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  He stood absolutely still in front of the viewport, returning the unblinking gaze of the Kuat sun with icy indifference. Viewed on some primitive planet in the far reaches of space, the towering figure in polished black armor might have appeared to be the carved likeness of an evil deity. Aboard the Imperial Transfer Station, however, the Dark Lord of the Sith was seldom mistaken for statuary.


  Darth Vader watched the might of the Empire converge around him. The gathered fleet was immense. Ships numbered in the thousands. But the Dark Lord ignored the multitude of combat and support craft that darted into position like an insect swarm. To the hundreds of cruisers, Dreadnaughts, and frigates, he gave nothing more than a cursory glance. Even the assembled Star Destroyers, three dozen strong, received minimal attention.


  The observation platform was absolutely silent as the focus of Vader’s concentration slowly drifted into view. And its arrival sent every other ship scurrying out of the way…


  At 8,000 meters, or five Star Destroyers, in length, the warship dwarfed everything except for the space station itself. The first Super-class Star Destroyer was a gift from the Emperor, and like all of Palpatine’s favors, it came with a price. The Executor was to serve as Lord Vader’s personal flagship, from which he would carry out the order to engineer the final destruction of the Rebel Alliance.


  The Dark Lord finally moved, slightly inclining his masked head. “Your presence was requested over an hour ago.” There was a pause punctuated by a hollow, filtered breath. “You are late, Sollaine.”


  “My apologies, Lord Vader,” responded a figure from the shadows of the entranceway, “I was attending to more important matters.”


  “Indeed?”


  “The Emperor has charged me with ferreting out Rebel spies,” Sollaine stepped into the room, boots cracking with sharp reports against the polished floor. He was dressed in a customized version of the standard Imperial ISB uniform: black, without rank insignia, and creased as if by razor’s edge. What caught one’s attention immediately, though was not the man’s fashion sense: both of Sollaine’s hands were prosthetic replacements. Not unusual in and of themselves, except for the fact that they were not covered by synthflesh. His hands entertained no pretense of being real, their silver-blue metal frighteningly skeletal, each finger adorned with a long, serrated claw.


  Sollaine calmly approached Vader, seemingly unruffled by the fear that affected most everyone in the Dark Lord’s presence. To that end, the ISB had come under his control.


  Without turning, Vader extended hand toward Sollaine. A small datapad rested between the gloved fingers. “How fortunate then that I selected you for this assignment, the first you will assume in your new capacity.”


  Sollaine accepted the pad and quickly perused the information if held. He betrayed no outward emotion, save for a nearly imperceptible facial twitch. “These files are heavily encoded. It would take at least five standard days for Cryptanalysis to decipher them. And we know full well the Rebel scum will have all their agents out in half that time.”


  “Then for you sake, I suggest you work with double the efficiency. The Emperor considers this a mission of the most vital nature.”


  “What do you mean?”


  Vader slowly turned his head to face the ISB officer. “You are charged with identifying an Alliance deep cover agent and delivering this thorn in the Emperor’s side to me.” A long echoing breath interrupted the Dark Lord. “Alive.”


  Sollaine eyed the gloved finger that could direct the dark side of the Force to squeeze the life from a man. “As you wish,” he answered, voice dripping with venom. “It shall be done.”


  Vader returned his gaze to the far riches of space. “I would have performed this task myself, but the Emperor has other work for me,” he said nodding in the direction of the Executor.


  Sollaine stared at the remarkable spaceship without bothering to hide his envy.


  Vader continued, “So I recommended you…”


  Sollaine’s eyes widened with sudden realization.


  “I am pleased that we understand each other,” the Dark Lord said.


  After a short pause, Sollaine found his voice. “As am I.”


  “Excellent.” Vader crossed the room in three graceful strides.


  Sollaine stood silently for a few moments, too stunned to do anything except stare at the datapad in his hands. The machine merely stared back, offering either triumph or damnation within its electronic memory.


  “And, Sollaine?” The booming voice demanded the ISB officer’s attention.


  The Dark Lord of the Sith had paused in the entranceway. “Congratulations,” Vader said, and in a swirl of voluminous black cape, he was gone.
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  General Airen Cracken stared at the report on his datapad in disbelief. How could this happen? he asked whatever gods of fortune ruled the galaxy. If they heard, they gave no response. “You wanted to see me?”


  Surprised, Cracken glanced at the man who stood inside his door. The General tried to suppress a grin, but was only partially successful. “Don’t you ever knock?”


  “Only when I have to,” Cryle Cavv said with a wink. He was in his late forties, but his bright azure eyes gleamed with the mischief of a much younger man.


  Cracken stood up to embrace his friend. “It’s been too long, you old thief.”


  “Well, the renowned Alliance General is always busy And who are you calling old?” Cavv folded his arms across his chest. “I’m insulted.”


  “So am I,” Cracken said, holding out his hand.


  Sheepishly, Cavv returned the General’s chronometer. “As I always say, you may be able to spot a thief in a second…”


  “…but by that time your chronometer’s already in his pocket.” Cracken shook his head. “Same old Cavv.”


  Cavv surveyed the small office, sparse by any account. “Same old Cracken. Just enough to get by.” His eyes locked onto the only item that seemed out of place, a small glass display case containing a gold hydrospanner carved with the inscription: ‘Cracken’s Crew Says Hello.’ Cavv smiled, tracing a hand respectfully over the case. “The good old days on Contruum.”


  Cracken nodded. “Don’t even think about it.”


  The thief grinned, then removed his hand from the case and took a seat. “So, how are Josta and the kids?”


  “Great. Dena just started school and Pash… Well, I may just make a starfighter pilot out of him, yet.” Cracken grew serious. “I’m sorry to hear about Tascin and Rannah. The attack on Ryvellia came as a shock to everyone here.”


  Cavv nodded. “When I arrived in V’eldalv, there was nothing left except smoking ruins. I was lucky to find my nephew at all, let alone alive.”


  “How is he holding up?”


  “Well, it hasn’t been easy, but he’s still young. Children are tough, and Sienn’s no exception. The boy’s got Cavvian blood in his veins, after all.”


  “Yeah… poor kid.”


  Cavv grinned impishly. “Well, as much as I enjoy trading insults with my favorite ex-Commander, I assume that’s not the sole reason for this auspicious invitation.”


  “If only the galaxy was that accommodating…” The General gave along sigh. “And as you well know, lately it has become an even more dangerous place.”


  “You mean merely because we have a power-crazed Emperor freely wielding planet-destroying technology like the Death Star? Surely you jest.”


  Cracken rolled his eyes and continued. “Well, it’s even more dangerous if you happen to be an Alliance spy…”


  “I know the feeling,” Cavv said with an arched eyebrow.


  “An Imperial infiltrator recently secured a coded Alliance file containing top secret information, including the identities of some of our agents. He was caught, but not before transmitting the data to the Empire… Luckily, most of our operatives can easily disappear


  before the files are decrypted.”


  Cavv paled slightly. “My name was in those files?”


  “No. And though I’m sure the Empire would be happy to pick up everyone’s favorite ex-Special Ops Agent, they may get something just as valuable: an extremely useful deep-cover operative whose is actually quite authentic.”


  “An well-placed Imperial turncoat? Very intriguing, General,” the thief said with a smile. “You have my undivided attention.”


  “The operative in question is Rivoche Tarkin, niece of the late Grand Moff.”


  For the first time, Cavv was silent. “You must be joking.”


  “I wish I were.” Cracken paused, his face deadly serious. “Everything I’m telling you is heavily classified, of course. Only a few of my top agents even know about her.”


  Cavv nodded.


  “Rivoche has been an incredible help to us. New Cylimba would never have been evacuated without her information. I want to return the favor. Her heritage isn’t going to save her from a very public and painful execution when the Empire discovers the truth.”


  A look of understanding dawned on the thief’s face. “You want me to get her out…”


  “You’re the only one I can count on for this. Cavv. I’ll be honest with you, I almost didn’t ask for your help, but I had no other choice. Intelligence resources are already spread thin as it is, and Mon Mothma can’t authorize a full-scale rescue attempt.” The General lowered his voice. “Unfortunately, there are also political considerations we must consider. There will be repercussions within the Alliance if Rivoche’s name became public. A lot of people just aren’t going to believe her because of her lineage. Tarkin and his Doctrine spread terror, hatred, and death throughout the galaxy. The blood of millions was on his hands.”


