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Chapter One


The soft electric-blue lights of the cockpit filtered into the passenger section of the Imperial shuttlecraft. With cabin illumination off during flight, those dim reflections created a serene, relaxing atmosphere. Mixed with the dull, constant hum of the sub-light drive, it was fairly difficult not to take advantage of the moment. Vice Admiral Tosche did just that, allowing his eyes to slide shut. As of late, these opportunities to himself were swiftly dwindling in number. He found himself attempting to make the best of these moments as he chanced upon them. Indeed, he did not see these precious times of serenity becoming common place anytime soon.


The shuttle pilot turned to speak to Tosche, but noticed the Vice Admiral’s quiet composure. He cleared his throat softly, just audible enough to capture the superior officer’s attention. 


“Yes?” Tosche responded just as quietly, eyes still closed.


“Sir, I have been informed that General Patik will meet you at the landing platform upon your arrival.”


At this, Tosche allowed his eyes to open slightly. “Is that so? Very well. Inform the general that I look forward to seeing him again.”


“Of course, sir.”


As he heard the mumbling of the pilot’s message into the shuttle comlink Tosche could feel the accelerated vibration of the shuttle as it begin its final landing approach. It would be only a short period of time before he began issuing orders that would forever change his men, his fleet, and his life. It was inevitable.


He quickly reprimanded himself for indulging those thoughts. The time would come soon enough to revel in that future. For now however, he could not cloud his judgment with the falsified notions of assumed outcomes. Now was most definitely not the time to lose sight of the first steps toward a brighter future.


The Imperial shuttle continued its descent toward the planet’s shimmering blue surface below. Vimas, like the majority of habitable planets within the galaxy, was compromised largely in part by vast oceans. Unlike those other planets, however, Vimas was prone to uncommonly high velocity windstorms. These windstorms, which formed in the centers of Vimas’ larger oceans worked their way toward the shores of nearby landmasses, achieving such great speeds that from overhead the areas of water engulfed within the storms seemed to haze and shimmer. It was a beautiful phenomenon to behold. A sight experienced on only a handful of Imperial worlds such as Vimas. Interestingly enough there were no concrete explanations for the cause of the violent windstorms. The frequency and intensity of the storms seemed simply unnatural. In fact, the current velocity record for them was close to three hundred klicks; a record no one was anxious to see beaten.


Normally all flight activity conducted near the surface of Vimas was restricted during a threatening windstorm, as should have been the case now. But the storm that stirred far below the vice admiral’s shuttlecraft was not to be an obstacle for Tosche. He had insisted that the news he bore the general could not wait the duration of the storm. No, he thought to himself as he rested calmly within the plush decor of his personal shuttle. There were often situations that required the breaking of procedures. Tosche half-smiled as he began drumming his fingers lightly on an armrest.


A small sigh emerged from that tight smile. His was not a face of weary composure, unlike most other Imperial vice admirals. Ever since the tides of war became less and less defined by the escalating victories on the Rebel front, many superior officers had begun taking the brunt of an enraged Emperor and his strong man Lord Vader. It did not take long at all for the pressure and fear of failure to trickle down into the lower ranks of the military.


This fear had not affected Vice Admiral Tosche, however. From the moment he had been placed in command of this outer rim sector of the galaxy Tosche had placed most of his concerns in returning to the heart of the war. As it was now his new fleet spent most of its time disbursed throughout new territories, previously uncharted and easy targets for Imperial occupation and resource stripping. He often felt merely a figurehead of the military, doing little more than the administrative duties for his somewhat massive naval fleet. It was certainly not a post an Imperial Vice Admiral would choose to hold, but then, he had done no such thing. He harbored a personal grudge toward Darth Vader for sending him here.


At the thought of Vader, the lips on his broad, smooth face forced themselves into a tight, even line. The finest Imperial engineers could not have created a more geometrically perfect line, and the Lord Vader himself could not have projected a more intense combination of hatred and determination. But then, Vader wouldn't matter much any more. The Dark Lord of the Sith no longer concerned the Vice Admiral. Again he reprimanded himself for the thought. Do not presume things so quickly, he reminded himself. All in due time.


No, Tosche retained a feeling of an almost energetic eagerness about him, so true even before the turn of events he had recently become aware of. The Vice Admiral radiated courage and intelligence, even if now confined to such a simple charge of office. His demeanor for the most part reminded one of a virgin TIE pilot, longing for the adrenaline rush guaranteed from a first combat mission. Intense concentration and curiosity mixed for an all too rare quality needed in the best of military personnel, and required for the best of the best.


And to this he again smiled. He spoke to the pilot of the shuttle, slightly startling the officer. “Inform General Patik that I wish to begin our conference as soon as I arrive.”


“Of course, sir.”

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

“That pretentious fool!” General Patik’s eyes glowed with an anger to match the fires of a brilliant star. “What should I care if he tries to kill himself in this storm?” He glared at a tracking display over his deck officer's shoulder. “Time until arrival?”

“Eight minutes, sir.”

“Very well. Have Major-General Kretec detail a company to platform 29B.” The deck officer glanced up to meet Patik's eyes. “Sir? Which company should he detail?”

Patik did not return his officer's gaze. “Does it really matter?  Let him decide. Inform the Vice Admiral’s shuttle to prepare for tractor beam acquisition.” Patik turned to view the deck officer’s control board for a moment longer as the message was transmitted. He then moved to face the stretch of console banks that ran down the side of the control station. He clasped both hands behind him, stiffening his back. Raising his voice, he said, “Lock the tractor beam, please.”

From near the end of the rather lengthy command center a voice quickly responded. “Tractor beam is locked and holding, sir.”

“Good. Please bring the ‘illustrious’ Vice Admiral Tosche down safely, gentlemen. It would not do to damage a perfectly operational shuttlecraft.” The bitterness in Patik's voice was entirely intentional.


Patik turned to his deck officer once more. “I'll be waiting at 29B.”


The officer's gaze did not leave his tracking board.  “Yes sir.  The shuttle will be down in approximately seven minutes.”

“Fine,” Patik released an obvious sigh of contempt. He turned smartly and made his way from the command center.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

The Imperial Stronghold was a notable technical achievement, located within the heart of Vimas’ largest range of mountains. It spanned a distance of two kilometers wide, with almost a full three kilometers etching down into the planet. The massive headquarters actually existed in an area where the mountain range split briefly, running somewhat parallel in two threads of rock for a distance of two kilometers. Here the range combined again, creating an enclosed valley that the Stronghold took advantage of.

The Stronghold began at the top of three surrounding mountain peaks, tunneling down through the rock, until all three “sectors” connected far beneath the valley floor. The entire structure was surrounded on one side by an immense forest, and by the planet’s largest ocean on the other.  The enormous range of mountains aided in protecting the forest from the brunt of the dangerous windstorms that battered the shoreline. Still, the winds were unforgiving to the coastal range, which presented the Imperials with a rather unpredictable and uncontrollable foe. Life in the Stronghold was subject to nature’s whim.

The Vice Admiral’s shuttle glided through Vimas’ lower atmosphere, beginning its final approach towards the Stronghold. As the wings of the shuttle began their graceful turn upwards, the shuttle noiselessly made its way down into the mountain range. Despite the Stronghold’s powerful tractor beam guiding it safely through the raging windstorm, the shuttle still buffeted from dangerous currents that swirled around it, although considerably less so than if attempting the approach without the help. Once below the tall, jagged peaks of the mountain valley, the shuttle’s turbulence visibly dwindled. On this side of the mountain, facing away from the ocean, the winds could do little.

The shuttle headed for one of several landing platforms built into the rock face near the base of the Command Sector, the largest of the three mountain-base expansions. This platform was raised a full fifty meters above the valley floor, allowing direct access into the vital operations area of the Stronghold. A full dozen other landing platforms existed on the valley floor itself, permitting various transport and supply craft to conduct their business of ferrying equipment and personnel at these other convenient locations. With a full sector group cycling in and out of the Stronghold on a regular basis it was vital to cut the expenditure of time where possible.

