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  “My name’s Kels Turkhorn, and I’m a professional thief. I hear you’ve been looking for someone to hook up with?


  “Hey, I’m not ashamed of what I do for a living. At least I’m honest about being a thief, unlike the Imps who couch their extortion rackets in terms of tariffs and fees. Oh, and then there’s the Rebels who steal everything from credits to starships in the name of freedom. And neither side cares whether their marks can afford to replace the stuff they’re stealing. I only steal from those who have too many credits to begin with.


  “A few months ago. I met a thief named Cavv. He summed up our profession nicely: ‘Kels, if you steal a girl’s man, you’ll get your eyes clawed out. If you lift a man’s credit voucher, you’ll get tossed in the local detention block. If you steal something really big, however, you’ll be a folk hero and you’ll get a medal pinned on you. It’s a strange line of work, we’re in.’


  “Every pro is looking for that ‘big score.’ We’re not shifty and lazy and stupid like many would have you believe… at least not those of us who are good thieves.


  “The outfit I’m currently with is looking for its first big score. Perhaps you’d like to join us? Here, let’s go over here, and I’ll introduce you to the boss. You heard of Tasariq? No? Well, there’s a fortune to be made there. We’ve got a fail-proof plan. All we need is a little startup capital…”
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      “You want me to help you steal a Star Destroyer?” Sconn said, a bit too loudly.

    


    
      

    


    
      After a reproachful stare at his nephew, Cavv quickly scanned the crowd at Stock Lights. Most of the scruffy-looking bunch were busy with their own shady dealings and paid the duo no mind. A particularly ugly Rodian at the next table glanced over for a moment, then resumed his own conversation. However the Rodian’s companion, a tiny Mixtwirk, had slyly turned his antennae in their direction.

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv reached over and closed his hand firmly around the Mixtwirk’s aural appendages. “If you want to keep these attached, friend. I advise you point them somewhere else.”

    


    
      

    


    
      The small alien squawked in fury at Cavv, who responded by squeezing harder.

    


    
      

    


    
      The Rodian leaned back in his chair, apparently removing himself from the conflict. In actuality, the alien’s hand was sliding over his holster.

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn flashed the Rodian a grin and slowly shook his head ‘no’. The alien’s bulging eyes followed Sconn’s hand as it brushed back his sleeve. The wrist laser concealed underneath was pointing directly at the Rodian’s chest.

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv chuckled. “I think it’s time you boys were leaving.”

    


    
      

    


    
      The small alien chirped indignantly.

    


    
      

    


    
      “Because I own the place,” Cavv replied, releasing his grip. “And since that was your last meal here, it’s on the house. I suggest you catch the heel-and-toe express before my supply of altruism runs out.”

    


    
      

    


    
      The Mixtwirk seemed to consider making a retort, thought better of it, then motioned for the Rodian to leave.

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv settled back in his chair. “So, where was I?”

    


    
      

    


    
      “One step away from the Old Spacer’s Home,” Sconn said.

    


    
      

    


    
      “Hilarious, nephew. I often wondered if I was the only one in our family with a sense of humor. Now I know for sure… l am.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Well there’s one thing that I never find the least bit funny… death.” Sconn waved his hand dismissively. “And what you’re proposing is suicide.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “You said you’d help.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “That’s because when you asked me to assist you in ‘acquiring’ a ship for the Republic, you neglected to mention it was going to be an Imperial Star Destroyer.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv seemed to have found something very interesting to look at on the floor.

    


    
      

    


    
      “Either the ghost of the Emperor just materialized under our table, or there’s another point of interest you haven’t told me about.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv looked back up at his nephew. “Well, technically, this ship isn’t a Star Destroyer.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Thank the Force for small favors.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “It’s really more of a Super Star Destroyer.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn didn’t say a word. His mouth opened ever so slightly, but no sound emerged.

    


    
      

    


    
      “You did promise,” Cavv said with his best spotluma smile. “And from what I’ve heard, Sienn Sconn always keeps his promise, doesn’t he? As the old Devaronian saying goes. Even a fool can find that the—”

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn quickly stuck an interrupting finger in the air “Fine. You win. We’ll go get ourselves killed. Just don’t start with those blasted platitudes.”
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      Sconn shifted uncomfortably in his seat. One problem with newly installed governments is that their leaders still thought like the revolutionaries they once were. In the Alliance, no one wasted material on creature comforts, so not even a distinguished general had plush chairs in his office. Sienn Sconn liked such amenities—the good life as it were. Unfortunately, from the way General Airen Cracken was talking. Sconn’s life was about to turn bad. Very bad.

    


    
      

    


    
      “…estimate the remaining crew complement of the Super Star Destroyer Guardian at about 250,000 of which 40,000 or so are trained combatants.” The General stated this as if he was merely ordering roast pormork at the nearest space diner. That made Sconn extremely nervous.

    


    
      

    


    
      Cryle Cavv glanced over and could tell by his nephew’s expression that Sconn was drifting into hyperspace. He delivered a subtle, yet sharp, nudge to Sconn’s ribs.

    


    
      

    


    
      The General continued: “We can only estimate the weapon and shield strength of the ship, but are confident the hyperdrive is temporarily out of commission.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv nodded. “As I recall, the Guardian took quite a pounding at Tantive V before it finally escaped.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “We believe that was the last jump it made.” The General’s voice lowered. “The Guardian is still out there, somewhere, battered and broken. Just waiting for us.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn raised a finger into the air. “When you say ‘us,’ whom exactly are you referring to?”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Nephew!”

    


    
      

    


    
      Cracken grinned. “A valid question, Cavv. I am speaking metaphorically of the Republic and more specifically the New Republic Special Acquisitions Unit.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn brightened a bit. The SAU. Now that was very professional-sounding. Then the thief realized something. “Never heard of them.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Er.” Cracken glanced at the far wall. “They’re a recent development.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn’s nose crinkled. “How recent?”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Just a few minutes ago.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Oh well, as my uncle always says,” Sconn glanced meaningfully at Cavv. “Never look a gift garrat in the mouth; it’s likely to bite your head clean off.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv cleared his throat noisily.

    


    
      

    


    
      “Who exactly heads up this unit?” Sconn asked.

    


    
      

    


    
      Cracken paused a moment, then gestured theatrically. At Cavv “A legendary acquisitions specialist.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “And his team?”

    


    
      

    


    
      “A veteran unit consisting of,” there was another pause before the general finally said, “you.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Me,” Sconn echoed. He added hopefully. “Anybody else?”

    


    
      

    


    
      “No.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn inhaled a long breath of air through his nostrils, and settled down in his chair. He tried to, anyway. It was like sitting on a blasted rock.

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv steepled his fingers. “After all these years, how did you come across this find?”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Luck actually. Some of our probe droids have run across a number of Lambda-class shuttles appearing in Imperial-controlled systems requesting parts to repair the hyperdrive of a large capital ship. It took a little digging and a lot of time, but further investigation revealed that the shuttles were part of the complement of the Guardian.” Cracken’s eyes flashed as he seemed to be reliving the moment. “The ship is extremely vulnerable to attack and potential capture. Taking a Super Star Destroyer intact would be one of the greatest coups in New Republic history. I know it won’t be an easy task.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “There’s a shock,” Sconn muttered.

    


    
      

    


    
      “Unfortunately, because of NRI’s efforts to find who’s behind the mysterious terrorist bombings throughout the Core sectors, I don’t have much in the way of personnel or ships to spare. And of course, the Guardian must first be located.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Easier done than said,” Cavv said with a dismissive wave of his hand.

    


    
      

    


    
      “I think you have that one backwards, uncle.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv’s eyes were nearly twinkling now. Sconn recognized the look. “My sources, and they are quite reliable, have uncovered a clandestine meeting to take place less than a week from now on the planet Vohai in the Parmel Sector. A Lambda-class shuttle is scheduled to rendezvous with the famed Vohai Unirail at Sonsy Station.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn wasn’t liking this at all. Cracken’s face had erupted into a smile frighteningly similar to the one his uncle was wearing.

    


    
      

    


    
      “Burgo Teage, a nefarious black market dealer, is meeting up with the shuttle’s occupants to close a certain deal in which hyperdrive components for a capital ship play a rather key role.” Cavv waggled his eyebrows and leaned back with utterly dramatic flair.

