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  Bowing his head to the blower jets, Thaddeus Ross stood in the darkened cubicle as the biting cold of the Najib rain evaporated from his closely cropped blond hair. Still damp from his brief excursion through the storm, his collar was hot from the torrid blasts of air gusting over him and he flinched slightly. As the doorway opened, admitting him into the innermost room of Reuther’s Wetdock, he raised his head and proceeded inside.


  In no mood for a confrontation, the Corellian swept the length of his rain duster away from his right hip, exposing the wicked profile of his Caelli-Merced heavy blaster, which was slung low in its holster. There were few patrons to take note of the smuggler or his pistol as he walked into the deserted bar. He fumbled through his pockets for a credit, squinting against a cloudy smog of stale liquor and spice smoke. As he fingered the thin coin against his palm, he briefly made eye contact with Reuther, the Najib bartender, who greeted him with a slight nod and a look of bemused concern.


  Ross continued to the back of the establishment, pausing in the far right corner at the sound slug machine. The dilapidated music box had seen better years. Its bubbled, glass dome was dingy from layers of dust and caked with accumulated smoke particles. Dented and scuffed by careless drunkards or brawlers, the antiquated entertainment unit was supported by a sawed-off metal piece where one of its support struts had been broken off. Inside the thin plasteel dome, a collection of sound slugs and mini-holovids were displayed in the selector, waiting for an interested party to program a request.


  Ross dropped the credit piece into the corroded slot and pressed his selection. After a moment of low humming and static, the holo-projector dimly lit the area above the inverted projector tube, producing the svelte image of a Twi’lek woman. She was dressed in a scarlet gown that accentuated her hips and slender torso. Between a staggered line of brilliant glass buttons, her mahogany skin showed through in places, exposing smooth sections of her shapely body from bare shoulder to thigh.


  With full, pouting lips, the seductive image beckoned to him with a subtle nod. “Used to be that darkness frightened me so; used to be I spent my life chasing the sun.”


  Ross swallowed the lump in his throat and turned away from the holo-phantom. The Corellian sat down at a nearby table and closed his eyes, enduring the insistent protest of his tense muscles.


  “I know all too well the fear of night… but with you, there is only laughter… laughter after dark.”


  Carrying an intricately carved bottle and a glass. Reuther shuffled over to Ross’ table. Dressed in a stained work tunic and apron, the bartender dragged a seat over the scuffed floor of his bar and sat down. Despite the depth of the shadows, his eyes flashed with inner brilliance, bringing a spark of optimism to the tavern’s lonely back corner. Coarse, white hairs were tightly braided against his skull, joining into a single, thick braid that ran the length of his back. He cleared his throat, pushing the glass across the table toward the smuggler. “How long have we known each other, Ross? Seven, maybe eight years?”


  Lethargically, as if in a trance, Ross pulled the stopper from the bottle and smelled the pungent aroma of the liquid inside. “About seven years, I guess,” he replied softly.


  “A man gets to know his friends, especially a partner, over that many years.” Reuther sniffed disdainfully, wiping at the wide bridge of his nose. “I know you better than you think I do.”


  “I’m not in the mood for a psychiatric evaluation. Reuther. Get on with it.”


  Reuther sat back in his chair, thoughtfully rubbing the stubble maturing at his chin. “What’s gotten into you, boy? I could set my ordering catalogs by you. Once a year, and only once a year. I order this Twi’lek t’ssolok,” he pointed to the sculpted container, “and guaranteed within two or three days, you show up at my doorstep, looking like Death’s first mate just took a shot at you.” The Najib snorted, leaning over the edge of the table. “You come in here, play that same song. You drink until you can’t see straight. Then you leave without a word about what’s ailing you. I’m no head fixer, Ross, never claimed to be. But I’m the next best thing.” Reuther took the bottle from Ross and poured a generous portion into the waiting glass.


  “I’ve often dreamed of a perfect world,” the song continued, “in clear amber and white light.”


  Ross sipped pensively from the glass, wincing at the bittersweet aftertaste. “I never told you about my little side adventures with Trep Winterrs, did I?”


  “You’ve mentioned Trep a few times.”


  “Have I ever mention Saahir? Saahir Ru’luv?”


  Reuther slowly turned to the music box, then back to the smuggler with a glimmer of mischief in his eyes. “The singer? You knew her?”


  “About seven years ago, shortly before I met you. Trep and I found ourselves on the wrong side of an Elomin protection scam that went all wrong…”
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  The shot slammed through his blast vest. Ross gasped as the point-blank discharge forced the air out of his lungs. Though disoriented, he pulled the trigger of his blaster rifle, firing into the Elomin assassin. The reptilian was thrown back several meters, blast scores smoking from its chest and abdomen. Muscles recoiling involuntarily, the Elomin returned fire randomly at its aggressor.


  Several subsequent shots were absorbed by the vest; but Ross felt the bruising concussion of each one. He gritted his teeth as his body finally hit the hard, polished floors of the embassy lobby. Numb from the initial blast, he opened his eyes and stared at the light rod swinging precariously above him, wondering when the final moment, the last breath would come. “Ross?” he heard the concern in his partner’s voice.


  Trep Winterrs brushed the long black hair over his shoulder as he entered Ross’ field of vision and stooped down to look over the fallen smuggler. His handsome features were buried beneath layers of sweat and grime. He shook his head as a wide grin spread across his face. “I can’t believe you took that hit for me.”


  “What was I suppose to do?” Ross had hoped for a snarl, but his retort was more of a groan. He struggled inwardly, desperately holding on to the last shattered fragments of consciousness. He rolled to one side in a frantic attempt to get up, but failed. “Stand there and watch him shoot you in the back?”


  Trep took the blaster rifle from Ross and checked its power cell. “The deal’s gone sour, buddy. The old ambassador is growing cold as we speak. I’m not going to let the same happen to you. Can you shoot?”


  “I’ll manage.” Ross squeezed his eyes shut as the pain washed over him. He forced his body to react and respond as Trep helped him to his feet.


  Ducking a blast from the far corridor, Trep turned so Ross could return fire. The blast ricocheted off the polished sheen of the wall and brought down one of the intruders. “Whole thing’s falling apart,” Trep complained. He pulled Ross tightly against his back and crouched over, carrying the smuggler’s full weight.


  Ross struggled to keep his eyes open. “Whose idea was it to put a Gamorrean in charge of a diplomatic security team?”


  “Ishenn had promise. Besides, if you weren’t going to do it, and I wasn’t going to do it, who was? That little Chadra-Fan with the patch over his eye?”


  Explosions sounded from farther inside the embassy building, scattering debris into the deserted streets of Elos, one of several capital cities littering the surface of the Elomin homeworld. A siren blared in the distance, a warning that reinforcements were on the way. In a hurry to vanish before any questions could be asked, Trep scurried over to an abandoned landspeeder and gently laid Ross inside the passenger seat. “Hold on, buddy,” he said, hopping over Ross and into the driver’s seat.