The shuttle came to rest on the raised command platform, which extended out from the mountain itself a full eighty meters. The huge blast doors that sealed the modestly sized internal landing bay from the platform outside stood open. Inside the bay over two hundred men, consisting of a full company of Stormtroopers and assorted flight technicians and platform personnel, stood at ceremonial attention. An impressive and immaculate display without question, General Patik actually stood amongst only the tiniest fraction of his entire command.

When the shuttle’s exit hatch began to lower itself to the platform, the loud click of heels echoed from the landing bay into the valley as all of Patik's men came to full attention. Patik himself began his approach to the shuttle hatch slowly and without fear. Although a superior officer was technically now in his presence, Patik had no intention of granting the man any more respect than absolutely necessary.

The ramp touched down onto the platform just as General Patik reached the nose of the shuttle. Vice Admiral Tosche stepped down the shuttle ramp, curiously enough, without an escort. An uncommon practice indeed, General Patik made a mental note of it and filed it away in the back of his mind.

Tosche stepped onto the command platform, straightening his olive-gray tunic with a quick tug at each of its sides.

“Welcome to the Stronghold, Vice Admiral Tosche,” greeted Patik. “It is a pleasure to see you return so soon.”

Tosche allowed his gaze to lazily wander around the landing bay before resting it on Patik. Tosche was definitely the larger of the two, taller by at least six inches and broader in the shoulders. Wiser and younger-looking, Tosche cast more than a physical shadow over his peer.

“I’m sure it is,” Tosche responded, with only the slightest hint of contempt edging in around his tone. After a final glance toward the gathered technicians and soldiers, he made his way into the internal landing bay.

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Patik stared down at the glossy black table. The conference room, large and circular with smooth gray walls, was lit by the soft white glow of illumination panels located around the top of the room, where wall met ceiling. The lights reflected cleanly and clearly off the immaculately mirrored finish of the table. The effect was haunting, illuminating the table’s sole two occupants from below as well as from above.

Patik studied his own reflection in that table, numb with his superior’s information. “Are you positive that this is true? I mean, could it be a clever Rebel setup?”

“General,” Tosche took a deep breath, ready to explain everything again. He understood what news of this magnitude could do to such a devoted officer of the Empire, but he didn’t possess the patience to alleviate it.  How he hated this man. “Do you not believe that I would have checked something like this out? How stupid of a man do you take me for?”

Patik chose not to offer an opinion.

Tosche rose from his seat, located directly across from the general. “It is true, Patik, and I plan to capitalize on the repercussions.”

Patik rose from his seat as well, though much more quickly and with greater emotion.  “I don’t understand how this could happen! All the communiqués insured the Death Star was practically complete. It was to be impregnable! How could this have happened?”

Tosche smiled and replied, “I will spare you the trivial details of our good fortune, but you must accept the fact that the Empire now stands without the Emperor and Lord Vader. The Executor, and I say this with honest regret, was lost in the battle along with the second Death Star.”

“Good fortune?” Patik looked incredulous. “Vice Admiral, what good could possibly come out of this...this tragic turn of events?” Patik seated himself again, slumping towards the table on his elbows. He looked up at Tosche, forgetting how much he despised the other. “What are we to do now?”

Tosche felt so much energy inside of him he could barely suppress it. “Don’t you see, General! With those two Force-dependent idiots out of the way the real strength of the Empire is no longer hindered.  With sheer aggression and might this Empire of ours will unite the systems of this galaxy under one authority.  The Rebel Alliance stands to lose everything now that they have dispensed with my only obstacles.”

Patik’s eyes shifted slightly, still glaring across the table at Tosche. “Your obstacles?”

Tosche sat down again, leaning back into the heavily padded chair. “And, why not?”

“Surely you don’t mean to imply that you will bring Imperial rule to a level of significance that the Emperor himself apparently could not obtain?”

“I imply nothing, General. I would explain it to you in further detail but I have matters that must be attended to. If you have any further questions I will gladly oblige them at a later date. In the meantime, I want you to organize a full regiment of your sector force. I need to move quickly, so have your men ready for transport in eight standard hours. I will detail three of my Star Destroyers for immediate withdrawal operations. Understood?”

Patik stared at Tosche, absolutely dumb-founded. He simply couldn’t say anything.

“Understand this, General. If you have a problem with this I can find someone who will not.”

“Of course, sir.”  Patik found himself showing much more respect than intended.  He felt afraid to do otherwise. “I understand. I will be ready in eight hours.”

Tosche stood again, this time to leave the conference room. “I am grateful for your cooperation in this most urgent matter. Understand that you will accompany the regiment. The Stronghold can be left under Kretec’s authority.” Tosche moved to leave.

Patik stood and faced the vice admiral.  “If I may, sir?  What is our destination?”

Tosche stopped as he reached the door to the conference room.  “The Endor system, of course. Good day, General.” Tosche strode out of the room, and the door hissed closed behind him.

Patik stood in place for several moments, pondering this unbelievable turn of events. Deciding that time was not a commodity he currently possessed, he decided instead to sift through it all later.  He had a battle to prepare. 

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Tosche entered his private chambers on the Star Destroyer Obliterator a short time later. Before his chamber door had closed behind him he had made it across his stateroom to the large transparisteel viewport which offered him a view of the cold, black reaches of space. The stars gave him a feeling of sheer ecstasy.

I have a choice, he thought. Every one of those systems is ripe for the taking, and I have a choice on where to begin. He reflected on that for a moment. No, that is not how it should be done. That method has already proven its worth. That method failed and is therefore no longer an option I can consider. It is time for a new method in which to harbor the systems of this galaxy.

He shook his head slightly, giving the impression of one clearing a mind of muddled thoughts. He moved towards his desk.

Not yet, he reminded himself. There was still a small matter that required his immediate attention.  He reached down to the desk and keyed the comlink on his control panel.

A brief static became audible, followed by an even briefer pause. “Yes, Vice Admiral?”

“Have Captain Newis bring the Obliterator back into the fleet, and prepare course for the Endor system. We shall make the jump in forty-eight standard hours. Also, have the captain detail the Juggernaut, the Fury and the Regulator to maneuver into the system and begin boarding procedures as soon as General Patik is prepared. Once those orders are underway have the captain join me in the briefing quarters.”

“Understood, sir.  Will there be anything else?”

Tosche paused, remembering his other itinerary. “Yes. Have Lieutenant Owec join me in the briefing quarters as well.”

“Of course, sir.” Static again briefly filled the air before Tosche released the button, silencing his room. Tosche glanced across his desk, eyeing the books of history and military tactics he kept there. This Rebellion is only an insignificant chapter in the story of this Empire, he reflected. And, as the new Empire’s author, he mused. I will bring this chapter to a close. With a great degree of satisfaction Tosche left his quarters to prepare for the coming of his new Empire. 

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

“So it’s true.”

“Quite so, Owec.”

The small man sitting across from Tosche shook his head in disbelief, yet appeared to handle the news much more professionally than General Patik had. “I had heard rumors aboard the ship. People who said they had spoken with the Lieutenant.  I wasn’t sure if I could believe them.”

Tosche leaned forward and clasped his hands together, placing them atop the table before him. “I debriefed the Lieutenant myself, Owec. From what he reports the Rebels were successful in destroying the shield generator that protected the Death Star.” Tosche supplied a small shrug, conveying his eager acceptance of the battle’s outcome. “With the generator out of the way it was only a matter of time before the Death Star was destroyed. As it turns out both Vader and the Emperor were on board the station when it was lost. Our lucky messenger, flight operations officer aboard one of the fleet destroyers at the battle, used a shuttle to leave the system when things became a little too chaotic. He found one of our supply ships en route to us and, well, you can conclude the outcome from that.” Tosche waited a moment, allowing the information to speak for itself. Seeing little expression from Owec, he continued.

“Without question the Battle of Endor was an enormous blow to the Empire. But, and keep this in mind, it was just that; a blow to the Empire.” Tosche leaned back into his chair. “This war still rages and I intend to make the Rebel Alliance answer and pay for its crimes.”

Tosche liked the man sitting before him. Tosche found it an easy task to learn a person’s worth, discover their motivations and character points, good and otherwise.  Although he had commanded this particular fleet for only a few short months, it was still enough time to watch and study his officers effectively. Owec would rise quickly in the New Empire, for Tosche would see to it personally. He had plans for this bright young officer.