    


    
      

    


    
      Cracken was already pressing the inter-comlink panel on his desk. “Gerind, I’m going to need two tickets for the Vohai Unirail’s next excursion.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv clamped a hand on Sconn’s shoulder, jovially shaking his nephew. “Good news. boy. You’re going on vacation. With your favorite uncle no less.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “You’re my only uncle,” Sconn reminded him.

    


    
      

    


    
      “Funny you should mention it. See, the Rodians have an old saying about family and favoritism…”

    


    
      

    


    
      General Cracken tried valiantly to maintain a straight face as Sconn managed to sink even lower in his chair.
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      “Welcome aboard Corellian Translines SV-45 express transport to Vohai,” came a voice tinged with a carefully cultivated, cultured accent. “I’m Duran Har, your captain. Sit back, relax, and enjoy the journey. If there’s anything we can do to make the trip more pleasant or you, use the call button to your right, and one of our attendants will be with you momentarily.” The captain then launched into an abbreviated travelogue for Vohai and the rest of the planets in the Parmel Sector.

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn rolled his eyes in annoyance as the sturdy StarSpeeder 3000 lurched into hyperspace. “You’d think Cracken’s people could have arranged something less touristy.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv looked up from his datapad. “We don’t want to arouse any suspicion. And don’t forget, from here on in the name’s Burgo Teage.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Let me guess. I’m your lovely assistant.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Correct. Except for the lovely part.” Cavv looked back at his datapad and said: “Gronk.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Pardon?”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Gronk.” Cavv started laughing. “That’s your name. Gronk.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn was not amused.
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      Sconn glanced up through the transparlsteel skylight to thin unirail track.

    


    
      

    


    
      “Something wrong?” Cavv asked.

    


    
      

    


    
      “The fact that we’re about two kilometers above the ground hanging on a super-conductive wire that doesn’t look it could support the weight of a Wookiee much less 46 rail cars.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Relax. To date the Vohai has a perfect safety record.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Yeah, well, to date we hadn’t ridden on it.”

    


    
      

    


    
      They sat in the upper level of the dining/casino car, nursing fluted glasses of Renan wine. Their table, nestled in the corner offered an excellent view of the turbolifts down to the casino portion of the car.

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn checked his chronometer.

    


    
      

    


    
      “Relax, neph—” Caw pressed his lips together. “I mean, Gronk. Our guest still has some time before his nightly foray to the gambling tables. And we’re not scheduled to reach Sensyno Station for another hour.” He let his gaze travel to the viewport nearby. The clouds had thinned somewhat and the night sky unfolded around them. Brightly twinkling congregations of light on the horizon marked the location of some of Vohai’s cityscapes. “Take a moment to enjoy the spectacular view, savor your wine, delight in the simple pleasures of the moment.” Cavv raised his glass in a toast.

    


    
      

    


    
      “I thought you retired to do just that.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “I did. But this was one mission I couldn’t turn down. So I made myself un-retired.” Cavv’s voice took on a distant quality. “It’s a very strange business we’re in, nephew. You steal a wallet and you get tossed in jail. You steal a man’s wife and you get a bloody nose. But you steal something large enough, you get famous. A Super Star Destroyer! This will make us the greatest thieves who ever lived.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Or we’ll die trying,” Sconn said flatly, swirling the remains of his wine around in the glass and then taking a mouthful.

    


    
      

    


    
      “You know, you’ve been nothing but negative since we started this trip.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Maybe because I don’t want to die.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “We all die, nephew. It’s the way of things.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “I have no desire to help things along. And at the moment l seem to be in the express lane to the Great Beyond.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Actually. I think this little adventure will be good for you. You’ve turned into quite the sourpuss. Some of those faces you make could curdle lum.” Cavv gestured. “There! That’s exactly what I’m talking about!”

    


    
      

    


    
      “You invited me along.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “You didn’t have to accept.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Now you tell me.”

    


    
      

    


    
      There was a long silence.

    


    
      

    


    
      “Is everything okay, nephew?”

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn remained silent, staring out the viewport at the passing clouds.

    


    
      

    


    
      “You know,” Cavv stopped at the brink for a microsecond, then went ahead and jumped off the edge. “Ever since Shandria dumped you, your attitude has made Barabels look positively even-tempered by comparison.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn’s face flushed. “Shandria did not dump me. It was a mutual decision. Considering you seem to know everything. I’m surprised you got that little bit of data wrong.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Nobody’s perfect, nephew. We all make mistakes.” Cavv’s voice softened. “Shame to let a nice girl like that get away, though. You two made a lovely couple, when you weren’t trying to kill each other.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “That’s all over now,” Sconn said through clenched teeth. “Much like this conversation.”
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      “There he goes,” Cavv said quietly.

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn looked up as a Herglic in a finely tailored, expensive silk suit waddled toward the turbolifts.

    


    
      

    


    
      “Looks like Burgo’s listing a bit already,” Cavv noted. “That’s good.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn made a face. “How can you tell with all that jiggling?”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Actually he’s in decent shape.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Only if your definition of exercise includes deep elbow bends as he lifts a mug to his lips, or the Herglic equivalent of lips.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv and Sconn watched Teage enter the turbolift, occupying nearly all of the available space in the process. The only other passenger, an unfortunate Ithorian, found himself on intimate terms with the side wall of the car.

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv turned to Sconn. “I have an idea.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Obviously the dark side of the Force at work.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “I’m going to make friends with Burgo, let him win a hand or two of sabacc. Tatooine Sunburn him into unconsciousness, and make sure he gets safely stuffed into an out-of-the-way storage area ”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Are you sure these Imps don’t know Burgo’s not human? Even with the silk wrappings I’m not sure you could pass for Herglic ” Sconn said. “Well, not without adding at least a few more pounds.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “As much as I’m sure I’ll miss your lightsaber-sharp wit, why don’t you make yourself useful and go check on Burgo’s precious cargo.” Cavv stood up, adjusting his clothing. “Think you can handle that?”

    


    
      

    


    
      “A little basic break-and-enter?” Sconn’s voice took on a sarcastic tone. “Oooh. I don’t know, that’s kind of tough.” Sconn downed the rest of his wine in one gulp. “I’m sure I’ll manage just fine, Master Burgo. But thanks for asking.”
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      Sconn was surprised at how easily the door swung open. Even as the question popped into his mind, the answer hit him.

    


    
      

    


    
      More accurately, two huge muscular fists shot forward and grabbed him by the shoulders. The next moment, he was yanked into the suite and he found himself airborne, soaring past the luxurious furnishings until he slammed against the far wall.

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn’s mind raced to catch up with current events but was still stuck on Ow. Ow. Ow. Ow.

    


    
      

    


    
      Across the room, a hulking Reigat closed the door to the hallway. He detached an extremely nasty-looking vibroaxe from the harness across his broad back as he turned toward Sconn and began crossing the room. Reigats were quite a large species, but they really loomed when a body happened to be staring up at them from a prone position on the floor.

    


    
      

    


    
      “You must be Gronk,” Sconn guessed.

    


    
      

    


    
      The Reigat smiled in the affirmative, displaying a row of teeth filed into long fangs. “You must be ready to die, little humanoid. I will dance on your corpse.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn stumbled to his feet and slowly reached for the silver ha tucked in his belt. “You wanna dance, big boy?”

    


    
      

    


    
      The handle slid into the thief’s palm with the familiarity of an old lover. A quick twist extended it in both directions, completing the sudden transformation into a meter-long staff. Sconn flicked his finger, and the tips crackled with azure stun energy. “Okay, I’ll lead.”
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      “…so the Hutt thinks about it for about a microsecond and,” Burgo unleashed a bone-rattling burb, “says, ‘I don’t know if I like it but I’ll take two more anyway!’”

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv threw back his head and roared at Burgo’s joke, spilling a good portion of his drink on the floor.

    


    
      

    


    
      The Herglic was positively quivering in amusement at his own joke. Burgo took a sip of his Tatooine Sunburn and with some effort managed not to fall of his barstool.

    


    
      

    


    
      “That’s a good one,” Cavv said wiping his eyes.

    


    
      

    


    
      The Herglic finished off the Sunburn with one mighty gulp and patted Cavv on the back with an unsteady fin. “I like you… not only do you stink at sabacc, you enjoy good Herglic jokes.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Actually, Cavv had missed the humor completely, but he wasn’t about to argue that point. There was an old Quarren saying: When you have the glow fish on the hook, don’t talk it to death. Just beat it over the head with a big club.