  Trep tore loose the guidance assembly and quickly gathered the connecting wires and plugs. Ross watched from what seemed like a great distance. “The red wire first,” he slurred, slumped against the back of the seat. “Always the red wire first.”


  The smuggler rewired the red filament as Ross instructed. Startled as the spark flew from the connection, he gunned the throttle, bringing the cold engine to life. Under his guidance, the landspeeder lurched forward onto the streets, swinging wide as a troop carrier swerved onto the boulevard. Trep threw the steering bar to the side and managed to control the landspeeder through the 180-degree turn. He made a hasty retreat, revving the engine as they sped into the spaceport docking pads just outside the perimeter of the embassy yards.
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  The landspeeder bucked as Trep hurdled the partition, which cut off the exterior flight docks from the inner holding bays. Ross could see the outline of his ship, the Kierra, resting just beyond the main port building. Despite his failing vision, he could clearly see the yellow sentry lights flashing beneath the ship, signaling that the freighter’s preservation systems were functional.


  “Ross?” He gently Pulled the smuggler against the seat. “Ross, stay with me. You hear?”


  “I’m not going anywhere.” A numbing chill settled over him; but Ross was too exhausted to tremble against it. He shrugged indifferently and allowed himself to silently fade into the oblivion of unconsciousness.
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  “Kierra, open the hatch!”


  “It is open,” the droid replied. “Why? Are you expecting a visitor?”


  Ross swallowed the dryness in his mouth and struggled to sit up. The familiar sights of his personal cabin swam around him in a blur. A searing pain shot through his body, making the sweat break out against his feverish skin. Falling back into the cot, he closed his eyes, composing himself and the muddle of his disconnected memories.


  There was a slight hum of electronics as the droid intelligence trapped within Ross’ ship—and who was named for the freighter—refocused the optical lens over his bed and began taking sensor readings. “Ross,” she said, panic creeping into her voice, “your heart rate and blood pressure are dangerously low. Some vital signs aren’t even showing up! Trep, do something! His critical systems are failing!”


  Ross managed a short, painful snort of laughter. “I’m not going anywhere, darling. Don’t you worry about that.” Even though he was quite still, he felt sore and bruised throughout his being and took a deep, cautious breath to quiet his racing heart. “Kierra, if you use your hydraulic sensors to test my vital signs. I’ll come out on the verge of dying every time. They’re not sensitive enough.”


  “I know, but I feel so helpless.” The feisty droid’s manner was subdued with concern, striking a soft chord in the smuggler’s heart. “Just lie still, okay? Trep’s coming.”


  “Well I’ll be a Kowakian monkey’s uncle! He’s alive!” Trep swaggered into the cabin, grinning broadly.


  “Where are we?”


  “You know, I was really worried about you. I don’t know a thing about first aid, Rosco.”


  “I said, where are we, Trep?”


  Trep wiped his hands on his work tunic and grinned even wider, purposely holding back the information. “You should have seen your face when that blast went through your vest.”


  Grabbing Trep by the sleeve, Ross clenched his teeth against the pain and yanked the smuggler against the side of the bunk. “I’ll ask you one more time! Where are we?”


  Trep easily dislodged the smuggler’s hand. “You’re home, buddy. Corellia. Dock 52.”


  “Dock 52!” The reference raced through his mind. “The private mooring dock for the Orange Lady Tavern?”


  “Your memory’s not bad for a man who’s been technically dead for five days.”


  “Dead? Five days!” The room started to spin and Ross once again teetered on the edge of unconsciousness. He closed his eyes and fell back against the bunk.


  Trep called out, “Saahir! Saahir, I think he’s slipping back into it.”


  “Saahir?” Ross whispered the name, feeling his heartbeat quicken as his mind reeled with the emotional complications associated with it. For a moment, his body settled into a warm, secure cradle of love, happiness and a sense of belonging, but as the sensation matured, it was darkened with the burden of commitments unkept, separation, and loneliness.


  Ross struggled back to lucidity, as he heard a gentle metallic clinking, which echoed in the room. The chime momentarily stopped and in a frustrated moment of rage, he panicked, falling back into the darkness. When he felt the gentle touch of her fingertips against his chin. Ross opened his eyes, staring up at the Twi’lek woman who smiled down at him from a long forgotten pedestal.


  “How you feeling, hero?” Her mouth curled into an almost menacing smile as she gently plucked at a tuft of his hair.


  Ross took her hand to assure himself that this was no phantom. “I don’t know. Why don’t you tell me?” He sat up slowly on one elbow and caressed one of her smooth cheeks.


  Saahir was wearing a brown, tapered-down waistcoat, her favorite outer apparel, and a low-cut white blouse that showed at the sleeves, accentuating her slender arms. Black leggings revealed every curve of her legs and hips. In the placid illumination of the cabin lights, her head tentacles were a mysterious black hue, rather than the swarthy earth brown of her face.


  “Doesn’t take you long to get in the mood, does it?” she teased, bringing his attention back to her face. “You know, Ross,” she held up a large silver ring that encircled the middle finger of her left hand, “my magic potions are guaranteed to be successful, but there’s a price.”


  “You poisoned me?” Ross cried. He remembered that the ring hid a small needle for injecting an unsuspecting host with t’ssolok extract, a dangerous paralyzing poison that was always fatal without the necessary antidote.
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  “Somebody had to slow you down,” Saahir replied, pouring an odd blue solution into a cup. “You were swiftly on your way to Otherspace, fly boy. You were on your way out for good.” She sat back and smiled, holding the cup in her hand. “I couldn’t allow that to happen. At least not without saying goodbye.”


  She put the cup to his lips, raising his head slightly, and allowed him to drink a mixed variant of the antidote. “You know, Ross, once you’ve fallen under one of my spells, you’re mine, body and soul, forever.” The Twi’lek set the empty glass aside, smiling sadly. “If only that were true, huh?”


  “Can you handle him alone, or should I stay?” Trep crossed his arms over his chest, leaning against the hull wall.


  “Erbus has a menu waiting for you in the kitchen,” Saahir said. “I suggest you take advantage of it before he gets busy. I’m doing a show tonight, and the place is sure to be packed wall to wall.”


  As Trep left them alone, Ross carefully managed to put an arm behind his head. “So you’re still singing?”


  “That and saving your sorry choobies. The two things I do best.” Saahir pulled the medical kit closer to the side of the bed and leaned over him, checking the damp dressing over the blaster wound. “That bandage needs changing.” She gently pulled at the tape, pausing briefly as the smuggler flinched beneath her slight touch. “Would you look at yourself?” she teased. “Stop being a baby and hold still.”


  Ross closed his eyes and tried to focus on something else, besides the chest hairs the Twi’lek was forcefully removing with the medi-tape. Unable to bare the slow prick of each hair as it was ripped from the skin, he winced dramatically. “You know, you could go a little slower and really get back at me for all those years.”


