but I can promise I won't willingly offer up the information.
Still, if it's on Garnib, won't he sense it?"

"It won’t be on Garnib," Klux relaxed a little.  "The last thing I want
to do is bring hurt down on us.  No, I've got a place I can keep it for now
where it will be safe. Thank you."

"Don't mention it," she leaned back and took a deep breath.  "The
last thing I want to see are two people I care about getting into a fight."

"I know.  And I appreciate you understanding.  The other thing I
came to talk to you about—"

"I'm off the team."

He sighed.  "It's just—"

She waved her hand. "Master, it's okay. I figured when Vic saw me shot
up and bleeding he would order me to stay planetside."

"Actually, it wasn't Vic who decided, it was me."



 "You?"

"Lana, please don’t be upset," he stood and began pacing. "I just,
after what happened…"

"Master, it's okay, I feel the same way."

"You, you do?"

"Sure," she laughed.  "You think I like being shot, stabbed and
almost thrown into an electrical field?"

"Well, the way you say it makes it sounds so unappealing," he
chuckled and sat back down. "The Raptor's Nest is almost completed,
and Vic needs someone here on planet to keep an eye on it. So you aren’t
really off the team, you are just more, like, well, part-time."

"I can do that," Lana nodded.

"It's just that," Klux took her hand, "you are so important to the
Mew-Tao, to your people, that every time we go out and you risk your life,
that's just another chance you won’t come back, and I couldn’t live with
myself if anything happened to you."

"And you?  Aren’t I important to you too?"

"Of course you are, you shouldn’t even have to ask that."

The light from the glacier pooled into the room casting everything in a
turquoise hue and Lana's golden eyes glittered with inner warmth.
"Master, Klux, back on Tatooine, before we were attacked, in the hotel.
I—"

"Lana, it was, look, we both…" he shook his head.  "I, I don’t know
how to say these things.  I'm the Master, you are my Padawan and that's,
that's how it has to be. I'm sorry if I gave you any other impression, I
just.  Wow, it's hard to explain."

She looked at him, into him and through him, and gently brought her
hand up, stroking the side of his face.  "I understand. I understand why
things have to be the way they do, I just want you to know that Master or
not, you are very special to me."

Something warm boiled up within him and he stood, fighting back the
urge to take her in his arms and—



"Lana, if we were two other people, if you weren't a High Priestess
and I wasn't your Master, I would," he stopped.  The smiled and turned.
"Speculation is such a waste of time, isn’t it?"

She nodded, her smooth gray fur glittering with turquoise light.
"Sometimes, sometimes it just reminds us that it's okay to dream, to
wish and to hang on to hope."

"Hope," he let the word trail off.

"It's all we have Klux. Hope that we are doing the right thing, hope
that one day we can lead normal lives, hope that one day," she looked
down at her hands and back up. "Hope that one day we can find
someone who will love us for who we are."

"I don't think you need to hope for that any more," he gestured to
the flowers. "Enjoy those, and try to get some rest.  I'll see you
tomorrow."

*

"You're a dead man, you hear me Koort Ter'chon? A dead man."

Leaning back, Koort inspected Diva Ramshoff's contorted face hovering
above the Holoprojector. He had a knack for reading mannerisms and
body language and knew for a fact that she believed every word she was
saying.

"We're all dead Diva, some just expire earlier than others," he
leaned forward and jammed a finger in her direction.  "But you need to
understand something, I'm not afraid of you. If you decide to send
someone after me, you better make sure they have all of their debts paid
in full."

Her laughter was like that of a Kowakian Monkey Lizard and she leaned
in further, almost knocking over her transceiver.  "You think I won't drag
your name through every gutter in every alley from here to Coruscant?
You'll never work again Koort!  Your hunting license will be revoked!  You
won’t be able to beg for a job!"

Kicking his feet up on the small table that occupied the lower level of JIE
he crossed his arms.  "Go ahead, I'm sure my future employers would



love to hear how you were sanctioning illegal hunts.  Or maybe I'll just
file the incident with the Imperials and New Republic and they can each
launch their own investigation into your little activities.  I'm sure if they
dig hard enough, illegal bounties will be the least of your worries."

The shimmering blue holo peered at him, digging her teeth into her
upper lip until a smile line of blood raced from beneath.  "I'm going to
make you pay, Koort."

"Are you still upset about your cut?" he laughed.

"Laugh all you want, but Steale wants his ship back and he won’t
stop hunting you…"

"Tell Steale the 'Bajka' is my fee for wasting my time and treating
me like a piece of poodoo," Koort sat up.  "You might also want to tell him
that fancy guns and nice clothes don't make a hunter, and if he does
manage to find me, the next time my blaster won't be set to 'stun'.
He killed the comm and walked from the room and took a lift tube up to
JIE's common room.
Ramshoff certainly had the stroke to make things difficult for him-he
would need to watch out for her.  Still, he'd replayed the vents on
Tatooine over and over in his head and had to admit he wouldn’t have
made any other decision.
Some viewed bounty hunting as a despicable and vile profession, but he
chose to view it as a necessary service for the galaxy.  The fact remained
that there were simply too many criminals and cutthroats in the galaxy
and now, especially now, there simply weren't enough law enforcement
officers to track them all down.

But like everything, there were rules.

He skirted those rules by agreeing to team with Steale. Greed and credits
drove him to compromise his principals and walk on the other side of a
line he'd drawn for himself a long time ago.
Had he followed through, had he let Steale kill Race he would have let
down not just himself, but his father, a good and honest law-enforcement
officer back on his home planet of Uba IV.

And no amount of credits were worth that.

He reached the door to the common room and triggered it open. Stepping
through the sliding door he froze.

Dominating the center of the room, surrounded by Race who was
confined to a repuslor chair, Vic, Kable and a small, thin Ropagu was a



massive droid, gunmetal blue, armored with a head that resembled
Steale's deathskull.