Owec, of course, was unaware of his Vice Admiral’s intentions. He did not spend the time to ponder on such matters.  He served the Empire because he loved the Empire. A young man in the prime of his career, that was all that really mattered to him, the well being of the Empire. Even as a young boy on Duurat he knew where he wished his future to take him. Duurat had been an Imperial world, so Owec’s openly obvious fascination allowed for a rapid ascension within the military schools. Unlike most boys his age, he welcomed the Imperial way of life. He had no qualms about living in what others deemed an oppressive society. He had never seen it as such. His family had been under the greatest protection available in the galaxy, as far as he was concerned. If anyone were to argue otherwise, he would firmly stand his ground, ready to convince disbelievers how the Empire was good for the countless humans in the galaxy. If he ever failed to sway one’s muddled philosophy on the inner workings and objectives of the Empire, he resigned in himself to save them from themselves, summarily executing them. He was an Imperial officer after all.

Owec looked at Tosche.  His small face had little trouble conveying a sense of power and control. His somewhat small stature did nothing to hide his stern and methodical authority. Only fools took a stand against Owec. That was why he now sat across from Tosche.

The lieutenant’s blue eyes held the vice admiral’s gaze for a moment. Tosche could feel the indecision beneath Owec’s exterior. He felt a deep remorse for the younger man, considering the lieutenant was much like himself in ambition and method. Here was a man who had proven his worth to the Empire countless times. This man had devoted his life to the Imperial cause, and it now appeared that same Empire might very well cease to exist.

The far door to the briefing quarters hissed open, allowing Captain Newis to stride purposefully into the room. He stopped at the seat next to Owec, standing at attention behind his chair.

“Vice Admiral, the Obliterator will rendezvous with the rest of the fleet in one hour. The fleet is currently preparing itself for departure from this system. The three Star Destroyers you instructed will arrive at Vimas as we join the fleet. No further communication traffic has been received from the Endor system since you arrived but a long-range communiqué did arrive while you were on Vimas.”

Tosche raised his brow at this. “And what did it have to say, Captain?”

“It was an Imperial distress beacon, sir. Apparently the sector fleet at Endor disbanded when the Executor was lost. The Death Star was indeed lost in the battle as well. The Rebels have begun a sweep of the Endor system and it’s surrounding areas, ferreting out any remaining Imperial ships. Those Imperial ships that have managed to escape the Rebels are fleeing in all directions.” Newis took a deep breath and released it rather slowly. “Sir, it appears that the Rebels aren’t leaving too many of our ships with that option, though.”

Owec had kept a close eye on Tosche as he received the captain's report. Strangely, Tosche appeared to enjoy the news, even smiling at mention of the Death Star. Well, if Owec had learned anything while in Imperial service, second-guessing a superior officer was often not good for one’s health and prosperity. Maybe this briefing had something to do with the uncharacteristic behavior of the Vice Admiral. If this was the case, he knew that he would soon find out.

“Have a seat, Captain. I would like to begin with a summary of the fleet’s current destination and objective.”

As Newis took his seat the lights in the room dimmed to a significantly lower setting. At the same time the holo-projector built into the center of the briefing table came to life, allowing for a transparent blue holograph of the sanctuary moon of Endor to float a full meter above the table's surface.  The Death Star could be seen orbiting the moon in a lazy circle.

“Please remind yourself that the Death Star no longer exists. Disregard it, since I have had no time to update the projector files.

“In any case, I have instructed General Patik to prepare a regiment of troops for transport to the Endor system. Along with the fleet, he will help us reestablish the Imperial hold on Endor long enough for me to find any remnants of useful information. Since I’ve never personally seen the bunker I have to make sure that nothing of use to me was left behind. You must know, however, that I fully expect to find nothing there.” Tosche stood and began to slowly make his way around the table. “The Rebel’s only chance of destroying the Death Star was to deactivate that shield generator, along with the bunker. I believe that what remains to be found on that moon would fail to fill the cargo hold of a light freighter.”

“And what of any Rebels still in the area?” Newis inquired. “It seems that this war is now dangerously in their control.” He found it unnerving to watch the Death Star endlessly orbit the Endor holo-projection, so he instead followed Tosche’s movements.

“That, Captain, is my true purpose for occupying the system again. It stands to reason that with such a vast Rebel force in the vicinity of Endor, some persons of great importance and responsibility have to be in the area as well.” Tosche now strode behind Newis and Owec, both of which were eyeing him carefully. With his hands grasped behind his back, he radiated the purposeful intensity expected in an Imperial Vice Admiral. His stride of confidence allowed both Newis and Owec to concentrate on the Vice Admiral’s battle plan and not on the recent removal of the Imperial head piece. The confidence projected from Tosche was contagious.

“If we can collect even one of these Alliance leaders or strategists, the Rebels will have lost their greatest advantage. They do not exceed the Imperials in training, manpower, firepower or territory. They won the battles of Yavin and Endor because of a strong will to succeed and a devotion to the precious few who organized the damn Rebellion in the first place. If we take that devotion away or use it against them, they will falter. To that end I can guarantee our success in wiping them out."

Owec had a sudden feeling of anticipation rush through his entire self. Unless he was mistaken, he now knew where this was going.

Tosche made it back around to his seat.  He reached down and pressed the deactivation button on the holo-projector’s control panel. As the hologram of Endor and the Death Star disintegrated in front of him the lights in the briefing room returned to their original level of illumination. Now standing directly across from Lieutenant Owec, he began again.

“Congratulations, Captain Owec. I believe that your current work performance greatly exceeds that of a Lieutenant.  As you may well have already assumed my current strategy relies heavily on our conversation a few months ago, and I feel the need to extend my gratitude for your assistance in the inevitable irradication of the Rebel Alliance.”

Owec immediately stood, coming to attention.  “Thank you, Vice Admiral. I welcome the opportunity to serve you as a captain in the largest Imperial fleet currently in operation.”

Tosche thought about that statement, realizing that Owec was indeed correct. With the other fleets being disbanded by the Rebels, Tosche now controlled the largest concentration of Imperial forces. With a full naval fleet and an accompanying army, Tosche now held the Empire in the palm of his hand. And with that, the galaxy as well.

“I am confident you will not disappoint me.” Tosche gestured for Owec to take his seat again. “Now, both of you need to understand your specific duties regarding the reoccupation of the Endor system.” Tosche took his seat as well. “With only a small window of opportunity to work with, it is essential to run this operation without delay or error.  The Rebels will not stay in the area for long.”

Tosche gestured to Owec. “Captain, I have turned the Star Destroyer Fury over to you, serving as your flagship. You will take her to the Endor system ahead of us, providing escort for General Patik's assault force. You will also have the Juggernaut and the Regulator under your command, so you should have little difficulty with any resistance fighters.”

Owec could barely keep himself contained as he received his orders. The mention of resistance fighters, however, brought him back to the mission at hand. “Sir, if the Rebels are currently sweeping the system, would it not prove unwise to allow more ships to enter the area? The Empire has already lost so many ships and personnel...”

Tosche held a hand in the air, halting Owec's comment. “Before we continue, you must both come to understand one thing. This is my Empire now.” Tosche had to control himself to a degree. The two men who sat before him were his best officers, and if they did not want a part of what was to come...

“What we possess out here, at the edge of the galaxy is the new Empire. The remnants of the old Empire are fleeing to all points in the galaxy. If they wish to enter Imperial service under my fleet, and myself then so be it. Otherwise, they are to be considered threats to the Imperial Order and treated as such. In those circumstances they are no better than the Rebel Alliance.” Tosche eyed Owec closely, then Newis. Neither reacted significantly.

Captain Newis spoke first. “If this is the case then you have my full support, Vice Admiral. I am yours to command, as always.”

Tosche nodded approvingly, then turned to Owec. “Captain?”

“Sir, I am in this room because I uphold your wishes and respect your authority without question.” Owec tilted his head slightly and allowed a grin to trace across his face. “I only wish an answer to my question.”

Tosche laughed.  “Very well, Captain.”