  “Or I could just make one quick twist.” Saahir pulled the tape off to one sudden motion. “And get back at you anyway.” She glared at him as he opened his eyes. With a coy smirk, she checked the wound, pleased with its progress. “I know my opinion won’t matter much to you,” she carefully packed a new bandage around the injury, “but I think you should stay in bed for a few more days.” The Twi’lek pulled the blanket over his chest and shoulders and stood up slinging the med pack over her shoulder. “I’ll be back by morning.”


  “Back?” Ross grabbed her by the wrist. He winced sharply as the motion caused pain to shoot through him. “Back from where?”


  “Ross, lay still,” Saahir scolded, gently pushing him down. She pursed her lips, shaking her head sternly. “It’s a little late for you to start acting like a husband, don’t you think?”


  “I didn’t mean it that way,” Ross countered. “It’s just,” he avoided her cold eyes, “we just got here and now you’re rushing off.”


  Cocking her head to one side, Saahir smiled, showing an even row of white teeth. “Well, if you must know, flyboy, I have a business venture waiting for me offworld.”


  “Who’s flying?”


  “Me, of course. Since I don’t have my own in-home flight jock, I’ve had to make do myself.”


  “You? Since when did you start flying cargo?”


  “I haven’t. This’ll be my first, but because of the schedule it couldn’t be helped.” Her lips were drawn down in a subtle pout.


  Sucked in by the expression, Ross felt a pang of guilt, complicated with a twinge of jealousy. “What’s the cargo?”


  “The less you know the better.”


  “Oh, one of those. I get it.” He stared up at her. gently caressing her long fingers. “Look, Saahir, I owe you one and—”


  “You’ll fly it for me?” she asked, cautiously curving the pitch in her voice.


  “I didn’t say that. I said I owed you one.”


  “So that means you’ll fly the shipment for me, right?” Saahir began playfully rubbing the hairs on the back and sides of his neck. She watched in delight as the smuggler squirmed, blushing from the attention.


  “You know I hate it when you do that.”


  “Liar,” she whispered in a husky voice. “You love it, always did.”


  Growling against the warmth spread through his body, Ross clenched his teeth. “How much?”


  “I can guarantee you five thousand credits up front.” Saahir intensified her efforts. “There may be more, depending on your role.”


  “What do you mean, ‘depending on my role?’”


  “We can talk about that later.” Before he could protest, the Twi’lek frowned, examining his forehead. “Oh, look here. I missed a scratch.” She bent over and gently kissed him on the forehead. “And here’s another.” She kissed him above his right eye.


  “Okay, okay, I’ll do it.” Holding her slender waist, he smiled as he pulled her down onto the cot. “Now give it to me straight, doc. Will I make it?”


  “Don’t worry.” Saahir took off her jacket as he unbuttoned her blouse. “Under my care, flyboy, you’re certain to make a full recovery”
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  “Saahir?”


  Ross raised his head from the pillow, smelling Saahir’s perfume. His back was against the hull wall, allowing enough space for another body beside him; but the Twi’lek was not there and the blankets were cold. She had been gone for some time. “Saahir?” he called again. Thinking her absence might be an overdue game of hide and seek, he held onto the top bunk support and stood up, holding his injured side.


  Ross found a pair of pants and a shirt, pressed and folded over the back of his cabin chair. Stiff from the shock of his wound and the extended bedstay, the Corellian dressed himself, carefully pulling his boots over his feet and ankles. Zipping the back of the leather tops, he straightened his flattened blond locks and stared into the darkened corridor. The fragrance of her perfume was everywhere, on his skin, his clothes, even in the passage, making it difficult to tell whether she had recently been there. However, there was a stale ambiance to the scent that suggested the singer was long gone from this area of the ship.


  Stepping through the narrow bulkhead into the flight cabin, Ross quickly glanced around the cockpit for some sure sign of the Twi’lek. He found none. Beside him, curled up beneath his flight jacket and a blanket, Trep Winterrs was sound asleep at the navigator’s station, oblivious to his presence. Ross grinned, leaving the exhausted smuggler to his sleep, and moved over to the main command console. “Kierra, did Saahir leave the ship?” He eyed up the display monitors, scanning miscellaneous reports on his freighter’s current functional status. “Kierra,” he raised his voice. “Is Saahir still aboard with us?”


  “Yes and no,” came the curt reply.


  Stung by the unexpected acridity in the droid’s voice, Ross leaned into the acceleration chair, glaring into one of her optical orbs. “What do you mean yes and no?”


  “You asked two questions. I gave you two answers,” Kierra said smugly. “Yes, she left the ship. No, she’s not on board.”


  Though Kierra had a tendency to be combative and difficult, Ross knew that there was a cherished common bond between them. Puzzled by the droid’s peculiar behavior, he slowly filtered through the caustic verve in her voice and picked up on the jealousy behind it. Drawn back to the events of the previous night he hung his head as a warm flush spread over his cheeks and neck. “Kierra, about last night,” he began pensively, realizing the droid had seen and overheard the entire affair. “I didn’t mean for you to see—I mean—” He threw his hands up, exasperated by a need to explain himself. “I wasn’t thinking clearly. I’d never intentionally hurt—” Ross cut himself short, struggling with a justification for his actions. “Kierra?”


  “It’s been hard, you know,” Kierra said at last, her speakers barely audible in the quiet of the cabin. “We haven’t known each other very long, and I suspect it will take a lot more adjustment, for both of us.” A sigh registered over the static of the receiver. “I understand, Thadd, really I do. I haven’t exactly been the best companion for you, especially over the last few months.” The sigh grew into a slight sniffle, reverberating through the channel. “And then there are my mood swings, my emotional outbursts, my hydraulic bloating, and weight gain. It all takes its toll. Thadd, in ways you couldn’t begin to imagine. And of course. I can’t give you that physical satis—”


  “Will you stop it!” Ross snapped, seeing through the droid’s dramatics. Hearing a snort and a chuckle from behind him, Ross turned on Winterrs. “And that goes for you too. Always humoring her.”


  Sluggishly shifting in the acceleration chair, Trep grinned impishly. “Hey, don’t take it out on me, Rosco. You’re the one who put the smug in the word smuggler.” He rolled his eyes with mock indigence. “Courting two gorgeous ladies at the same time. You know the old saying, buddy. If it’s got a good set of hips or servomotors, you’re going to have trouble with it.” Winterrs tossed a datapad to the vexed smuggler.


  “What’s this?”


  “That clue you’ve been looking for. Saahir gave it to me before she blasted off. Coordinates, contacts, passcodes, the whole works.”


  Ross briefly scanned the information as it scrolled across the screen. “The Aurea system. That’s not too far away.”


  “Only a half hour in hyperspace.” Trep stood up and stretched, his joints cracking and popping along the length of his lean body. “We set down at Merich’s Bend, on the far side of Aurea’s third moon. That’s where we take on the cargo.”