  Drawing in a deep breath, Cavv leaned back in his chair. “Okay, I’ll go get her.”


  General Cracken smiled in relief, clapping his friend on the arm.


  Cavv held up a warning finger. “I’m not sure I can pull this off alone, though. Can I borrow somebody?”


  “Already taken care of,” Cracken said, tapping the comlink on his desk.


  The thief shook his head, chuckling softly. “You think you know me that well, huh?”


  “That’s why I’ve got the rank insignia…”


  The door opened, and a small man stumbled into the room. His face was barely visible above the stack of datapads in his arms, mousy assistant finally managed to place his burden on the desk. He straightened up and cleared his throat. “You rang, General?”


  Cavv shot Cracken a look. “Please tell me this isn’t him.”


  The General laughed out loud. “No. This is Gerind, my assistant. Those datapads contain everything you need to know for the mission.” Cracken gestured behind Cavv. “That’s your partner.”


  The thief turned around, but all he saw was an armored chestpiece. Cavv slowly angled his head until he was staring at a face. The big stranger snarled, baring sharpened teeth.


  Cavv promptly took one step back.


  Amused, Cracken stepped around the desk to make the introductions. “Cavv, I’d like you to meet Quillin Arkell.”


  Arkell grunted an acknowledgment.


  “Pleasure. I’m sure,” Cavv said, extending a hand.


  The big man stared at it. but made no move to accept the greeting.


  Cavv shrugged, studying his partner. Arkell stood over two meters tall, with a shock of silver hair shaved military-style in the back and on the sides. His eyes were solid blue and contained no pupils. Armor plating the color of ash covered Arkell’s torso, and the dark bodysuit underneath was strained by solid muscle.


  “I’m glad he’s on our side,” the thief noted.


  Cracken checked his chronometer. “I hate to interrupt this touching introduction, but you can get to know each other on the way. With this mission, time might be the most dangerous enemy you’ll have worry about.”


  Cavv gave a rueful smile. “Somehow. I get the feeling that won’t be the case.”


  The General shook each man’s hand. “Good luck, and may the Force be with you both.”


  The thief paused at the door, cocking one eyebrow. “Assuming I survive this little endeavor. I’m probably going to require a small favor in return…”


  “You pull this off, Cavv, and you can have anything you want…”


  “Good,” Cavv said with an unmistakable twinkle in his eye, and disappeared out of the room.
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  The G Cat entered hyperspace, the sleek craft cutting an easy path through the starlines.


  “We’ve got about nineteen hours until we reach Corulag,” Cavv announced from the pilot’s chair. He glanced back at the passenger seats for a response, but Arkell was staring straight ahead as if he hadn’t heard.


  “Refreshments are currently being served on the lido deck,” Cavv continued, “and our shockball tournament begins at 1200 standard time.”


  Still no reply from the big man…


  “Oookay,” Cavv said, turning back around, “I can see this is going to be a long trip.”


  Uncomfortable silence filled the cockpit for what seemed like an eternity. It was broken only by the periodic beeping of the only other occupant: a weathered gold and green R2 unit. The astromech droid rested snugly in a jury-rigged compartment that would have served as the usual seat for a co-pilot.


  “It is dishonorable among my people to associate with thieves.”


  Cavv was so shocked by the sound of a voice other than his own, he nearly jumped out of his chair. “I’m sorry?”


  “It is not befitting for a noble warrior to ally himself with cowardly scum,” Arkell said with bared teeth.


  “Don’t get your shiny hair in knots about it, pal.” Cavv gave a reassuring wink. “I’ll just make an exception in your case.”


  “You dare mock me?” Arkell suddenly rose to his full height, an act that would surely have been impressive had it not been performed in the relatively tight confines of a spaceship.
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  Arkell slowly opened his eyes, and moaned as a dull pain seemed to sharpen itself in his skull. As groggy as he was, it took him a moment to get oriented. The big man was stretched out on a bunk bed, staring up at Cavv’s grinning face.


  Shaking his head ruefully, the thief slipped a small medpac back into its container. “Seems I was wrong,” he said, checking chronometer. “This was a pretty fast trip.”


  Arkell growled something unintelligible and started to rise. Waves of nausea and a sudden throbbing in his head sent him back to his horizontal orientation.


  Cavv took a seat on the bed across the way. “The painkiller should take effect any moment. We have an hour left, and I suggest you use it to relax and regain your strength.”


  “Wise words… From whom did you steal them?”


  “Though you may find this hard to believe. I don’t just grab whatever’s not protected by a force field.” Cavv narrowed his eyes, raising the big man. “I’ve met one like you before. A Velabri, I mean. I meet plenty of thickskulls.”


  Arkell looked about ready to suffer the pain and get up to throttle Cavv. “If you claim to know my species, then you should also know we take offense to foolishness.”


  “You mean, no sense of humor.”


  “There is nothing funny about war. And war is life to a Velabri Lancer. We are the sovereign protectors of our people. The elite of the elite chosen to fight for the Velabri species.”


  “So where does the famed Velabri Bloodvow fit into the puzzle?”


  It was Arkell’s turn to be shocked, though he quickly recovered his composure. “What would you know of a pledge of honor?”


  Cavv’s eyes seemed to look past Arkell. “Only what I learned when I promised my dying sister that I’d raise her son as if he were my own.”


  Arkell turned away, gazing at the underside of the bunk above him with unusual interest. There was uncomfortable silence, and then the big man spoke softly. “A long time ago, in the earliest days of the Alliance, the Rebels aided in the evacuation of the rightful government of Velabri, the homeworld of my people. The officials and their families were smuggled out of the system just before the Imperial invasion fleet arrived. One of the transports came under fire and was about to be captured. If it were not for the quick action of a young fighter pilot, the transport would have been lost. The transport was carrying the family of Quillin Durand, my father, and he swore a Bloodvow that the debt would be repaid one day.” His voice faltered only slightly. “He was killed soon after, but the Bloodvow passed from father to eldest son… to me. You see, that young pilot was Airen Cracken.” Arkell’s eyes flashed. “And I am here to discharge the debt my family owes him.”


  Cavv nodded in appreciation. “Let’s hope it gets repaid in full.”


  “I assume you have some semblance of a strategy for this mission.”


  “Sure,” the thief said, getting to his feet. “When you’re feeling better, come back up to the cockpit and I’ll tell you about it.”


  “In other words, there’s no plan,” Arkell said flatly.


  Cavv flashed a wide grin, and then disappeared down the corridor.
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  Captain Nevik quickly crossed the command deck of the Imperial Star Destroyer Devastator, quite a feat considering the man’s apparent lack of regular exercise. “The techs have just finished decoding —”


  Sollaine snatched the datapad out of the captain’s hands and quickly began cycling through the data.


  Unperturbed, Nevik proudly puffed out his substantial chest and continued. “We can begin rounding up the Rebel scum immediately. I believe one of them is in the Alfestril System, which of course is less than an hour away from our current position —”


  Sollaine’s eyes flew open as he read the last name on the list. “It can’t be…”


  “I assure you, sir. This ship can be there in forty standard minutes.”


  “Idiot!” Sollaine shoved the datapad into the captain’s gut, the sheer strength of the prosthetic hand driving the large man to the deck. “Set a new course: maximum speed to Corulag.” His lips twisted slightly as an idea came to him. “Terminate our transponder signal and maintain wideband communications silence.”


  In near unison, the Devastator’s bridge crew stared up from the electronic pits to either side of the elevated walkway that Sollaine was currently pacing. They seemed unsure of whether to follow his orders without the approval of their captain, who was just getting to his feet.


  “Are you idiots deaf as well as dumb? I said, best speed to Corulag!”


  “Belay that order!” Nevik said, his face flushing in anger. “This is utterly unacceptable.”


  Sollaine swiveled his head around, cold eyes locking onto the captain from under narrowed lids.


  The captain continued undaunted. “We are not some smugging ship sneaking around the galaxy. This is an Imperial Star Destroyer. And I will not be party to your dubious scheme…”


  Sollaine walked over to Captain Nevik, patting the man’s shoulder. “You’re right, of course. This is quite unacceptable…”


  “I’m glad that you understa —” Nevik was abruptly silenced as Sollaine’s prosthetic hand closed around his throat. The silver-blue dug into the thick folds of flesh, drawing blood. Gurgling for breath, Nevik frantically tried to pry himself free, but the artificial hand proved too strong.