With a high pitched whistle, the comm channel on the briefing table signaled an incoming message.  Tosche pressed the button, “Yes?”

“Sir, we have received a long range communiqué from the Endor system.”

“Very well.  I will review it later.”

“Yes, sir.”  The comm channel signaled off.

Tosche resumed as if no interruption was made. “Owec, the Rebels are driving the old fleet out of the system as we speak and, I might add, doing such a wonderful job of it that no one will expect an organized resistance of our magnitude.” Tosche gestured with a small wave of the hand. “In any case, you will be on your own for only a short period of time. The fleet will join you shortly after the reoccupation begins.”

Tosche turned to Newis. “Captain Newis, you will take the Harbinger to Coruscant.  I need to know just how Coruscant has been affected by the Emperor's death, if any affect has been felt at all. How much of their fleet remains, the types of ships remaining, personnel, anything you feel I need to know. If I plan to strike Coruscant, I have to be sure it can be done effectively and without significant loss.”

“Strike Coruscant?" Newis seemed to jump at the thought. “But sir, why Coruscant?”

“Newis, I did not say that we would. I only meant to imply that a possibility exists that in time, that option might need to be considered.” Another wave of the hand. “Pay it no mind for now. Just gather any information you can.”

Newis nodded reluctantly. He felt uncomfortable acting as a spy against the Emperor’s base of operations, the heart of the Empire.

Tosche appeared to read the captain's mind. “The Empire is mine, Captain. Coruscant is no longer home to the Emperor, nor the Empire.” He narrowed his eyes to black slits of authority. “You will need to accept that fact quickly, gentlemen, for I possess complete control of the true Empire now. It is time for great change, and swift retribution to those unwilling to accept that change.” He stood a final time, allowing a quiet pause to permeate the room before continuing.

“Gentlemen, now the Empire is an entity to be feared.”

Chapter Two

Captain Newis eyed his system chart carefully. He had been back on the bridge for almost three standard hours, watching, waiting. With a deep sigh he turned and walked toward the transparisteel window at the head of the bridge, tired of the absence of activity. Well, of any unusual activity.

As he walked toward the window Newis saw his communications officer bend forward a little closer to the readouts on the tracking display at the comm station.  “Anything unusual?” he asked.

“Possibly, sir.” Another glance to the display and the officer straightened again, placing his hand on the shoulder of the enlisted man operating the communications array. “We’ve continued monitoring ship to ship communications as you ordered but nothing worth mentioning has crossed our scopes.”

Newis reached the comm officer, who now turned to address his captain directly. “Most of the comm traffic is fleet orders, minor maneuvering and permission for clearance through Coruscant.”

“And?”

The officer turned to look at the chrono on his display. “Well, sir, we still haven’t heard anything from the pair of Destroyers that entered the system twenty minutes ago. That doesn’t necessarily mean anything, but they should have transmitted at least arrival and confirmation codes eighteen minutes ago. In fact, we have no communications to, from or between them since they arrived.”

“Interesting.” Newis started toward the viewport again without another word. When he reached it he paused, looking out at the panoramic view of the Coruscant system before him. He could just make out Coruscant's shadowy form. The Harbinger was drifting just inside of the outer system markers, which effectively put them at a distance where even a planet as large as Coruscant was simply a vague speck in space. Newis was being as careful as possible to keep from drawing attention. They couldn’t afford to maneuver any closer...yet.

Newis spoke without turning from the window. “Have they moved yet?” The Destroyers had entered the system from lightspeed much closer to the Imperial world, well inside of the inner markers.

The tracking officer spoke immediately.  "Still drifting, sir. All of their systems seem to be operating fine but they aren’t going anywhere. Even their shields are down.”

Newis thought about that for a moment. “It’s possible that they are monitoring the system, like us.”

“But why drop from hyperspace directly into the inner markers? That doesn’t make sense, sir.” The tracking officer turned to look across the bridge at Newis.

Newis also turned, finally, looking at the officer. “Exactly what I was thinking. Either the captains of those two Destroyers are idiots or they’re monitoring us.”

The communications officer, who had returned to watching his scopes, looked back up at his captain. “It’s possible.”

Newis waited another moment, then made his decision. “Okay. Bring us around to three-four-four and secure stations for yellow alert. Let’s see what happens when we point ourselves in their direction.”

The enlisted man at the comm station stirred in his chair. “Sir! We’ve just monitored a request for clearance codes originating from GS120. It’s directed at the two Destroyers.” The comm officer returned his attention to the scopes, and the tracking officer immediately turned to check for new developments on his own monitoring station. There were, indeed, some new developments.

“Sir, we’ve got two Interdictor cruisers maneuvering from station-keeping to courses that will place them on either sides of the Destroyers.”

Newis took another glance outside, knowing full well that he wouldn’t be able to see what his officers were telling him from this distance. “Very interesting.”

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

“I repeat, transmit your clearance codes immediately.  We are monitoring your position and will consider a lack of response as hostile.” The station commander, who had been pulled from his quarters for this, was listening closely for anything.

The comm officer waited, then responded, “Nothing, sir.”

“Yes, thank you, I see that,” the commander responded shortly, staring at the tracking display. His Golan Space Station, GS120, utilized state of the art equipment in tracking and monitoring all manner of communications and system traffic. From coordinating Naval fleet ships in the area, to supervising all transports throughout the system, to defending Coruscant from pirates, smugglers and other assorted enemies. The station was a major defense point for the Empire’s headquarters...and there were several more just like this one strategically placed in stationary orbit around Coruscant.

The two Destroyers that had recently entered the system still had not communicated to any station-keeping ship, the first rule in navigating through the Coruscant system and a required procedure for any fleet ship.

The station commander tried one more time. “Imperial Destroyers at marker B774, transmit your clearance codes now. We will not ask again.”

“Sir, the cruisers are still two minutes from position. Gravity wells are coming online now.”

The commander looked around the station's control center, and tried to loosen his tired muscles. He had only been asleep for an hour, and was still trying to shake fatigue from his body. “For whatever reason, they aren't talking.  Inform Fleet Control we have two Destroyers that...” He paused. “Wait a minute.”

He quickly turned to his tracking officers. “Anybody got identification on those Destroyers?”

One officer spoke. “We’ve got a visual on one of them, sir. She’s the Enraged.  The other is drifting on the outside of the Enraged, which is blocking our view of her from the marker.”

The station commander grasped for a nearby datapad and scrolled through recent updates. He finally looked up, displaying an awkward, almost mischievous grin. “Get the three closest fleet cruisers over there right now! I want those Interdictors to immediately close off any hyperspace vectors the Enraged and her sister ship can use to jump.”

“Sir, the Enraged is now moving. The two are separating.”

“What? Where are they heading?” The commander threw the datapad onto a nearby console and turned to his display again.

“The Enraged is moving to three-three-four, currently a clear hyperspace route, and the other ship is coming about, to a reverse course.”

“Damn! Who do we have out there?”

The tracking officer traced the projected course of the unidentified Destroyer. “That’s real close to the outer markers, sir. One Destroyer is out there, but we don’t know who that is.”

“Contact her. Instruct her to keep that Destroyer from leaving the system!”

Another tracking officer called out through the rapidly escalating noise in the room. “Sir, the Enraged has moved out of the view of our marker and we can identify the other Destroyer as the Dark Star.”

Just as I figured, the commander thought.

“Sir, the Interdictors won’t be able to shut out an escape route if the Destroyers separate.”

The commander watched the display, furious that he could do nothing more. They were gone, and he knew it...unless that Destroyer in the outer markers could stop the Dark Star.

“Alert all ships, then. Those two Destroyers aren’t Imperial. Those are Rebels.”

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Newis became extremely nervous as the one Destroyer reversed its course, back toward him. “What in the name of the Emperor...?”

“Sir, they are separating, opposite courses. Looks like they're maneuvering to jump, but we're directly in the way of that one Destroyer.”

The comm officer raised his voice a little higher than necessary. “Sir! I’ve got a message from GS120.”

Newis turned sharply, gazing at the officer. “To us?”

“Yes, sir. We’ve been instructed to stop the Destroyer heading towards us.”