  “Well,” Ross said with a grin. He started flipping flight switches and toggles, powering up the Kierra’s ion drives. “We can’t keep the lady waiting. Kierra, contact Traffic Control and ask for take-off clearance.”
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  Ross waited until the vent of pressurized hydraulic steam dissipated before he reached under the strut cuff to reattach the hose. Ducking under the faulty valve, he burned his fingertips attempting to reseal the conduit. He swore a vehement Corellian oath and quickly donned his gloves, managing to secure the damaged unit. The support strut dropped down from the hull and locked its dock boot against the mooring floor. Smuggler’s sense tingling with suspicion, he cautiously popped the restraint on his holster, propping the heavy blaster at his side. Then with feigned interest in the strut, he watched from aside as the port steward and a crew of seven men approached him from the port terminal.


  “Are you Ross?” the head crewman asked. A heavily built man, he was dressed in orange and gray cargo fatigues, fitted with a work belt of tools that barely managed to support his ample stomach and bulk.


  “Maybe.” Ross leaned against a structure integrity rod, cocking his hip slightly to display the lifted blaster. “Who wants to know?”


  The older man grinned sardonically. “There’s no need for that, Captain Ross. My name is Hante.” Glancing over his shoulder, he nodded to one of the crewmen behind him. The rangy youth advanced on the freighter. “The tower instructed us to bring on the cargo as soon as you arrived.”


  The necessary passcodes were sufficient to ease Ross’ suspicions, but before he could alert Winterrs, one of the crewmen was up the ramp and into the ship. “Bad idea,” he heard Trep saying in the corridor. “I didn’t hear you ask nicely.” A moment later, the crewman reappeared on the ramp with Trep’s blaster pointed at his nose. Ross hung his head and laughed quietly.


  “Keep moving,” Trep growled, pressing the muzzle against the frightened loader’s nose. At the bottom of the ramp, he paused to initialize the hatch, closing and securing the entrance to the ship


  Ross activated his comlink with a smile. “194?”


  “I read you, Ross.”


  “Kierra, is the inner bay corridor secure?”


  “That’s what you wanted.”


  “Open the cargo bay doors for the gentlemen.”


  Hante signaled to his crew and watched on as a repulsorlift cart was backed into the freighter’s opening cargo doors. As his men assembled themselves along the edges of the carrier, he turned his attention back to Ross, holding his hand out to the smuggler. “I was told to give you these as soon as you arrived on the planet.”


  Ross took the small, silver strips from him, glancing over the decal and inscription. “Tickets?”


  “Lady Saahir is giving a performance at Merich’s Bend. Standing room only, I understand.” Hante paused to acknowledge a wave from one of his men. “If you hurry, you might be able to catch the last few minutes of the show.”


  “I might just do that.” Ross felt Trep’s shadow fall in across his shoulders and started toward the hangar doors.


  A late afternoon storm had left the city of Ifeoma shrouded in night mists and showers. Outside in the deserted streets, the music from Merich’s Bend Tavern caused a slight vibration in the multitude of puddles left behind in the wake of the storm. Ross grinned, anxious to be reunited with Saahir.


  “At least one of us has something to smile about,” Trep complained. Hands thrust deeply in his jacket pockets, he glanced about the streets as if expecting trouble.


  “What’s eating you?”


  “Something stinks about this deal, Ross. Did you see the way those guys lined up at the cargo ramp? Military style cargo outfits use that formation, highly trained military cargo units. I don’t like it.”


  “So they’re using a military technique. A lot of spaceports have gone in for that sort of efficiency thing.”


  “You don’t understand. I can smell a Rebel from half a kilometer away, and I tell you, Ross, this place stinks. I think Saahir’s up to one of her tricks.”


  Ross shrugged off his partner’s concerns, ignoring his own nagging suspicion. He stepped through the double doors of the tavern and was engulfed in a resonating pulse of music and back-ground noise. From the density of bodies and smoke in the front room, he realized that Hante was not exaggerating about the crowd and found himself shouldering his way through the packed audience.


  Shifting around a flock of enthralled Ithorians, Ross threw a quick glance toward the center stage. He smiled as Saahir’s costume glittered in the bombardment of the spotlights. As her voice died away in time to the music, she turned to a sharply dressed human man with close-cropped hair standing at the side of the stage and blew him a kiss. Ross paused, fighting a sudden rush of jealousy. Ignoring Trep’s playful tug at his sleeve, he stood still, watching as the man walked onto the stage and handed Saahir a large bouquet of some sort of exotic flowers. While the act did not at first seem out of order, Saahir’s reaction sent chills down Ross’ spine.


  As Ross watched in horror, the beaming Twi’lek wrapped her slender arms around the stranger and kissed him. It was not a playful, teasing kiss that she had used to woo him during one such performance, long ago. It was not the kiss of friendship, new or cherished. It was a passionate display, the way she used to kiss him, the way she used to hold him during their three-year affair. It was the way she had held and kissed him last night, suggesting intimacy with this stranger.
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  A peculiar lump rose in his throat. His hand flew to his blaster as he moved through the crowd.


  “No, you don’t,” Trep grunted, grabbing Ross by the sleeve and hauling him back. “Beat it,” he gestured at three Jawas who were sitting in a center aisle booth. The diminutive creatures scurried into the crowd. “You look like you could use a drink.” Trep sat Ross down in a chair and waved for the waitress.


  “I’m not thirsty.” Ross allowed the raw emotion to wash over him, instilling life to his rage. He glared at Saahir, willing the Twi’lek to look toward him. In a moment, she did. but the glance was fleeting. Recognizing him in the front room, she turned back to the human at her side and tapped him on the shoulder, pointing in the direction where Ross and Trep were sitting. He nodded to a nearby companion and then followed her off the stage.


  “You made it!” Saahir gushed. With her arms intertwined around the human’s waist, she hesitated at the edge of the table, flinching slightly under Ross’ fierce glare. Throwing her head back in defiance, the Twi’lek flared her nostrils, as if daring the smuggler to question her relationship with the human at her side. “Juri, this is Captain Thaddeus Ross and his partner, Trep Winterrs.” Glaring at Ross, she leaned close to the pair and whispered, barely audible over the noises of the crowd, “Boys, this is Juri Marbra, my fiancee.”


  Trep groaned, cautiously putting his hand over Ross’ blaster to prevent the unthinkable.


  Saahir sat down as Marbra pulled the chair out for her. “Stop looking at me like that!” she hissed, keeping her voice in low tones so as not to attract undue attention.


  “How should I look at you?” Ross growled. “After three years together, I never,” he slammed his fist against the table top, “never had you figured for a Rebel sympathizer!”


  “Don’t even try and deny it, pretty boy,” Trep said evenly. “You’ve got it written all over your face.”


  “You didn’t tell him?” Marbra whispered in Saahir’s ear.


  “I decided not to,” Saahir replied, not being so discreet. “As you can see, it would have complicated things.”


  “I can’t believe you’d involve me in this, knowing how I feel about lost causes.”


  “And what do you consider a lost cause, Captain Ross?” Marbra asked, his voice sharp with the experience of giving commands.


  Ross glared at Saahir, responding to the question without any need for words. He was rewarded by a glimmer of tears that swelled in her eyes.


