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  In his 23 years of life, Sienn Sconn had never bothered to imagine how he’d react when confronting a Moff of the Empire (or what was left of the Empire, anyway…). As he turned to acknowledge the tap on his shoulder and came face-to-face with Moff Caerbellak, Sconn immediately wished he had taken the opportunity to do just that.


  With no other real alternative, Sconn put on his best smile and calmly offered Caerbellak a glass of Rydonnian spicewine from the silver tray he was carrying. The Moff selected one and then waved him away with a brush of his hand.


  Sconn gave a quick nod of respect to the high-ranking Imperial official. It was a gesture the intergalactic thief didn’t particularly care to make, but he made up for it by imagining the look on the Moff’s face when the self-important blowhard discovered his prototype weapon had been stolen right from under his nose. Of course Sconn considered silently, that could take a while, considering that Caerbellak’s nose was usually jutting up into the air at an angle that made it difficult to see anything occupying the space below it.


  “That will be all… ”


  The voice of King Rilvvan K’ntarr snapped Sconn back to attention and the thief quickly realized he was still standing next to the two officials, and interrupting their private discussion. Bowing in apology. Sconn straightened the stolen servant’s uniform and hurried off to serve the other guests.


  Caerbellak threw the retreating thief an appraising stare, then shrugged and resumed his conversation with K’ntarr, who doubled as the head of Rythani Products and the de facto ruler of Rydonni Prime.


  Sconn frowned as he moved out of earshot of the two most important men on the planet. He would have liked to have dallied around them to eavesdrop, but he didn’t want to arouse any more suspicion than was necessary, especially from the dangerous Moff.


  With an eye on one day filling in the void left by the deaths of the Emperor and Vader, Caerbellak was slowly moving himself into political position. The next day’s ceremony would go a long way toward that end. The public unveiling of Rythani Product’s new addition to the Imperial arsenal and its subsequent presentation to the Moff would be extremely positive propaganda. And such news was a valuable commodity for the remnants of the shattered Empire. Caerbellak was hoping that once the prototype was in his capable hands, and he began his quest to crush the New Republic in earnest, word of his achievements might even reach the ears of Imperial Advisors, and catapult him to the title of Grand Moff…


  That prototype was certainly worth a lot for whatever it was, but even more to Caerbellak personally. And as a result, just the though of stealing it brought a smile to Sconn’s face. Of course, if he didn’t get moving soon, he would never even get the chance …


  The thief felt someone watching him — he glanced at Caerbellak, but the Moff was busy with the King and not paying attention. Shrugging it off, Sconn turned back, bumping right into someone. Sconn steadied his tray and, as he looked up at the person, he almost jumped out of his skin.


  Slender and tall, the woman was dressed in an elegant black gown that clung to her athletic body. She was very attractive, with smooth skin, a mane of curly red hair, and exotic features. There was also an air of almost palpable danger about her, which was fitting. Her name was Variise, and she was a reputed member of the Mistryl shadow guard as well as the Moff’s personal protector.


  Sconn hoped the blood wasn’t draining from his face. “Excuse me,” he managed to half-whisper, half-mumble, and quickly moved around the woman.


  “Wait.” She spoke the word softly, but Sconn could have sworn she had screamed it into his ear.


  The thief obeyed, taking a deep breath as Variise stepped back in front of him. Under the tray, his right hand began to flex, and the hidden wrist laser began to power up.


  The woman locked her gaze onto his and neither blinked. Finally, Variise grinned, and the image of a Dulvoyinn bloodcat flashed through Sconn’s mind.


  “Aren’t you going to offer me a drink?”


  The tension building up in Sconn’s body subsided somewhat and he gave her a penitent smile. “My apologies … The lady’s beauty made me forget myself.”


  Variise’s crimson fingernails, filed into sharp, almost claw-like points, wrapped around a glass. “Understandable. But understand this … I only forgive once.” She finished the entire drink in one interminable long sip, staring at Sconn the entire time, and placed the empty container back on his tray. “See that it is the only mistake you ever make in my presence.”


  With that, she turned and disappeared into the crowd. Sconn stood there for a long moment, sweat pouring from his body. The thief let out a long breath he hadn’t even realized he’d been holding and quickly moved away.


  Sconn brought the empty drink tray back to the kitchen and carefully crept down the nearest empty hall, circumventing the party going on in the rest of the king’s mansion. As he began to make his escape, the thief began going over the rest of his plan.


  In his excitement, however, the thief forgot one of the important lessons his Uncle Cavv had spent countless hours drilling into him in his youth. A lesson his uncle claimed to have learned from some harmless little green alien who had apparently suffered from delusions of grandeur that he was a Jedi Master …


  Keep your mind on where you are, what you’re doing. Thinking of future instead of concentrating on the present could result in your not surviving to see tomorrow.


  But as he walked down the shadowy hall, all thoughts but those involving his plans had vacated his brain. It all came rushing back to him, though, when the hand that came out of nowhere yanked him into one of the side rooms.


  The door was quickly shut, and Sconn found himself being forced back against a wall in the darkened room. Before the surprised thief could react, a pair of soft lips pressed against his. Sconn was caught up in the passion for a few seconds, then quickly broke the embrace.


  A soft voice, inflected with confusion, broke the silence. “Arden?”


  “Who?”


  There was a pause, then a clicking sound and suddenly a bank of glowlamps was shining in the thief’s face, blinding him.


  “Hey! You’re not Arden.”


  Sconn blinked to clear the spots in his eyes, then focused on a beautiful young woman standing in front of him. Her dark hair was impeccably styled and she was dressed in a sheer white gown that obviously belonged with the party going on outside.


  “Who are you?” she demanded with the insistence of someone who was used to getting quick responses.


  “That depends …” Sconn replied cautiously, noting for the first time that the room was actually one of the mansion’s many guest bedrooms. “Who’s asking?”


  The girl took a regal breath that seemed to inflate her entire body. “I am Princess Kalieva K’ntarr of the Royal House of Rydonni.”


  Sconn went pale, speaking before he could think. “Then I am in big trouble …”


  “That is an understatement if I ever heard one.” The Princess brushed past him, reaching for the door.


  Sconn quickly moved sideways, blocking her path.


  Kalieva narrowed her eyes, setting her lower lip in determination. “Move or I’ll scream.”


  “No, you won’t.”


  She flashed him a child’s impetuous grin. “Just watch me …”


  And true to her word, she opened her mouth to let out what no doubt would have been a bloodcurdling yell had Sconn not quickly clamped a hand over her lips. Kalieva immediately began to struggle and Sconn grabbed her around the waist with his free arm, dragging her away from the door.


  “You have two reasons why you can stop struggling …” Sconn said softly. “First of all. I’m not going to hurt you. And secondly. I’m not exactly sure how your royal family functions, but I’m guessing dalliances with the hired help is not the sort of activity the king approves of his little Princess indulging in.”


  Kalieva’s struggles slowly ceased. Sconn removed his grip on her and stepped back. Glaring at him, the girl reluctantly sat down on the bed, folding her arms across her chest.


  Sconn nodded in approval. “That’s much better.”


  Believing the danger to have passed, the girl’s attitude changed to one of curiosity. “So, who are you really? Not hired help, that’s obvious …”


  The thief brushed past her, checking out the windows. They were on the third floor, facing the front of the secluded countryside manor. “None of your business.”


  “Oh, yes it is. You involved me. Now you must deal with the consequences.”


  Sconn turned around, his mouth dangling open. “I involved you? Look … You’re the one who yanked me in here.” The thief checked his chronometer, biting his lip as he saw the late hour glowing back at him. “And you’re killing my schedule.”


  That only piqued the girl’s interest. “What kind of schedule.”