Newis looked to his senior officer, just now arriving on the bridge, having been called to station when this situation had begun. “Coruscant thinks we’re a picket ship.”

“Shall we play along,” the Lieutenant inquired.

“Possibly. We can’t just stop her, but we can keep in her way.” He eyed his second in command for a moment longer, then turned back to the port bridge-pit. “Red alert, please, raise forward shields.”

“Sir, new message from GS120 to all fleet ships in the area. Those ships are Rebels!”

“What?”  Newis quickly stepped to the comm officer.

“Rebel ships, sir. Those ships are missing from Destroyer Inventory, lost at the Battle of Endor!”

Newis turned sharply. “Bring her around to three-four-zero!  Ready all ion batteries!”

The firing officers in both bridge-pits announced simultaneously that the ion batteries were standing by.

“Prepare to fire forward, all batteries on my mark.”

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

GS120, after announcing to the fleet that Rebels had entered the system, was summarily out of the picture, except for any maneuvering support it could provide for the fleet. At this range, none of the station’s weapons could do any harm to the Star Destroyer. The station commander realized this and felt helpless. He was used to a skirmish every now and again taking place around the planet but those never involved capital ships. He had a sudden, strong desire to try his hand at taking out that Destroyer but he knew he would have no opportunity this time.

He watched as the Enraged made the jump to light-speed, with absolutely no interference from anyone. Swearing to himself he turned his attention back to the other Destroyer, the Dark Star. She had changed her course as well, but right into the path of another Destroyer. That did not make much sense, and the two would be in range of each other’s turbolasers very shortly. A thought stirred in his mind, reminding him that no one knew who that Destroyer in the outer markers was.

“Comm, any return communication from that Destroyer?”

“No, sir. She’s altered course slightly and raised her shields, though.”

The commander stared at his display thoughtfully. “Has everyone out there forgotten how to transmit messages?” He said aloud, to no one in particular. 

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

“The other ship just jumped, sir.” The lieutenant stood next to Newis, reporting from his datapad. “Our ion cannons will be in range any moment...and both of us have shields up, full forward.”

“Sir, we’ve identified the Destroyer as the Dark Star.” The tracking officer knew that was of little concern now, but it couldn't hurt.

“Thank you.”

The bridge had suddenly became rather quiet, for no other reason than that nothing else could be done now until the two ships had closed.

Newis stared out of the viewport, where he could clearly see the Dark Star bearing down on him. It was eerily majestic. He always felt a tiny touch of pride when seeing an Imperial-class Star Destroyer. Even more so now, having command of his own. He let the pride pass quickly though, replacing it with the building adrenaline rush of impending battle. This was always more thrilling anyway.

“Sir, the Dark Star is now in range.”

“Hold, please,” Newis quietly responded.

As the Dark Star closed, her turbolasers erupted in a blazing storm that played across the shields of the Harbinger. At this range there was little difficulty in hitting the Imperial Star Destroyer. The shields held, however, and little damage was sustained. Explosions detonated in countless places along the shields as turbo-laser fire continued to strike at the Harbinger.

Newis, still gazing at the Dark Star through his viewport, smiled a rather evil smile.  “Damage report?”

“Shields holding at sixty percent, sir.”

“Very well.” Newis turned to his bridge crew, even as laser fire rained down and lanced across the shields behind him. It was a magnificent display for any officers who happened to be looking in his direction. “The Rebels do not appear well-versed in the tactics of Star Destroyer combat, gentlemen, and for this single reason they are about to lose.” He looked at his fire control officers. “Fire, please.”

A single barrage of thirty ion cannons from the Harbinger reached their incapacitating energies across the short distance between the two Star Destroyers. As they struck the shields that protected the Rebel Star Destroyer while she attempted her escape, most of that shield energy quickly succumbed to the ion storm.

The tracking officer spoke even as the last of the ion cannons fired. “Her shields are down seventy percent, sir.” He was smiling as he said this.

“Of course they are. Fire again, please.”

Again, several dozen blue lances of light raced to connect with the Star Destroyer. The Dark Star’s shields failed almost immediately, and the final ion blasts easily struck the hull of the Rebel Star Destroyer. Lights throughout the captive warship immediately winked out of existence while systems of all types began shutting down.

“Once more for good measure.” Newis never turned his gaze from the awesome view as a final barrage of ion cannons played along the outer hull of the Dark Star, completely incapacitating her.

As the final systems, including the engines and turbolasers shut down, the Dark Star continued to drift past the Harbinger. Since she had been trying to flee at flank speed she would continue doing so until she regained power, or was stopped by someone else.

“What else is going on out there?” Newis did not care to watch the Rebels drift endlessly, so he made his way back to his control station.

“One Interdictor cruiser and three Star Destroyers are heading this way. They’re trying to raise communications with us.”

Newis checked one final thing on his tracking display. “I think we have what we need, then. Prepare for the jump to light-speed, original exit course and destination.”

The lieutenant moved to his captain's side. “Sir, shouldn't we communicate with one of the picket ships? It seems to me that if we can aid them, we have an opportunity to find out much more about the current situation on Coruscant.”

“That is true, Lieutenant. Still, we have been sitting in the outer markers ourselves for several hours. There are bound to be questions as to what we are doing so far from our sector fleet and why we haven’t responded to any communications.” Newis glanced out his viewport again, only to see Coruscant drift up and out of view as the Harbinger angled down steeply. “No, we would be better off reporting what we have monitored to the Vice Admiral.”

“I see,” the Lieutenant nodded.

“Good. On your mark, then.”

“Of course, sir.” The Lieutenant turned back towards the bridge-pit.

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

The station commander of GS120 watched as the unidentified Star Destroyer made a radical course maneuver. “Something isn’t right here. She’s preparing to jump.”

“Sir, we still have no communications with that Destroyer. We don’t even know who that is. According to our manifest there isn’t even supposed to be a picket ship in that area.” The communications officer was just as confused as his commander.

“Well, she’s gone now,” The commander muttered as he saw the ship disappear from his scopes. He shifted slightly.

The tracking officer walked to the commander. “Assault shuttles are on their way to the Dark Star. We’ll have her shortly.”

“At least something went right,” The commander suddenly remembered how tired he was. There would be little fun in having to explain this whole mess to his superiors.

Chapter Three

If he hadn’t known better, Captain Owec never would have believed the full might and splendor of the Empire had been extinguished here.

The forest moon hung in space just ahead of his flagship, alone save for the gas-giant Endor that the planet-sized satellite orbited. Even for a system that few recognized and fewer had even seen the whole area seemed awkwardly silent.

Owec stood at the head of the Fury's bridge, gazing out at the lush green-blue sanctuary moon. He had dropped his Star Destroyers out of light-speed a good distance from both Endor and her moon in preparation for any necessary courses of action, should any Rebel forces still be hanging around after the Battle of Endor. Before he had left on this assignment, his first command, he had spent a great deal of time sorting out what to expect upon arriving here at Endor. He had placed faith in his assumption that no Imperials would be in the area, having been driven off or captured by the Rebel Alliance. He had felt certain, however, that he would have run into some Rebels, or maybe even some scavengers or pirates gathering up any usable debris left in the area from the battle. He surely never expected this, though.  There wasn't a soul anywhere.

Behind the Fury, Owec's remaining fleet drifted at cruising speed.  The Juggernaut and the Regulator were slowly separating from each other, maneuvering to circle the forest moon on both sides and then make a final pass through the system. Owec had felt it best to utilize all the manpower he had at his disposal in order to become more accustomed to commanding multiple ships. It was certainly a rare thing indeed to be handed a promotion from Lieutenant to Captain with a fleet, and he wasn’t going to squander this opportunity of a lifetime. He had labored his entire career to earn this position, devoting countless hours and sacrificing much of his life to reach this goal. This is exactly where he had dreamed to be.

The Fury slowed, carefully avoiding a close orbit around the forest moon. The destruction of the Death Star had left a great deal of debris floating in space, circling the moon in decaying orbits until it could ultimately rain down through the atmosphere, burning up in brilliant showers all over the moon. Although Owec had decided to keep a safe distance from Endor's moon, he had also decided it would be safer to keep his shields up, just in case. He continued to stare through the viewport, watching the larger pieces of debris floating by. It was only a brief moment before he could see the other two Star Destroyers passing on either side of his command ship.