  “Sooner or later, we all get involved,” Marbra commented. “There’s no such thing as a disinterested bystander these days.”


  “Aren’t there?”


  “Most of them are dead.” Marbra looked uncomfortable as he glanced from Ross to Saahir, then back to Ross. Then the practiced, neutral expression of a military man returned to his face. “Shall we check on our cargo?”


  As the first tears rolled down her cheeks, Saahir rose. “I have to change,” she whispered, deftly wiping at her eyes. Kissing Marbra once on the forehead, she turned back to stare at Ross and then quickly withdrew to the safety of the shadows.


  Leaving Trep to guard his back, Ross stormed out of the bar, leading them with long, angry strides. The lump in his throat was expanding, giving way to emotions that he would rather have avoided. Ross locked his hand against the cool heel of his blaster, ready for a confrontation as he passed through the spaceport doors and into the main bay area. Angry at Saahir’s betrayal and at being an unwitting pawn for the Rebel Alliance, he was prepared to take on anyone who challenged him.


  Feigning disinterest, a trio of armed security guards kept vigil a few docks away from the Kierra. As separate groups—the cargo crew, the guards, the custom wardens—the Rebels might fool even the most suspicious Imperial official; but seen as a whole, they could not fool him. Ross realized that they all sported the same slick, military cut and precision-team manners, insuring his smuggler’s sense that they were all part of the elaborate scheme. The fact that they knew more than he did only served to further infuriate him.


  In an attempt to rattle their cool disposition, he walked directly to the back of his freighter and moved into the cargo bay, where several stacks of crates had been loaded. Staring into the scandoc on a few of the boxes, he did not recognize the coding and blinked in horror as the scandoc suddenly shifted, mutating and degrading before his eyes. “Can you make this out?”


  “Don’t need to read the doc to know what’s in the box. Rosco,” Trep snorted. Kneeling beside the crate, he pointed to the affixed Imperial seal. “This is the mark of an Imperial Munitions sector chief.”


  “Guns? Ammo?”


  “Guns, ammo, and then some according to the docket.” Trep grinned, leaning against the box. “All the stuff that makes war fun.”


  “Wish I could share your view,” Marbra said evenly, eyeing Trep. Then targeting Ross under his critical gaze, he nodded to his men, dismissing them from the area. “You know,” his voice echoed in the spacious compartment, “you were quite hard on Saahir. It wasn’t necessary.”


  Ross straightened abruptly, balling his hands into fists. Trep stood between him and the Rebel, prepared to keep some semblance of peace. “And just where do you think she spent last night? While you were collecting your cargo—”


  “She was with you.” Marbra smiled with unexpected pleasure, amused by the Corellian’s surprise. “Saahir is a woman, a beautiful woman of worldly means, Captain Ross. But you see, I love her, and because I love her, I don’t expect her to change overnight. It took her years to learn how to survive this deviant lifestyle, and it take years for her to outgrow and forget it. And I’m prepared to wait and aid her in any way possible. Besides, you needed her and she needed you for our cargo. She only did what she had to in order to assure your cooperation. But if you still want cash payment,” Marbra pulled a credit voucher from his breast pocket. “I can accommodate you.”


  “You’re a dead man!” Ross screamed, fighting to break away from Trep’s grasp.


  “Ross!” Trep bellowed. “I don’t know what you were expecting, buddy. Same old Saahir, turning tricks for the upper-class masses. Get a grip.” Managing to keep the Corellian in check. Trep inspected the voucher. “It’s 10,000 creds.” He showed it to Ross, hoping the


  sight of riches would entice the smuggler to behave.


  Ross ignored the money, wrestling with a frantic urge to draw his blaster and fire on the Rebel leader. “What’s the deal?”


  “Our backs are to the wall, Captain Ross,” Marbra began. “The people we’ve secured these weapons for are in trouble. We’ll need a seasoned pilot and skilled guns to reach them. Saahir assures me we can rely on your skills alone.” He grinned at Trep. “But a


  renegade from the Imperial Army will be more than welcomed, even helpful.”


  Trep straightened his flight jacket, cocking an eyebrow at Marbra. “With the extra money, that’s 2,500 a piece for the muscle.”


  “What if I said it wasn’t enough?”


  “What?” Trep gasped. “Ross, you get three times—”


  Marbra pulled one more chit from his pocket. “Would an additional 5,000 credits secure your services?”


  Ross nodded to Trep to receive the chit. Then turning his back on Marbra, he stepped through the corridor bulkhead. “Come on, let’s get this over with.”
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  Staring at the accumulation of dirt and dead skin beneath his fingernails, Ross used the edge of his knife to clean out the debris. He leaned against the cushioned back of the control chair, blowing away bits of grime as they surfaced. Folding the knife back into position, he tucked it inside his pocket and sighed, rubbing the tension from his forehead. Above him, somewhere along the perimeter of the hidden Rebel base, an explosion sounded. A shadow moved into the doorway, and the smuggler sat up, staring in that direction. “What took you so long?”


  “I had to slip by the sentries.” Trep’s face was dark with disappointment. “All they had was this t’ssolok.” He pulled the carved bottle from his coat, shaking the viscous blue liquid inside the container until it thinned against the sides of the glass. “The cook says the good stuff is locked away in the officers’ quarters. Wouldn’t that figure?” He sat down across from Ross, straddling another control chair. “A poor man can’t get a decent swig of the good stuff nowadays. Doesn’t matter whose army it is.” He sniffed disdainfully at the bitter smelling t’ssolok. “Are we really going to drink this?”


  Ross snatched the bottle from him. “Have you got something better to do?”


  “Yeah, but it’s at least 50 light years from this place.” A distant explosion sent a shock wave through the deserted station room. “And a whole lot quieter.” He watched as Ross took a swallow from the bottle, then boldly took one himself. “Hey, this isn’t bad.” His eyes abruptly began to water and twitch in response to the caustic flavor that burned his lips and tongue. Trep gasped as the liquor inflamed his throat, sending spicy fumes through his nostrils.


  “It’s not the flavor you have to worry about,” Ross said with a grin, taking the bottle from Trep’s trembling hands. “It’s the aftertaste that kicks.”


  Another explosion rocked the control room, shifting the ceiling supports. The lights flickered. “W’hew,” Trep said hoarsely, massaging his throat. “That was a close one.”


  “Doesn’t sound like Saahir’s Rebel friends are doing too well.” Ross threw his head back for another swallow, closing his eyes as the rich flavor assailed his senses.


  “They’re not.” Saahir stood in the doorway, the graceful curves of her slender body were a dark silhouette against the brighter lights in the corridor.


  “Maybe they need a little morale booster,” Ross said. “Why don’t you get on the comm and hum a few patriotic bars for them. That’ll get their blood going.” He laughed softly and glanced at Trep to share his cold humor, but the smuggler was having nothing to do with it.


  “What about our little shipment of munitions?” Trep asked soberly. “Surely that evened the odds a little.”


  “What use are 500 rifles with only 100 men to utilize them?”


  “It’s been done. Where’s Marbra?”