"Hey, Koort!  Come on over and say hi," Vic waved him in.

"What is this?" he asked, cautiously approaching the droid who
followed him with red eyes and he felt as though he was being scanned.

"Tenspot 2.0," the Ropagu smiled.

"You've got to be kidding," he looked the droid up and down, and
not surprisingly, the droid did the same to him.

"Don’t be jealous because I'm so shiny," Tenspot said, his voice
now deep and rumbling.

"Jen Zi managed to salvage an old Fallen Angel infantry support
droid chasis," Vic said smiling.  "She was able to install Tenspot's brain
in it and voila!"

"This platform suits me much better. I didn’t like getting shot to
pieces," Tenspot said, inspecting his hands.

"Yeah, great, but how is this thing going to work on weapons?  I
mean, it’s an armorer droid right?" Kable jammed a finger at Tenspot's
hands.  "Look at those digits! Looks like someone dipped sausages in
molten metal and let em cool!

From the tips of Tenspot's fingers small thin manipulators extended,
opening and closing like a small set of additional fingers.  "Don’t worry
Lieutenant, I can still work on your gear, and perform invasive surgery, if
need be."

"Invasive surgery? " Kable said, "Like what?"

Tenspot let go with what Koort could only assume was a chuckle.
"Like removing the pole from your—"

"Well! I'm glad to see old Tenspot is back and ready to go!" Vic
piped up, slapping the droid on the back.

“Great, a walking hunk of future slag,” Kable rolle dhis eyes. “If
this piece of junk…”

Koort moved fast, so fast the others stepped back and he was in Kable’s
face, jamming a hard finger into the Lieutenant’s chest.



“Ow! What…”

“That ‘hunk of future slag’ as you put it saved my life Kable,” Koort
hissed, “you best remember that.  He’s part of this team, and I won’t
have you running him down. Tenspot may not take you outside and toss
you from glacier to glacier, but I will.  You got that?”

The man said nothing, merely nodded dumbly with his mouth agape.
The silence fileld the room when finally, Vic laughed.

"Yeah, well, he's going to be primarily back-up from here on out,"
Vic said,  "Jen Zi, you outdid yourself!  Between having him back, our
new underground digs being close to finished and the new ship we've got
courtesy of Koort, things are finally looking up!"

Nodding, Koort stepped away from Kable and took a seat at a nearby
table.  "The Bajka is top of the line Palisades.  We just need to—"

"Black Talon," the man said.

"Excuse me?"

Vic took a seat.  "The name Koort, how about 'Black Talon'?  Has a nice
ring to it and Bajka is just sort of, well—"

"Terrible," Race offered up.

Koort considered it for a nanosecond.  "I agree, Black Talon it is."

"Great! Than it’s settled.  Jen Zi, let's take Tenspot to the new ship
and show him the armory.  Care to join us Koort?" Vic gestured to the
door.

"No, Palisades, you go ahead, I was hoping to catch up with the
Lieutenant."

“I’m not going to have to separate you two and send you to
quarters, am I?” Vic asked.

“Negative, this conversation is of the friendly variety.”

“Good,” Vic smiled.  “I’m getting tired of team members tearing
down my building.”



Kable threw him a curious glance as the rest of the team headed for the
door.

"Stop by later Koort, I've got a bottle of Cintarian Liquor we can
try," Race said, guiding his hoverchair out. The man's wound turned out
to be worse than expected but he was on course to make a full recovery,
and taking advantage of the sympathy the rest of the team was showing
him.

Stepping over to the table, Kable crossed his arms.  "So what do you
want?"

"Care to have a seat?" Koort motioned to the opposite bench.

"No, I don’t."

"With everything going on, I didn’t get a chance to speak to you on
the way back.  I was just wondering, you said you were attacked by some
bounty hunters," Koort watched the man shift his weight from one foot to
the other.

"Yeah, so?"

"Well, I'm pretty familiar with the higher profile hunters out there,
and this looked to be a big job.  Who were they?"

"I didn’t stop to ask them for their IPKC's," Kable snapped.  "I
barely got out of there with my life!"

"Out of where?"

Kable stared hard at him and he stared back, though the man couldn’t
tell from behind his helmet.  Finally, thie Lieutenant leaned against the
table, unfolding his arms and taping a knuckle against the pressed
plastiform tabletop. "An alley, behind a bar.  I was coming out and they
attacked me."

"What were they?  Species? Gender?  If I can narrow down who is
hunting us I might be able to get to the bottom of who posted the
bounty," Koort pulled free his datapad and thumbed it to life.

"They were armored, didn’t get a chance to find out what they
were."

"And how did you take them out?"



"Knocked some barrels in their direction and outran them."

Koort nodded to his arm.  "You said one of them tried to cut you, how is
that healing?"

Finally, Kable took a seat opposite of him and leaned forward.  "What do
you think you’re doing?"

"Trying to find out who posted the bounty," Koort set his datapad
down.

The Lieutenant stared hard, his lip curling into a sneer.  "Look, bounty
hunter, I'm former CORSEC, you don’t think I know an interrogation
when I hear one?"

"I'm not interrogating you, I'm just asking questions."

"You're trying to solve a mystery and if there is anyone around here
who has more than enough experience in that department, it's me,"
Kable jammed a finger on the tabletop.  "You know what else I learned?
That the first thing you have to do when investigating a crime is to
establish motive-and I can’t think of anyone who would benefit more
than some low-life bounty hunter with no moral inhibitions who would
turn on his team in a second for a big payday."

They stared at one another for several moments, when Koort finally
nodded and put his datapad away. Slowly, he stood and headed for the
door.

"Hey!  You got anything else to ask smart guy?  You got any more
questions for me?" Kable called behind him.

Triggering the door open, Koort merely turned and shook his head.  "No
Lieutenant, I think you just answered the most important question that
was rolling around in my brain.  Thank you."