It must have been an awesome sight, Owec visualized seeing the massive fleet the Emperor had amassed for the Rebels. The Executor alone had been a terrifying presence, nearly six Star Destroyers in length and certainly the largest Imperial vessel created, save for the Death Star itself. Another two dozen Star Destroyers and hundreds of other war machines had rounded out what should have been an unstoppable display of Imperial force. Captain Owec found it completely infeasible to comprehend just how the Rebels had defeated the largest collection of Imperial firepower ever previously assembled.

Owec watched as the Juggernaut and Regulator disappeared behind the forest moon. He had spoken briefly with the Lieutenant who had escaped the Battle of Endor before leaving in hopes of discovering any useful information before arriving. The Lieutenant had seen the Death Star explode right as his stolen shuttle had left the docking bay of the Star Destroyer he was assigned to. The Executor had already been destroyed by then. Rumors aboard the Lieutenant’s ship at the time implied a Rebel fighter had penetrated the bridge, allowing for the Super Star Destroyer to drift right into the Death Star. Owec personally didn’t believe the story, feeling it a little too dramatic, and so rarely did real life perform like the holovids of the day. The Lieutenant had cleared the system while most of the Imperials scattered, confused into simply fighting for their lives. Owec could picture the raging battle, fighter against fighter, swarming around huge capital ships locked in bitter engagements while the Death Star picked off the Rebel fleet with her planet destroying energy weapon. What he would have given to be there.

Owec stirred at that thought, turning to watch his men on the bridge. That’s not true, he decided. He was much happier here with his own command. No telling where he would have been if he had participated in that doomed skirmish.

Owec breathed in, ready to begin the next phase of his operation. “Lieutenant.”

The Fury’s second in command looked up from his datapad. “Sir?”

“Are General Patik’s men ready?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Launch the assault transports and their TIE escorts. Tell the transport captains to stay alert for any debris out there.”

The lieutenant keyed in the orders, noticing a new update on his datapad screen. “Sir, the Juggernaut and Regulator report no contacts on the far side of the moon.”

“The Rebels must have departed in a hurry.” Owec looked slightly puzzled. “I wonder why.”

He turned back to his viewport.  There should not have been any rush to leave the system, he thought. After such an immense confrontation the Rebels must have sustained massive fleet damage. Why not take care of repairs here? What would have caused the Rebels to simply abandon the area where they had so recently devastated the Empire? According to the reports Owec could dig up about Endor's sector fleet, the entire roster of ships had been ordered to return to the system only fourteen days prior. The Emperor had been scheduled to arrive at the Death Star just four days after that, and the last official communication with the area was only four days ago. It had taken Owec three days to arrive, and twelve of those hours had been spent monitoring the system from a safe distance. That didn't leave much time for the Rebels to pack up and go home, apparently without a trace.

Four TIE Interceptors shot into view with several more assault transports following close behind. A few laser blasts lanced out from the Interceptors, clearing debris from the flight path of the transports. The Interceptors then peeled off while the transports headed for the surface of the moon.

“Keep the Interceptors circling.” Owec had no reason for that order. He smiled, knowing that no one could see him do so as he watched the fighters separate into two flights, shooting out and away from the Fury, patrolling the system. He had ordered it simply because he could. He was certain that command would feel routine soon enough, but there was no reason he couldn’t revel in his authority for a little while.

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

General Patik sat quietly in the lead transport’s hold with thirty Stormtroopers, going over much of the last few days in his mind. Nothing made sense anymore. Vice Admiral Tosche had left no doubt in Patik’s mind as to who was going to run things now, which in the general’s opinion was entirely absurd. The Vice Admiral had been placed in charge of the Vimas Sector only four months ago, and Patik hadn’t liked the man from the beginning. Any idiot with one eye and half a mind could see that Tosche was holding some sort of personal grudge against Lord Vader for that assignment. Patik had tried to pry a little information on the subject from the Vice Admiral once before, but that hadn’t gotten him anywhere. Apparently Tosche was not in the habit of discussing his past.

That was immaterial, Patik reminded himself, curious as to why he was searching for ways to justify Tosche’s ambition. Regardless of what had occurred, the Vice Admiral should have focused on his new command. Instead, he had always attended to his duties half-heartedly, seemingly wishing to be anywhere else. Patik deeply resented that; angry that he was operating under a man who didn’t want what he had been given.

Always a man of the New Order, Patik had worked hard to rise through the ranks of the Imperial Army, receiving promotion after promotion until being placed in command of his own sector force. The fact that his assignment included the occupying of uncharted, mysterious new worlds was to him an added bonus. It kept his job exciting. He had practical autonomy on all of the worlds he overtook, bringing new resources and labor to the Empire. To think that his superior officer didn’t appreciate that made Patik sick to his stomach.

The general had tolerated Tosche as best he could, but no longer was that an option for him. He had, without realizing it at the time, pledged his services to the same man he held in contempt. For now, he had decided this was the best thing for him. At some future time he would consider changing things.

His scanner told him that his shuttles were making their final approach, circling an area twelve kilometers wide around the coordinates Tosche had given him, indicating the location of the shield generator that had once protected the second Death Star during its construction. He was picking up minor life-signs throughout the area, but nothing indicating a threat to his men.

Tosche must have expected much more, Patik considered. While on board the Fury he had monitored several scans made of the moon and nothing he saw warranted the use of an entire regiment of his men. He had decided to proceed with only a few transports of men, choosing to leave even the AT-AT’s and Scout Walkers on board the Star Destroyer. No need to drag those monsters down to look under rocks for scraps of nothing.

The green light that had been illuminating the hold switched to red, indicating that the shuttle had just touched down. Patik stood, signaling to the troopers on board.

The hissing of released air filled the transport, and the Stormtroopers stood, making final checks on their equipment. A bright slit of light traced into the hold as the transport’s hatch opened, arcing out from its closed position. The slit grew quickly as the hatch swung out and down to the forest floor until bright sunlight poured completely into the hold. Before the hatch had come to rest on the soft dirt of the ground the Stormtroopers had begun moving out, fanning from the transport hatch in waves of five men. As the troopers found positions behind trees and under cover of large rocks it became apparent that they were alone.

Patik, still inside the hold of the command transport, watched as the reports from the other four transports scrolled down his monitoring screen. All the transports had now landed, covering the twelve kilometers evenly with a blanket of Stormtroopers. All the reports indicated that no one was in the area. Patik transmitted orders to continue scanning the area, reporting to him if anything unusual was found. Satisfied that everything was in order he removed his blaster from the holster strapped around his waist, checked its charge. He removed the safety and returned it to the holster, stepping out into the forest.

Roughly fifty meters ahead of him the remains of the Imperial bunker’s rear entrance sat crumbled in disarray. From here it was impossible to tell the extent of the damage to the entire structure, since much if it was underground. Hopefully the structure hadn’t collapsed on itself, preventing him from surveying the location. “Let's move.” He started forward with twenty of his Stormtroopers falling in behind him. He wasn’t sure what he was looking for, but he had long ago assumed he would know it when he found it. If he found it, he corrected himself.

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

“Captain, one of the Interceptors has a contact.” The flight officer looked down the bridge-pit to the Star Destroyer’s tracking officer, waiting for confirmation of the report.

“Sir, we have that contact also.” The tracking officer reviewed the data, glanced up at the flight officer, and checked his information again.

“Well?” Captain Owec stopped above the tracking station, looking down at his officers.

“I’ve checked this twice, sir. We’ve located an Imperial drone ship.”

Owec paused. “That can’t be correct. I don’t even know if those are still in use.”

“Sir, it’s emitting the proper signature and transmission sequences for a Class III Imperial drone ship. That’s all it could be.”

Owec pondered that for a moment. “How far is it from us?”

“Seventeen hundred meters, and closing. It’s on a course that will bring it into range of our tractor beams.”

“Good. Let’s have a look at it then.” Owec turned to his lieutenant. “Pull up the specs on a Class III drone. We need to operate this thing properly. If memory serves me, they used to build these with fail-safes to discourage any non-Imperial personnel from tampering with them.”