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv motioned to the server droid behind the bar, ordering another round of Sunburns. He was amazed Burgo could still talk after a half-dozen of the potent drinks. With a little minor sleight-of-hand, Cavv had managed to covertly spill the contents of his glasses into nearby plants. Then again, a drunk Herglic was not the hardest audience in the world to misdirect.

    


    
      

    


    
      Burgo wrapped a fin around the glass and checked his chronometer squinting and shaking his head as he tried to clear his vision.

    


    
      

    


    
      “Got a date?” Cavv inquired innocently.

    


    
      

    


    
      “Can’t quite remember,” Burgo said, then erupted into gales of laughter. “So I hope she does!”

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv joined in whole-heartedly, then made a show of unsteadily getting to his feet. “Come on, I’ll make sure you get back to your room with all my money intact.” He lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “I hear a lot of thieves take these trips just to prey on poor, innocent folks.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Burgo stood and attempted a knowing wink in return, but succeeded only in closing both eyes and nearly fell down. Cavv locked an arm around the big Herglic, and the duo wobbled their way toward the turbolifts.

    


    
      

    


    
      As they staggered inside, Cavv smiled to himself. This mission was easy credits, so far. And he was the one who had the difficult assignment.

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn was probably making himself comfortable in Burgo’s suite. Typical. Lately, his good-for-nothing nephew was always lying down on the job.
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      Sconn was indeed fully horizontal, but not by choice, as his body slammed against the wall. Suddenly the thief’s world went vertical again and his head hit the carpeted floor of the passenger car. Before he knew it, he was oriented horizontally again. His body was having a hard time keeping up with the rapid changes in position, already occupied as it was with an overflow of information from various pain receptors.

    


    
      

    


    
      As Sconn struggled to his hands and knees, Gronk closed in to finish the job. The vibroaxe arced overhead, flashing as the wicked blade began its descent.

    


    
      

    


    
      From his prone position on the floor. Sconn rolled forward, right between the thick trunks that passed for the Reigat’s legs. There was ample clearance for the balled-up thief, however his extended stun staff slammed against the alien’s groin and mid-section.

    


    
      

    


    
      Gronk roared in pain. The axe bit into the floor and lodged there as the Reigat’s nerveless fingers twitched right off the handle.

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn finished his tuck-and-roll and came up in a battle stance. “Come on!” the thief roared in challenge. He flicked the small switch, shifting the staff’s full charge to a single pulsing tip.

    


    
      

    


    
      The Reigat bruiser turned, eyes pulsing like overloaded turbolasers about to blow. Gronk left the axe where it was and just drove his powerful legs forward in a furious charge.

    


    
      

    


    
      The thief was ready and swinging the stun staff with both hands. The crackling tip of the weapon met the Reigat’s hard head. Irresistable force met with an immovable object.

    


    
      

    


    
      A sizzling flash preceded a blinding surge of stored energy being released and Sconn’s staff broke into two jagged pieces. The confused thief looked down at the remains of his beloved weapon and then back up at the Reigat.

    


    
      

    


    
      A wide smile split Gronk’s ugly face in two. He took a threatening step forward… and collapsed to the floor. He groaned once and then lay perfectly quiet.

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn exhaled audibly and slumped back against the wall adjacent to Burgo’s suite. His eyes fluttered closed.

    


    
      

    


    
      When he finally opened them, Cavv was standing over his nephew, hands on his hips. “I knew it,” he mumbled. “Well, don’t just sit there, nephew. We’re not here on vacation, remember?”

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn continued to stare straight ahead.

    


    
      

    


    
      “Drag your little friend into the closet so we can straighten this place up and get ready for our meeting.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn slowly held up the broken half of his stun staff and began some whimsical calculations regarding width, length and depth.
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      “Attention, gentlebeings. We’re about to reach Sensyno Unirail Station. There will be a minor layover for resupply. Passengers are encouraged to take this opportunity and stretch those weary appendages. Feel free to explore the gift shop and other wonders the newly refurbished—”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Oh, put a spanner in it,” Sconn grumbled at the comm-unit. The thief stretched out on the couch and stared at his chronometer. “They’re late, uncle. I don’t like it.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv finished checking the trio of large crates piled against the far wall and took a seat at the thick repliwood table. He absently wiped at the surface, sending imaginary dust motes scattering “You need to calm down, Sconn. At this rate you won’t live to see a hundred.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn rubbed his shoulders, still sore from his encounter with the Reigat and laughed without humor. “Hah! At this rate I won’t live to see these bruises heal.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Before Cavv could respond, there was a sharp rapping on the door. Two knocks. Very crisp. Very Imperial.

    


    
      

    


    
      The two thieves exchanged a meaningful glance. “Showtime,” they said in unison.
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      Burgo was just regaining conscienceless. He was tired, confused, and more than anything else really, really cold. With a shrug of his immense weight, the lock on the seafood freezer compartment gave way and the lid swung wide. The Herglic stood up, sending more than a few terrified cooks scrambling from the dining car kitchen.

    


    
      

    


    
      Burgo didn’t recall much of the last few hours. His head currently felt like it was tops on the travel itinerary for a rampaging herd of bantha. In fact, all he knew was that he needed to get back to his suite and go to sleep for a long time. (Or at least until the bantha herd finished their vacation in his skull.) Now if only he could remember where his room was.

    


    
      

    


    
      He fished around his pockets with a flipper and felt a small rectangular square of plas. Burgo withdrew the key card, imprinted as it was with his suite number. The Herglic smiled and climbed out of the storage unit.
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      The first Imperial, a beady-eyed specimen of humanity, slid the credit voucher across the table. Cavv noted the man’s fingers twitched slightly; it was, after all, a lot of money.

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv silently checked the amount and nodded in satisfaction. He motioned over his shoulder, and Sconn dutifully opened the first cargo crate for inspection. The second Imperial stuck his broad nose, obviously broken more than once, into the container and examined the contents.

    


    
      

    


    
      After a few tense moments, the second Imperial was satisfied and nodded curtly his partner.

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv could barely restrain himself as he reached for the stun pistol in his pocket. This is almost too easy, he thought.

    


    
      

    


    
      The door to the suite swung open and for the briefest of moments, time froze.

    


    
      

    


    
      Burgo stood there looking a bit muddled, the key card still wedged in his flipper.

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv cursed Herglic fortitude.

    


    
      

    


    
      The Imps gawked.

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn wondered why his uncle hadn’t just lifted Burgo’s key card in the first place?

    


    
      

    


    
      Then with a dramatic groan, the closet where they had stashed Gronk collapsed from the dead weight and the Reigat henchman spilled to the floor.

    


    
      

    


    
      “Burgo!” Cavv yelled without realizing it.

    


    
      

    


    
      “Gronk!” said the Herglic.

    


    
      

    


    
      “Burgo?” cried the Imperials in unison.

    


    
      

    


    
      “Urrrr,” groaned Gronk.

    


    
      

    


    
      Then everybody started shooting.
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      “Well,” Cavv said as he wiped the sweat from his forehead, “that certainly could have gone better.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “That’s one way of putting it.” Sconn surveyed the carnage in the room and shook his head. “That’s just great! Without the Imps, we have no one to fly us back to the Guardian.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv harrumphed and crossed his arms. “I am a fair pilot, you know.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “The way things are going, more than likely you’ll pilot us into a black hole.” Sconn set his exhausted wrist laser to recharge mode and leaned heavily on one of the crates, now complete with blaster-scoring. “I say we call off this idiotic mission, go home and get drunk on Corellian whisky.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “There’s always the ‘Endor Run,’ nephew.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “No thanks. I’m allergic to Ewok fur.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “We’re not actually going to Endor—sometimes I wonder what laser facility you got your brains shipped from—we’re going to follow in the footsteps of some of the greatest Heroes of the Rebellion and—”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Die horrible deaths?”

    


    
      

    


    
      “No. Sneak into the vornskr’s den by dressing up as a vornskr.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn folded his arms across his chest. “I refuse to be the rear end again.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Listen, if you just listened to my directions instead of being so headstrong, you never would have fallen into Lady Jalaka’s pool.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “I couldn’t hear a thing in that ridiculous costume. If you weren’t so sloshed on Savareen Brandy to give me coherent directions it never would have happened. And no matter how wonderful the party, it’s no fun spending an entire evening staring at your—”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Back to the task at hand,” Cavv interrupted. “The fact is we’ve got an important job to do and we’re going to get it done. No matter the cost.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Speaking of costs, you never told me how much we’re going to be paid for this idiotic endeavor.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “How much?”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Yes. As in ‘credits.’ As in it better be a lot. As in ‘more than I can imagine.’”