The door slid shut behind him as Kable called out something else but he
ignored it. Now he just had to piece together everything he knew and try
to find out if his hunch was right.

*



From the window of her new apartment at Jaded Ivory Enterprises,
Khara watched the people in the town squre far below, milling about,
rushing to and fro, as a light snow drifted from the galcier's crevice high
above.

Though her room temp was set to the low eighties, she still shuddered.

Hair still wet from the hot bath she'd soaked in for the better part of an
hour, she bundled her robe around her shoulders and padded barefoot
across the thick soft carpet. The apartment was nice, and everyone had
been kind to her since her arrival, still it felt odd having a permanent
place to hang her hat.  For a long time she'd either been drifting from one
guild house to another, or bunking on a ship or in one of dozens of coffin
hotel rooms throughout the galaxy.

To have an actual place she could call her own, that was something that
was taking some getting used to.

"Last place I had got blown up," she mumbled, moving from the
bedroom into the living area.  It had been a luxury apartment atop one of
the nicest buildings in Torina, bought after she'd completed a job for
Lotek Skidna-or Ket Adkins according to Lana.
Dropping into a white couch that matched the rest of the color scheme
throughout the apartment she snuggled down into her thick bathrobe
and allowed herself to relax for the first time in a long time.

No one knew where she was and she was safe, surrounded by friends.

Safety.

Friends.

The concepts were as foreign to her as having a permanent place to stay
and she felt panic well up inside.  What if they changed their mind?
What if they decided they didn’t want her kind hanging around?  Her
conversation with Diamond echoed back through her mind-a friend, now
former friend who turned her back on Khara because of who she was.
And what if another Shade of Night came after her?  San-San even?
What if…

"Stop it," she growled at herself. She deserved a break, deserved to
take it easy and just enjoy the simple things, if just for a little while.

"And it's not like I'm some sort of lowlife, not like…like…"



Between the soft warmth she was wrapped in and the air exchange unit
pumping a warm current into the room directly above her she almost
dozed off.

The chime of her doorbell brought her awake.

Lifting off of the couch she stepped over to the hexagonal door and hit
the intercom set alongside the frame.  "Yeah?"

"Care for some company?"

Lana.  She triggered the door and her friend hovered in, seated in a lush
repuslor chair. Her combat gear and Jedi robes were absent, instead she
was wrapped in a white gown that twisted and covered her torso, with a
thick white quilt covering her legs. She looked healthy, though Khara
could still see padding beneath the wraps where she'd been shot.

"Look at you up and around," Khara said, triggering the door shut
and following her friend in to the living space.

"I see Vic had been hard at work making you feel welcome," Lana
laughed, looking around.

"Yeah, though I was informed Garnib had sandy beaches," Khara
stepped over to the small minibar set into the wall.  "Drink?"

"Just water, thanks," Lana hovered towards the dining area and
peered in.  "Sounds like he didn’t want to scare you off.  You'd be
suprirsed though, the natural springs and heating system actually keeps
JIE pretty comfortable."

Retreiving two bottles of crystal clear glacier water from the minifridge,
she handed one to Lana and uncapped a bottle, taking a pull for herself
and letting the crisp fluid coat her throat.  "It is, very comfortable.  Still,
any time I look out the windows and see all that snow and ice, bbbrrr,"
she mocked shivered, causing Lana to laugh.

"Well, say what you will about Vic, he does go out of his way to
make us feel at home."

"Yeah, at first he seemed like a real jerk, but after he saved my
life," she took another drink.  "He seems okay."

"He just takes some getting used to. But I'll say this, I've never
seen a man so dedicated to his team before.  If you are team, to Vic
Palisades, you are family."



She remained quiet, studying the lip of the bottle before looking up.
Lana was watching her with those intelligent golden eyes and Khara
finally held her hands out.  "Okay, what?"

"You’re thinking about leaving again, aren’t you?"

"No."

"Khara, I can read minds, remember?" Lana smiled.

"Fine, yeah the idea has rolled around in my head," she dropped
into the couch.  "Isn't it against some code or something for you to go
pitter pattering around in my noggin?"

"Again, don’t need the Force to know what you are thinking," Lana
hovered over and put her hand on Khara's.  "Why won’t you allow
yourself to be happy?"

Taking another drink, Khara swished the water around in the bottle.  "I
guess I'm just not used to it, and if I'm not used to something—"

"It scares you," Lana smiled.

"Yeah, a little, especially since Vic asked me to be in Raptor
Squad," she shrugged.  "I'm just worried that I won’t fit in I guess."

Glancing into the bedroom Lana laughed.  "Looks like you are already
being put to work, when did he have that delivered?" she threw a thumb
towards the black multi-screen computer system that dominated a curve
of the room.

"This morning, though I'll give Vic credit, it's top of the line-or was
about a year ago.  It's a Vandel-890."

"I know, I've seen it before. It was A'soks," Lana said, looking back.

"A'sok?"

"A'sok Thurgood, the team's old slicer," the Trianii nodded.  "Didn’t
know him personally, but I've looked through some of the teams old
mission logs and taken walks through the arboretum and seen his
statue."

"Wow, he got a statue for being a slicer?"



"No, he got a statue because he died."

"Oh…oh," Khara looked down at her bottle.

"Yeah, Klux told me all about him, they were friends," she gave a
small smile.  "I understand your reluctance.  There is more than one
statue in that arboretum," Lana said.  "Being a member of Raptor Squad
brings with it a lot of risk, it's not something to enter into lightly."

"Then why did you?" Khara asked.

"Because, they were there for me, they gave me a home here," she
gestured around the room.  "When many beings would have turned their
back on the Mew-Tao, Vic and Klux supported us."

"I don’t know Lana.  It just seems too good to be true."