“Yes, sir.” The lieutenant turned, keying commands into his datapad. 

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

The inside of the bunker was dark, but not too badly damaged. It would take hours to try and restore power, though. Patik opted to simply continue using field lamps. Clearing out most of the damage to the rear entrance had been time consuming but hardly difficult. Once a path was clear, his men had moved through, entering into the bunker and its catacombs beyond. There was a faint smell of explosive powder, probably more from the electrical housings along the walls that had suffered the explosion than from anything actually used days before. A muffled thump sounded from ahead, followed by a low rumbling that shook more dust from exposed conduits and equipment in the hallway. His Stormtroopers blasting through sealed doors, most likely.

He had sent them ahead to do preliminary reconnaissance in the bunker. He would follow, performing more scrutinizing inspections of the damage. He had already found several flash points on some of the walls, indicating the use of thermal detonators or charges of some type. Basic explosives, nothing extraordinary, but they did the job regardless.

“Damned things sure leave a mess,” he muttered, kicking at some debris on the floor. He could tell that nothing special was going to be found in this huge pile of scrap.

He continued forward slowly, looking left to right, studying the damage around him.

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

“Imperial Governor Wilek Nereus of the Bakura system, to his most excellent Imperial Master Palpatine: Greetings in haste.

“Once again, we are unable to overcome the threat of the alien invasion force that has attacked Bakura. All Holo-Net transmissions remain unanswered, and we are unsure of the success of the previous drone ship’s mission to you. There is little hope of holding Bakura without immediate aid. Unknown as to whether another attempt at contacting you can be made.”

Owec stared at the screen in his conference room. His Lieutenant pressed a key on the table display, and a large map of the Bakura system blinked into view, outlining the advances of the alien forces.

“Unbelievable.” Owec reclined in his black, padded chair. “Do you know what this means, Lieutenant?”

“We haven’t located any other drone ships so there really only could be two possibilities.” The Lieutenant paused, still looking at the map on the screen. Seemingly absorbed with what was outlined there, he had to force himself to look away and continue.

“Either the Emperor received this message and sent help, or he received it and did not send help. If he had sent help, this drone should never have been sent out.” The Lieutenant thought for a moment. “But why would he choose not to send aid to an Imperial system?”

“I think, perhaps, the Emperor never received the last message. In fact I don’t even think he was alive at the time.” Owec shut down the data-screen, standing. “I’d care to wager the Rebels received the last message and rushed off to aid in the battle.”

“The Rebels? Why help an Imperial effort?”

“Anything that could take down an Imperial warfront would certainly prove to be a threat to the Rebels.” Owec looked disgusted. “I wouldn’t be surprised at their self-inflated egotism after the Battle of Endor. Probably felt they could handle anything.”

“It is a possibility, sir.”

“I’m certain of it. I shall report this to the Vice Admiral immediately.”

Owec took another moment to think through the possibilities, then dismissed the Lieutenant. Once his officer had left, he initiated the holo-vid channel that would summon his superior.

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

General Patik stepped carefully over a fallen terminal, making his way into the command center of the destroyed Imperial Bunker. Two Stormtroopers were still in here, studying some of the computer terminals that were still standing. The troopers turned rather quickly when they heard the general come in. Even through the armor a small wave of relief was visible as it washed over them. Patik smiled a little. It is a little creepy in here, he thought to himself. Maybe they’d prefer a fight with those who did this, rather than sorting through the rubble left behind. Patik moved around several pieces of equipment to get to the two troopers.

“Anything here?”

The trooper who was studying the terminal spoke quietly, almost afraid to make any loud noises in the room. The bunker was simply too quiet to feel comfortable in. “Sir, these are the tracking computers. Oddly enough they seem to have survived the explosion that took out most of this bunker. I’m fairly certain we could attach a local power source to them, possibly long enough to download any data they hold, sir.”

Patik studied the terminals and the surrounding mess. Luck must have been with him. The terminals had taken only minor damage, avoiding the fate of the other machines in the room. “Very good. Where are the other men?”

The other trooper now spoke. “They’ve crossed through the bunker, sir. They are at the remains of the landing platform and the shield dish.”

“Good. I’ll be out there, then. Have the technicians come inside and extract whatever information they can. Good work, gentlemen.”

Patik continued on through the opening cleared ahead of him. A new corridor stretched before him, and he could see sunlight at the end of that littered hallway. He made his way through the debris. 

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

The holo-vid image of Vice Admiral Tosche blinked infrequently, interrupted by unknown natural forces as the transmission was being made. Owec stood at attention, waiting for his commander's opinion.

“You have done very well, Captain. This is more than I expected to learn.”

“Well, it’s only my assumption, sir, but I do believe that the Rebels moved on to deal with this new threat.”

“I have no doubt that you are correct. Has General Patik reported yet?" The transmission disappeared for a few heartbeats, then returned. At this distance it was a wonder that it didn’t break up more often.

“No, sir.”

“Very well. Wait to see what he finds, complete the search of the area and then secure the area for the fleet's arrival.”

“And Bakura, sir?”

The image of Vice Admiral Tosche smiled. “Leave them to the aliens, and the Rebels. This is a good thing, captain. It removes the Rebels from our hair for the time being, allowing us to properly prepare. It also pre-occupies an Imperial force that could threaten us.” Tosche paused for a moment, looking at something out of view of the transmission. “And if the Rebels happen to succeed in vanquishing this alien threat, it will aid us in the long run, I suppose.”

“Understood, sir.”

“Good. Obliterator out.”

The transmission twisted slightly and winked out of existence. Owec relaxed, only then realizing he had tensed up in the first place. It had never been an issue before, but he now felt more afraid of the Vice Admiral. Having your own command certainly had its benefits, but it also made you infinitely more responsible, and that much more accountable.

Owec straightened his uniform, out of habit more than from any need to, and left the privacy of his conference quarters for the constant humming and quiet bustle of activity on the bridge just outside of the small room. He could have made the transmission here on the bridge itself, but he had felt more secure handling it out of the view of his men. Another aspect of command that he had never considered before. In time he knew he would get used to all of this.  Soon enough, he expected.

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Patik stood on a large sheet of damaged prefab metal. The sun beat down through the immense trees, light glistening off of the entire debris-covered area. He was unable to see the forest floor anywhere. The entire landing platform and shield dish had collapsed upon themselves, crashing to the floor in an enormous expanse of irreparable trash. He had climbed up to this vantage-point, about thirty meters, he estimated, and the whole mess stretched as far as he could see. The rest of his men were maneuvering along the top of the heap as well, white armor easily visible amongst the black and gray of the charred remains, periodically bending down to sort through the top layers of equipment, looking for anything valuable.

He looked around at the wreckage dejectedly.  He wasn't going to find anything out here. Realizing the futility of searching through this mess he recalled his men, heading back down the way he came. At the signal the troopers turned, moving back towards the entrance to the bunker.

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Back at his transport, Patik studied the information that was collected from the tracking computers inside the destroyed bunker. The data proved worth the otherwise useless trip out here.

The general watched as the Battle of Endor played out before him, in the form of numbers and symbols tracing around a black screen. The tracking officers assigned to this bunker had documented the entire battle in space, allowing Patik to watch the tactics employed by both sides of the confrontation. After a lengthy twenty minutes of playback the display scrambled some of the information, and then disappeared completely, apparently at the point which the bunker was destroyed. It didn’t document the destruction of the Death Star or the Executor, but that made sense since the bunker would have been destroyed before either of the other two.

The Stormtroopers were scattered throughout the immediate area, sitting on fallen stumps or leaning against trees. The entire clearing was scarred with the effects of a vicious ground battle. Destroyed trees, fallen as well as still standing, covered the landscape and most of the dirt in the area was loose, unpacked from explosions and the movement of hundreds of soldiers. No bodies were discovered in the area but that wasn't a surprise. The Rebels would have cleared the area of that mess.

Scanners had picked up several wrecks nearby. The remains of speeder bikes and scout walkers littered several areas of the forest. Nothing recoverable had been found and most of the subsequent searches were canceled. There wasn’t a point.