  “I told you, that’s none of your business …” Sconn checked the outline of the windows and frowned. They were all equipped with sensor alarms. Type VII SafeScreens, he noted, shoulders slumping. No way he could deactivate those without the proper equipment, and unfortunately the proper equipment was a little too bulky for his servant’s outfit. “Damn.”


  Kalieva noted his expression and grinned. “Something wrong?”


  Sconn sat on the edge of the bed, rubbing his jaw as he searched for a solution. His brain would not play along, however, and offered up only two mocking words.


  Easy credits.


  Those words echoed in Sconn’s head like the lyrics from a bad Emperor’s New Clothes song. The last time he heard them, they were originally spoken in Huttese, then translated by a silver protocol droid with a faulty speech processor. It caused the “s” sound to be stretched out into something vaguely reminiscent of a Deryvian snake’s hiss.


  That fact alone, the thief thought, should have been reason enough to turn down such a ludicrous mission. At the time, though, the theft of an Imperial prototype sounded perfectly reasonable, mostly due to the fact that Sconn had forgotten another of the lessons taught to him by his uncle …


  Money always has a way of numbing cerebral functions.


  Apparently, the effects included numbing the part of his memory that stored all the important lessons Sconn had learned from Uncle Cavv.


  When Draskha the Hutt had contacted him, Sconn was a bit surprised. The thief had a reputation, earned through skill, resourcefulness, and a record for not getting caught, but the Hutt was becoming a big-time player in the shadowed hierarchy of criminal organizations and there were certainly countless other thieves out there who had a better success record than Sconn. Yet, Draskha chose him. It was flattering, and that made turning down the job even harder. Of course, so did the offer of 100,000 credits — half up front, half on delivery. The amount surprised him, considering that the Hutt didn’t even know exactly what the prototype was …


  According to the information gathered from the Hutt’s spy network, it was a new weapon, stumbled upon quite by accident. Supposedly, Rythani Products had been experimenting with some sort of new breakthrough technology for the last year or so without much success, until some bright tech-boy discovered a military application for the otherwise useless research. But even that story involved some major speculation, for nearly everything about the prototype was shrouded in a veil of secrecy thicker than the hull of a Star Destroyer. In fact, the only thing Draskha knew for certain about the prototype was that he wanted it. Very badly.


  Of course, if Sconn didn’t get moving soon, he’d have nothing to deliver. “I need a way out of here.”


  “Why? Where are you going?”


  Sconn was shocked, not realizing he was thinking aloud. He turned to look at Kalieva and was just about to open his mouth.


  “I know, I know …” she said before he could respond. “It’s none of my business, right?” The Princess shrugged, giving the thief a mocking smile. “Well, why don’t you go back to your original genius plan and just walk right out of here?”


  “What makes you think that was my plan?”


  “Why else would you be dressed in that Ferijian ape suit? To impress women?”


  Sconn flashed a grin. “It apparently worked for Arden.”


  Kalieva narrowed her eyes and shot him a dirty look. “Only because he was leaving this dump.” The girl turned away. “And was supposed take me with him,” she added softly, almost too low to hear.


  Sconn sighed. “Unfortunately, my time window for exiting has passed. Thanks to you …”


  “Don’t blame me for your incompetence,” it was the thief’s turn to flash a dirty look.


  Kalieva shrugged innocently. “It’s okay. The galaxy needs some idiots.”


  Without a word. Sconn pulled out his server’s cloth and walked over to Kalieva. She shrank back on the bed.


  “What are you going to do with that?”


  “Strangling you comes to mind, but I’ve bargained my conscience down to a gag.”


  “I’ll scream!”


  The thief grinned. “Either way, not for long …”


  “Long enough for someone to hear …” She crawled back on the bed, away from Sconn. “And you can’t steal the prototype from prison.”


  That made the thief stop. The cloth fell from his fingers and it took all he had not to let his lower jaw fall wide open. “How — ”


  “I may he sheltered, but l’m not stupid. You’re obviously up to no good. And your presence here just as the prototype is about to be presented to the Moff cannot be a coincidence.”


  “How do you know I won’t kill you?”


  “Don’t try to bluff me. If you were capable of that, you would have done it already, instead of wasting your time.”


  “So where does that leave us?”


  “In a position to bargain. You want that prototype and I want off this lousy planet. I’ll help you if you help me.”


  “No deal.”


  “Why not?”


  “I really don’t have the time to list all the negatives. So, how about just because I said so.”


  “You’re a fool.”


  Sconn grinned. “I’ve been accused of worse …”


  “And you’ll stand accused of much worse if you’re stupid enough to try and break into the Rythani Products Building.”


  “I’m sorry. I just can’t — ”


  “Oh, I know you’ll be sorry … Especially during those final moments before your execution at the hands of Moff Caerbellak. And all you would have had to do in exchange for my help was agree to take me off the planet. But then again, you won’t have long to regret your mistake, because your head will be removed from your shoulders with the biggest vibro-axe they can find.”


  “That’s enough!” Sconn shook his head, unconsciously massaging his neck.


  “Come on … trust me. With my help, your job will be easy.”


  Sconn was still doubtful. “When people start throwing around the word ‘easy,’ I start getting nervous.” The thief chewed on his lower lip. “Okay, you’ve got a deal…”


  She grinned triumphantly. “That’s the first intelligent thing I’ve heard you say since I’ve met you.”


  “And hopefully it won’t be the last … Now, you’re sure you can get me in without any problem?”


  Kalieva folded her arms defiantly. “I am the Princess. I have access to everything, including the Prototype Labs.”


  * * *


  “What do you mean I can’t enter the prototype labs?”


  The leader of the two Rythani Products guards shook his head and jerked a thumb back at the massive durasteel doors interlocked behind him. “I apologize, my Princess, but no one is allowed into Prototype Lab A.”


  “This is an outrage!” Kalieva wheeled around to face Sconn, who was smartly dressed in the clothingof a Rydonnian noble, “borrowed” from the royal closets. “I promised Arden, here, a sneak peek at Daddy’s new toy and now I am made to look like a fool.” She theatrically took Sconn’s hand in hers. “I mean, the poor boy had his expectations up. Not to mention how it looks for the heiress of this world to be denied entrance into the very business she will one day be in charge of!”


  The lead guard shrugged helplessly. “I don’t know what to say, my lady… I have strict orders from the king. And his orders come from the Moff, himself.”


  Kalieva plastered a petulant frown on her face. “Then I demand to speak with him immediately!”


  “Your father?”


  “No, you dolt! Moff Caerbellak!”


  The guard’s jaw nearly dropped to the floor. “You want to speak with the Moff?”


  The Princess made a gesture of scanning the otherwise empty hallway. “Is there an echo in here?”


  “But, but — ”


  Suffering from the same reaction as the head guard. Sconn squeezed Kalieva’s hand, staring pointedly at her as if she had lost her mind.


  She flashed the thief a look, then returned her glare to the guard. “Well? What are you still standing around for? Go get him!”


  Not knowing what else to do, the guard shouldered his blaster rifle and reached for his comlink. “I’m not really sure if I can just — ”


  Kalieva grabbed the comlink right out of his hand. “Then I’ll do it myself.” She played with it for a moment. “It’s not working,” she said, then threw it over her shoulder in annoyance, much to the chagrin of the guard.


  “But — ”


  Kalieva cut him off as she spun to face his partner, extending her hand. “Give me yours.”


  The man glanced at his commander as if asking what to do.


  “Now,” she barked, causing the man to flinch.


  Cautiously, he handed over his comlink, as if afraid she would also bite.


  [image: ]



  To his surprise, though, she withdrew her hand and nodded to her companion. “Arden, if you would do the honors … ”


  Nodding, Sconn stepped forward, taking the comlink in one hand and planting a fist into the guard’s face with the other.