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv was silent for several heartbeats. Then he said. “Nothing.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Why am I not surprised?”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Well, there is your regular salary as a member of the SAU. Plus hazard pay.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “What? I’m not part of any New Republic operations!”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Technically—”

    


    
      

    


    
      “No,” Sconn said flatly. “I’ve been handed the membership speech before, so you can save your breath.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Then you won’t be compensated at all.” Cavv shrugged. “Think about it, nephew. We do this right and you could be a ranking officer.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “I don’t care about rank or money. I don’t want one and I already have more than I need of the other. I’m a thief who has outlived his usefulness. The galaxy has played an ironic joke on Sienn Sconn. I’ve stolen enough to be happy in this life, but my life still isn’t happy.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “That’s why when I steal now there’s a purpose. Acquiring things for a cause. A good cause.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “It’s still just a means to an end. I wasted my life for something I realize now that I never even wanted. I’ve turned into the stinking idle rich that I used to steal from.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Is that what you really think? That it was all for nothing.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Nothing of real value.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Funny thing about that. Value is a subjective measurement. The Galactic Regulatory Commission may set the exchange rate for credits, but what’s really important to us can only be decided by us.” Cavv smiled softly. “That’s why I intend to finish this mission.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Then you’ll die.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Perhaps I will. But at least I’ll have died trying.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “There’s nothing worth dying for.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv’s eyes grew distant. “Maybe I shouldn’t have brought you along.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “One man can’t make a difference.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Maybe not, but without that first man to stand up, you would never have a second, or a third, or a fourth. Everyone starts off alone.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Some of us end up alone.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “We’re trapped only in the prisons of our own minds.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “And which legendary philosopher spouted that nonsense?” Sconn asked sarcastically.

    


    
      

    


    
      “Me.” Cavv sighed. “Go home, nephew. I thought this mission would do you good, but I see I was wrong. I wish you the best of luck with whatever path you decide to travel.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv removed the shuttle control code from the dead Imp and quietly left the suite. “May the Force be with you. Sienn.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn stood there alone among the silent dead.
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      Cavv paused to watch the Unirail depart Sensyno Station and then walked toward the Lambda-class Imperial shuttle. The old thief paused in the shadow of the massive dorsal fin. He used the control code to lower the access ramp and entered the craft. He step was heavy and his shoulders were slumped.

    


    
      

    


    
      He knew something was wrong as soon as he stepped into the cockpit. Even before the figure in the co-pilot chair swung around, a blur of Imperial gray.

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv went for his hold-out blaster though it was probably too late. There were only supposed to be two of them, his mind wailed .

    


    
      

    


    
      “No one should have to die alone,” Sconn said, looking up at him from the command chair. His nephew was wearing an Imperial uniform and looked halfway respectable for once. “Even a stubborn old bantha like you.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv was still grinning when Sconn turned the chair back around and muttered: “Instead of standing there like a slack-jawed Gotal, why don’t you make yourself useful and access the nav computer? That way when we jump to lightspeed we might actually end this trip at a certain Super Star Destroyer instead of in the middle of a sun. Although truthfully, I’m not quite sure which one would be worse.”
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      The Guardian loomed large in the shuttle’s main viewport. Even in its current dilapidated condition the Super Star Destroyer was an impressive sight. In fact, the battle-scarred superstructure seemed all the more menacing for its ability to survive such extensive wounds.

    


    
      

    


    
      The mighty Imperial warship moved in limping orbit around a large blue-green world.

    


    
      

    


    
      “Where are we?” Cavv whispered.

    


    
      

    


    
      “Back end of the Outer Rim. How appropriate.” Sconn gestured at the screen. “That’s the planet Soullex over there.” He checked the sensor readouts. “There are three prefabricated garrisons on the surface. Well, that should cut down on the ship’s compliment a bit—10,000 down, only about 100,000 more to go.”

    


    
      

    


    
      The comlink buzzed, echoing through the cabin.

    


    
      

    


    
      “I think that’s for you,” Sconn said. “You know, they’re going to recognize their buddies. And we’re not them.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Send them a text message. We’re having a problem with our communications system.”

    


    
      

    


    
      The answer came quickly.

    


    
      

    


    
      “They say there’s no malfunction,” Sconn reported.

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv put a pair of blaster bolts into the shuttle’s comm unit. “There is now.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn read the screen. “Acknowledged. They want us to stand by and they’ll tow the shuttle inside.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “We’re in, nephew.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Unfortunately,” Sconn replied. The shuttle rocked softly beneath them as it was caught in the grip of the Guardian’s tractor beam. “Now what?”
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      “The shuttle has arrived, Admiral,” the deck officer reported over the comm. “But there’s been a slight problem.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Gaen Drommel looked up from his novel and favored the major— Drommel couldn’t quite recall the man’s name at the moment—with a dark glare.

    


    
      

    


    
      The Admiral calmly placed the ancient book on his desk, the heavy leather volume creaking to rest on the shiny plasteel. “Is my memory slipping, Major, or did I specifically give orders that I was not to be disturbed?”

    


    
      

    


    
      The image of the dumbfounded major on the viewscreen flickered for a moment and then disappeared entirely. The Admiral moved a gloved finger from the control panel and quietly left his quarters.
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      The command deck of the Guardian was silent, quite a feat considering the amount of personnel occupying the cavernous space. Drommel crossed the deck in his usual long, measured strides until he was face-to-face with the junior officer.

    


    
      

    


    
      “You disobeyed my order.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “My apologies, Admiral. I merely assumed you’d want—”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Never assume, Major. You know what happens to those who assume, don’t you?”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Yes, sir,” the major answered quickly, but didn’t sound sure if that was the correct response.

    


    
      

    


    
      There was a sizzling blast. The major fell to the polished floor. Dead.

    


    
      

    


    
      “You see, you assumed again. And I had just told you not to.” Drommel slid the smoking blaster back into its holster and swept his gaze over the rest of the assembled bridge crew. “Did everyone learn their lesson for the day?”

    


    
      

    


    
      No one spoke.

    


    
      

    


    
      “Good,” Drommel nodded, casually stepping over the corpse. “Now, about that shuttle.”
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      Cavv grunted as he attempted to squeeze himself into the stormtrooper armor.

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn cocked an eyebrow. The younger thief was already suited up, except for the helmet which promptly got stuck as soon as he slid it into place. Sconn had nearly yanked his own head off trying to remove the thing and he wasn’t eager to repeat the claustrophobic incident. “Is the body glove supposed to bulge out between the armor pieces like that?”
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      “Nephew?”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Yes, uncle?”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Do shut up.”

    


    
      

    


    
      After a string of Corellian curses and some help from Sconn, Cavv managed to get into the armor.

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv looked himself over and shook his head. “How do these guys ever use the refresher?”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Maybe they don’t. It would explain why they’re always so ornery.” Sconn handed over one of the blaster carbines.

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv checked the charge on the weapon’s power pack and gestured to his nephew to proceed. Both men reached for their helmets…

    


    
      

    


    
      Just then the heavy blast door suddenly slid back and a shiny, silver droid stared into the supply room.

    


    
      

    


    
      There was a moment of silence, then the droid cried out in alarm. “Intruders! Spies! Impostors! Malcont—”

    


    
      

    


    
      The rest of it was muffled as Sconn slapped a hand over the shrieking vocabulator and yanked the astonished droid inside.
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      Drommel watched as the tech team combed over the shuttlecraft. His expression remained neutral, though after what happened to the major, no one wanted to stand too close.

    


    
      

    


    
      The Admiral focused his attention on one of the junior techs, struggling with a ventral compartment. The wiry officer was trying to pry open the access hatch. A series of sharp tugs later and the obstinate compartment opened, spilling two bodies onto the hapless tech. Both individuals were dressed only in their gray undergarments. A clutter of civilian clothing and a discarded Imperial uniform was tangled around them.

    


    
      

    


    
      Medical personnel, standing diligently by until needed, suddenly rushed in to make a pronouncement. “They’re alive, but heavily stunned.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Drommel nodded then turned his attention to the senior tech. The man gestured at three containers being loaded onto a repulsorsled. “It appears the cargo is all here, sir.”