"It's not. It’s risk, sacrifice and a lot of hard work, you saw that
first hand on Tatooine," Lana leaned forward, wincing as she did so.
"But the alternative?"

She knew where her friend was going.  "Keep running, keep looking over
my shoulder, keep living on the edge."

"And the problem with living on the edge—"

"Is eventually you fall off," she finished.  Lana was right, at least
for now it seemed Garnib was going to be home.

"Well, if I'm going to be here a while I'm going to need warmer
clothes, or clothes period.  The only thing I've got to wear is what I had
on Tatooine and the gear I have in my speeder bike-and that isn’t exactly
high fashion if you catch my drift."

"Well, when I heal up we can go hit up some shops in the upper
level, you'd be surprised at some of the stores Garnib plays host to. Here,
I've got you a housewarming, er, apartment warming gift."

"An ocean and extra sun?" Khara smiled.

"Not quite," from beneath the sheet covering her legs, Lana
produced an old, battered device that had seen better days but that
Khara recognized in an instant.



"My holoalbum!" she screamed and took the device gingerly from
Lana's grasp.  "Oh Lana!  I never thought I would see this again!" she
embraced her friend and squeezed tight.

"OW…OW…OW."

"Oh sorry! Sorry!" she quickly let go and stpped away, but the
Trianii was back to smiling.

"Where, I mean, how did—" Khara held the holoablum in her
hands like a precious Comatii Crystal Vase.

"When Arturo and I were kicked off the 'Gambit, I grabbed it.
Didn’t know why at the time," she shrugged.

Inside the only traces of Khara's past, pre-Wroonian Thieves Guild
existed.  Pics of her parents, her as a baby and even some as an
adolescent.  Other pics were more recent, she and Sulin when they began
their smuggling career, some pics of she and Laric, but the pics of her
parents, on their wedding day, at a carnival, a few others-those were the
ones most precious to her.

"I never thought I would see it again," tears welled up in the
corners of her eyes and escaped down her cheeks.  "Thank you, thank
you so much Lana."

"My pleasure.  Thanks for the water, I'm going to head back, the
meds are kicking in and I can feel myself getting sleepy."

"Breakfast tomorrow?" Khara lay the album down and stood.  "My
treat!"

"Sounds good. Just try to get some rest and sleep easy, you’re with
friends now," Lana said, hovering to the door.

Leaning down and giving her friend a much more gentle hug, she kissed
Lana's cheek as the Trianii returned the gesture. "Thank you Lana, I…"

"I know, I'll see you in the morning," Lana triggered the door and
hovered out and down the hall.  Khara watched her go, returning back to
her living room and pouring over the holoalbum for the next hour.

Darkness descended outside and the orange glows coming from the
thousands of sweefes pooled orange light onto the glimmering
aquamarine ice.



Speeders whipped around, though on Garnib everything seemed to move
at a slower pace.
She found she couldn’t sleep and tossed and turned in her bed for an
hour before finally getting up and fetching herself a nightcap.

"Hm," she toggled on the auto-tender at the minibar and watched a
small holo-menu jump to life above the mixing nozzles.

"Greetings Khara, what would you like tonight?" the autotender
asked in a casual voice that sounded almost human.

"Uhm, how about something that will help me sleep."

"Might I recommend a Bextor Churn?  It's a warm, sublte brandy-
chocolatte based drink that won’t leave you with a pounding hangover."

"Yeah, that sounds good," she waited while the nozzles ejected
several steaming liquids into a short glass, resulting in a brown mixiture
that caused her to salivate.

Stepping over to the Vandal-890 system, Khara dropped into the small
hoverchair and took a drink of the warm concotion that also acted as a
heater for her hands.
The delicious mix of booz and chocolate raced down her throat and
warmed her at her core.  Another sip and she could feel herself starting
to relax.

"Might as well see what we've got here," she set the drink aside and
powered up the computer system.

PASSWORD REQUIRED.

The words dominated all of the screens and Khara leaned back and
cracked her knuckles.  "Allright A'sok let's see how good you were."

Ten minutes later, after going through every trick, every program and
every backdoor she thought she knew, she'd made little to no progress,
except on the Bexor Churn- that was gone.

"Fine, fine, maybe I'll just need to put this off tomorrow when I
have the enrgy to get my own equiptment out and jack in.  Bet you can’t
keep me out if I plug a Level Seven codebreaker program in there," she
was almost slurring now, surprised at how potent the drink was.

"That won’t be necessary Khara."



The voice was unfamiliar and she spun around, thinking someone had
broken into her room, but as her eyes scanned the darkness, illuminated
by the compuer screens she was certain she was alone.

"Who said that?" the alcohol had been pushed out of her mind and
she was tense, ready for anything.

"I did," she slowly turned back towards the Vandal System and
froze.

Looking back at her, occupying the computer screens was a shimmering,
translucent image of a human.  He was young, from what she could tell,
and made up of skipping and jumping lines of sharp orange resolution.

"Who, or what, are you?"

"I'm A'sok, or more accurately, I'm A'sok's AI."

"You've got to be kidding," she leaned back, shaking her head to
make sure she wasn't dreaming or that the alcohol wasn't doing a
number on her.

"Afraid not," the face froze and leaned in.  "So, youre the new
member of Raptor Squad huh? I'm impressed with your skill, I would
have let you work longer, but you look pretty tired and I was worried you
would fall asleep before I was able to introduce myself."

"Oh, well sure," she nodded. "So an AI of a dead teammate huh?
For some reason I can't find the energy to be surprised. Do the others
know about you?"

The AI laughed.  "Khara—"

"And how do you know my name?" she interrupted.

"I know everything that has been logged into the computers here at
JIE, including mission briefings. I don’t know much about you but I
know you are a good slicer.  Still, to answer your question, no, the other
members of Raptor Squad have no idea I exist."

"Why?"