  The commander started toward Sconn, but Kalieva stuck out a foot, causing the man to lose his balance. Sconn turned as the man stumbled forward, delivering an elbow to the man’s chin, and then dropping him with a blow to the back of the neck.


  “Behind you!” Kalieva shouted.


  The thief returned his attention to the other guard just in time. The man was bringing around his rifle to fire. Sconn grabbed the end of it, driving the butt end of the stock into the guard’s stomach, knocking the wind out of him. Still retaining his grip on the nose of the weapon. Sconn jerked it upwards, catching the man under the chin and felling him as well.


  Kalieva flashed a cocky smile at Sconn, who just shook his head, obviously impressed. “Now that was pretty amazing,” he said as he retrieved the head guard’s ID card.


  “I told you it would be easy. I mean, what would you have done without me?”


  “I don’t know,” the thief said, reaching for the silken belt clasped around his robes, “but we’re about to find out … ”


  * * *


  “I should never have trusted you!” Kalieva snarled, struggling with her bonds as Sconn placed her inside the storage closet. “You’re a thief and a liar!”


  Sconn held the silk belt ready to gag her and shrugged helplessly. “Look, I appreciate your help. I really do … But this whole thing is just too dangerous for you.”


  “Oh, don’t you dare try to placate me. I’m not stupid. You don’t worry about anything except your payment. I could be eaten by a rancor, but as long as you steal the prototype and get away, everything would be just fine for you.”


  “Look, I don’t have time to argue this, and since I don’t see any rancors around here … ” He began reaching for her mouth, preparing to set the gag around it.


  “Why did I ever trust the word of a thief? I should have known people like you never keep your promises.”


  Sconn stopped dead. “I … I’ll come back for you. Once everything is taken care of, I mean.”


  “Who are you trying to convince? Me? Or the guilt you’re feeling in whatever it is you have that passes for a conscience.”


  The thief narrowed his eyes, bristling at that comment, then quickly tied the gag around her mouth. Kalieva continued to fume and struggle, offering ungracious comments about Sconn’s ancestry that were mercifully distorted by the gag.


  Sconn paused in the doorway, checking her bindings one more time, then nodding in satisfaction. “I’ll see you again, Princess. And that’s a promise … ”


  Kalieva muttered something the thief was thankful he couldn’t quite make out. He bowed theatrically, pressed a hand to the control panel, and the door slid shut.


  * * *


  The last stormtrooper went down hard, assisted by the crackling tip of Sconn’s stun staff. The thief rolled the three armored bodies between two large cargo containers. The shadows would conceal them long enough for him to make good his escape.


  The thief paused a moment to wipe the sweat from his forehead and push fallen locks of damp hair out of his eyes. He had been extraordinarily lucky so far. Hopefully it would hold out just a little longer Sconn maneuvered the repulsorsled up the AT-AT’s loading ramp, checking over his shoulder to make sure that he wasn’t being followed. “So far, so good,” he said softly. “Which means something’s due to go wrong any moment.”


  He slid the prototype’s containment capsule into the walker’s troop deck, noting the modified interior — the troop benches had been removed for cargo transport and a pair of battered speeder bikes were squeezed into one corner. Equipment for hauling and securing cargo, including magnalock grapplers, was strewn about haphazardly over the bikes and the floor. Sconn tisked the state of the once mighty Empire, which usually kept its vehicles in pristine condition, both externally and internally.


  Well, their problems were his gain, the thief thought as he used the scattered equipment to secure the prototype. When he was done, Sconn took a moment to stare at the containment capsule — a one-meter sphere of blast-shielded durasteel armor — wondering just what it was inside that could be worth 100,000 credits. Satisfied in the knowledge that possession, not content, was his only concern, the thief breathed a sigh of relief and headed for the walker’s command deck. That’s when he heard the footsteps behind him. Sconn whirled around, taking aim with his wrist laser … Princess Kalieva stood at the boarding hatch, grinning and holding up her hands in a non-threatening manner. “It’s only me.”


  Sconn was extremely shocked to see her, but didn’t lower the weapon. “I know … but you still haven’t given me a reason why I shouldn’t shoot.”


  “You promised you’d see me soon. It’s just a little sooner than you expected.”


  “How did you escape?”


  “I don’t know how good a thief you are, but with the knots you tie, you would have made a lousy pathfinder” She stepped forward. “Please, Sconn … Take me with you.”


  “You know, you are positively scary… I did not tell you my name.” Sheepishly, Kalieva handed him his ID card. “I lifted it back in the bedroom.”


  Angrily, Sconn snatched it out of her hands. “It looks like I’m not the only thief around here.”


  “I’m begging you … I have to get off this planet. I positively can’t stand it anymore.”


  The thief snorted derisively. “Oh, yeah … The brutal life of a Princess. People waiting on you hand and foot, never having to work a day in your life, and more money than you know what to do with … How do you stand the torture?”


  “It’s not like that. I mean, you make it sound like my life is perfect.”


  “Isn’t it?”


  “No.” Kalieva sat down, her fluid blue eyes beginning to water. The effect was akin to watching two whirlpools begin to slowly form. “I hate it. Everyone treats me like I’m fragile … Like I’m still a little child. No one takes me seriously. I’m just a pretty little thing without a brain. When my father is discussing politics with whatever important delegation is currently visiting our planet, do you know what my job is at dinner?”


  Sconn shook his head.


  “To keep silent and smile a lot. Can you believe that?”


  “That’s ridiculous … ” Sconn grinned. “I haven’t seen you keep your mouth shut for five minutes, let alone a whole meal.”


  Kalieva’s eyes narrowed to slits. “Go ahead and make your stupid jokes!” She stood up, planting her hands on her narrow hips. “How could I have been so foolish as to think you’d understand … I should have known a thief would be too busy caring about himself to have room enough for anyone else.” The whirlpools overflowed and tears ran down her face. Sconn’s glimpse of them was brief, though, for she spun around and rushed toward the exit.


  “Kalieva …”


  She stopped halfway down the ramp and he got a better look at the streaming droplets as she turned back around to face him.


  “I… I … ” Sconn’s voice began to fade.


  Her lower lip trembled as if struck by a tremor.


  “I know I’m going to regret this … ” After a long sigh, Sconn jerked his thumb back towards the AT-ATs command deck. “Come on … The Imperial Walker Express is departing immediately. Next stop … outta here.”


  Kalieva’s face lit up like a Kurdawian sunrise. She ran over to Sconn, throwing her arms around his neck. “Oh, thank you. Thank you so much. I promise you. You won’t regret this. I won’t be any trouble at all. You won’t even know I’m here.”


  * * *


  Sconn slapped away Kalieva’s hand as it reached for a control. “Don’t touch that!”


  “Why?” Kalieva grinned, eyes twinkling with mischief. “Is it dangerous?”


  “How should I know?” Sconn frowned at the array of controls surrounding him, staring at them as if they were a hostile alien species and he had no idea how to communicate with them. “I’m still trying to figure out how to turn this thing on … ”


  She reached for another control. “Good. Then I can help … ”


  He grabbed her arm again. “No, you can’t.”


  “I never get to do anything.” Kalieva sat back in the co-pilot’s seat, folding her arms and pouting. “You’re just like my father, you know … a tyrant. Always having to be in control of every situation. Never listening to anybody else’s ideas. Never mind that they might be helpful.”


  “Okay, okay … You know what you can do that would really help?”


  Her eyes lit up with excitement. “What?”


  “Well,” he began in a calm voice, “you can always … ” His face reddened as he finished the sentence in a scream. “Be quiet!”


  “Fine. But see if I offer to help you again anytime soon.”