  Suddenly, a loud pulse of energy formed around Sollaine’s hand, shimmering lances of bluish electricity danced across the metallic surface, traveling down the hand and arcing through the fingers. The shimmering serpents quickly reached their prey. The captain’s eyes flew open, and the last thing he saw before the massive shock short-circuited his life was Sollaine’s maniacal grin…


  The younger officers looked away almost immediately, and even the hardened veterans didn’t last long. Only Sollaine was left to witness the horrid spectacle in its entirety. After seemingly endless moments, Nevik’s body ceased its shaking. The captain’s uniform was blackened, and smoke trailed into the air in thin wisps.


  Still retaining his grip on the corpse. Sollaine let his icy gaze sweep the room, falling on each officer in turn.


  The crew’s doubts seemed to instantly evaporate as they rushed to obey his commands.


  Sollaine loosened his grip and what was left of Nevik hit the floor hard, causing many among the crew to wince. He gestured at two junior techs. “Remove this mess.”


  The men paled at their assigned task, but quickly complied.


  Without another word. Sollaine walked over to the viewport and stared out at the expanse of space that lay ahead of him. A smile began to curl one side of his lip. “You will not take the credit for this one, Vader,” Sollaine whispered to the stars. “I will bring the traitor to the Emperor, himself. And when I do, the Executor will have a new master”
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  Arkell studied the cockpit displays, taking careful stock of the G Cat’s equipment. When he got too close to one of the consoles, the unit swiveled its head around and emitted two scolding beeps.


  “What’s going on?” Cavv asked from around the corner.


  “Nothing. This hunk of junk seems to be touchy.” Arkell said with a snarl.


  “Fweep beep thwaap boo-beep,” was the droid’s indignant reply.


  “Artoo-Arcee may be touchy, but he’s also right. Don’t touch anything, Velabri. My ship is a delicate work of art.”


  “Black market art is more like it. If I’m not mistaken, this is a Arakyd Helix — an extremely rare, outrageously expensive. Light Interceptor.”


  “Light freighter,” the thief’s voice corrected.


  Arkell snorted. “If this is a pure transport vessel, then I’m a Jawa.” He shook his head in amazement. “I’ve seen less of a weapons load-out on military starfighters. If you expect to sneak into Corulag with this ship, you’re in for a rude awakening. From what I’ve heard, most Imperial agents are suspicious as soon as they hear the word ‘Helix.’ We’ll be searched for sure…”


  “All the better to hide in plain sight, then.” Cavv stepped into the cockpit and executed an elegant twirl, proudly displaying the finely tailored jumpsuit and embroidered half-cloak he wore. The brilliant coloration of the clothing turned the movement into a prismatic blur. “What do you think? Does it say ‘Imperial Noble’?”


  “If so, thief, it’s talking very loudly.”


  “Wonderful,” the thief said. “There’s no such thing as a restrained nobleman. Which explains not only the clothing, but the exotic taste in ships as well.”


  “I assume, then, that all of this craft’s datawork has been extensively falsified.”


  “My version makes the real thing look like a forgery,” Cavv said with a wink.


  “I’m still not convinced this is going to work, thief. If there’s —”


  Cavv interrupted him, raising a finger into the air. “Oh, by the way. From now on, you shall address me as Lord Velastor T’nnac. M’lord will be fine, though.”


  Arkell smiled, but the gesture was anything but friendly. His sharp incisors were clearly visible. “And why would I want to do that?”


  “How else should an alien slave address his master?” Noting the expression on Arkell’s face. Cavv quickly continued. “Well, actually you’ll be serving as my bodyguard. Come on… Velabri… With those eyes and teeth, you can’t expect to pass for human. And we all know how xenophobic the residents of the Core Worlds are…”


  The argument seemed to work, at least for the moment. Arkell obviously wasn’t happy about the situation, but he reluctantly nodded in agreement.


  “See? I told you everything was going to work out. Easy credits, Velabri. All you need is a good plan. It’s like the Jawas always say, “Chikkel atik binmett nikk jchimmen kha.”


  “Meaning?”


  “Follow the Bantha to water, but watch where you step.”


  Arkell frowned. “What does that have to do with anything?”


  “Well, nothing really,” Cavv said, “but I really like that one.”


  “Boooo-weeep woop.”


  “I see it, Arcee.” Cavv blinked twice, stunned. Then he added in a soft voice, “How could you miss it?”


  “I thought you said everything was going to work out… easy credits,” Arkell said mockingly as he leaned over the thief’s shoulder.
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  The space lanes were overflowing with ships of all shapes and sizes. Cavv had never seen so many vessels gather where there wasn’t a war taking place. They numbered well into the hundred thousands and moved like a giant herd of Bantha. Only instead of Sand People doing the shepherding, it was a fleet of Star Destroyers and countless Imperial picket ships. The large blue-green sphere of Corulag could barely be seen for all the congestion.


  Arkell was stunned. “Such a gathering of ships. What does it mean?”


  “Well, either the Corulag Bureau of Tourism is giving away free Death Stars to the first million visitors,” Cavv said dryly, “or else the Empire knew we were coming and grossly overestimated our capabilities.”


  “Fweeeep weee-beep.”


  “Time to put our little masquerade to the test,” Cavv calmly answered, reaching for the comlink. “We’re being hailed…”


  The thief stared at the screen for a moment, reading the incoming message with a look of utter shock.


  “What is it?” Arkell asked impatiently.


  “Hold on a second. This can’t be right… Arcee, run a slice and see if you can dig up some more information.”


  “Bo-beep.”


  “Well?”


  The thief looked up. a strange expression on his face. “It was an automatic message welcoming us to an engagement party.”


  “That’s some party…”


  Arcee let out another series of beeps, drawing the thief’s attention back to the screen.


  “You can say that again,” Cavv said, growing very pale. “The guest list includes the local governors, Moff Jamson Caglio, and…” His voice raised an entire octave. “Darth Vader.”


  Arkell’s eyes began to scour the ships. “Vader’s here?”


  “Not for another nine hours or so… just before the ceremony starts.”


  “Tarrek’s eyes!” Arkell exclaimed. “Who in the galaxy is getting engaged here?”


  “Vastin Caglio, eldest son of the Moff. And his bride-to-be is… Rivoche Tarkin.”


  The Velabri warrior shook his head. “We’ll never make it past security now.”


  “I was once told that never is merely a state of mind. If you are so sure it cannot be done, then it will not be done.”


  Arkell solemnly nodded in agreement. “For once, you make sense. Where did you learn such wise advice?”


  “You’d be surprised what you can learn after crash landing on an uninhabited swamp planet in the middle of nowhere.” Cavv ignored Arkell’s confused expression and turned back to the controls, “Arcee, think you can get us added to the guest list?”


  “Fweep beep.”


  Cavv patted the droid and grinned. “Looks like we’ll be attending our first Imperial soiree.” The thief unbuckled himself from the pilot’s seat and disappeared down the corridor. “I hope they’re serving those tiny multi-meat cylinders in the baked bread pockets.”


  Arkell stared after him. “Now what are you doing?”


  “Why, looking for a gift of course,” Cavv said with a wink. “We wouldn’t want to drop in empty-handed, would we?”
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  The Devastator dropped out of hyperspace, nearly running into a large cargo frigate.


  Sollaine stared out the viewport, gaping at the massive gathering of vessels. “What in the Empire is going on here?”


  Major Gistol, Sollaine’s ISB adjutant, quickly answered. “We’ve just been contacted by the Star Destroyer Nullifier. It seems there’s some sort of engagement party taking place on Corulag.”


  “I don’t care if a Moff is marrying a wampa. Just navigate through this mess and order a path cleared for our landing force.”


  “Well, sir, there’s a problem…” The Major shifted uncomfortably under Sollaine’s harsh glare and quickly continued. “For security reasons, no vessel is permitted to land on the planet without proper clearance. I suppose that’s why the space lanes are so congested.”


  Sollaine strode over to the communications console and jabbed a metal finger into the comlink switch. “Get me the officer in command.”


  After a moment, a gravelly voice responded. “Admiral Nyran here. To whom am I speaking?”


  “This is Sollaine, ISB Central Commander. I demand that you grant me immediate clearance.”


  “That will be impossible, sir,” Nyran said. “I am under very strict orders.”


  “I am countermanding those orders,” Sollaine said through benched teeth.


  “I regret to inform you, sir, that you don’t have the authority to do so. My actions have been directed by Lord Vader, himself.”