"Simple. While they are adequate at using computers, they
wouldn't know the first thing about how to power up, let alone access the
information stored on a Vandal-890, not that I would let them."



"Really?  Why not?"

"Paranoia.  You are a little more receptive to me because you didn’t
know me.  Vic and Klux, well, they are great guys, and were like brothers
to A'sok, but if I presented myself to them they might blast first and ask
questions later."

"And by then it would be too late," she smiled. "I know AI
technology exists that can transfer memories and personalities into
computer programs, surely they would understand."

"We'll find out.  I figure you can tell them when the time is right."

"So I'm your proxy?" she nodded.

"If you choose to be. I can be of great assistance. A'sok
programmed me to help the team as much as I can.  I intend to keep his
wish."

"Well, I have to tell you A'sok," she was fully sober now. "I've seen
in all kinds of systems and dealt with a lot of different AI's, but this, this
is pretty weird."

The simulated man laughed, then winked.  "Yeah, but trust me, we are
going to be more valuable to the team and each other in the long run if
we work together."

"How do I know you aren’t intent on causing mischief?" she asked.
"You might be looking to do us harm."

The AI let go with a laugh that was long and loud.  Finally, a digital hand
wiped a digital tear from his eye.  "Oh!  That's good!  You are going to
make a great Raptor, you are already getting paranoid!"

"Okay, still, how do I know?" she pressed.

"Because Kahra, if I wanted to do you harm, I could have guided a
JIE freighter in through your bedroom window and destroyed this entire
building.”

Nodding, she leaned back and got comfortable.  "No thanks, I like this
apartment and I’ve already had a good one blown up by a psycho.”

“Adkins?”

“You knew him?”



“Unfortunately,” the A’sok AI feigned a shudder.

“Is he the reason you are,” she gestured at the console with her
finger.

“Oh, no, no not that he didn’t try. A’sok perished because of
a Sith Scream.”

“I’ve heard of those, they are three parts Gralish Liquer, two
parts-”

“That’s a ‘Sith Spirit,’ and no, they are not the same thing,” the AI
rolled his digital eyes.

Khara shrugged.  “Oh, okay, so, we’re partners now.  Where do we
start?”

"How about the beginning?" the A'sok AI also mimicked leaning
back.

"The beginning? She held her hands up, "the beginning of what?"

"Of everything," Asok AI smiled.

“Wow, this might take awhile,” she flicked the glass with her
fingernail sending a melodious “ting” throughout the room.  “I’m going to
need more booze, aren’t I?”

“It might help,” the AI smiled. “See, it all started on a little planet
called Valex III…"

*

The dented, scarred metal reflected the cool blue shimmering light
from the glacier as Vic turned the helmet over in his hands, letting his
fingers explore the pits and holes.
Outside the evening came on and things grew quiet. The halls outside his
office doors were silent and he could imagine the rest of the team settling
into their apartments and the employees going on about their business.
The mission had been a success, despite some complications and that no
one died was an added bonus.  Though if things had gone differently,
some of the team could have perished.
Some almost did.



The thought bothered him and he sat back in his deep leather chair and
wondered at it.
He was trained not to get too close, to keep the soldiers under his
command at arms length.

When did that change?

Maybe it never did, he told himself. Old friends, Sadik, Rico, Stibbins-
soldiers who died or suffered because of him and he still felt the ache of
guilt and regret.  Despite his training, despite the attempts of the Ivory
Brigade to force him to forget and move on he never could.  Just one test
they put in front of him that he failed at.

He looked back to the helmet. He'd scraped clean whatever the
compound was that the Hendanyan's used to craft their death masks-
making it his first priority upon returning to Garnib.  Whatever memories
existed inside were gone now-and Terminus the Hunter was truly dead.
The files Klux rescued from Terminus' ship revealed a life of pain and
violence, records of thousands of captures and kills, countless lives
snuffed out by the half-Weequay, half-human hunter.
From what he could tell there once was good in him-a noble being who
fought the good fight, trying to do the right thing for those that could not.
But somewhere along the way he fell from the path and went astray.  His
personal logs, his memoirs were a blueprint of his progressed dementia.
Around the time the Hendanyan gifted him the helmet, things began to
change, and they continued to change for a long, long time, until
eventually Terminus believed he was a God and could not die.

And he was just charismatic to convince others of the same.

He stopped and gazed into the cracked red visor, looking at several
reflections that stared back.

Ord Mantell. Trevis Lorne.

He killed the man-and at the time marked it off to the paranonia caused
by being hunted by Ket-but there was always something else, always a
reason the pull of the trigger was so easy-so natural.
But how much of it was Terminus and how much was Vic Palisades?
Both were fantasies-neither existed, not really. Just masks he found
himself hiding behind so he could close his eyes and sleep at night.
He was tired. Tired of running, tired of hiding.  He was tired of being so
far from home.

Vic Kasteel let out a long, heavy sigh and hefted the heavy, battle scarred
object in his hand, holding it up to his face so he looked into the visor.



"Someday, someday I'm going to go home and I'm going to take my
planet back-and my name."

He dropped the helmet into a small case and kicked it under his desk
with his boot. In the deep blue light pouring through the large floor to
ceiling office windows, he poured himself a third glass of Soccoran Rava
and downed half of it.
The harsh spirit bore down his throat and he let it. He already achieved a
respectable buzz and was trying to maintain it until he could get to sleep.
Besides the bottle and glass, the only other item on the desk was the
small disc case containing Bak'te's info on his sister.
The only way he would be able to handle a blank disc was with an ample
amount of alcohol in his system, fortunately, he had it covered.
Retrieving the disc, he slid it into the reader set into the edge of his desk
and held his breath.

The holoprojection jumped to life.  And his heart sank into his boots.

A mish-mash of silent, green jibberish hovered in the air above the desk
and he dropped his head.

Encrypted.