    


    
      

    


    
      The Admiral gave him a look.

    


    
      

    


    
      “But I’ll just double-check to be absolutely sure,” the senior tech added very hastily.

    


    
      

    


    
      Drommel couldn’t suppress a slight grin. Fear was extremely effective at keeping order; that was a lesson he’d learned from Tarkin. The Admiral considered himself more than a mere student of humanity. True he learned from great men, but more importantly, Drommel would learn from their mistakes. And he certainly would not repeat such foolish errors.

    


    
      

    


    
      Niovi, the ranking colonel, began barking out orders to the assembled squad of naval troopers. “The intruders must be found Alert all stations to begin a deck-by-deck search. We have a lot of ship to cover—”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Belay that order.” Drommel motioned to the overzealous man “We’re merely looking for the first two stormtroopers which had contact with that shuttle. They’ll be our impostors, so find and detain them. Immediately.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Stormtroopers, sir?” asked the Colonel.

    


    
      

    


    
      The Admiral lifted a single eyebrow. “Unless someone happens to see two naked beings running around the ship. In which case, detain them as well.”
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      Sconn held the business end of the blaster carbine pointed directly at the droid’s face. “Let’s start over. Shall we?”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Greetings. I am CT-EX human/cyborg relationships.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “How about we just call you Teex?” Cavv asked.

    


    
      

    


    
      “As you wish. Can I be of assistance?”

    


    
      

    


    
      “That depends,” Cavv said. “How well do you know this ship?”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Which ship would that be?”

    


    
      

    


    
      “How about the one we’re standing on?” Sconn snapped. “In. Whatever.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “It may not my place to say, sir, but you are mistaken. This is no ship.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Then exactly where are we?”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Here.” The droid tilted its head ever-so-slightly. “Would you like me to provide you the exact spatial coordinates?”

    


    
      

    


    
      “So you admit we are in space.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Of course not. You would have imploded by now if that were true.” There was a slight pause and then the droid added, “Vacuum-for-brains.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn blinked once. Twice. “What did he just say?”

    


    
      

    


    
      “I’m not quite sure I heard him correctly,” Cavv said, trying not to smile.

    


    
      

    


    
      “Repeat yourself,” Sconn ordered the droid.

    


    
      

    


    
      “Yourself.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn began to squeeze the trigger. Cavv pushed away the barrel and studied their mechanical captive. “Wait. I think I have an idea.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Does it involve a thermal detonator?” Sconn asked, staring angrily at the silver droid.

    


    
      

    


    
      Before Cavv could answer, Teex chimed in. “Of course not. That would blow a large hole in this ship.” Pause. “Nerfherder.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn was still struggling to get at the droid even as Cavv shoved him toward the door. “Maybe you should just stand guard until we’re done in here.”
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      Sconn nodded to a passing stormtrooper patrol, then eased his stance from rigid attention. The armor was hot, the helmet was heavy and he didn’t feel like playing toy soldier. The thief longed for the good old days at the Binary Bar, drinking, swapping tall tales, and staring at beautiful women. That was where he met Shandria; she was an Alliance operative on the run from Imperials. He had always been a sucker for a pretty face, but she was so much more.

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn shook his head, recalling one of his uncle’s adages. Spend too much time looking backwards and you may just miss the big, gaping hole ahead of you.

    


    
      

    


    
      The blast door slid back, interrupting his thoughts. Teex exited and wandered off without a word. Cavv emerged right behind him, patting Sconn’s armored shoulder. “We need to talk.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv led them to a bank of turbolifts. The duo stepped into the first car and descended further into the bowels of the Guardian.
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      “Where we going?”

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv’s helmet stared straight ahead.

    


    
      

    


    
      “Oh, I’m really not going to like this am I?”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Detention Block 220.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “When Tatooine freezes over!” Sconn halted their descent and faced his uncle. “Have you completely lost your mind?”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Teex told me there are New Republic prisoners aboard. We’re going to rescue them.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “What? That’s ridiculous. If by some bit of sheer luck we actually manage to steal this blasted ship they’ll be free anyway. Whereas going to the detention block to orchestrate a jailbreak would seriously hamper our efforts. Especially if we get caught!”

    


    
      

    


    
      “We have a duty—”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Don’t start with that again. Listen, uncle, a thief with a conscience is like, like a rude protocol droid. Useless. Ineffective.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “You have a lot to learn about life, Sconn. I was hoping this assignment would open your eyes to that. There is a larger world around you.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn jabbed a gloved finger at Cavv’s armored chest. “You are not Obi-Wan Kenobi. I certainly am not Luke Skywalker—I’m much more handsome—and I don’t care if the Queen Princess of the Galaxy is being held prisoner here, we are not going to a detention block under any circumstances.” Sconn paused for a moment, catching the look on Cavv’s face. “Don’t say it.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Then I’ll do it alone.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn groaned. “I really, really don’t like you. You know that, right?”
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      The senior tech offered a stiff salute. “The parts check out, sir.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Begin repairing the hyperdrive immediately. Triple your work force if need be, but no one sleeps until the job is finished.” Drommel stared out the transparisteel viewport at the planet below. “Send word to the garrison commanders. With any luck we’ll be leaving this backwater system very shortly.” His eyes flickered back to the tech. “How long until we can test the hyperdrive?”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Best estimate would be at least 48 hours, Admiral.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Then we shall be underway in 36. Do I make myself clear?”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Yes, sir.” The tech spun on his heels, barking out the Admiral’s orders to his team.

    


    
      

    


    
      Drommel joined Colonel Niovi, who was hovering at the nearby comm-station. “Any word on our fugitives?”

    


    
      

    


    
      “No contact as of yet, sir.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “I want them found.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Colonel Eijul is optimistic.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “He will be among the first things I will retrofit on this ship when we return to Imperial space,” Drommel said as he strode toward the turbolift. Niovi struggled to keep up. “Eijul would have difficulty locating the intruders if they pranced right into a detention block and turned themselves in.”
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      The doors to Detention Block 220 slid open, drawing a disinterested glance from the duty officer. The black-uniformed man continued entering data into his console, figuring the two stormtroopers were part of the group searching for the two stormtroopers… who were impostors!

    


    
      

    


    
      The duty officer snapped his head back up just the butt of a blaster carbine completed its downward arc. The man’s field of vision suddenly jumped to hyperspace, and he slid to the floor beneath the console.
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      “Anyone else?” Sconn asked.

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv checked the display. “The rest of the guards are busy looking for us.” The old thief grinned. “They must have figured this is the last place a fugitive would go.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Sure. Nobody could be that stupid.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv ignored that comment and unlocked the blast door leading to the cells. He gestured grandly down the cramped corridor. “After you.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn unceremoniously pushed his uncle ahead. “Age before beauty. Take the right. I got the left.”
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      “Sabacc!” cried Cavv.

    


    
      

    


    
      He was at the last cell on his side when he found them: Half a dozen Republic soldiers who unwittingly found themselves trapped by the Guardian when they exited hyperspace. They were a scraggly group and hesitant to trust Cavv until his code phrases and short anecdotes convinced them he was no Imperial.

    


    
      

    


    
      “Any luck over there?” Cavv asked.

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn peered into the next chamber. A single prisoner sat there in a soot-stained jumpsuit. His breath suddenly caught. Before his mind could catch up with his body, one hand was slapped against the control panel. The door slid back and he practically stumbled into the cell.

    


    
      

    


    
      The dark-haired beauty looked up in confusion and Sconn gazed into a face he’d never thought he’d see again.

    


    
      

    


    
      “What are you doing here?” he blurted out.

    


    
      

    


    
      “I’m a prisoner,” the woman answered, then narrowed her eyes. “What do you think I’m doing here?”

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn tugged dramatically at his helmet, fully expecting to rip it off with a grand flourish. It didn’t so much as budge.

    


    
      

    


    
      “What’s taking so long, nephew?” Cavv entered the cell sans headgear. His eyes grew wide as he saw the woman.

    


    
      

    


    
      “Cavv!” she cried, running over to hug him. She girl released Cavv from the embrace and turned just as Sconn managed to remove his stubborn helmet.

    


    
      

    


    
      Their eyes met and held. Time held its breath.