  There was absolute silence on the Devastator’s bridge. The crew to the comm station backed away as far as decorum allowed, for Sollaine seemed ready to explode.


  Instead, he lowered his voice to a dangerous whisper and spoke into the comlink. “Let me clarify the situation, Admiral. What if dispatch my ground force to Corulag regardless of orders?”


  “Then a most unfortunate situation will arise. Though considering the strength of my battle fleet, it will be mercifully brief. Is that clear enough for you? Sir?”


  One side of Sollaine’s face twisted into a mockery of a smile “Crystal clear. Thank you, Admiral. We’ll be taking our leave, now. Enjoy the celebration.” He slammed his fist onto the console abruptly ending communication.


  Much to the comm crew’s relief, Sollaine stalked away. Gistol hurried after him, datapad in hand.


  “Ready a Beta-class shuttle,” Sollaine said in a tone that made it clear he was in no mood to be further argued with. “I want a squad of Storm Commandos prepped and ready for departure in three minutes. At which point, the Devastator will take a moment to open fire on any independent ship in sight, then escape to hyperspace. In the confusion, the shuttle will make its way to the planet below where I will personally deal with this entire matter.” He paused, allowing his stony gaze to over sweep the bridge. “Does anyone have a problem with that?”


  No one did.


  Sollaine nodded, then took Gistol by the shoulder. “We have work to do…”
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  Rivoche Tarkin was surprised to hear her door chime. She wasn’t expecting anyone. In fact, she had given the guards orders not to disturb her. It was bad enough that in a few hours she’d be stuck playing gracious hostess to half the sector. All she wanted in the meantime was a little peace and quiet. Was that so much to ask?


  With a long-suffering sigh, Rivoche left the comfortable chair out on the balcony of her pent house suite. She walked over to the door, growing more annoyed with each step. Tucking an errant strand of hair back over her ear, she asked curtly. “Who is it?”


  There was a slight pause. “Flower delivery, ma’am.”


  “Just leave it by the door, then.”


  “Uhhh… you need to sign for it.”


  “Someone downstairs can do that,” she said, growing even more irritated, “I’m busy.”


  “They’re, uh, delicate flowers. They could possibly, uh, wilt if you don’t get them in water immediately.”


  Having reached her limit, Rivoche keyed the panel, and the door slid open, revealing Cavv and Arkell. The thief held an elegantly wrapped package, tied with a bow, under his arm.


  “What is going on here?” she asked.


  Cavv was too busy glaring at his partner to answer her. “That’s the last time I let you try your hand at subtlety. Better stick to bashing skulls.” The thief shook his head in disgust. “Flowerdelivery, indeed.”


  “Is this some sort of joke?” She narrowed her eyes, studying the duo.


  Cavv put on his best grin. “I’m sure I can explain everything.”


  “Somehow, I doubt that. But feel free to go ahead and begin while I call for my guards.”


  “Not a good idea.” Cavv cautioned. “They’re taking a prolonged nap…”


  Rivoche suddenly jammed her hand on the control panel. Before the door could slide closed, though, Arkell stepped forward and extended a muscular arm. The door remained open. Rivoche stumbled backwards, unsure of what to do.


  Cavv moved around the Velabri and entered the room. “It’s okay. We’re here to help you.” Noting the look on her face, he quickly added. “The Jawa rides at midnight.”


  Rivoche paused, tilting her head. After a moment’s confusion, she responded. “The Jawa rides alone.”


  The thief nodded in approval and held out a hand. “We’re here to get you out. You’re in grave danger, Rivoche.”


  Arkell entered, letting the door close behind him. “Time is short. We must hurry…”


  She seemed slightly disoriented. “I never thought this day would come…”


  Noting her unsteadiness, Cavv slipped an arm around Rivoche’s waist. “As much as it pains me to say, my partner is correct. Our best chance of escape lies in celerity. We can sort things out when we’re safely out of the system.”


  Rivoche nodded in agreement.


  “Is there anything you need to take with you?” Cavv asked.


  “All my important personal possessions are at the family estate on Eriadu, There’s nothing here that I’ll particularly miss.”


  “Good, then let’s go.”


  She paused, glancing at the present that Arkell carried “Is that for me?”


  Arkell snorted derisively. “Just like a female…”


  Rivoche put her hands on her hips and glared. “What is that supposed to mean?”


  “Can we please continue this conversation later?” Cavv asked keying the control panel.


  Sollaine was waiting outside the door, arms folded and a grin of triumph on his face. A handful of black-armored Imperial Storm Commandos stood behind him, weapons held at the ready.


  “Excuse me… I have reason to believe there is a traitor in your midst.” Sollaine said, staring directly at Rivoche with a predatory smile. Then he noticed Arkell and Cavv, and narrowed his eyes suspiciously. “May I see your invitations, gentlemen?”


  “Of course,” Cavv said quickly. “I have them right here.” He flashed an embarrassed grin as he realized his hands were full with the package. “Could you hold this a moment?”


  Without waiting for an answer, Cavv shoved the package into Sollaine’s arms, knocking the ISB Commander back into the hall. The thief quickly shut the door just as blaster fire erupted from the hall.


  As the door began to strain under the barrage, Cavv reached for a control device wrapped around his wrist. Tapping it once, he dove to the floor and screamed, “Down!”


  Arkell’s reflexes took over and the warrior wordlessly obeyed, dragging a confused Rivoche down with him.


  The thunderous explosion that followed seemed to shake the entire building. What was left of the door was blown off its hinges and sailed through the apartment, crashing into the far wall. Smoke and ash showered the room, and everything was dark for a few moments.


  Arkell rose, helping Rivoche to her feet. Cavv let out a small cough and wiped his face. All three of them were covered with dark soot, but were otherwise unharmed.


  There was no sign of Sollaine or his Storm Commandos, but the hall was now marred by a gaping hole that displayed the floor beneath them. A few surprised bystanders stared up through the opening in confusion.


  The roof had suffered a similar fate as a result of the blast offering a splendid view of Corulag’s blue sky.


  “What was in that gift?” Rivoche asked.


  “Thermite,” Cavv answered.


  “I’m truly touched,” she said.


  “It never fails,” the thief said with a dramatic shake of his head. “You try to do something nice for someone and it blows up in your face.”


  Arkell rolled his eyes. “If you two are done trading witticisms. I’d like to leave. Preferably before someone tips off the authorities to our impromptu adjustment of the building’s decor.”


  “I wouldn’t call it much of an improvement,” Rivoche said, wrinkling her nose.


  Cavv pouted dramatically. “Everybody’s a critic…”
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  Pain.


  It was all his consciousness could embrace for the moment. The agony was so overwhelming, there wasn’t room for anything else.


  The searing white light didn’t fade, but other functions began to slowly return.


  Memory.


  With his vision blurred, the recalled images were all he had to behold. The last thing he remembered was tossing the package away from him. The command for the squad to open fire…


  And then his world exploded into force and fury.


  He assumed the armored bodies of the Storm Commandos that surrounded him had provided adequate shielding. Or he would have shared their fate…


  His eyes began to focus and he realized the large azure blur was really the sky. At that moment, he knew he must be on the roof.


  In great pain, he took stock of his injuries. Something was wrong internally; he could feel unusual movement in his ribcage. His breath was labored, but respiration was otherwise unaffected. Countless bruises and cuts had found a home under the tattered remains of his uniform.


  He flexed his hands, reassured by the click-clack of his claws. His legs were similarly unaffected, and after a minor struggle, he managed to stand.


  Sollaine took a cautious first step, and another. And another. It quickly became easier to ignore the pain.


  He smiled as best he could, despite the bright red gash that his bisected face.


  As long as he lived, the outcome was not in question. Vader had laid down a challenge of ascendancy, but Sollaine would win the game.


  It was only a matter of time.
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  “This is not good.”


  Cavv ducked back into the alleyway and leaned heavily against the wall. “In fact, as these things go, it’s really, really bad.”


  “The patrols have increased?” Arkell asked solemnly.


  Cavv nodded. “You’d think Curamelle was under martial law. Moff Caglio must have mobilized all of the city’s defense forces to search for you…” He nibbled on the tip of his thumb, and said softly, “Something just doesn’t fit here, though.”


  “Vastin is very protective,” Rivoche said. “And whatever the spoiled brat wants, his daddy gets for him.”


  “Not exactly the gushing adoration of a typical fiancee-to-be…” Cavv commented.