And likely the codes died with Bak'te.  It was all for nothing.

Nothing.

Balling his fists he sat in silence and forced back the rage that was
working hard to fight through the layers of intoxication.

"It must hurt to have hope right in your hands and watch it
snatched away."

Hands moving on their own, they slid up beneath his desk to where he
kept his concealed blaster-

Gone.

"I took the liberty of removing your weapon Vic, I'm sure you
understand."

The voice came from the darkened recesses of his office and beyond the
green noise he spotted movement, a figure that glided easily from one
shadow to the next, but he didn’t need to see to know who the voice
belonged to.



"I heard you were dead Ket.  Guess I should have finished the job
myself to make sure it was done right," he let out a sigh.  He would have
another minute or two before Ket killed him, he would have a chance to
turn the tables, to fight, to live…
Looking past the green noise hovering above his desk, he suddenly
realized that he didn't have much reason to fight any more.

"I'm sorry that you won’t ever get that chance Vic," Ket said,
stopping in one of the deepest shadows alongside a room support.  "I
thought we should talk before we got down to business."

"I don’t have anything left to say to you.  I held up my end of the
bargain, delivered your box to Bak'te-though that didn’t go as planned,"
Vic reached for the bottle.  "Care for a drink before you kill me?"

"Keep your hands away from the bottle," Ket said and Vic knew
enough about the man that another move would result in his death.

"Just thought we could have a drink—"

"No, what you were thinking is that you would use the bottle as a
weapon," Ket said and Vic couldn’t argue with him.

"Yeah, that's true," he returned his hand to the desktop.  Partially
blinded by the holostatic, Vic watched as Ket peeled himself from the
shadows and strolled forward.

Then his face lit up.

"What the hell…" Vic peered through the holo at the Ketbot, who
stepped close enough to be seen.

"You gotta be kidding me," Vic said, unblinking.

"If I just showed up on your doorstep I didn’t think I would receive
a very warm welcome," the Ketbot said-in perfect mimicary of Ket Adkin's
voice.

 It was unlike the droids he'd encountered in Ket's base on Dega, sleeker,
taller and more lethal looking. Vic took a deep breath, sinking back in his
chair as the Ketbot took a seat opposite, training his own blaster on his
chest.



"Figures, Ket would program one of his droids to kill me," Vic
stood, "Well, I'm not going out without a fight, you want to kill me you
are going to have to blast me right here you bastard."

"Sit down Vic," the Ketbot motioned with the blaster.  "I'm not here
to kill you."

"Says the psychotic bot with a gun,” Vic smirked.

"I'm not psychotic. Ket was psychotic, but that's because he had
bad implants.  I will concede my personality matrix is formatted directly
off of Ket's personality, but that hardly makes me psychotic."

"You, you've got Ket's personality?" Vic shook his head.

The Ketbot nodded.  "It's revolutionary technology, experimental, but yes,
I have his personality, memories and mannerisms, fortunately, he was
lucid enough at the time to wipe clean the more…eccentric traits."

"Like skinning wookiees and sending heads to former partners?"

"Exactly."

"You'll pardon me if I don’t believe you," Vic crossed his arms.  He
had a panic button set into one of the desk drawers-if he could get to it…

"You know what your problem is Vic?" The Ketbot tilted its head to
the side.

"I don't impose a more strict acceptance policy for the team?"

"Well, yes, but there is more than just that."

"Then I guess you are going to tell me," Vic sneered.

"If you like."

"Okay, just to be clear, the droid whose personality matrix is based
off a psychotic killer who skinned former teammates is about to tell me
what my problem is."

"If you sit down, yes."

Taking his chair, Vic looked at the Ketbot through the green static and
noise still hovering above his desk.  "Go ahead, I'm listening."



"You've forgotten how to trust people," the Ketbot placed the
blaster on the desk and slid it across to Vic. "Or droids for that matter."

Despite his buzz, Vic snatched the weapon up and trained it on the
droids faceplate.  “Yeah, I hear that all the time-usually from people
trying to kill me.”

They sat for a moment in silence, regarding one another.

"But you could have killed me and didn't, why?" Vic asked.

"As I've stated: I'm not here to kill you Vic, I'm here to help you."

"Poodoo, Ket only helped himself.  What do you want?"

The droid leaned back and kicked his feet up on the desk.  His chassis
gleamed like black gold trimmed with glowing red accents-an electronic
embodiment of Ket if Vic had ever seen one.  "The question is Vic, what
do YOU want?"

"Answers," Vic kept the blaster trained on the droid.

"Okay, lets start with this one, it's been bothering me for a while
now," the Ketbot leaned forward and placed it's palm on the desk.

The green holostatic cleared and spun into an image.  Stunned, Vic
watched the profile of a holo newscaster crystallize.  The volume was low
and Vic leaned forward and froze the image.

"How did you do that?"

"Easily. I had the decryption software."

He restarted the holo and kicked up the volume. Hoveirng above the
desk, a female Selonian newscaster smiled and turned towards him.

"Welcome back to the Underground Sports Feed, directly from the
Outer Rim! And finally tonight, in the latest results from the Mendacc
System, the Crashball match between The Bozil Ten Blazers and the
Chimairan Specters ended in this amazing play by Crashball superstar
Sizzle Selange…"

The image shifted to one of a female in some sort of blue sporting gear,
propelled forward on jet boots. In her hand she held a red ball and
another, similarly dressed opponent was about to intercept her.



At the last minute a sword swiveled from her arguard and impaled the
opposing player-and as the twitching corpse slid from her blade and
plummeted into the jungle canopy below, the woman slung the red ball
into a large goal that lit up the sky.
Holding her arms high, she turned and pulled her helmet off, throwing it
into the air as fireworks exploded all around her.

And for the first time in years, Vic looked into the face of his sister
Lacacia.