  “Out there. With his men,” she whispered, tears in her voice. “I’m on my way to join him now. I stopped by hoping you might come with me.”


  “You can count me out,” Ross sneered. “I’m not going anywhere for anyone.” He propped his legs up on the console, bracing his head and neck against his hands. “I’ve done more than my share already.”


  “That’s what I figured you would say.” Saahir moved farther into the room, crossing her hands behind her back as she stood over Ross, gazing down at him. “There’s an old Twi’lek saying: It’s easier to forgive an enemy than it is to forgive a friend who betrays you. I hurt you, Ross. I know that and I think that I shall regret it for the rest of my life.” She turned away from him, a sheen of tears on her cheeks. At the doorway, the Twi’lek paused, looking back at him. “I only hope that one day, you’ll look back at all the good things that happened between us and you’ll find it in your heart to forgive me.”


  Trep took a deep breath, staring at her as she lingered in the doorway. “Ross?”


  “Shut up, Winterrs. I’m not buying it.” Ross took another swallow of the t’ssolok, angry over the weakness Saahir always managed to trigger in him. He felt the sharp sting of the liquor washing away any remorse he might feel for denying her.


  “Clear skies, Ross,” Saahir said softly and stepped into the corridor.


  Trep watched the Twi’lek slip beyond his view. “Ross?”


  “I said, shut up, Trep!”


  A violent explosion and secondary concussions struck abruptly with enough force to knock both men out of their seats. Rolling under the console, they watched in horror as the ceiling barricades folded under the blast, allowing the interior walls to crack and fall in from the aftershocks. Dust particles and evaporated debris engulfed by the heat of the explosion, belched through the doorway and into the control room. Unlike previous explosions, this one was accompanied by blaster fire in the corridor, reverberating in the hallway.


  That familiar strangling lump again came to Ross’ throat. “Saahir!” he bellowed. Digging himself clear of the debris, he staggered over wreckage of the room, hearing Trep scrambling behind him. At the doorway, voices created a shallow well of echoes and interference, interspersed with the static of comlink discharges that were shouting orders. A trio of Rebel troopers ran past the doorway, firing haphazardly down the obscured corridor, into billowing clouds of white dust. One of them was hit by return fire and crumpled to the ruined garrison floor. The distinctive shapes of stormtrooper armor began to become visible in the haze.


  Ross drew his blaster and jumped into the hallway, firing randomly at the stormtroopers converging on their position. “Saahir!” he screamed, standing over her mangled body. “Trep!”


  “I’m with you, partner!” Wrapping the sling of the Imperial blast rifle around his forearm, Trep fired into the gallery of stormtroopers. His first several shots made a permanent impression on the Imperial soldiers’ advancement team. Eyeing Saahir on the floor beside Ross, he nodded to the weary freedom fighters, who had paused to regroup behind them. “Get her out of here, Ross. We’re right behind you!”


  Taking Saahir’s light weight into his arms, Ross choked at the severity of the injuries caused by shrapnel from the blast. He cradled her against him and sprinted into the corridor beyond the control room, hearing Trep shout orders to the two surviving Rebels.


  “You and you, want to live? Come with me and do exactly as I do!”


  Blaster fire rang out behind him, marked by wild catcalls from his partner, Ross continued his desperate run to the end of the corridor. The explosion had ripped the pressurized doors from the inner channel, leaving a darkened portal into the cold night air. As he wrestled his way through the mangled metal doors, he heard the click of blasters at his back and turned, blinded by a battery of brilliant lights.


  “Hold your fire! It’s Lady Saahir and her smuggler friend!”


  Shielding his eyes from the glare, Ross yielded to the tug at his sleeve as a gray-haired squadron leader led him hurriedly away from the door. “My partner’s on his way with two of your men,” Ross said.


  The two Rebels appeared at the doorway, slipping through the wreckage. One of them was on his stomach, laying suppressive fire down the corridor as Trep followed on their heels. “That’s it, boys. From left to right, then change the pattern. They won’t know what hit them!”
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  The sergeant activated a dim light source inside the abandoned med-shelter and swiftly cleared a table for Ross to comfortably position the injured Twi’lek. “Our reinforcements are folding, son. There isn’t much time. You can stay here with her; but we’re going to need every pair of hands we can find in order to hold them off until the evacuation teams arrive.”


  “If I don’t stay, she’ll die!” Ross screamed. Staring into Saahir’s bloody face, he tightened his grip on her hands, as if holding her fragile life in his fingertips. “Where’s the medic?”


  “Dead.”


  “Dead? Is there anybody—”


  “The only chance of medical help died when he died.” The sergeant’s features softened. “I can’t promise you anything, son. But there might be a medical frigate in orbit on the far side of the planet.” He pointed to the night skies overhead. A squadron of X-wings streaked by, firing on targets at the opposite end of the shattered base. “That’s where those fighters just came from. The Imperials have a stranglehold on us and we’re evacuating the entire base, but reinforcements can’t get through to us for another hour, maybe two. If you have a ship—”


  “Trep!” Ross yelled.


  “I’m on it!” He vanished into the darkness outside the shelter.


  “Where’s he—”


  “He’s going for my ship,” Ross said. “It’s hidden in a cavern not far from here.”


  The sergeant nodded, waving the soldiers out of the tent. “We’ll hold them off as long as we can, son. You stay with her now. I’ll see if one of my men can locate that frigate.” The Rebel left him, alone in the dark with Saahir.


  “Ross?”


  It was barely a whisper, but he heard it. Holding the Twi’lek’s trembling fingers, tightly. Ross leaned over her. “I’m here. I’m here,” was all he could bring himself to say.


  “It’s so cold.”


  Ross took off his jacket and quickly covered her. He scanned the shelter for a blanket, and snatched one from a nearby table. The bloody fabric swirled through the air, and the stiffened corpse of Commander Marbra was uncovered. Aghast, the smuggler threw the blanket back over the body, shielding it from the Saahir’s view, and then hurried back to her side. “Better?” he asked, tucking the collar under her chin. He used a damp towel to wipe the debris and scorched skin from around her eyes.


  “I can’t see anything.”


  “Flashburns, that’s all. You’ll be fine in a day or so.” He bit his lip to suppress the rush of emotion.


  “It scares me.” She flinched abruptly as the blaster fire beyond them intensified, marked by the dying screams of someone caught in the exchange. “It’s so dark.”
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  “It’s okay,” Ross whispered. “I’m still here.” He gently held her keeping his face close beside her so that she could feel him “Ross, how do you do it?”


  Ross frowned, puzzled by her inquiry. “Do what?”


  “You’re never afraid, never scared.” Saahir trembled suddenly reaching out for him. “How do you do it?”


  Exasperated for lack of an answer, he smiled down at her caressing her cheeks and forehead. “I just don’t think about it. Which is exactly what you should be doing. Not thinking about. Trep’s going to be here any minute, and we’re going to get you to that medical frigate.”