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn spoke first, his voice soft yet charged with a spectrum of emotions. “Shandria.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Her mouth opened, but before she could speak the other prisoners swarmed into the cell to greet their old comrade. Sconn stepped backwards to the door, though his eyes remained locked with Shandria’s for another heartbeat. He then looked away from the reunion and stepped out alone into the empty corridor.
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      “I have an idea, but it’s a bit risky.” Cavv looked up from the security console, pausing to allow Sconn one of his obligatory slanderous comments, but none were forthcoming. The younger thief stood quietly against the wall, his eyes staring off into space.

    


    
      

    


    
      “Anything is better than remaining captive here.” Shandria said. A rumble of agreement rippled through the assembled prisoners.

    


    
      

    


    
      “Here’s the plan,” Cavv said. “My nephew and I will venture to the Guardian’s engineering room and attempt to gain manual control of the hyperdrive systems. This will hopefully allow us to program a quick jump to friendly space without having to take the command deck.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn remained silent through Cavv’s recitation of the details, offering no comment at all.

    


    
      

    


    
      When it was over, Shandria began handing out blasters to her group. Cavv and Sconn readied themselves for yet another stormtrooper impersonation.

    


    
      

    


    
      As the two groups separated, Shandria and Sconn lingered behind. They both started talking in unison, resulting in a stop-and-start garble of unintelligible conversation.

    


    
      

    


    
      The thief held up a hand. “Let me go first. There’s something I have to tell you.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Sconn, I… there’s been so much that… I guess what I’m trying to say, is that it’s been so long and… I just can’t do this right now.” Her eyes lingered on the floor. Her voice became a whisper. “I’m sorry.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn nodded, moving to rejoin his uncle. Cavv was busy adjusting his comlink to a particular frequency. “Teex, are you ready?”

    


    
      

    


    
      The droid’s filtered voice crackled to life. “Affirmative, sir. The Jawa rides at midnight.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “The Jawa rides alone.” Cavv glanced over at his unusually quiet nephew. “Let’s go.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Sconn?” Shandria’s voice wavered slightly.

    


    
      

    


    
      He glanced over his shoulder.

    


    
      

    


    
      “Take care of yourself.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “We certainly will,” Cavv said, feigning indignation.
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      The senior tech was sweating profusely as he made the final adjustments to the Guardian’s newly-repaired hyperdrive. The perspiration was not only a result of the difficult labor, but the incessant tapping of Admiral Drommel’s boot against the deck.

    


    
      

    


    
      “How much longer?”

    


    
      

    


    
      “We can make our first jump in ten minutes, sir.” The tech used the neck of his coveralls to wipe some grime from his forehead.

    


    
      

    


    
      Drommel glanced over at the dozen crewmen toiling around him. many of whom had not slept in 24 hours or more. “Carry on, then. I have other matters to attend.” Drommel spun sharply and exited. Two stormtroopers entering the room separated to allow him passage.

    


    
      

    


    
      The senior tech sighed at the new interruption and waved his arms at the troopers as one closed the security door behind them “This is a restricted area. You’re not allowed in here.”

    


    
      

    


    
      A blaster bolt knocked the man right off his feet.

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn swung his blaster from side-to-side, training the barrel on each of the remaining techs. “Anybody else want to ask us to leave?”

    


    
      

    


    
      No one did.

    


    
      

    


    
      As they stripped off their helmets, Cavv glanced at his nephew in horror.

    


    
      

    


    
      “You look like a bantha just stepped on your foot.” Sconn said, that familiar half-smile playing at the corner of his lips. His voice lowered. “Relax. It was set to stun.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv shook his head in amazement.

    


    
      

    


    
      “So, you going to get to work or do you need an engraved invitation from Mon Mothma?”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Good to have you back.” Cavv patted his nephew’s shoulder as he passed.

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn herded the techs into a huddle in the corner of the room. Cavv searched through the abandoned toolkits, picking up a pair of hydrospanners and approaching the main hyperdrive control with a hesitant gait.

    


    
      

    


    
      “You do know what you’re doing?” Sconn asked.

    


    
      

    


    
      “Of course,” Cavv said with a derisive chuckle. “How hard could it be to override a hyperdrive?” He went to work with a hydrospanner and almost immediately several lights on a nearby panel started to flash bright crimson.

    


    
      

    


    
      “What is that?” Sconn started forward, though still keeping his weapon trained on the techs. “Some sort of tamper alarm?”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Don’t be silly, nephew. These systems don’t have alarms.” Cavv returned to work.

    


    
      

    


    
      Warning klaxons began to wail, the deafening clamor forcing everyone to cover their ears.

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn flashed his uncle a look then aimed his blaster at the hyperdrive systems, trying to figure out what looked unimportant. “When in doubt, blast it.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Well said.” The new voice came from behind Cavv and Sconn, who immediately spun around, weapons at the ready. The security door had opened again. Admiral Drommel stood calmly at the entrance, hands folded behind his back. He was surrounded by a phalanx of stormtroopers and navy troopers. “And quite ironic, don’t you think?”
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      “‘Don’t be silly, nephew,” Sconn said in a mocking tone.“‘These systems don’t have alarms.’”
    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv gave him a sour look.

    


    
      

    


    
      They had been stripped of their armor and weapons and were now sharing a table in an interrogation room. The next few minutes were spent in silence.

    


    
      

    


    
      Drommel entered with a flourish, followed by two stormtroopers who obediently took up position at the door.

    


    
      

    


    
      The Admiral pulled up a chair. “I have subjugated entire systems, including this backwater locale,” he said. “Now I will subjugate you. So it would be in your best interest to tell me the truth and save yourselves some pain. How does that sound?”

    


    
      

    


    
      Neither man answered.

    


    
      

    


    
      Drommel slammed both hands on the table, causing Sconn to jump. Cavv continued to glare at the Admiral.

    


    
      

    


    
      “You will answer my next question or I will have my men bring in laser cutters and remove a limb of their choosing. Do I make myself clear?”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Sure,” Cavv said.

    


    
      

    


    
      “Very good.” The Admiral leaned back in his chair. “What are you doing here?”

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv remained silent. Sconn pursed his lips.

    


    
      

    


    
      “Did you not hear me?”

    


    
      

    


    
      “I heard you,” Cavv said. “You told me to answer your next question and I believe it was ‘Do I make myself clear?’ to which I responded in the affirmative.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “That wasn’t a question.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Well, I’m not quite sure about the actual punctuation that appeared in your mind, but the inquisitory inflection was definitely there.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn watched, fascinated, as a vein on the Admiral’s forehead began to dance.

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv pressed on valiantly. “So I did, in fact, answer your next question. You should be more careful with your semantic accuracy.”
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      “Sorry nobody’s allowed inside.” The naval trooper held out his hand to halt the silver droid ambling his way.

    


    
      

    


    
      “I have orders from Admiral Drommel himself.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “So do I. Hyperdrive auxiliary control is off limits, even to the tech staff.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “We are about to effect a test of the hyperdrive system,” the droid said. “My task is to monitor the results of the experiment and confirm the readouts received on the bridge.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Why didn’t they send an astromech then?”

    


    
      

    


    
      “It is not my place to question the Admiral’s orders.” Teex lifted a comlink in the direction of the trooper. “I’ll contact him so you can ask him that question yourself.”

    


    
      

    


    
      The guard anxiously placed a hand over the device. He was present on the command deck when the last person who had disturbed Drommel had been punished. “There’s no need for that. I’m sure, uh, the Admiral wouldn’t want to be bothered.”

    


    
      

    


    
      He stepped aside to allow Teex entrance.

    


    
      

    


    
      The trooper knew it was impossible but could have sworn he heard the protocol droid mutter something as he passed and it sounded a lot like. “Nerfherder.”

    


    
      

    


    
      [image: ]

    


    
      

    


    
      Drommel was growing more irritated by the microsecond. The younger captive wouldn’t say a word and the old one would not shut up.

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv checked his chronometer, stifling a yawn. “Frankly, this little chat has about worn me out. so I don’t think I’ll be much help to you anymore. Perhaps we could continue this later. I know I could use a good meal and a sonic shower. Plus it’ll give you some more time to read up on High Inquisitor Tremayne’s Basic Interrogations.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Drommel’s voice seemed very distant. “Take them away. Into a cell. Now.”

    


    
      

    


    
      As the stormtroopers led the prisoners away from the him out Cavv treated the Admiral to his warmest smile. “I enjoyed this little chat, Admiral. I hope we can do it again soon. Although you might want to prepare some thoughtful questions beforehand. I could put together a reading list of relevant materials if you’d like. And listen, don’t be afraid to refer to your notes if—” Cavv’s voice continued to drone on even as he was escorted down the hall.