  “I don’t need any ‘help.’ Things are going just fine and that’s the way I’d like to keep it.” Sconn grinned as the AT-AT cleared the exit of the armory. “See? No problems.”


  A voice crackled over the comlink. “Attention Unit 718-A … This is Imperial command. Respond immediately.”


  Kalieva crossed her arms and smugly sank back in her chair. “You were saying?”


  “Don’t forget. Princess … ” Sconn jerked a finger at her. “If I get caught, you get caught.”


  She sat up and began scanning the control panel. “Where are the guns?”


  “I wish I knew … ” Sconn sighed. He reached for the comlink and put the best Imperial inflection he could manage into his voice. “Unit 718-A responding…” The thief’s authoritarian tone faltered slightly. “Uh … Can we help you?”


  “You are not scheduled for patrol at this time. Explain your actions.”


  Sconn bit his lower lip, thinking quickly. “There have been, uh, some problems with this unit … Just taking her out for a performance evaluation. We certainly don’t want a malfunction during the Moff’s parade, do we?”


  There was a pause and Sconn crossed his fingers. The comlink released a burst of static. “I wasn’t notified of any such operation.”


  “It may not be on the log, yet … it’s a bit last-minute.”


  “Well, I’ll have to clear it with my superiors. You will return to the armory until that time.”


  “Look, we’re just a maintenance crew, cut us a break, will you? I mean, by the time you get your supervisor out of bed, it’ll be morning. Repairs could take a while, and we’re cutting it close as it is.”


  “But standard procedure — ”


  “Fine. I’ll return to base … and when my supervisor asks me to explain all the crushed civilians. I’ll tell him to talk to you.”


  There was a long pause. Sconn sucked in an anxious breath between his teeth.


  “Very well. Unit 718-A, you may continue your maintenance evaluation, but I expect a complete report upon your return. Is that clear?”


  “Perfectly.”


  Sconn exhaled as he clicked off the comlink.


  Kalieva stared at him, obviously impressed. “That was amazing.”


  “No. That was luck. Staying alive means knowing the difference.”


  * * *


  The stolen walker lumbered down the immense streets of Ryell, repulsorlift traffic buzzing over and past like a swarm of angry insects. Sconn peered out the viewport, staring in awe at the starscrapers of Rydonni Prime’s capital city.


  The thief shook his head ruefully. “I never thought I’d ever be sitting inside an AT-AT and still be intimidated. On second thought. I never thought I’d be sitting in an AT-AT.” Sconn grinned. “Well, not up front, anyway … ”


  He glanced over at Kalieva, but the Princess was apparently lost in her private thoughts.


  “I wonder what the tops of those things look like?”


  “You can only see them from space … ” she said wistfully, then turned to face him. “Didn’t you notice?”


  “I didn’t land here. I was dropped off at Berast.”


  “That’s quite a trek … ”


  “That’s okay. I’m getting quite a lot of money.”


  Kalieva laughed and took a deep breath.


  “Second thoughts?”


  “No … Well, yes.” The Princess craned her neck to peer up at the night sky. Stars were just barely visible through the swirled clouds above. “I mean, there’s so much out there. Where do you start?”


  It was Sconn’s turn to laugh. “Now there’s a question that may just be as old as those stars.”


  “So, what’s the answer?”


  “There really isn’t one … I guess that’s why the question has been around so long.”


  “I’ve always dreamed about it, ever since I was a little girl. I pictured it as an endless expanse of forest, just waiting out there to be explored. I think I’m ready now … to explore, I mean.” She paused to take in the sights above. “Tell me, Sconn,” she said, gesturing at the stars. “Tell me what’s waiting for me out there.”


  The thief paused before answering. “Everything you ever imagined. And everything else you never even knew existed.”


  Kalieva smiled at him.


  “What?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.


  “You don’t act like a thief. Or anyone I’ve ever met. for that latter.”


  Sconn’s grin stretched from ear-to-ear. “That’s because I’m one-of-a-kind.”


  She couldn’t stifle a laugh. “Probably because that’s all the galaxy could handle … ”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  Kalieva grinned. “Figure it out … ”


  Sconn pointed a finger at her. “Don’t forget who’s getting us out of here, Princess. If it wasn’t for me, you’d still be stuck — ”


  There was a loud, mechanical screeching sound and the walker came to a sudden stop.


  “ — on this lousy planet,” he finished through gritted teeth. Kalieva fought to maintain a straight face.


  The thief began combing the command deck for a set of hydro-spanners. “This,” he said with a resigned sigh, “is just not my day … ”


  * * *


  “Finshed.” Sconn grinned as he climbed out of the access panel on the floor of the walker.


  Kalieva yawned, gesturing out at the breaking dawn and frowned. “And just in time.”


  Sconn’s eyes widened as he rushed back to the pilot’s station. “Why didn’t you tell me what time it was?”


  “I was asleep!”


  “Great … just great.” Sconn mumbled as he got the AT-AT moving. “I swear, if I make it out of this. I’ll never steal anything again.”


  “That’s a shame. You could really use an intelligence augmentation chip.”


  “Nothing. Especially loud-mouthed Princesses … ”


  There was silence as he maneuvered the walker through the immense capital city of Ryell until Kalieva finally spoke.


  “Do you really think we’ll make it?”


  Sconn checked his chronometer. “If we can make it to the Outland Region before 1100 hours, we will.”


  “What happens after that?”


  “The captain I paid in advance takes off in his transport with my money, but without us.”


  “Step on it.”


  “What do you think I’m doing?”


  Sconn angrily maneuvered the AT-AT around a corner, and the walker stepped right into the middle of a massive Imperial parade.


  There was a moment of quiet in the command deck, and Kalieva slowly turned to stare at Sconn. “Getting us killed,” she said flatly.


  The sides of the streets were lined with elevated repulsorstands that contained what seemed to be every citizen in the city. Sconn’s walker stepped right into formation with four others, which brought up the rear of the large Imperial procession. Leading the parade was a legion of stormtroopers, various repulsorlift vehicles, and a phalanx of AT-ST units.


  It was an impressive spectacle, and the gathered crowd cheered, ooing and ahhing at the assembled Imperial might. Children balanced on their parents’ shoulders pointed excitedly at the sight of the massive AT-AT walkers, which moved with the same lumbering gait as the native Rythii beasts they saw in the Royal Zoos.


  A stark contrast to the rest of the high technology, the royal reviewing box was a relic from another era. Constructed of bonded wood-frame, the king’s grandstand towered above everything except the starscrapers surrounding it. As the visible Imperial troops passed the royal box, they saluted its occupants, which included the king, Moff Caerbellak, and Variise.


  King K’ntarr glanced at the empty seat next to him and frowned in annoyance. “My daughter will pay for missing this event. She’s making me look bad.”


  Caerbellak gazed at the slightly overweight man and his multicolored, foppish ensemble out of the corner of his eye. “I can’t imagine it getting any worse,” the Moff grinned.


  * * *


  “Well, at least things can’t get any worse.”


  Sconn turned to Kalieva and frowned. “Never, ever say that. Things can always get — ”


  A voice crackled over the walker’s comlink. “It’s about time you joined us, Unit 718-A. If Caerbellak finds out you were late, he’s going to have your head.”


  Sconn glared at the Princess, who merely shrugged, as he reached for the comlink. “So maybe he doesn’t have to find out … You know. I, uh, still have that whole case of Savareen brandy back at the barracks.”


  An unbearable moment of silence followed and Kalieva flashed Sconn a look. The thief just shrugged.


  “Make it half a case and you have a deal.”


  “Done.” Sconn clicked off the comlink and exhaled. “It’s a good thing the Empire isn’t what it used to be.”


  “So, now what?”