He froze the image and stared for what seemed hours.  Finally, the
Ketbot shifted-not that it needed to and Vic pulled himself back to the
present.

"Your sister?" it asked.

"Yeah, yeah I haven’t seen her in," he stopped.  "How did you come
by the decryption?  How did—"

"Vic," the Ketbot leaned forward, waving his hand and pushing
the holo into a small box so they could see one another clearly.  "Ket
worked with Bak'te.  He had the decryption all along-but without the disc
it was useless-consider this Ket's gift to you, for all of the pain and
trouble he caused. You know, there were times in Ket's deluded,
damaged brain that he felt genuine sorrow and regret for how things
went down. Now, those times were seldom and far between, but they did
exist."

"I'm guessing most of those times occurred when he was asleep."

"Funny. But no, some of those times he capitalized on. Do you
really think he came to Garnib to attack JIE?"

"If he didn't he did a damn fine job of convincing me otherwise,"
Vic tried to push thoughts of his sister from his mind and take in all that
was happening-he was having a hard time processing it all.

"That attack was a diversion Vic, a distraction to cover his real
plan."

"Which was?"

"Me."

"You?" every instinct Vic had was to blast the droid to slag, but the
way he spoke, the things he said, were making an unusual sense.



"He infiltrated JIE Vic, placed surveillance equipment all
throughout the facility, tied directly to me," the Ketbot sat immobile, it's
narrow visor flaring red every time it spoke. "My mission parameters were
simple-monitor all traffic, determine if you kept your word and if you did,
offer my service and delete all protocols that would result in the
termination of Raptor Squad."

"So," Vic leaned back, "if we fulfilled our mission, you're a friend, if
we didn’t—"

"I would have killed you all."

"And would you have?"

For the first time the Ketbot seemed at a loss for words.  "I honestly don’t
know," it said. "When Ket first placed me here, yes, I would have carried
out his orders. But…"

"But?"

"It sounds odd, but being here, monitoring you and the rest of
Raptor Squad, I…admire…what you are.  I admire the connection you've
been able to forge despite your differences. It's miraculous that you've
survived as long as you have and are still together."

"You sounds more sane than Ket ever did," Vic ran his hand
through his hair.

"I told you, I'm an advanced AI, I grow and learn, and can even
change my mind, if events warrant."

"I see that, but where, how did Ket come by this technology?"

"I still have a few secrets Vic, but I'll tell you in due time, assuming
you don’t find out on your own, which is becoming more and more likely.
You'd be surprised at the answer and I feel I've given you enough to think
about already."

"Fair enough, but back to your mission parameters," Vic said. How
did you know we fulfilled the mission?"

"Your mission briefings," Ketbot pointed to the desk.  "The second
you logged them they were beamed to me and processed. Thank you, by
the way."



Vic let it all sink in. Part of him wanted to pull the trigger, but another
part held his finger at bay.  "You said you're here to help me?"

"If you like, this," it gestured to the holo, "Is just the tip of the
glacier. I know you need team members Vic.  You can use me. In addition
to Ket's personality matrix, I also have been upgraded and enhanced to
match his skill set.  I am as lethal as he ever was with a blaster and my
chassis is shielded vibranium laced with—"

"Okay, okay, I get it, you are tough, but you look a lot different
than those Ketbots we saw back on Dega."

"I'm a protoype. Ket designated me Tek-S.I.N.S.,  the last-and best-
Ketbot to be produced."

"Okay, I get the “Tek” part, that’s Ket backwards, but what about
this SINS business?  Are you telling me you are here to atone for his
sins?”

“Not exactly, the S.I.N.S stands for ‘Sophisticated Integrated Neural
System,’ though knowing exactly how Ket thought, I’m sure there may
have been a bit of irony in the chosen designation.

“I’m sure,” Vic shrugged. “So , you think you are going to be a part
of this team?  That is going to be a hard sell, Teksin," Vic laughed.

“Sins,” the droid corrected.  “You left the S off.”

“It makes it sound like theres more than one of yyou, Teksin
sounds better.  There, aren’t any more of  you are there?”

“I afraid not, “ the droid said.

“Then Teksin it is,” Vic leaned back. “Still, I don’t think we’ll need
to worry about it, you likely won’t be around long.”

"But I will be," the droid replied, matter-of-factly.

"Oh really?  What makes you so sure?"

The droid stood and walked to the window, gazing out into the Garnib
night.  "For months I sat in a storage pod buried beneath an ice shelf Vic,
and all I had to do during that time was listen to you and your team.
Despite what you think, they trust you. If you tell them I will be good for
this team, they will believe you."



"You think it will be that easy?"

"Affimative."

Staring at the small holoscreen hovering above his desk, Vic rolled the
idea around in his head. He would need time to think about it, to explore
the possibilities. Between finding out his sister is an outlaw sports star
and having a mechanical embodiment of Ket sitting across from him he
was going to need a few more drinks-and time. "How do I know you won’t
turn on us and try to take us out?"

Omega Eight turned. "You've experienced the extent of my theatrics Vic.
If I wanted you dead I would have rigged the landing pad with explosives
and detonated it when you set down.  Besides that," it's metal shoulders
rose and fell, "You'll have to do what you always have to do with new
recruits Vic-you'll just have to trust me."

EPILOGUE

He sat watching Gergie run through the garden, chasing a fat
orange flitbeetle.

The afternoon sunlight warmed the porch and a cool breeze caused the
insect netting to flutter in on gentle currents.

"I hope you like your tea strong," Maritra said, setting the cup
down beside him on the small table.  "I'm afraid I'm still getting used to
the brewer."

"I'm sure it's fine, thank you," Xander said smiling.

"I appreciate you coming with us and settling the issues with the
local council," she wore a simple gown of grey cloth and boots almost too
big for her feet.  Tossing a strand of snady-brown hair from her face she
smiled and took a seat opposite him. "Even though you handed over
Hawq's last will and testament, I think they were looking forward to
taking over this land."