  She snorted derisively. “That’s because this entire relationship is nothing but a fraud. Vastin sees me as the perfect token wife — yet another stepping stone on the road to political power. As far as I’m concerned, all he’s good for is providing cover. You see, as of late, certain high-ranking Imperials have voiced their belief that it’s time I was married and raised a generation of cannon fodder for the Emperor’s army.”


  Arkell glanced at the Imperial military speeders streaking past their hiding place. “As much as I dislike agreeing with the thief, his assessment of the situation is quite accurate. And the longer we remain, the worse it will become.”


  “They sent a thief to rescue me?” Rivoche asked.


  “Watch your tone, young lady. You don’t know a thing about me.”


  Rivoche crossed her arms and smirked. “I do know that so this hasn’t exactly been a flawless rescue…”


  The thief sighed and looked to Arkell for support, but the big man shook his head and said, “We forbid our unmarried females to leave the family habitat without permission of their master.”


  Rivoche spun around, staring lasers at Arkell. “You belligerent chauvinistic warmonger! I have a —”


  “I’ve got it!” Cavv said suddenly.


  “What?” asked Rivoche and Arkell in unison.


  “I think we have two distinct groups of Imperials here. And they’re not working together.”


  “That’ll be the day,” Rivoche laughed. “The Empire isn’t about to be torn apart by factions.”


  “Think about it, though. The man who showed up at the penthouse was definitely ISB. He knew you were a spy, and he only brought a single squad with him. And when was the last time you saw Storm Commandos around here?” Before anyone could argue, he continued. “Besides, from what we’ve seen of Caglio’s forces, they aren’t hunting you as much as looking for you. I bet the Moff thinks you were attacked at the penthouse and have been kidnapped — probably by Rebels.”


  “What you’re saying makes sense, thief,” Arkell said, “but why wouldn’t the ISB agent have shared his information?”


  Cavv shrugged. “Maybe he wants the credit all to himself. We know the Imps aren’t above petty political maneuvering as long as they don’t think they’ll be caught.”


  “Well, if he and his squad are all dead, then maybe no one else knows about me.” Rivoche turned to Cavv. “We could use that to our advantage, right?”


  “Possibly, but I’m not sure how yet. Our situation doesn’t Improve much, though.” Cavv gently pulled her hood back up over her face. “Either way, we still have to keep your identity hidden or else…” The whine of repulsorlift vehicles made him flinch. “We can’t stay here much longer.”


  Arkell glowered, holding up his blaster pistol. “We’re not going to be able to make it back to the ship, either. I can imagine the security measures at the starport…”


  “If we can’t get to the ship,” Cavv said, pulling out a small comlink. “Then we’ll have the ship come to us.”


  Rivoche turned to Arkell with a raised eyebrow. “Is he firing on all thrusters?”


  The Velabri warrior shrugged.


  She turned her attention back to Cavv. “The last I checked, this bustling metropolis wasn’t exactly filled with landing sites.”


  “Improvisation is the child of desperation,” Cavv said with a self-satisfied grin. “What’s the tallest building in the city?”


  After a moment’s thought, Rivoche answered. “The Royal Galaxy Hotel.” She unsuccessfully tried to fight off a smile as she glanced at the Velabri “Is it always this annoying when he’s right?”


  “No,” Arkell answered with a straight face. “It’s usually worse…”
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  Sollaine stumbled into the building, bleeding on the plush white carpet. When the secretary tried to stop him, he shoved her to the floor, and didn’t stop until he threw open the office door. He was unfazed by the large blaster rifle pointed at his head.


  “What is the meaning of this?” the man with the gun asked from behind the cover of his desk.


  Sollaine threw his rank cylinders onto the table and sneered. “The Empire is officially requesting your bounty hunting services.”


  “There must be some mistake, sir. Coreguard Security does not employ bounty —”


  “A flat fee of 100,000 credits now, that amount to be matched upon delivery. Do we have a deal?”


  The proprietor of Coreguard Security Services smiled. “How many of our employees would you like to activate for this job, sir?”


  “All of them.”


  Sollaine stared at the motley group of bounty hunters assembled before him. Just over fifty strong, they were mean, ugly, and produced a unique combined aroma.


  The ISB Commander didn’t notice; his sense of smell had dulled slightly. Not that it mattered. Only one thing was important.


  Capturing Rivoche and returning with her to the Emperor. Watching Vader tossed aside like the fool that he was, then taking his rightful place at the Emperor’s side.


  Sollaine shook himself from the daydream and returned his attention to the matter at hand. He knew with Moff Caglio’s forces guarding all points of egress out of the city, her accomplices would have no chance of getting her out through the starport.


  With that in mind, there was only one way to escape. They would have to leave her somewhere and return to get her in a starship. And there very few places in Curamelle to do that without attracting attention.


  The answer suddenly came to him.


  Sollaine stared down the congested street, and up into Corulag’s sky. He let his eyes drift up the gleaming structure until he could no longer make out the rest of the starscraper, which continued into the atmosphere and beyond…


  His eyes then re-focused on the glittering holosign that read, Royal Galaxy Hotel.
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  Cavv slipped the door open and replaced the vibropick into his pocket. “You just can’t beat the five-fingered discount on a hotel room.”


  Rivoche and Arkell quickly entered behind him, and the thief secured the door.


  Cavv took stock of the room and grinned. “Hey, this is a pretty nice place.”


  “I’m it’s up to your standards,” Rivoche said.


  Ignoring the barb, Cavv continued his exploration of the room. “I don’t know how we’re going to get out of this one.” Arkell was pacing like a caged animal in front of the large transparisteel window. He stopped for a moment and glanced out. From his vantage point, the ground was nothing but a distant memory.


  Cavv grinned up at Arkell from a relatively comfortable position on one of the beds. “I don’t suppose the Velabri can metamorphose into an avian species at will?” He grinned, giving a shrug of theatrical quality. “I guess your race isn’t quite as ‘perfectly evolved’ as you like to think you are.”


  Clearly not amused, Arkell stopped his pacing and started toward Caw. “If I throw you out that window, the only thing you’ll evolve into will be a liquid-based lifeform…”


  “Enough!” Rivoche had just about reached her limit. She sat down on the other bed, covering her ears. “Don’t you two think the little time we have left could be better spent? For instance — oh, I don’t know — trying to save our lives?”


  The Velabri folded his arms across his massive chest. “We’re tapped in a hotel room, with no other way out except the one we can’t use, thanks to that mechanized ISB agent and his legion of bounty hunters up on the roof.”


  “At least we discovered they were there,” Cavv argued. “If I hadn’t told Arcee to tap into the surveillance imagers on the roof, we would’ve walked into his trap.”


  “One of the few intelligent things you’ve done,” Arkell said.


  Rivoche brushed fallen hair from her face. “I wonder how he survived that blast?”


  “From the datafile that Arcee called up, this Sollaine fellow seems to be one mean Imperial. Even by ISB standards…”


  Arkell’s distant gaze returned to the window. “This is impossible.”


  Cavv frowned, fluffing his pillow. “You make everything sound so… pessimistic.”


  For the first time. Arkell was at a loss for words. He opened his mouth, closed it, then just turned and headed for the door.


  Rivoche raised a curious eyebrow. “Where are you going?” Arkell stopped in front of the door, pulling out his heavy blaster pistol. “I’d rather go out there and die like a warrior than remain here to cower like a selliwyrm!”


  “Sometimes cowering to escape notice has its advantages,” Cavvw argued. “Of course, other times, it’s better to hide in plain sight.”


  “And I’ve also had enough of your idiotic platitudes!”


  “Relax, Velabri,” Cavv said, finally standing up. “I’ve got things taken care of.”


  “Oh, you do, do you?”


  Rivoche turned her curious gaze to Cavv. “How, exactly?”


  Cavv checked his chronometer. “My back-up should be arriving very soon, now.”


  “The sooner, the better…” Arkell reached for the door control. “Because it’s amazing how things continually get worse.”


  “Including your attitude.” Rivoche said, drawing a stifled laugh from Cavv.


  Arkell shook his head and thumbed the panel, then turned around. “If it weren’t for you, we wouldn’t be in this situation. Which is exactly why our females are confined to the Velabri Homeworld.”


  When he saw the expression on her face, he thought he was in for another round of insults, then he realized she wasn’t looking at him so much as looking past him. Confused, he looked to Cavv, who was absolutely expressionless.