  Saahir tightened her grip on his hands, sensing the warmth of him slipping away from her fingertips. “I’m so scared, so scared.” She swallowed convulsively. “I deserve this. After what I’ve done to you, I deserve this.”


  “No, no one deserves—”


  “But I hurt you,” she sobbed, rubbing his hand against her cheek. “I hurt you; and that’s the last thing I’d ever want to do, Ross. You’ve got to believe me.”


  “I believe you.” He squeezed both her hands, feeling the Twi’lek groping for the sensation of touch.


  “I’ve always loved you, Ross. Always. You weren’t like any of the others. I really loved you; but I could never bring myself to believe that you could love me the same way—until I saw how it hurt you when I introduced Juri as my fiancee.” Lips trembling, Saahir turned her face toward him. tears falling to the sides of her swollen face. “I was so sorry, so sorry.” Her eyes went suddenly blank, expressionless, and still. A disturbing quietude settled over her body.


  “Saahir!” Ross cried with mounting panic. “Saahir, please!”


  The Twi’lek gasped softly and suddenly, her chest rising ana falling in shallow rhythm. “Do you remember Isamu, that little moon in the Birjis system?” Her voice was barely audible. “You didn’t believe me when I told you the trees made love there every night. But then you saw it for yourself, didn’t you? You saw it.”


  Ross bowed his head against the cradle of her neck, fighting back the sting of tears. Nodding softly against her, he whispered. “I saw it.”


  “I didn’t tell you it was simply a trick of shadows. On Isamu, the trees grow in pairs and at night time, they look like lovers kissing under the moonlight.” Moving with the slow, easy grace she was known for, Saahir pulled her hand from Ross and twisted the ring from her finger. She slid the cold band onto his little finger and smiled.


  “What are you—” Ross ignored the warm swell of tears at his eyes. “Saahir, no.”


  “I want you to go back there, Ross, back to Isamu in that grove we discovered. I want you to go back there, and I want you to forgive me for all the hurtful things I’ve done.” Her eyes were glassy jewels in the dimness and as each moment passed, the brilliance faded


  from them.


  “But I do forgive you!”


  “I want you to go there with someone special to you.”


  “There is no one else, Saahir. No one!”


  Saahir convulsed suddenly in a fit of wracking pain. She began to sing. “Used to be that darkness frightened me so. Used to be I spent my life chasing the sun. I know too well the fear of the night. With you, there was only laughter, laughter after dark.” She laughed softly.


  Ross grinned, believing that she was rallying against her injuries. “What are you laughing at?”


  “There’s no truth to that song, Ross. There is no laughter after dark… only silence.”
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  In the stagnant, stale atmosphere of Reuther’s Wetdock, Ross leaned against the sloped back of his chair, shielding his emotions in the comfort of the shadows. Shoving away the empty t’ssolok bottle, he stared into the peculiar crystal, feeling as clear and hollow as the sculpted glass. To still the trembling in his lips and chin, the smugger wiped anxiously at the corners of his mouth, sighing as the reality of seven haunted years sank deeply into his disquieted spirit. “She died,” he croaked. “Right there in my arms. And there wasn’t a thing I could do.”


  Reuther swallowed the last of his t’ssolok, wishing the biting aftertaste of the fermented liquor could dislodge the lump growing the back of his throat. “That’s a hard vector to reckon with, Ross. Never knew you were carrying that kind of cargo with you. A burden like that would kill a normal man.” He nodded, swallowing a moment of his own pain. “I know how you feel. When the Empire started colonizing this sector, my people took it upon themselves to fight back. To show the invading igaluus that we were not a race to be trifled with.” He pursed his lips thoughtfully, crossing his legs under the table. “I lost my wife, my three daughters, and my spirit to the retribution that followed our insolence.” Reuther stared into the Corellian’s eyes, strumming his fingers lightly against the table. “You need to go back to that moon. Ross.”


  Ross flinched slightly. “How do you know I haven’t been there all ready?”


  “Because you haven’t forgiven her. Or yourself. If you had, you wouldn’t be here. You’d be up there under the moonlight. Until you go, you’ll never fully recover.”


  Staring at his hands, Ross took a deep breath. “Did you ever recover?” he asked, thinking about Reuther’s family.


  “Why do you think I own a bar? As long as I have customers,” he nodded to a trio of Rodians who walked through the doors. “I don’t have to worry about my problems.” The Najib saluted the smuggler before he excused himself from the table.


  Ross rubbed thoughtfully at the growth of beard at his chin, listening to the harsh rasp beneath his fingertips. He stood up and tossed a few credits onto the table and started walking toward the door. At the entrance, he paused briefly to glance at Reuther, smiling despite himself as the bartender winked at him from across the way. Pulling his collar snugly against his neck, he stepped out into the deserted streets and pressed the comlink against his cheek. “194.”


  “Reading you, Ross. What’s up?”


  “Set a course for the Birjis system. For Isamu.” He moved through the spaceport to the exterior lot behind the main bay, walking with a smooth fluidity induced by the effect of the t’ssolok.


  “What are we going to do when we get there?” Kierra asked.


  Ross paused to glance over his shoulder into the sky. The rains had stopped, leaving a light glaze of freshness and newness over the spaceport grounds and buildings. Beyond the dense mantle of storm clouds, he could see the dawn breaking, fighting its way through the upper levels of darkness to dispel the night’s shadows.


  “Ross,” Kierra whined, “what are we going to do on Isamu?”


  Ross walked up the ramp, cueing the keypad and hatch to close. “We’re going to lay a few souls to rest.”
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  A chilling autumn wind blew in from the high country, disturbing a thin layer of cooling mist from the surface of the mountain lake. Ross felt the gentle fingers of the breeze moving through his blond spikes and smiled as his body shivered in the grip of cold. After a seven-year hibernation from living, full living, it was comforting to experience the sensations of the world again.


  Surrounded by the intertwined shadows of Mu trees, he grinned as the shadows about him and a mixture of the blue light being cast by Isamu’s primary made it appear as if a dozen or more lovers had gathered with him on the shores of the lake to celebrate that most cherished of all emotions. Folding his arm behind his head, Ross stared into the black expanse of the atmosphere, indulging himself by counting all the stars in one sector of the night sky.


  “Ross, why didn’t you ever tell me about this place?”


  Sensing an annoyed tenor in the droid intelligence’s voice, Ross begrudgingly sat up on his elbows. “Don’t worry, Kierra, we’re not staying long.”


  “0h no, no, no. I don’t mind it. It’s sort of romantic. Makes me feel like, like…”


  Ross glanced over his shoulder to where the YT-1300 stood on an extended outcrop of rock. “Like what. Kierra?”


  “Like,” an embarrassed giggle translated over the comlink, “like singing.”


  Ross smiled, sinking back into the late season growth of grass. “Knock yourself out. darling.” After a few moments, a soft humming could be heard. He recognized the first few bars of Saahir’s song, “Laughter After Dark.” He pulled a leather cord from around his neck and broke the knot as he took the metallic ring from the end. It was warm from being so close to his skin.