  “Now, we parade past the crowd, keep going right out of the city, and head into the Outlands for the rendezvous with the transport.” For the first time, Sconn grinned at his chronometer. “And all with time to spare …”


  * * *


  Celomar, the Moff’s Imperial aide, whispered into Caerbellak’s ear, then quickly moved away as the Moff leaped to his feet.


  “What do you mean the prototype’s gone?”


  Celomar seemed to physically shrink under Caerbellak’s withering glare. “We believe it’s been stolen, sir.”


  “Such an ingenious deduction … I would have thought it was just misplaced. Of course it’s been stolen, you idiot! The only question is who did it?”


  The king was flabbergasted, his voice raising an octave. “Stolen!”


  Caerbellak whirled around to face K’ntarr. The Moff’s voice lowered to a dangerous whisper. “Keep your voice down, you idiot. This little mishap is going to remain quiet if I have to cut out tongues personally. Under no circumstances will I allow this situation to turn into yet another embarrassing incident for the Empire.”


  If the king heard him, he gave no indication as he merely droned on. “But … but, this can’t be. Our security — ”


  “Was obviously insufficient. I knew I should have demanded Imperial protection at Rythani Labs.”


  “But — ”


  “But I mistakenly believed you when you informed me that the prototype would be safe until the presentation.”


  The king quickly stood, assuming a look of righteous anger. “Heads will roll for this, I assure you!”


  “Now that is the first correct statement I have heard escape your lips.” Caerbellak grabbed the king’s collar, jerking the man forward. “You see, that prototype will be found immediately and quietly by whatever means necessary. I will kill every last being on this planet if need be, but I will find it and the party responsible for its theft.”


  “How dare you! I demand that you release me immediately!”


  “You are in a position to demand nothing. As of this moment, I am imposing martial law on this planet.”


  “Guards!”


  The two armored Rythani guards stepped forward, reaching for their weapons, then both men fell to the floor of the box, smoking blaster holes in their backs.


  Variise stood over their bodies, staring coldly at the shocked king over the two hold-out weapons in her grasp.


  “I’m afraid they can’t help you,” Caerbellak grinned. “But you can help yourself if you furnish me with some suspects.”


  “But I have no idea!”


  “I suffer the many faults of a fool, good king, but I cannot forgive uselessness.” Caerbellak pulled out his blaster, sliding the tip under the king’s nose. “You will be the first to die … though certainly not the last.”


  * * *


  At that moment. Sconn’s walker passed the royal reviewing box. Seeing Caerbellak with his blaster to her father’s head, Kalieva leaned forward in her seat and screamed. “Father! No!”


  Sconn turned his gaze from Caerbellak and the king over to Kalieva, watching the tears streaming down the girl’s face. The thief pondered his choice … If he did nothing, her father would die. If he acted, his chance of escape was reduced to almost nil and they would all be killed.


  On second thought, Sconn realized, it wasn’t really much of a choice at all …


  * * *


  “Caerbellak!”


  The amplified voice momentarily startled the Moff. He slowly turned his gaze, until he saw that one of the parading walkers had come to a halt, its head craned sideways to face him.


  “What?” Shocked at what he was seeing, Caerbellak could barely manage to sound out the word.


  “There’s something you should know, sir,” came the booming response.


  “What?” echoed the Moff, unsure if he could manage a different word.


  “You’re a real space slug.”


  Caerbellak’s face turned three shades of red. “Who are you?”


  “The guy who has your prototype. So be nice … ”


  The Moff’s mouth dropped open.


  Kalieva’s voice echoed from the walker. “Daddy!”


  The king was shocked. “Kalieva?”


  “Someone is going to die!” the Moff roared, waving his blaster menacingly.


  “Wow, what genius. I guess that’s why you’re the Moff … ”


  And those were the last words spoken before the walker’s chin cannons roared to life …


  Sconn grinned as half the supports anchoring the royal grandstands gave way, causing it to shift wildly. Caerbellak, Variise, and the king tumbled to the floor of the box as they lost solid footing. The whole structure seemed to groan, but it held.


  Kalieva whirled to face him. “Are you crazy?”


  “So I’ve been told,” the thief replied with a shrug.


  “You could have killed my father!”


  “But I didn’t. And if he’s got any sense, he’ll make a break for it.” Sconn threw the AT-AT into motion, sending Kalieva crashing back into her seat. “And so will we … ”


  * * *


  “Are you hurt, my liege?”


  Caerbellak roughly pushed away his Mistryl bodyguard. “I’m fine,” the Moff snarled as he brushed off his ceremonial uniform and gestured at the escaping walker. “Just stop them!”


  Variise nodded. “And the Princess?”


  “I don’t care! Kill them both if you wish, just get that prototype back!”


  Variise grinned, and in one fluid motion spun around, took a few running steps, and jumped from the tilting reviewers box, landing gracefully on the rear of the walker.


  Forgetting his danger, the king charged forward. “No! You can’t kill my daughter! She’s an innocent hostage!”


  The box began to creak and shake, causing the king to stumble into the Moff’s waiting arms. Caerbellak regained his grip on the king, shoving his blaster in the man’s stomach.


  “I will do whatever I see fit … and that includes ordering any death I wish. So. if you want to continue living, you will do as I say.” The Moff shoved the king forward. “Now get moving, your highness, before we are both brought low by circumstance … ”


  * * *


  Sconn turned to Kalieva. “Did you hear something?”


  The Princess nodded, indicating the rear of the walker. “It sounded like it came from back there … ”


  “I’ll check it out. You take the controls.”


  “But I don’t know what I’m doing,” Kalieva said.


  “Then you’ll fit right in.”


  Annoyed, Kalieva took over the controls as Sconn stood and stepped into the access tube contained in the walker’s neck, moving back towards the troop deck.


  Sconn moved through the darkened troop deck, holding the handle of his stun staff in a tight grip. He maneuvered through the compartment intent on checking to make sure the durasteel sphere was secure. He saw that it was and smiled, relieved. The thief patted it reassuringly. “Don’t worry … everything’s fine.”


  That’s when the steel whip wrapped around his throat. Sconn gurgled, dropping the stun staff as he was jerked backwards and lost his footing. The thief landed on his back and was staring up at Variise, who held other end of the whip in her hand. She smiled at the fallen thief, then shifted the expression into a snarl as she pressed a button in the handle.


  Sconn let out a bloodcurdling scream as the whip pulsed to life with crackling energy.


  “I think I shall enjoy watching you die, writhing like the miserable little Askarian worm that you are … ”


  Fighting off the excruciating pain, Sconn lifted his arm slightly, letting his sleeve drop to reveal his wrist laser. Grunting, he fired the beam, angling it to slice through the whip at about its mid-point. Cut off from its power supply, the steel coiled around Sconn’s neck returned to normal. The severed tip sparked wildly, sending a pulse of feedback energy back into the handle, and Variise.


  The Mistryl screamed as she was hit by the crackling energy, the jolt powerful enough to slam her body back into the wall. The smoking handle fell from her quivering fingers as she slid to the floor. Lances of charged energy continued to arc across her body.


  Sconn used the opportunity to quickly pull the whip from around his neck. He stumbled, getting to his feet as the residue from the shock took its toll on his body. The thief managed to grab hold of the wall to keep from falling back to the floor and paused to catch his breath.


  “I have to tell you … I’m shocked that such a beautiful woman could be so vicious.” Sconn saw the residue charge still flickering around her form and grinned. “Hmm. I guess you know the feeling.”


  Sconn spotted his stun staff and reached for it, only to scream as a long needle-thin knife slammed into his arm. Pulling it out, he whirled around in time to see Variise charging him. The thief dropped onto his back, at the same time bringing up his legs. The thief drove his feet into the approaching Mistryl’s stomach, knocking the wind out of her, as well as taking advantage of her momentum … Using his leverage, Sconn flipped Variise completely over him, sending her through the air. The Mistryl crashed into the side wall, her body hitting the sensor panel that controlled the assault ramp.