Sipping the tea, the warm brew crossed his lips with a sweet honey
flavored taste.  "I can’t blame them-he picked a beautiful spot. Still, I
have a way with words, they were more than agreeable when I mentioned
that Officer Hawq's last request was to be buried on the property. I think
that decreased the property value in their eyes," he shook his head. Out
beyond the garden on the edge of the orchard Hawq's monument caught
the fading light of the day; the ground around it still freshly tilled; they'd
put down seed over top of it directly following the ceremony he, Maritra
and Gergie held. "This is such a fine piece of land. Do you plan on doing
any growing?"

She nursed the drink for a moment, staring out at her daughter before
nodding.  "I do. This is our home now, and Hawq worked so hard on the
land-it would be a shame not to honor his legacy by tending and keeping
it fertile." She set her cup down and reached over, taking his hand.

He was suprised but didn’t show it.  Instead he smiled and returned the
gentle squeeze.

"I can’t thinak you enough Lord Paddox—"

"Xander."

"Xander, I'll never get used to calling you that," she laughed.

"I know, you've had two weeks and I correct you every time," he
laughed as well. After Gergie's procedure, he brought them back to
Tanaab on the Lonesome Swan, and wound up staying at the house with
her to make sure she and Gergie had settled in and to do any repairs and
to make sure they would be alright. They'd sold the ship and she had a
nice bit to live on and a repsulorsled to make frequent trips into town if
necessary.
Sleeping in the spare bedroom, surrounded by Hawq's commendations
and the history, he'd spent his nights reading up on the sector ranger,
finding himself constantly surprised and impressed.

Maritra looked back out at Gergie.  "I thought I was watching my
daughter's last days, her lying in that hospital, just fading away day by
day.  I thought Hawq had done his best but…" she shook her head.  "I
never dreamed he'd succeeded."

Patting her hand, Xander smiled. "Hawq was a good man and a fine
officer.  He will be missed, but his sacrifice wasn't for nothing," he let her
hand go and waved to Gergie who enthusiastically waved back. "I
couldn’t have captured that bounty without him-he saved my life."



They sat in silence, listening to the distant crashing waves and watching
the fruit trees casting longer and longer shadows across the garden.

"She looks like she's healed up," Xander took another drink of the
cooled tea.  It was better now, more subtle and he held it in his mouth a
moment before letting it race down his throat-and for the briefest
moment thought back to the Riallo Vineyards Fifth Season Blush he
shared back on Tatooine and shuddered.
It could have all gone so wrong.  Instead of sitting here sipping tea and
watching a little girl play with bugs he could be dead-chopped into pieces
by a psychotic bounty hunter who saw him as an asset-a stack of credits
instead of a person.
But Tan'angral Hawq saved him, when he didn’t need to, when he had
plenty of reason for letting him die, Hawq did the right thing.
From the left breast pocket of his tunic his comm gave off a small chime.
Retreiving it, he saw the message light flash and turned the device
sideway and slid the casing apart.  Inside, a small screen alerted him to a
message passed across several galactic relays.  He hit the button and
peered at the screen.

WE NEED TO MEET-YOUR UNCLE HAS QUESTIONS ABOUT YOUR
EXPENSES-WOMACK.

Sliding the device shut he returned the commlink to his pocket.

"Everything okay?" Maritra asked, looking at him over the lip of her
teacup.

"Oh, yeah, just an old friend I've not seen in a while," he put the
message out of his mind-he would have to deal with it, just not right
now.  "Still, I better get going, I've got a long trip ahead of me," Xander
smiled and stood.

"Xander," she took his hand and held it, running her thumb along
the top in a gentle circle. "You've been so good to us, are you sure I can’t
convince you to stay?" Maritra looked up and her smile reached into and
beyond her swirling green irises.  There was more than just an invitation
to stay in that look, there was an invitation to start a new life-here with
her and Gergie.

For a moment he considered it, and in his mind's eye knew he would be
happy and content here on Tanaab.

But they wouldn’t be safe. More hunters would come.  He was still on the
run from the Empire and there were those out there who would be willing



to kill Maritra and Gergie just to get at him-and there was no way he was
going to let that happen.

"I wish I could, I really do," he gave her hand one last, gentle
squeeze and let go.  "But I've promised some friends back on Garnib I'd
be back.  They need me."

"I understand," she stood and embraced him, holding him close to
her frail body.  "Please come back someday and visit us."

"Xander!  Xander I caught a green one just for you!" he glanced
from Maritra and smiled.

Just beyond the folds of the insect netting Gergie held a fat bug high on
her finger. Letting Maritra go with a small kiss on the cheek he stepped
through the netting and held his hand out, letting the bug lumber from
Gergie's finger onto his.

"Wow, look at that! He is a big one!" he smiled at the child.
"Should we let him go?"

She considered it for a moment, her intelligent green eyes-just like her
mothers-looking at the bug, then back to him; she finally nodded and he
gave the bug a lift, and together they watched it flutter and take flight,
making lazily circles high over the garden.

"You have to leave, don’t you?"

"I'm afraid so Gergie.  I've got friends wating for me far away and I
have to get back to them."

"Please come back," she wrapped her arms around his neck and
squeezed tight.  He squeezed back as the retreating sun warmed his face
and he caught the faint sweetness from the nearby orchard.

"I will.  You take care of your mom and have fun, just…just have
fun being a kid," he pulled away and gave her a small kiss on the
forehead.

"Thank you for helping me get better Xander," she whispered.

"You're welcome Gergie," he gestured to the white monument
across the garden.  "But it's Officer Hawq who did all of the hard work.
Just remember to thank him every now and then."

She followed his gaze and nodded.  "I will.  Every day.  I promise."



Hearing the determination in her voice, he knew that was one promise
that would be kept.

THE END