    


    
      

    


    
      Drommel’s lower jaw had shifted to the side, his eyes never leaving the ceiling.

    


    
      

    


    
      “Admiral,” came Colonel Niovi’s voice from the doorway. There was no response, but he bravely ventured ahead anyway. “We’re clear for a test jump to hyperspace, sir. All systems at your command.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Very good. Colonel. I’ll join you on the command deck momentarily.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Niovi nodded and quickly backed out of the room as the distinct sounds of furniture being badly mistreated echoed from inside.
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      The procession leading Sconn and Cavv to detention cells suddenly gained another member.

    


    
      

    


    
      “This way,” ordered the attractive female major who bore a striking resemblance to Shandria. “Block 220 is where we’re keeping the Rebel scum.”
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      “All systems are nominal, sir,” Niovi reported. “Lightspeed test at your command.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Drommel nodded with a thin-lipped smile. Not even the antics of those idiotic intruders could spoil this moment. “On my mark.”

    


    
      

    


    
      The entire command deck was silent as Drommel began the countdown. “Three. Two. One.” He raised a gloved hand and snapped it into a fist as he cried out in victory. “Mark!”

    


    
      

    


    
      There was a burst of palpable acceleration and the crew held its collective breath. The monstrous ship shuddered once as the viewports became a streak of starlines, then a twisting blue cyclone.

    


    
      

    


    
      Then the process reversed itself as the ship dropped back out of hyperspace. The stars had changed, and the planet Soullex was no longer visible, drawing an impromptu cheer from the crew. Drommel beamed, delighting in his triumph.
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      Then the great ship suddenly shuddered beneath his feet, sending more than a few officers crashing to the deck.

    


    
      

    


    
      “Report!” The Admiral grabbed hold of a nearby console to steady himself.

    


    
      

    


    
      “We are under attack, sir! The coordinates for our test jump were altered. Someone must have bypassed the navcomputer.” Colonel Niovi’s hands flew across the console, pulling up more tactical information. “Sensors are detecting one New Republic Star Cruiser, two Corvettes, and an Escort Frigate. They’re recharging the ion batteries!”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Intensify all shields,” Drommel roared. “Scramble all fighter wings!”

    


    
      

    


    
      Another barrage of ion cannons rocked the Guardian and a strange, filtered voice crackled over the ship’s comm.

    


    
      

    


    
      “Attention Super Star Destroyer. This is Captain Volahn of the New Republic cruiser Equity. Power down your weapons and surrender immediately.”

    


    
      

    


    
      All eyes were focused on Drommel. “Even in our current state we’re more than a match for that pitiful fleet,” he snarled. “And they dare ask us to surrender? We’ll burn our response into their hulls!”

    


    
      

    


    
      “That’s always your answer isn’t it, Drommel?” The Admiral whirled toward the sound of the annoying old man’s voice. Intruders stormed the command deck. “You!”

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv and Sconn were in the lead. Shandria was right behind, directing the rest of the Republic prisoners to fan out into cover positions.

    


    
      

    


    
      The Imperial officers and naval troopers drew their weapons and likewise took cover behind duty stations. The standoff had begun.

    


    
      

    


    
      Drommel remained in the open, standing at the top of the command walkway with his fists clenched in rage. “Fools. You’ll never leave here alive.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “That’s where you’re wrong, Admiral,” Cavv said, coming out from cover and joining Drommel in the open. “Everyone can make it out of this just fine if you do the intelligent thing and surrender.” Cavv eyed the Imperial crew. “I’m not going to bother making any long-winded speeches about freedom and honor and courage to you. I won’t even lie and promise full amnesty, but a peaceful resolution wouldn’t hurt your chances.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Enough of this,” Drommel roared “Kill them all!”

    


    
      

    


    
      The tension on the command deck was electric. Both sides took aim.

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn began talking. “A wise man once told me: A good warrior knows when a battle should begin, but a great warrior knows when it must end.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Silence fell again over the command deck. One by one, the Imperials lowered their weapons.

    


    
      

    


    
      Drommel gave a strangled cry of rage and frustration. A blaster suddenly appeared in his gloved hand, pointed at Cavv. The thief flinched and closed his eyes, certain that he and the Admiral were about to be caught in the crossfire as both sides began to shoot. He heard the first shot, but instead of feeling superheated plasma burn through his chest, he heard a body fall to the deck.

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv opened his eyes and looked with surprise from the fallen body of Admiral Drommel to the weapon held in the hands of Colonel Niovi.

    


    
      

    


    
      “As acting commander of the Guardian, I officially surrender her and all aboard to the benevolent sovereignty of the New Republic.”
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      “Well, I don’t know how we did it, but we did it,” Sconn said raising his drink.

    


    
      

    


    
      Three glasses of fine Cassandran Choholl clinked together in a toast.

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv took a long sip and sighed in contentment. “Now that I’m retired. I suppose you’ll be taking command of the SAU.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Not on your life, uncle. My resignation is sitting on General Cracken’s desk.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “I knew you’d join us sooner or later, even if it was just for one mission.” Shandria smiled at him. “I especially liked your proverb. Very eloquent.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “It should be. I’m the one who taught it to him,” Cavv said. He noticed the way Sconn and Shandria were looking at each other and rose to his feet with a slight smile. “Dessert should be ready by now. I’ll just go and check.” Cavv disappeared into the kitchen.

    


    
      

    


    
      Shandria gave the apartment another appraising glance. “Your taste has improved, Sconn.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Enough credits can get you anything. Well, almost anything.” Sconn stared into his glass. “Something has been missing here. For far too long.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Her eyes finally found his. “Is that a simple lamentation or a veiled question?”

    


    
      

    


    
      “Both.” Sconn took a deep breath. “I love you.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “She knows.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Sconn and Shandria both turned to stare at Cavv, who was peeking out from the kitchen. He put a hand to his lips, which had twisted into a blushing grin. “Sorry.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Shandria smiled, laying her hand over Sconn’s and saying: “I missed you.”

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv beamed. “There’s an old saying about true love.”

    


    
      

    


    
      “What?” Sconn and Shandria asked in unison.

    


    
      

    


    
      Cavv opened his mouth to answer, then closed it. “You know. I don’t recall. Nobody’s ever actually let me finish that one before.”
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  “Look, I think it’s best of we split up here! The Imps got a good look at me, so I’ll be more of a hindrance than a help to you. I guess I shouldn’t have made it a point to rearrange that loud-mouthed lieutenant’s face.


  “I’m sure the offer still stands. Noone is a good guy, and he’s as trustworthy a thief as you’ll ever find. He’d never leave a partner high and dry.


  “If you make it to Tasariq, look for us somewhere near Paradise Square. If you beat us there, you can start the stake-out of Velerinden. Or you can perhaps make your fortune mining tasar crystals. Ha!


  “Oops. Here come the stormtroopers. I’ll go over the roof and make sure they catch sight of me again. That should draw them away, and you. And don’t worry. I’ve outrun Espo troopers on their home turf before, so stormtroopers are barely a challenge.


  “Good luck! And I hope to see you on Tasariq!”
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  Roleplaying Game Statistics


  Cryle Cavv
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  Type: Acquisitions Specialist


  DEXTERITY 3D+2


  Blaster 6D, brawling parry 4D+2, dodge 7D, grenade 5D, pick pocket 8D, running 4D


  KNOWLEDGE 3D


  Alien species 8D+1, cultures 7D+1, languages 7D+2, streetwise 10D+1, value 11D,willpower 9D+2


  MECHANICAL 3D+1


  Astrogation 7D+1, sensors 6D+2, space transports: Arakyd Helix 7D, starship gunnery 7D, starship shields 5D


  PERCEPTION 4D


  Con 11D+2, hide 10D, investigation 9D+1, search 9D, sneak 8D


  STRENGTH 2D


  Brawling 3D


  TECHNICAL 2D


  Computer programming/repair 6D+1, demolition 5D+2, droid programming 5D, droid repair 7D, security 9D+2


  Force Points: 5


  Character Points: 22


  Move: 10


  Equipment: Chronometer, comlink, hold-out blaster (3D+2)


  Capsule: Cryle Cavv is a man who relies more on brains than blasters. He’s always ready with a platitude, obscure axiom, or instant word of wisdom. As he’s fond of saying. “There’s always somebody waiting with a bigger, better blaster, but it’s a lot harder to upgrade wits. And wits never run out of energy.”