  Variise rolled forward, making sure to keep away from the ramp, which was lowering into empty space outside the vehicle. Across the way, Sconn was slowly getting to his feet, still a little shaky from the shock whip. Seeing that his opponent was still trying to gain her own footing, the thief took the opportunity to rush her. Unfortunately, Variise was more than ready for that.


  Before he even reached her, Variise dove forward, catching his legs and toppling him over. She immediately used the opening to try and dig her sharp fingernails into his throat. Sconn grabbed her arms, trying to keep her from ripping into something vital in his neck.


  As they thrashed around on the floor, wind began to rush in through the open hatch, buffeting them both. Sconn used his strength to roll Variise over him, knocking her flat on her back right at the edge of the hatch.


  Sconn began forcing her out with a grin. “I think it’s time for you to disembark … Please watch your step.”


  In response, Variise delivered a well-placed knee that turned Sconn’s vision into a hyperspace leap complete with streaking stars. “Oops. My leg slipped … ” Using all her strength, Variise mimicked the thief’s move and rolled the stunned Sconn over her … right out the hatch and into the grasp of the wind.


  Sconn clawed the air as he fell, and his fingers caught hold of the very bottom edge of the ramp, which, with no ground to touch, hung open in the air. Tightening his grip to brace himself against the strong gusting of the wind, the thief braved a glance down, swallowing as he gauged the height. The 10-meter fall to the hard ground below would definitely kill him.


  Variise looked down at Sconn, who was trapped in an extremely precarious position. “I warned you, thief … ” The woman grinned and took aim with a hold-out blaster. “I only forgive once. And you already had your chance.”


  “That’s okay … I’m not really sorry.” Sconn said, tightening his tenuous grip as he arched his right wrist.


  A moment before Variise squeezed the trigger. Sconn fired his wrist laser, the cutting beam slicing into her gun hand. The Mistryl screamed in pain, dropping the blaster. Sconn stretched out his hand, catching the weapon, and quickly opened fire.


  The Mistryl dove back inside as blaster fire exploded around her, one of the shots nicking her shoulder. Sconn tossed away the weapon and reached into one of his pockets, withdrawing one of his special half-sphere thermal explosives. The thief quickly attached it as far up on the ramp as he could reach, then used it as a handhold to make his way back up into the walker’s interior. As he pulled his upper body up onto the troop deck, a hold-out blaster was waiting there to greet him.


  Variise flashed a vicious smile as she held the barrel of the weapon pointed at his face. “I think it’s time for you to disembark … ”
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  Without warning Sconn suddenly grabbed her arm and jerked forward. The weapon erupted, the blast hurtling harmlessly out the hatch, quickly followed by Variise. At the last second, the Mistryl caught hold of the bottom of the ramp.


  Sconn got to his feet and turned to stare down at Variise. “I love irony, don’t you?”


  She snarled up at the thief as he pulled out a small, silver device and fingered one of its buttons. Her eyes widened as she moved her stare from the device to the half-sphere between her and Sconn. “You wouldn’t … ”


  “Of course not,” he said, then pressed the button. “Oops. My finger slipped … ”


  The device beeped, and the half-sphere gave an answering tone. Sconn leaped back inside as the ensuing explosion shook the entire walker. After a moment, the thief cautiously peered out the hatch. Both the ramp and Variise were nowhere to be found.


  The thief nodded with satisfaction. “Looks like my luck’s finally hanging.”


  As soon as the words escaped his lips, the entire walker jerked forward again, sending Sconn tumbling to the floor of the troop deck.


  * * *


  “Sconn! We’ve got a problem, here!”


  Kalieva gave a quick glance over her shoulder as she fought unsuccessfully with the walker’s controls. “Where is he?” she muttered under her breath.


  Sconn stumbled into the command deck just as the AT-AT lurched forward again, picking up speed.


  “Where have you been?” Kalieva demanded to know.


  “I got caught up in what you might call an explosive argument with Variise. Things blew up and she went to pieces.” Sconn fell into the pilot’s seat as the walker shook wildly. “Is it me or are these things not supposed to be moving this fast?”


  “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you … this thing’s out of control!”


  “Define out of control … ”


  “Whatever you did back there must have caused major damage in this thing’s drive motors. I can’t slow us down and I can’t steer.”


  “Okay, that definitely qualifies as out of control.”


  A sudden blast rocked the walker. Sconn shook his head. “Now what?”


  Kalieva checked the sensor arrays. “The other walkers are opening fire. Luckily, at this speed they can’t catch us.”


  “Oh, silly me. And I thought being out of control was a completely negative experience.”


  The Princess shot him a dirty look. “Things can’t possibly get any worse than this.”


  “Didn’t I tell you never to say that?”


  “Why shouldn’t I?”


  Sconn glanced out the viewport and gave the sigh of the long-suffering. “Because now they just did.” They had diverted from the parade course and were headed for one of the repulsorstands. Its occupants seemed to realize this wasn’t part of the show, and started exiting as quickly as they could.


  The thief fumbled with the external comm. “Uhh, you people may want to move … ” More people started to flee, but some looked stunned.


  Sconn tried again, this time at a higher volume. “Runaway walker! Everybody out of the way!”


  The remaining citizens got themselves off the repulsorstand as fast as they could.


  The thief exhaled in relief as the repulsorstand emptied out just as the walker plowed right through it, reducing it to scrap. Sconn sank back into the pilot’s seat as he watched the crowds run screaming through the streets. The mass chaos was actually aiding their escape, throwing off the pursuit of the other walkers. “Now, that was a close one … ”


  “But that one’s even closer,” Kalieva shouted as she tugged on Sconn’s arm.


  The thief looked up and immediately wished he hadn’t when he saw a large starscraper directly in their path. “What’d you do? Say things couldn’t get worse, again?”


  “No. Should I?”


  “No!” The thief bit his lower lip and considered his options. “What building is that, anyway?”


  “The Rydonnian Imperial Consulate.”


  Grinning, Sconn grabbed Kalieva’s arm. jerking her out of her seat. “Okay, then … time to abandon walker.”


  * * *


  Kalieva glanced out the open hatch and swallowed as she measured the descent to the ground. “How-are we going to get off this thing?”


  The thief was busy searching the troop deck. “Jump?”


  The Princess narrowed her eyes. “I mean, how do we get off this thing alive … ”


  Sconn began pulling equipment off one of the speeder bikes. Peeking over his shoulder. Kalieva saw it and smiled. “Let’s get out of here.”


  Sconn jerked a finger into the air. “Not without that prototype … ”


  The walker was rocked by another round of blaster fire.


  “We don’t have time for this, Sconn! We’re talking about our lives. Besides, we can’t move it out of here, so forget the stupid prototype and let’s go!”


  The thief wasn’t so easily deterred. “I’ve gone through too much trouble to let it slip through my fingers now … come on, Sconn, think … ” His gaze wandered from the bike to the durasteel sphere containing the prototype and the repulsorsled it was still sitting on. Sconn grinned. “I’ve got it.”


  “What? A death wish?”


  “Hardly. Look, instead of wasting all that energy you seem to have by asking dumb questions, why don’t you make yourself useful and look for some magnalock grapplers. I’m sure I saw them somewhere around here earlier … ”


  “What do you need those for?”


  Sconn just shot her a look. Sighing loudly, she turned and began searching. “Fine …”


  * * *


  “Are you sure about this?” Kalieva asked as she tightened her grip around Sconn’s waist.


  “Yes,” he answered in a coarse whisper. “But it’d be much easier if you’d allow me to breathe … ”


  “Sorry,” she said as she loosened her grip slightly.