  Cupping the band in his hand, he again folded his hands behind his head and sighed as a quiet peace stole over him. Nearby, the light cast by the rising planet spotlighted a lone Mu tree. Disease or natural disaster had withered away its twin and it stood alone on the edge of the lake shore, surrounded by joined couples. No worse for its loss, the tree was the only one in the immediate area to boast branches full of late autumn blossoms.


  Ross closed his eyes, listening to the melody of Kierra’s voice and that of the wind. He envisioned the Mu tree behind his lids. still growing, without a partner, still surviving, and fell soundly into a well-deserved, peaceful sleep.
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  Roleplaying Game Statistics


  Thaddeus Ross
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  Type: Ex-bounty hunter and smuggler


  DEXTERITY 3D


  Blaster 7D, dodge 5D+2, grenade 4D, melee combat 4D+2, melee parry 3D+2, running 4D


  KNOWLEDGE 3D


  Alien species 6D, languages 5D, planetary systems 6D+1, streetwise 4D+2, survival 4D, value 4D


  MECHANICAL 3D+1


  Astrogation 6D, beast riding 4D, space transports 6D, space transports: YT-1300 transports 8D+2, starship gunnery 6D, starship shields 5D


  PERCEPTION 3D


  Command 5D+2, investigation 5D+2, search 3D+2, sensors 6D, sneak 3D+1


  STRENGTH 3D


  Brawling 6D, climbing/jumping 3D+1, lifting 3D+1


  TECHNICAL 2D+2


  Blaster repair 4D, starship repair 6D+2


  Special Abilities:


  Investigation: Gains +2 when his investigations involve any Imperial business.


  Force Points: 2


  Character Points: 10


  Move: 10


  Equipment: Caelli-Merced heavy blaster (5D), comlink


  Capsule: Thaddeus Ross is a handsome, easygoing spirit who comes from a long line of smugglers. A non-traditionalist, he broke free of the family legacy and became a bounty hunter. However, the novelty quickly wore off and he returned to the family tradition of smuggling.


  Ross is cynical and self—righteous and easily provoked by senseless violence. His past relationship with family and people close to him is as mysterious as the smuggler himself, who is an intensely private individual, except among his closest friends.


  TREP WINTERRS
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  Type: Outlaw and smuggler


  DEXTERITY 3D


  Blaster 5D+1, brawl parry 5D, dodge 5D, melee combat 4D, running 4D+1


  KNOWLEDGE 3D


  Alien species 5D, intimidation 5D+1, languages 4D, planetary systems 5D, streetwise 5D, willpower 5D+2


  MECHANICAL 3D


  Astrogation 6D+2, beast riding 5D, sensors 4D+2, space transports 6D+2, starship gunnery 5D+1, starship shields 5D, swoop operation 6D


  PERCEPTION 3D


  Bargain 4D, command 4D+1, con 3D, gambling 3D+1, persuasion 4D


  STRENGTH 3D


  Brawling 5D+2, climbing/jumping 4D, stamina 5D+1, swimming 3D+1


  TECHNICAL 3D


  Blaster repair 4D+1, droid repair 3D+1, repulsorlift repair 3D+1, security 4D, starfighter repair 3D+1


  This character Is Force-sensitive.


  Force Points: 1


  Dark Side Points: 2


  Character Points: 15


  Move: 10


  Equipment: Heavy blaster pistol (5D), comlink


  Capsule: Trep Winterrs is a laid back, amiable sort, who has a tendency to blend in with a crowd. Despite his good looks and sense of humor, he has a fatal mind set that keeps him moving from one dangerous thrill to the next. To those closest to him, the smuggler’s reckless antics are a serious cause for concern, particularly when their lives are on the line. However, the soft-spoken, yet intimidating outlaw has never been known to leave a friend in a bad spot.


  Winterrs’ ability to out-maneuver and out-think Imperial strategies is a talent that brings the smuggler under fire with potential employers, who suspect that he is an Imperial infiltration agent working the space lanes in search of smugglers or Rebel spies. Because his appearance on the criminal underground was so sudden, many have tried to trace the smuggler’s origins and have come up short of information into his past. Many prominent crime syndicates have inquired about his history, but Winterrs remains tight-lipped about his personal life and is rarely seen without the company of his closest associate, Thadd Ross.


  Kierra (the personality)


  Type: Droid intelligence/sidekick


  DEXTERITY 0D


  KNOWLEDGE 3D


  Alien species 6D,cultures 6D+1, languages 7D, planetary systems 7D+2, technology 7D


  MECHANICAL 3D


  Astrogation 7D+2, communications 8D+2, sensors 8D, starship gunnery 6D, starship shields 7D+1


  PERCEPTION 3D


  Bargain 5D, con 4D+1, gambling 4D, investigation 4D, investigation: bounty hunting law enforcement 7D+1


  STRENGTH 0D


  TECHNICAL 3D


  Computer program/repair 7D, droid programming 7D, droid repair 6D+2, security 8D, starship repair 7D, starship weapon repair 6D+1


  Special Abilities:


  (see ship stats)


  Character Points: 7


  Move: (see ship stats)


  Capsule: How and why Kierra got into the onboard systems of the light freighter are not known. However, it is certain that she either was trapped inside the ship or hidden there, sometime after the construction of the freighter. While inspecting the ship, Ross accidently awakened her and thus began a long partnership with the eccentric droid. While Kierra can manipulate certain ship functions like sensors and communications, she had to learn astrogation, shields and gunnery from her human mentor. She is continually learning new functions by way of self-programming and additional input from Ross.


  Her uncanny ability to imitate human behavior is disarming to strangers and has been heavily influenced by Thaddeus Ross and prolonged contact with other intelligent (often eccentric) species.


  The Kierra


  Craft: Modified Corellian Engineering YT-1300 Transport


  Type: Modified light freighter


  Scale: Starfighter


  Length: 26.7 meters


  Skill: Space transports: YT-1300 transport


  Crew: 2, gunners: 1; skeleton 1/+15


  Passengers: 10


  Cargo Capacity: 135 metric tons: 55 cubic meters


  Consumables: 3 months


  Cost: Not for sale


  Hyperdrive Multiplier: x1


  Hyperdrive Backup: x 10


  Nav Computer: Yes


  Maneuverability: 2D+2


  Space: 4


  Atmosphere: 260; 750 kmp


  Hull: 4D


  Shields: 2D+2


  Sensors:


  Passive: 15/0D


  Scan: 30/1D


  Search: 50/3D


  Focus: 2/4D


  Weapons:


  One Double Laser Cannon


  Fire Arc: Front


  Skill: Starship Gunnery


  Fire Control: 2D+2


  Space Range: 1-3/12/25


  Atmosphere Range: 100-300m/1.2km/2.5km


  Damage: 4D+2


  One Laser Cannon


  Fire Arc: Turret


  Crew: 1 (or auto)


  Skill: Starship gunnery


  Fire Control: 2D+2


  Space Range: 1-3/12/25


  Atmosphere Range: 100-300m/1.2km/2.5km


  Damage: 4D+2
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