  It’s hard to argue with success. Cavv has survived over 65 years, keeping one step ahead of the Empire for most of them. Though much of his past is a well-guarded (and sometimes classified) secret, it is known that he spent a good amount of time on the planet Contruum, birthplace of Alliance General Airen Cracken. Caw was part of “Cracken’s Crew,” the infamous guerrilla force that terrorized the Imperial occupation forces on Contruum.


  The best description of Cavv was offered by General Cracken, who said, “For somebody who talks so much, it’s amazing how very little actually gets said.”


  Sienn Sconn
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  Type: Master Thief


  DEXTERITY 4D


  Blaster 5D+2, blaster: wrist lasers 9D, brawling parry 6D, dodge 9D, melee combat: stun staff 10D, melee parry: stun staff 8D+1, pick pocket 7D, running 6D, vehicle blasters 5D


  KNOWLEDGE 3D


  Alien species 5D, cultures 6D+1, languages 7D, law enforcement 7D, streetwise 9D, value 10D, willpower 7D+1


  MECHANICAL 2D


  Repulsorlift operation 5D, repulsorlift operation: speeder bike 5D+2


  PERCEPTION 4D


  Bargain 8D+1, con 9D, gambling 5D+2, hide 8D+1, search 10D, sneak 11D


  STRENGTH 3D


  Brawling 5D+2, climbing/ jumping 8D


  TECHNICAL 2D


  Computer programming/repair 7D, demolition 5D, security 8D


  Force Points: 4


  Character Points: 20


  Move: 10


  Equipment: Stun staff (STR+3D+2 includes stun charge; STR+2D without stun charge), wrist laser gauntlets (5D)


  Capsule: Sienn Sconn is an intergalactic thief who has reached the top of his profession and found himself wanting. Usually quick-witted, spontaneous, and mischievous, Sconn is experiencing a crisis of conscience and has come to fear that he has become little more than one of the idle rich he used to prey upon. In many ways he is a different man than the carefree thief of a decade ago.


  Of course, some things never change. He still considers himself ‘one-of-a-kind’. He refuses to follow prescribed rules, and often times, common sense. This independent streak was what ultimately doomed the love affair between himself and Shandria L’hnnar, a New Republic Intelligence field operative with whom he had shared many adventures over the years.


  Sconn refuses to steal from anyone except Imperials, crime lords and the obnoxiously rich. He’s known for his ferocious tenacity, technological skill and daring feats of escape. Another key element of his personality is a strong streak of morality. It is a side he has always tried to conceal, due to the negative effects it could have on his reputation as a notorious brigand.


  Like many in his chosen profession, Sconn has a penchant for getting into trouble, but unlike others, also excels at getting back out again. Considering he’s still alive after many encounters with bounty hunters, dealings with the scum of the galaxy, and escaping the collective wrath of a wide assortment of Imperials, it truly seems that Lady Luck has embraced Sienn Sconn.


  Admiral Gaen Drommel
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  Type: Imperial Admiral


  DEXTERITY 2D


  Blaster 6D, dodge 7D+1


  KNOWLEDGE 3D


  Alien species 6D, bureaucracy 6D, cultures 7D+2, intimidation 8D+1, languages 5D+2, planetary systems 6D+2, planetary systems: Soullex 8D, tactics: capital ships 10D, tactics: fleets 10D+2, tactics: starfighters 8D+1


  MECHANICAL 3D


  Astrogation 6D, capital ship gunnery 7D, capital ship piloting 5D+2, capital ship shields 6D, starship gunnery 5D, starship shields 5D


  PERCEPTION 4D


  Bargain 8D, command 9D, command: Imperial Navy officers 11D, con 6D+2, investigation 4D+1, persuasion 4D+2


  STRENGTH 3D


  Brawling 5D+2


  TECHNICAL 3D


  Capital starship repair 7D, security 6D+2


  Force Points: 5


  Dark Side Points: 20


  Character Points: 18


  Move: 9


  Equipment: Blaster pistol (4D), comlink, rank cylinders, datapad


  Capsule: Admiral Gaen Drommel was commander of one of the Empire’s precious few Super Star Destroyers. His ship, the Guardian, was stationed near the Imperial capital of Coruscant during the Battle of Endor. With word of the defeat of the Imperial fleet and the death of the Emperor, Drommel fled Coruscant to his home region, hoping to use the fleet to consolidate power into a personal empire.


  Soon after, Drommel and a group of three Imperial Star Destroyer launched a short but devastating campaign against Alliance safe worlds and bases.


  During the last battle of Drommel’s campaign, the Battle of Tantive V, two of the three Imperial-class Star Destroyers were destroyed while the third, the Wolf’s Claw, was captured by Alliance forces. Drommel managed to escape with the Guardian, though the ship was heavily damaged before it managed to make the jump to light speed.


  The Guardian has spent over a decade in orbit around the obscure Outer Rim world, Soullex with its hyperdrives inoperative. Drommel had intended to effect repairs as quickly as possible, but the parts needed became hard to come by as the Empire disintegrated into civil war and then became mostly absorbed by the New Republic.


  Drommel’s search for spare parts and technical assistance had to be slow and covert in order to avoid discovery. He has no intention of serving the enemies he has sworn to crush and hopes that the Guardian will become the center of a successful attempt to crush the Rebels once and for all. Drommel knows of the failed campaigns launched by Zsinj, Daala and Thrawn, but feels confident that with the right troops supporting him, he will be successful. After all, Drommel believes, Zsinj was a lunatic, Daala was a woman, and Thrawn was a non-human alien—they were all inherentily inferior to him and his genius.


  Shandria L’hnnar
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  Type: New Republic Operative


  DEXTERITY 3D


  Blaster 6D+1, dodge 6D, melee combat 5D, melee parry 4D, vehicle blasters 5D


  KNOWLEDGE 4D+1


  Alien species 8D, cultures 8D, languages 9D+2, planetary systems 9D, willpower 7D


  MECHANICAL 3D


  Astrogation 7D, sensors 5D, starfighter piloting 7D, starship gunnery 5D+2, starship shields 4D+2


  PERCEPTION 3D+2


  Bargain 6D, hide 5D, persuasion 8D, search 5D, sneak 5D


  STRENGTH 2D+1


  Brawling 4D, climbing/jumping 5D, stamina 5D


  TECHNICAL 2D+2


  Computer programming/repair 7D, demolition 5D, security 7D


  Force Points: 3


  Character Points: 18


  Move: 10


  Equipment: Unadorned jumpsuit, chronometer


  Capsule: Shandria L’hnnar is a long-time New Republic Intelligence operative. Though her intellectual ability outshines her physical skills, her sheer willpower, tenacity and determination are enough to keep her superiors from suggesting that she stay out of the field and remain behind an analyst’s desk. She is, in fact, one of the few New Republic Intelligence operatives to not be forced behind a desk after completing twenty field missions.


  A native of Corellia, Shandria dreamed of entering the Imperial Academy and graduating at the top of her class. She had always been an excellent student, with a natural ability to quickly learn and retain information. Her dreams were short-lived however, as she discovered the truth about the Empire when her best friend was arrested for little more than holding anti-imperial opinions. The incident served to open Shandria’s eyes. She never saw her friend again, but soon after joined the Rebel Alliance herself.


  Shandria met Sconn while on a mission to Venaari and a mutual attraction bloomed immediately. As their paths crossed again, the attraction grew into to love.


  Their relationship eventually soured. As Sconn became increasingly disenchanted with the emptiness he felt at the top of his profession. Shandria became increasingly insistent that he face the fact he’s no longer the dashing young thief he once was and put his talents to use as an official operative for the New Republic. Sconn, on the other hand, began insisting that Shandria give up field work to spend more time with him; she wasn’t getting any younger either, he was fond of reminding her. After one particularly nasty argument, Shandria left Sconn again—this time for good, she said. She took on the most dangerous, longest-term mission available… yet another attempt at tracking down the Guardian.


  For the first time in her career, everything that could go wrong for Shandria did go wrong, and she found herself imprisoned along with a group of Republic troopers in the Guardian’s detention block.


  Game information created by Paul Danner, Steve Miller, and Louis J. Prosperi.
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