  Sconn nodded, checking the controls on the speeder bike beneath them. Satisfied, he turned around to check on the magnalock grapplers trailing durasteel cabling bet ween the back of the bike and the repulsorsled containing the prototype. Taking a deep breath, the thief glanced out the open assault ramp hatch and gunned the bike forward.


  The bike, and the attached repulsorsled, screamed out of the walker’s open hatch just seconds before the head of the great machine thundered into the side of the starscraper like an ancient battering ram. The body soon followed, driving its massive weight forward, right through the building.


  The fallen AT-AT gave a great shudder, and then promptly exploded. Nearly every panel of the building’s transplastoid face below the thirtieth floor blew out in unison, shattering like fine glass and showering the streets below.


  The crowds continued to spill off the repulsorstands and into the streets, screaming in terror. People ran for cover or just dropped to the ground and covered their heads as debris rained down from above.


  * * *


  Caerbellak watched the distant explosion and slowly lowered his blaster from the king’s head. The Moff motioned to Celomar, who stepped forward to report.


  “We’ve scrambled a squadron of TIE fighters, sir. They’ll be arriving any minute.”


  “Tell them to hold off … ”


  “Sir?”


  “I said, tell them not to engage!”


  “But — ”


  “Are you questioning my orders, Celomar?”


  The aide took a step back. “Of course not … ”


  “Then you will inform our forces that they are only to make a show of trying to stop them. In the end, though, they shall let them escape.”


  The king stared at the Moff “You’re mad.”


  “No,” Caerbellak answered with a smile. “I’m just creative … ”


  * * *


  “I cannot believe we made it,” Kalieva said as she surveyed the natural beauty of the heavily-forested Outlands.


  “I hate to say ‘I told you so,’ but I told you so … ” Sconn grinned as he dismounted the bike, which was still smoking from the blaster holes it picked up after their run-in with the Imperial forces. The thief watched happily as the crew of the transport ship loaded the durasteel sphere into the bowels of the heavily-modified Ghtroc freighter that bore the name Corellian Thunder.


  The Princess shook her head. “It was almost too easy … ”


  “Easy? Are you nuts? After everything I’ve been through on this lousy planet. I’m lucky to be alive. And so are you … ”


  “I suppose … ”


  The captain of the Thunder, a thin Corellian by the name of Davrin, motioned to Sconn that they were ready for take-off. “Come on, then … time is wasting!”


  “My money, my time, so take it easy.” Sconn said and turned to Kalieva.


  “Sure, ‘take it easy,’ he says. Well he ain’t gonna be the one havin’ to dodge those Star Destroyers orbitin’ above … ” Davrin continued to mumble to himself as he ascended the ramp into his ship. Sconn shook his head. “I need some new friends … ”


  “You already made one.” Kalieva answered.


  The thief grinned, self-consciously rubbing the back of his neck. “So, you ready to go?”


  The Princess paused. “I can’t … ”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean I can’t. I always wanted adventure, Sconn … and that’s what you gave me a taste of. The only thing is, I didn’t realize how much danger goes along with it. After what I’ve just been through, the boring safety of Rydonni doesn’t seem quite so bad anymore. Besides, my father may still be in danger. And there’s so much that has to be done here … ”


  “You know, something, Princess? I think you grew up a little on this adventure. And I also think that one day, you’ll lead this place right out of the Moff’s grasp.”


  She grinned. “Just like I did for you?”


  Sconn held up his hands. “Wait a second now, I think you have who saved who a little backwards … ”


  “Let’s just call it a draw. And you better get moving, before Caerbellak calls in an entire fleet to chase you down.”


  “Take care of yourself, Princess … ”


  “You too, my mysterious thief … and don’t forget your promise I want you to come back and see me again.”


  The two hugged each other tightly, and as they began to separate Kalieva leaned in to kiss him. After a moment, she pulled back from the embrace, reading his eyes. “There’s someone else, isn’t there?”


  “Yeah,” Sconn replied, his thoughts going to Shandria L’hnnar, “there sort of is. Though I’m not sure if we both know it yet.”


  “Well, she’s a lucky woman, whoever she is. You are certainly one-of-a-kind … ”


  “I know,” he grinned, heading up the freighter’s ramp.


  Davrin was waiting at the entrance, arms folded impatiently. As the thief approached, he leaned over, talking in a low voice. “You know it ain’t exactly a bright idea to keep a Hutt waitin’. Especially when he’s droolin’ all over his slug self for somethin’.”


  “Don’t worry yourself.” Sconn patted the captain’s back as they walked inside together. The thief took one last look at Kalieva through the ramp closing behind him, then returned his attention to the prototype being secured in the Thunder’s cargo bay. “Draskha is going to be one happy Hutt when he sees what I brought him.”


  * * *


  “The Ghtroc freighter has escaped our pursuit and successfully made the jump to hyperspace … ”


  Caerbellak waited for the filtered voice to finish in a burst of static, then he lifted the comlink to his lips. “Understood. Excellent work.”


  The Moff put away the comlink and grinned up at the stars. “This is working out better than I could have ever planned. Fortune has been truly kind, but I really should have thought of this myself.”


  “I don’t quite understand your logic, Caerbellak.” The female voice came from behind him, but the Moff didn’t turn to look. “Why are you letting him escape with the prototype?”


  “Because, my dear, once that sphere is opened, its contents will move through the New Republic, pass into the hands of a few of their cells, and more than likely land in a weapons testing lab of some type. And as the locations of each segment of that underground chain are transmitted back to me. I will sever each link personally.”


  “You are a truly devious one, Caerbellak … ”


  The Moff blushed, stepped over the corpse of King K’ntarr, and extended his arm to the woman behind him. “The King is dead … ”


  Princess Kalieva took his hand and allowed herself to be pulled into his embrace. “Long live the new queen.”


  And their laughter echoed up into the night sky …


  Sienn Sconn
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  Type: Master Thief


  Dexterity 4D


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


  KNOWLEDGE 3D


  Alien species 4D+1, cultures 4D, languages 5D+1, law enforcement 5D, streetwise 6D, value 8D, willpower 5D


  MECHANICAL 2D


  Repulsorlift operation 4D, repulsorlift operation: speeder bike 5D+1


  PERCEPTION 4D


  Bargain 8D, con 7D+2, gambling 5D, hide 8D, search 9D, sneak 7D


  STRENGTH 3D


  Brawling 5D, climbing/jumping 6D+1


  TECHNICAL 2D


  Computer programing/repair 6D+2, demolition 5D, security 6D+2


  Force Points: 3


  Character Points: 15


  Move: 10


  Equipment: Stun staff (STR+3D+2 including stun charge: STR+2D without stun charge), thermal half-spheres and detonator device, wrist laser gauntlet (5D)


  Capsule: Sienn Sconn is a 23-year old intergalactic thief. Quickwitted, spontaneous, and mischievous are only a few of the words that have been used to describe him (many of the rest are unfit to print). The ones he prefers the most, however, are “one-of-a-kind.” He strives to be different, refusing to follow prescribed rules, and, often times, common sense.


  Sconn doesn’t 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 tries to hide, though, due to the negative effects it could have on his reputation.


  Like many in his chosen profession. Sconn has a penchant for getting into trouble, but unlike others, he excels at getting back out again. The thief has always claimed that he’s luckier than he deserves to be. Considering that he’s still alive after many encounters with bounty hunters, dealings with galactic scum of every shape and size, and escaping the collective wrath of a wide assortment of Imperials, it truly seems that Lady Luck has embraced Sienn Sconn.