  Arkell quickly turned around. He immediately wished he hadn’t, for now he was staring at the female figure standing at the entrance to their room. A long braid of hair hung down her back, though what hung from her bandoleer was worse: a dozen thermal detonators. She was dressed in a skintight black bodysuit and gray body armor with a dark faceplate that coldly reflected the look of dread on Arkell’s face. One word danced through the Velabri’s head, over and over.


  Beylyssa.


  Arkell could feel the blood drain out of his face. He quickly moved his hand up the wall toward the control panel.


  The door shut in the figure’s face.


  Arkell could only muster enough will to sound out a single word, and it was ranged much higher in pitch than his usual voice. “Down!”


  Rivoche didn’t need to be told twice. She dropped down behind the bed immediately, just as Arkell came flying over the top of it, landing beside her. He quickly lifted from behind the cover, drawing a bead on the door with his blaster.


  That’s when Arkell noticed that Cavv wasn’t taking cover. In fact, the idiotic thief had calmly walked over to the door, and was about to thumb the panel.


  Even worse, he was laughing.


  Arkell couldn’t believe it. “Are you certifiably insane? That’s Beylyssa, the bounty hunter that likes to make things go boom!”


  “No… and no,” Cavv answered.


  Rivoche chanced a look. “What?”


  “No, I’m not insane.” Cavv grinned as he opened the door. The armored figure stepped into the room. “And, no,” Cavv continued, “this is not Beylyssa, although that is the impression that I was hoping for…”


  The door shut and Cavv put his arm around the figure. “This is Finn Varatha — our back-up.”


  Utterly relieved, Arkell stood up, helping Rivoche to her feet. Holstering the blaster, he walked over. He couldn’t help but grin as he extended a hand. “I already like her. Even if she is ugly.”


  Cavv chuckled. “Wrong again.”


  The Velabri was confused. “On my planet it is customary to make homely women conceal themselves,” he explained.


  The armored figure removed the helmet. At first no face was visible, thanks to the release of cascading ebony curls as she shook the braid. The hair was quickly pushed away from a beautiful, young face, Arkell felt a soft hand close around his, but he was too busy staring with disbelief into a pair of bright blue eyes and a salacious grin.


  Varatha was simply breathtaking. “Obviously your planet doesn’t have a similar custom forbidding its idiots from traveling the galaxy,” she said with a grin.


  Arkell took a step back from the armored woman. “Are you trying to make fun of me?”


  “Naah.” Cavv said with a smirk, “‘Trying’ would imply that she hasn’t succeeded yet, Velabri.”


  “Velabri, huh?” Varatha directed her gaze at Arkell. “He doesn’t look so tough to me.”


  “Not merely a Velabri,” Arkell said, drawing up to his full height “I am a Lancer. And for your information, I am tougher than any two humans put together.”


  Varatha just grinned and moved closer. “Care to try and prove that?”


  The thief quickly interposed himself between them. “Well, are we all ready to leave this party?”


  Varatha pursed her lips. “But I just got here…”


  Cavv winked at her. “I have it on good authority that there’s an even better gala about to start on the roof. Do you wish to join us, my dear?”


  “Wouldn’t miss it for the world. Got our invitations?”


  The thief handed her a datapad.


  Varatha examined the information and shook her head. “Hate to burst your blaster, old man, but we’re about forty-five troops short of a fair fight.”


  “About even odds, then,” Cavv said with a shrug.


  “Excuse me?” Rivoche was staring at the thief as if he’d just grown another head. “Unless the Alliance has recently adopted a different mathematical system. I’m figuring we’re severely outnumbered.”


  “Come on, don’t you read our own propaganda? ‘Any one Rebel can whip any ten Imperials.’ Says so in the manual… and these aren’t even Imps.” The thief grinned. “There are four of us, so we can take out forty of them.”


  Varatha chimed in. “And what about the other ten?”


  “That’s where our esteemed Lancer comes in. Tough as two of us, remember? That means he should be able to handle twice our share without breaking a sweat.” Cavv placed a hand onto Arkell’s shoulder. “Right?”


  The Velabri’s cheeks flushed red and for a moment, his fangs were bared and promising something painful for Cavv. With great determination, though, Arkell’s snarl slowly twisted into a forced smile. “Of course,” he hissed through clenched teeth.


  It was Varatha’s turn to quickly position herself between would-be combatants. She pulled a blaster from her pack and tossed it to Rivoche. “Know how to handle it, honey?”


  Rivoche expertly checked the power pack, lined up the sights, and held the weapon in a marksman’s ready position.


  “I take it that’s an affirmative.” Varatha turned to Cavv. “So, what’s the plan, old man?”


  The thief just smiled.


  “Is that the ‘I’ve got it all taken care of. Finn, don’t you worry about a thing’ smile or the ‘I’m gonna make it up as I go along and hope the Force is with me’ smile?”


  Cavv’s mischievous grin widened even further. He took a pair of thermal detonators from Varatha and headed for the door.


  Varatha gave a long sigh and reached for her blaster rifle. “Great.”


  [image: ]



  “Well, that’s about it,” Cavv wheezed, wiping the mixture of perspiration and blood from his forehead as he scanned the rooftop.


  “Especially for you!” said a rumbling voice.


  Shocked, Cavv slowly turned… and found himself staring down the business end of a pair of blaster rifles. Two bounty hunters remained.


  “Numbers never really were my strong suit,” the thief muttered, raising his hands in surrender.


  That’s when he noticed Arkell maneuvering up from behind the oblivious hunters. Without warning, the big Velabri slammed their heads together with bone-jarring force.


  Until that moment, the thief had never seen battle armor crack like an eggshell. He didn’t even want to imagine what happened on the inside…


  Arkell stepped forward, pressing a hand against a blaster burn on his leg. He sank to the ground between the bodies and glowered “Twice your share.”


  The thief shook his head, lightly patting Arkell’s shoulder. “Be careful, Velabri. Keep this up and I might start to like you.”


  Looking none the worse for wear, Varatha approached them.


  “Is Rivoche okay?” Cavv asked.


  Varatha pulled off her helmet, pushing her sweat-soaked hair out of her eyes. “I’m fine, thanks.” She jerked a thumb over her shoulder. “So is she.”


  The thief saw Rivoche resting against a transparisteel pylon and nodded. He surveyed the damage. The roof was cluttered with bodies and pock-marked with craters caused by heavy-duty explosions. Smaller holes, the result of blaster fire, were also quite abundant. Alarms were screaming in the background. “Any sign of Sollaine?”


  Varatha shook her head. “He disappeared when the detonators started blowing up.”


  Rivoche made her way over. “It’s a little hard to breathe…”


  “If the Royal Galaxy didn’t generate atmosphere shielding up here, we wouldn’t be able to breathe at all.” Cavv glanced at his chronometer. “I hope Arcee didn’t run into any trouble. He’s a bit late…”


  As if on cue, the inverted triangular nose of the G Cat lifted into view. The light freighter hovered in place as Cavv’s comlink sounded.


  “Bweep-deep tooo-eeep.”


  Everyone turned expectantly toward the thief.


  Cavv offered a shrug. “Better late than never.”
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  The G Cat surged away from the planet, chased by a full squadron of TIE fighters.
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  Cavv turned to face his passengers. “Everybody strap in! This is going to get ugly.” A burst of blaster fire rocked the ship. “Someone man the plasburst cannons.” He stared at the mass of ships ahead of him. The congestion would provide cover, especially from the Imperials, but it was tantamount to flying through an asteroid field. “Arcee and I are going to have our hands full trying to get us through this maze in one piece.”


  Varatha started to unbuckle herself, but Arkell was already on his feet. “He said ‘man.’” The Velabri grinned and quickly ascended into the turret before she could respond.


  He locked himself into position, and flipped on the targeting systems to track the first TIE. “The battle is joined, thief,” Arkell said and a second later, the plasburst lasers reduced the Imperial fighter to tiny bits.


  “You can say that again,” Cavv commented as he saw two Imperial Carrack-class cruisers quickly closing on either side of him.


  As the firefight raged across the spacelanes and between the myriad of ships, no one noticed a lone Imperial shuttle slip out of the combat zone into less crowded space. It hung there, motionless, for a few moments; a small, white speck on the dark tapestry surrounding it.


  Moments later, it was no longer alone.