  Kalieva K’ntarr
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  Type: Corporate Princess


  DEXTERITY 3D


  Blaster 4D, dodge 5D, melee combat 4D+2, pick pocket 5D+2


  KNOWLEDGE 4D


  Alien species 4D+2, bureaucracy: Rydonni Prime 8D, business: Rythani Products 7D+1, intimidation 5D, law enforcement: Rydonni Prime 5D, value 4D, willpower 5D+1


  MECHANICAL 2D


  Beast riding 3D+2, repulsorlift operation 4D


  PERCEPTION 4D


  Bargain 6D, command 7D, con 8D, hide 5D+1, persuasion 7D, sneak 5D+2


  STRENGTH 2D+1


  Brawling 3D+1, climbing/jumping 5D, swimming 4D


  TECHNICAL 2D+2


  Computer programing/repair 4D, security 3D+2


  Force Points: 1


  Dark Side Points: 1


  Character Points: 10


  Move: 10


  Equipment: Expensive clothing, hold-out blaster (3D)


  Capsule: Kalieva K’ntarr is in her late teens and is the heiress not only to the throne of Rydonni Prime, but the executive office of Rythani Products, a large supplier of electronics, weapons, and parts to the remnants of the Empire.


  Kalieva is beautiful and truly regal, tinged with the seemingly inbred haughtiness and commanding tone of all royalty. When she wants something, she wants it immediately, and exactly as she demanded it to be. Those who displease her are made to suffer, even if only in small ways.


  Her petulance and childish behavior are tolerated mostly because of her position and her stunning appearance. But, like a poisonous flower, the beauty is just a facade. Her intelligence and perception are both as sharp as any vibroblade, perhaps even deadlier. Adept at the game of politics and power. Kalieva is much more than she seems to be on the surface.


  Those unfortunate enough to take the moody and seemingly harmless young girl at face value are in for a rude awakening …


  Moff Caerbellak
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  Type: Imperial Moff


  DEXTERITY 3D


  Blaster 6D+2, dodge 6D, melee combat 5D


  KNOWLEDGE 4D


  Alien species 5D, bureaucracy: Imperial 8D+2, cultures 6D, intimidation 7D, languages 5D, law enforcement 6D, tactics: fleets 7D, tactics: ground assault 8D, willpower 7D


  MECHANICAL 2D+2


  Astrogation 5D, capital ship gunnery 6D, capital ship piloting 5D, capital ship shields 5D, repulsorlift operation 3D, sensors 6D


  PERCEPTION 3D


  Bargain 5D, command 9D+2, con 7D+1, persuasion 5D+2, search 7D


  STRENGTH 3D+1


  Brawling 6D+1, climbing/jumping 4D+1


  TECHNICAL 2D


  Computer programing/repair 4D, first aid 3D, security 6D+2


  Force Points: 1


  Dark Side Points: 5


  Character Points: 17


  Move: 10


  Equipment: Blaster pistol (4D), comlink, Imperial uniform


  Capsule: Moff Caerbellak is one of the dangerous men remaining in the Empire. Every action he takes in his life is oriented toward achieving a single goal — to destroy the New Republic, and return to the glory days of the Empire. An Empire which he will, of course, have a powerful hand in.


  However, Caerbellak is smart enough to realize that this will take an incredible amount of time and effort. The Moff intends to begin by rooting out New Republic activity in his sector, a task that he believes will be made easier after he receives the prototype from Rythani Products.


  Unlike many of his counterparts, Caerbellak makes judicious use of both military force and underhanded politics. The fact that he is equally comfortable with either makes him all the more deadly. As the saying among his staff goes. “Never turn your back on Caerbellak.”


  Completely without scruples, mercy, or respect for life, Caerbellak will stop at nothing to achieve his goals. At times, his tactics even clash with Imperial doctrine. For the Moff, though, the end nearly always justifies the means …


  Variise
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  Typo: Mistryl Shadow Guard


  DEXTERITY 4D


  Blaster 7D, dodge 7D, melee combat: shock-whip 6D, thrown weapons 5D


  KNOWLEDGE 3D


  Alien species 6D, bureaucracy: Imperial 5D+1, cultures 5D, intimidation 8D, languages 4D, streetwise 6D, willpower 6D


  MECHANICAL 2D


  Astrogation 4D, repulsorlift operation 5D, space transports 4D+2, starship gunnery 5D


  PERCEPTION 3D+2


  Command 6D+2, hide 6D, search 7D+1, sneak 8D


  STRENGTH 3D


  Brawling 7D, brawling: martial arts 8D, climbing/jumping 6D


  TECHNICAL 2D+1


  Computer programing/repair 4D, first aid 5D, security 6D+2


  Force Points: 1


  Dark Side Points: 4


  Character Points: 16


  Move: 10


  Equipment: 2 Hold-out blaster pistols (3D), shock-whip (STR+2D+2), vibro-knife (STR+1D)


  Capsule: Variise is a beautiful and exotic-looking woman who serves as bodyguard and right-hand operative to Moff Caerbellak. Variise enjoys her job immensely, especially the fear her reputation inspires in most sentient beings. Before the Moff arrives somewhere, rumors fly, but whenever her name is mentioned in the conversation, the words are hushed to a whisper.


  Cold, cruel, and calculating, she is as deadly as she is attractive. Variise speaks in a smooth, silky tone that can easily be laced with a razor’s edge. When she gives an order, it is followed without pause, for usually the lackey is in a hurry to get as far away from her as possible.


  She exudes danger with each measured, yet graceful step. Her stride reminds many beings of feline predators, and she seems always ready to spring into action. As a result, people tend to be very edgy around her, as if unsure if she’s about to pounce.


  Variise is part of a mysterious sect known as the Mistryl Shadow Guards. Though she acknowledges being a member of the group, she never discusses them, claiming it would break a secrecy oath. It is known, however, that the Mistryls are a group of female warriors from an unknown world crushed under the tyrannical rule of the Empire. As a result, nearly all of the Mistryls will not serve the Empire in any way — which makes it all the more odd that the enigmatic Variise serves Caerbellak. Rumors say that the Moff saved her from death at the hands of a band of pirates and she is repaying the debt by guarding his life. Though no one knows for sure if this is true …


  Rydonni Prime


  Type: Terrestrial


  Temperature: Temperate


  Atmosphere: Type 1 (breathable)


  Hydrosphere: Moderate


  Gravity: Standard


  Terrain: Urban, forest, plains


  Length of Day: 22 standard hours


  Length of Year: 370 local days


  Sapient Species: Humans


  Starports: 1 Imperial class, 2 standard class


  Population: 7 billion


  Planet Function: Manufacturing


  Government: Corporate monarchy


  Tech Level: Space


  Major Exports: High technology


  Major Imports: Foodstuffs, luxury goods


  Capsule: Rydonni Prime is the only inhabitable planet orbiting the Rydo sun in the Namaryne system. The sector capital of Moff Caerbellak’s rule, it has historically been an Imperial stronghold, well-treated by the Emperor due to the contributions it made to bis military. The wealthy planet has very few homeless and disenfranchised, and as a result, there has been little unrest over the years, and certainly no seeds of Rebellion.


  The era of the New Republic has had little effect on this world, except for increasing the people’s fear of New Republic incursion. The people believe that the fragmented Empire will again be whole in the near future, rising to crush the Rebellion once and for all.


  The capital city of Ryell is home to Rythani Products, run by the monarchy of t he K’ntarr family. Rythani Products is a major contributor of parts, especially for Imperial walkers and repulsorlift vehicles. Rilvvan K’ntarr serves as the corporation’s head as well as the planet’s king.


  The people of Rydonni Prime are pro-imperial and very resistant to change. They are happy, for the most part, on their own little world, and don’t much care for galactic politics unless they are directly affected. Unfortunately, since the planet has always resided near the heart of the Empire, they seldom are, and as a result, are blind to what is truly going on around them …
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