  The familiar triangular shape of the Imperial Star Destroyer Devastator shimmered into existence, its massive docking bay doors open and patiently awaiting the smaller craft.


  The G Cat completed a sharp 360-degree roll straight down, and quickly leveled off.


  Cavv switched the monitor screen to a rear view and watched as the two Carrack-class cruisers tried to box him in with a unified beam net — but they snared each other instead.


  The thief imagined the warning klaxons screaming to no avail and found himself wincing as the great spacecraft slammed into each other. “Ouch… now that has got to hurt.”


  “Thaweeep deep beeeeep!”


  Cavv turned his attention back to the viewport, and saw an Imperial Star Destroyer closing fast.“I see it, Arcee. Get our jump calculated as fast as you can. Let me know the microsecond we’re clear!”


  Arcee gave an affirmative bleep, leaving Cavv to concentrate on avoiding another group of TIE fighters. He painted one of the Imperial craft with a target lock and fired off a proton torpedo “Gotcha!” Cavv gave a whoop of delight as the Cat roared through the TIE’s debris.


  His excitement was short-lived, though, as the approaching Star Destroyer let loose with a punishing barrage of turbolaser fire.
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  “Careful, you idiots!” Sollaine stared out the main viewports on the Devastator’s bridge. He hadn’t had time to attend to his wounds, but the pain no longer registered.


  Only one thing mattered…


  “I want that ship intact!”


  Major Gistol nodded crisply. “Ready tractor beams…”
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  “I think we’re going to make it,” Cavv said, almost afraid to believe his own words.


  “Think again,” Varatha answered flatly, motioning out the viewport.


  The gesture wasn’t necessary. Cavv already saw the Executor thunder out of hyperspace.


  The mammoth Super Star Destroyer materialized directly in the flight path of the G Cat.


  “Tarrek’s eyes!” Arkell said upon returning to the cockpit, his mouth falling open slightly. “What is that thing?”


  Cavv spared the giant ship a quick glance that turned into a double-take. “Trouble,” he murmured, pushing forward on the control stick with all his might.


  The G Cat seemed to groan in response, but gamely pointed its nose downward.


  At that moment, the Devastator’s tractor beam emitters reached out with pulsing fingers of energy. Grasping in desperation at the G Cat…


  They closed on empty space.


  Cavv released a long breath as the Helix’s engines propelled it underneath the Imperial flagship and out of harm’s way. As they streaked under its superstructure, Arcee let out a shrill beep.


  “Punch it!” Varatha yelled.


  Cavv didn’t need much convincing. The stars around them became blurring lines and the G Cat roared into hyperspace.


  “It’s a good thing the Dark Lord is punctual,” Rivoche said with a relieved sigh.


  Cavv leaned back and let loose a nervous chuckle. “Thank the Force for small favors…”


  [image: ]



  Sollaine howled as if he’d been shot. “Damn you, Vader! You’ll pay for this, I swear it.” Spittle flew from his mouth. “This is not over!”


  Gistol quickly distanced himself from the ISB Commander and a hush fell over the bridge. The Devastator’s crew froze as if plunged into carbonite.


  “I am afraid it is over…” The voice was unmistakable, as was the echoing rasp of labored breath tinged with a mechanical echo.


  Sollaine slowly turned around, and found himself staring at a full size holo-image of Darth Vader.


  The glowing image raised a gauntleted fist, with a single finger extended like a lightsaber, “…for you.”
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  Cracken couldn’t help but smile. “Well, I don’t know how you did it, but you managed to pull it off. Thank you.”


  “You’re very welcome.” Cavv was grinning from ear-to-ear as he exited the General’s office.


  Arkell was right behind him. “Consider the Bloodvow paid in full.”


  “You Guys made a great team,” Cracken said, patting Arkell’s shoulder.


  “A pity we won’t he able to continue the relationship…”


  “Oh, but you will.”


  Arkell’s eyes narrowed to slits. “What?”


  “I promised Cavv a favor if he succeeded. He asked to have his Special Ops Group reinstated. He requested that you and Finn Varatha be immediately transferred into his tactical unit.”


  “What?”


  “Cavv wanted it to be a surprise, I guess.”


  “Excuse me, General.”


  Before Cracken could respond, Arkell was moving quickly down the hall.


  The General shrugged and closed the door.


  Roleplaying Game Statistics


  Cryle Cavv
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  Type: Master Thief/Special Ops Agent


  DEXTERITY 3D+2


  Blaster 5D, brawling parry 4D+2, dodge 8D, grenade 5D, pick pocket 9D, running 4D+1


  KNOWLEDGE 3D


  Alien species 7D+1, cultures 6D, languages 6D, streetwise 8D+1, value 9D, willpower 7D+2


  MECHANICAL 3D+1


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


  PERCEPTION 4D


  Con 10D, hide 9D, investigation 7D+1, search 8D, sneak 7D


  STRENGTH 2D


  Brawling 4D


  TECHNICAL 2D


  Computer programming/repair 5D, demolition 5D, droid repair 4D, security 8D


  Force points: 3


  Character Points: 43


  Move: 10


  Equipment: Chronometer, comlink, extensive wardrobe, R2-Arcee astromech droid


  Capsule: Cryle Cavv is a man who relies more on brain instead of blaster. 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 — it’s a lot harder to upgrade wits. And they never run out of energy.’


  It’s hard to argue with success. At the age of forty-seven, Cavv has kept one step ahead of the Empire his entire life. 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. Cavv was part of ‘Cracken’s Crew,’ the infamous commando group 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.’


  Quillin Arkell
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  Type: Lancer


  DEXTERITY 4D


  Blaster 7D, brawling parry 8D+1, dodge 7D, melee combat 6D, melee parry 6D+1


  KNOWLEDGE 3D


  Alien species 4D+2, intimidation 7D, tactics: squads 6D, willpower 6D+2


  MECHANICAL 2D


  Beast riding: T’lox 4D


  PERCEPTION 2D


  Command 5D, search 5D+2


  STRENGTH 5D


  Brawling 8D+2, climbing/jumping 7D+2, lifting 8D, stamina 9D


  TECHHNICAL 2D


  First Aid 4D, security 6D+2


  Force Points: 1


  Character Points: 22


  Move: 10


  Equipment: Heavy blaster pistol (5D), Lancer armor (+2 energy, +2D physical)


  Capsule: The war-like Velabri have no love for the Empire, and Quillin Arkell is no exception. Ever since an Imperial invasion fleet arrived to enslave the physically powerful race for slave labor, the Velabri have fought hard for their freedom.


  When the Alliance offered aid in what limited forms they could, the grateful Velabri quickly joined the swelling ranks of the Rebellion. Arkell became part of the Lancers, a Velabri strike force consisting of the planet’s greatest warriors. Wishing to follow in the footsteps of his hero father, Quillin Durand, Arkell has set his sights on emancipating his homeworld and reestablishing rightful Velabri rule.


  The younger Quillin has a long way to go (especially with his temper) before he reaches those lofty goals, but under the right tutelage his dreams may yet come true.


  Sollaine
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  Type: ISB Central Commander


  DEXTERITY 3D


  Dodge 7D+2


  KNOWLEDGE 3D+1


  Bureaucracy: Imperial military 8D+2, cultures 6D, intimidation 9D, willpower 8D+1


  MECHANICAL 2D+2


  Astrogation 4D, capital ship gunnery 5D+2, capital ship piloting 6D, capital ship shields 5D+1, sensors 5D


  PERCEPTION 3D


  Command 9D+2, investigation 9D, search 7D


  STRENGTH 3D+2


  Brawling 8D, climbing/jumping 6D+1


  TECHNICAL 2D+1


  Computer programming/repair 7D, first aid 4D, security 10D+1


  Force Points: 2


  Dark Side Points: 17


  Character Points: 27


  Move: 10


  Equipment: Comlink, datapad, electroshock prosthetic hands (STR+1D; +4D electric-shock damage at the user’s discretion). Imperial rank cylinders, modified ISB uniform


  Capsule: Sollaine’s swift rise through the ranks of the Imperial Security Bureau serves as fodder for endless speculation and wild rumors. To call him a controversial figure would be an appalling understatement.


  Only a few facts are readily apparent: he is endlessly ambitious, very dangerous, and bitterly jealous of Darth Vader. The rumors are more abundant. Some reports say he’s insane, others claim he has hidden talent with the dark side of the Force, and still others portray him as a mere puppet of the Emperor.


  Though the particular incident that cost Sollaine his hands is a mystery, it is widely known that he has walked away from many encounters that by all rights he should never have survived. This just fuels the previous rumors.


  Rivoche Tarkin
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  Type: Arrogant Noble


  DEXTERITY 3D


  Blaster 3D+2, blaster: hold-out blaster 4D, pick pocket 5D, running 5D+2


  KNOWLEDGE 4D


  Bureaucracy 5D+1, bureaucracy: Imperial military planning 7D, cultures 5D, cultures: Imperial Court 7D, languages 4D+2, willpower 5D+1


  MECHANICAL 2D+2


  Beast riding 4D+2, communications 3D


  PERCEPTION 3D+1


  Command 4D, con 7D+1, investigation 5D, persuasion 8D, search 4D


  STRENGTH 3D


  Stamina 5D, swimming 4D


  TECHNICAL 2D


  Computer programming/repair 3D+2, first aid 4D+1


  Force Points: 4


  Character Points: 8


  Move: 10


  Equipment: Hold-out stunner (4D stun)


  Capsule: The daughter of Brigadier Gideon Tarkin and niece of the late Grand Moff, Rivoche comes from a family of great wealth and power.


  It is quite a surprise, then, that a child from such a privileged background would turn against the very instrument of her family’s success — the Empire. But the seeds were sown after she began questioning the beliefs of her nefarious uncle. She soon met many others who secretly detested the Empire, one such person being a young man by the name of Biggs Darklighter. Rivoche began spying in earnest for the Alliance, and her information has saved countless lives that would have otherwise been lost.


  Rivoche’s position and bloodline make her the perfect deep cover spy, however if her treason is discovered, they will do nothing to save her from a dark fate…


  Finn Varatha
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  Type: Bounty Hunter


  DEXTERITY 3D


  Blaster 6D, brawling parry 5D+1, dodge 7D, grenade 7D+1, melee combat 6D


  KNOWLEDGE 3D


  Alien species 5D, cultures 7D+1, intimidation 6D, languages 7D, planetary systems 6D, willpower 6D


  MECHANICAL 2D


  Powersuit operation 5D, repulsorlift operation 4D+2


  PERCEPTION 4D


  Con 8D+2, hide 6D, persuasion 7D, search 6D+2, sneak 5D+1


  STRENGTH 3D


  Brawling 5D+2, climbing/jumping 6D


  TECHNICAL 3D


  Armor repair 6D, computer programming/repair 5D+1, first aid 4D+2


  Force Points: 1


  Character Points: 17


  Move: 10


  Equipment: Hold-out blaster (3D+2), blaster rifle (6D), multiple changes of clothing, disguise kit, voice modulator


  Capsule: Finn Varatha is rather unique, even for a bounty hunter. In this case it’s not really what makes her different from all the other trackers in the galaxy so much as what makes her the same.


  Varatha is extremely adept at turning herself into other people. She doesn’t just disguise herself as ordinary citizens, either. Varatha has been known to make herself appear as people known personally to her bounties, even going so far as to impersonate family members or loved ones.


  She also has no qualms about disguising herself as other bounty hunters, and has done so many times. Depending on the approach, these elaborate deceptions help Varatha get close to unsuspecting targets or flush them out in the open.


  As a result of all this subterfuge, not much is known about the personal life and history of this chameleon-like hunter, other than the fact that she is as beautiful as she is deadly.


  Corulag


  Type: Terrestrial


  Temperature: Temperate


  Atmosphere: Type 1 (breathable)


  Hydrosphere: Moderate


  Gravity: Standard


  Terrain: Urban


  Length of Day: 25 standard hours


  Length of Year: 371 local days


  Sapient Species: Human


  Starport: Imperial class


  Population: 15 billion


  Planet Function: Administration


  Government: Imperial governor


  Tech Level: Space


  Major Imports: Raw materials, foodstuffs


  Major Exports: High tech, luxury goods


  Capsule: One of the more well-known Core Worlds. Corulag is located in the Bormea Sector of the famed Ringali Shell. A bland world that serves as a model of Imperial rule, Corulag is completely cosmopolitan and utterly loyal to the Emperor’s New Order.


  The planet is ruled by Imperial Governor Zafiel Snopps, a popular figure who shepherds the world’s booming economy and tends to leave petty Imperial politics out to graze in the pasture. The people of Corulag tend to be wealthy and firm believers in the Emperor’s Human High Culture. They have little use for aliens, and expand that definition to include anyone other themselves.


  Corulag is also home to a branch of the famed Imperial Academy as well as the headquarters of many high tech corporations such as Gowix Computers, Danthe Artifice, Ltd., and Gwain Spices.


  The G Cat


  Craft: Arakyd Helix


  Type: Light freighter


  Scale: Starfighter


  Length: 30.9 meters


  Skill: Space Transports: Arakyd Helix


  Crew: 2


  Passengers: 4


  Cargo Capacity: 25 metric tons


  Consumables: 6 weeks


  Hyperdrive Multiplier: x3/4


  Hyperdrive Backup: x12


  Nav Computer: Yes


  Maneuverability: 2D+2 (in space), +2 (in atmosphere)


  Speed: 8


  Atmosphere: 295: 850 kmh


  Hull: 4D


  Shields: 3D


  Sensors:


  Passive: 15/1D


  Scan: 30/2D


  Search: 50/3D


  Focus: 2/4D


  Weapons:


  4 Plasburst Laser Cannons (fire-linked)


  Fire Arc: Turret


  Skill: Starship gunnery


  Fire Control: 4D


  Space Range: 1-3/12/25


  Atmosphere Range: 100-300/1.2/2.5 km


  Damage: 6D


  2 Proton Torpedo Launchers


  Fire Arc: Forward


  Skill: Starship gunnery


  Fire Control: 2D


  Space Range: 1/3/7


  Atmosphere Range: 100/300/700


  Damage: 9D


  Game Notes: Sensor operators searching for an Arakyd Helix gain a +5 bonus to their sensors rolls as long as the Helix is under way using its main ion drives.


  Adventure Idea


  The characters are assigned to rescue Rivoche Tarkin from Corulag before the ISB can close in on her. If they are Alliance operatives, General Cracken can send them on the mission. If the characters are independents, they can be hired by a mysterious party (Cracken) who wants Rivoche kidnapped and will pay handsomely for her return.


  Either way, a load of obstacles will be waiting on Corulag as the engagement celebration goes into full swing, not the least of which will be Sollaine and his squad of Storm Commandos. Depending on when and how the rescue progresses. Moff Caglio can have a large Imperial force scrambled to find her — hounding the characters at every turn.


  And then there’s the small matter of time until Darth Vader arrives aboard the Executor…


  From Star Wars Adventure Journal 12 (02-1997)


  11.6.18.15.14.5-1


  [image: ]

OEBPS/Images/146.jpg





OEBPS/Images/290.jpg
STAR. WARS'
R
G104 E

Take a “Side Trip” with New York Times best-selling authors Michael
A. Stackpole and Timothy Zahn as they weave a tale of deception
and intrigue. Bounty hunter Jodo Kast—often mistaken for the
infamous Boba Fett—draws a group of smugglers and Rebels into
the heart of a devious Imperial plot. Can Corellian Security officers
Corran and Hal Horn uncover the truth before its too late? And
what happens when notorious Black Sun operative Zekka Thyne
turns up on Corellia with his own conspiracy? The exciting plot
unravels in the t-ever Zahn-Stackpole Star Wars collaboration!

= Witness the long-awaited confrontation between Alex Winger
and dari Jedi Jaalib Brandl. Who will survive the clash of wills,
and who will be destroyed? Find out in Betrayal by Knight.

= Plunge into the intricacies of Imperial garrison design with Major
Qiran Vol, Rebel Alliance military defense expert, in Imperial
Garrisons.

= Meet four of the galaxys most mysterious species in Shape-
shifters.

0 3 $12.00
\YNWWEST
(NI i
| X LoNGAMES.
(1 R | 41012 41012

T 1997 Lucastio L. (LFL). ALl Righs Reserved, Tradernarks of LFL use by West End Games uder authorization





OEBPS/Images/154.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpeg
THE OFFICIAL






OEBPS/Images/151.jpg





OEBPS/Images/002.jpg





OEBPS/Images/131.jpg





OEBPS/Images/152a.jpg





OEBPS/Images/152.jpg





OEBPS/Images/120-121.jpg





OEBPS/Images/153.jpg