Patik shut down his viewer, placing the recently recovered data discs in a secure hold on the transport. This was what he had been looking for. He hadn’t known it before but he was sure that this was what he had needed to find. Now he could leave this hole in the galaxy. He was moving to gather his men when his comlink signaled.

“Gamma Squad Four, reporting,” Came the static-filled transmission.

Patik keyed the small comlink. “Go ahead.”

“Sir, there’s something here you should see.” The voice on the other end was shaky, almost frightened.

Patik signaled to his men, who gathered their equipment and moved to the transport. “What is it?”

“Sir,” was the only response for a moment. Then a quiet, resigned sigh, “We’ve found the remains of Lord Vader.” 

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Patik didn’t know what to feel. He stared at the funeral pyre as smoke lightly drifted from the smoldering mess. He had seen Darth Vader only twice before, afraid at both times that the Lord of the Sith would actually take notice of him. In the Empire, one only needed to hear the stories of the unfortunate souls who had disappointed Lord Vader to understand that the less attention one got the better. Rarely did one walk away from an encounter with Vader.

Patik couldn’t bring himself to move closer to the remains, understanding why his officer had trouble reporting the discovery. It felt blasphemous, dirty. It was simply wrong, and scary as hell.

The other men in the area watched their commander from safety well behind him, not daring to disturb the situation. The only sounds to be heard came from the forest around them; far off screeches by native animals and birds, quiet rustling as breezes periodically brushed through the trees around them.

Patik could feel the stares of his men, curious as to what he would do. Patik didn’t even pretend to have a clue. He inexplicably had the urge to move closer. Gathering as much nerve as he could he stepped forward. Awkwardly surprised that he had succeeded  in approaching the remains, he did so again. In this manner he came to stand next to the smoldering pyre.

Much of what was left was ash. Patik estimated that Vader had been placed and burned here days ago. Small bits of electronic parts could be seen in the remains, fused or damaged by the intense heat that ultimately cremated the Lord of the Empire. What had helped to identify the remains was the only complete piece left of Vader. It was also the most frightening. At the top of the remains, resting on its side from lack of support from the man that used to exist inside, lay the mask of Darth Vader.

There was a fine layer of ash covering the side of the helmet exposed to the air. Even with this, however, the helmet appeared to gleam, still in possession of its glossy reflective finish. The fire had failed to tarnish the symbol of the Empire that the entire galaxy had come to fear. And now Patik simply stared at the helmet, his vision somewhat unfocused. He stood there for quite some time, not really thinking anything in particular. He was unsure if that was a result of the presence of Lord Vader or just his own fear. A sudden crackling pop beneath the funeral pyre physically startled him. He was sure the men had seen him jump, but right now he did not care. He was only happy that the noise had come from the fire and not from the scary, although implausible, possibility that the Lord Vader, even in death, had reached to take one final victim.

Patik wondered what the vice admiral would think of this. He would probably take a great pleasure in seeing the remains of the man who he hated so. To this, Patik paused. It was only a brief thought, almost absurd, but why not? If anything would help put him in the good graces of the Vice Admiral, surely it was this. This could greatly help Patik in the long run.

He focused his attention on the helmet. It was wrong, he knew that much, but he needed this. He didn’t know why he suddenly felt so insecure of his position with Tosche, but he had to correct that somehow.  He needed to insure Tosche wouldn’t replace him in the coming months and the answer now lay desecrated right in front of him.

Forcing himself to do that which he never thought he would in his entire lifetime, he grasped for the helmet of Darth Vader. It was surprisingly cold to the touch. It rattled slightly, and it grimly occurred to him that the skull of the man who had been Darth Vader was still inside the helmet.  He turned the mask to face him. The large eyes of the helmet, lifeless as they were, seemed to bore right through his own skull and beyond, contemplating something more significant than himself. Patik shivered as the fact that he now held the head of the Lord Darth Vader in his hands locked into place.  

And then, he smiled.

He would bring the head of Darth Vader to the man who now sought to control the Empire. A gift that would certainly insure that Patik be around to see him succeed, or better yet, fail.

Chapter Four

Captain Raggia sat quietly at a table in the corner of the empty lounge. Scrolling through some of the recent military communiqués on his datapad, he occasionally glanced up to see if anyone else had entered the room. He had resigned himself to quietly studying current events in the galaxy, and at first was enjoying the solitude. After an hour in the lounge he had become slightly agitated at the absence of anyone to talk to. Another hour had made him impatient. Now, almost three hours after entering the command lounge, he was simply upset.

He shut his datapad off. With a sigh he turned to the viewport.

Outside, just in view of the lounge, the Super Star Destroyer Attrition lay berthed in the refit docks of the Fondor shipyards.

As countless repair droids and supply ships made their way to and from the massive warship, Raggia considered just how much longer the work would take.

The noise of booted heels entering the room made him turn towards the open entrance of the lounge. Another captain, unrecognizable to Raggia, made his way to the consumables reproducer.

Raggia reached for his glass, stealing a small sip of the Niian sap he had gotten when he first arrived. The other captain removed his drink from the reproducer, and turned to view the lounge.

“Not much choice in the way of company, is there?”

Raggia chuckled. “Been like this for hours.” He motioned to a chair at his table. “Have a seat.”

The other captain took the seat, placing his drink on the table. “Iriq Garrot, ISD Turmoil.” He offered his hand across the table.

Raggia grasped the captain's hand tightly. “Paulos Raggia, ISSD Attrition.”

Garrot turned quickly towards the view of the Super Star Destroyer. “So you’re the lucky rancor.” He looked back at Raggia. “What’s she in for?”

Raggia looked back out at his ship. “Refit. A few new systems are being upgraded from the original launch inventory. Since she’s the last of the big ones, I figure there’s going to be a lot of refitting in the schedule. No new ships to test the new hardware when it’s designed.”

Garrot swallowed a healthy portion of his drink, and replaced the glass on the lounge table. “Had her long?”

“She launched about four months ago, but she was a rush job.” Raggia drank the last of his Niian. “I took command of her two months ago, when the last captain tried to over extend his authority. I guess having a Super Star Destroyer goes to your head.”

“I can see how.”

“She was scheduled for operational status in two weeks, but we’ve been bumped to the extreme priority list.”

Garrot looked down at his glass. “Must be the Endor mess. We just arrived from there.”

Raggia looked hard at the other captain. “You were there?  What happened?”

Garrot returned the gaze. “We were one of several picket ships. The fleet was ordered not to engage the Rebels, only keep them from fleeing the system. The Rebels stayed clear of all of us until the Death Star started firing on them.” Garrot took a deep breath.

Raggia studied him carefully. Stuck here for the duration of the scheduled refit, he was only recently made aware of the battle of Endor and the loss the Empire had taken there. This was the first person he had met that had actually participated in that fiasco.

Garrot continued after taking another drink. “They moved in to our range for protection from the Death Star and things got dangerous pretty quickly. It’s one thing to have a fleet of a few dozen Star Destroyers to wage war. It’s a different situation altogether when you wage a war in the middle of a fleet of a few dozen Star Destroyers.”

Raggia shook his head. “Did you get to fight?”

“We were moving in to do just that when we got the report of the Death Star’s shield going down. Almost immediately, the Executor was taken down, and suddenly everything fell apart. There wasn’t any coordination. We were taken by surprise trying to figure out what was going on.” Garrot winced slightly at the memory. “A Rebel corvette opened fire with ions, and when we responded another corvette followed suit.  It was enough to drop a portion of my shields.”

Raggia looked back out towards the Attrition.

Garrot turned as well. “For some reason the Rebels didn’t try to disable us completely. They just started in with turbolasers. We jumped, but not before taking some substantial damage. Which brought us here.”

“We were only field testing when we were called back. Been here for about three weeks, while the Endor fleet was being recalled for the battle.” Raggia tried to look unnerved, but all of the recent talk around the shipyards now involved Endor and the loss of the Executor. A new debate had begun to question the purpose of the SSDs, since there was only so much you could do to a warship before it would be considered wasted extravagance, and for all that the SSD represented, the Executor’s final performance painted a rather negative picture of their usefulness. Raggia had taken an enormous amount of criticism in the past few days because of this. He knew what his ship was capable of, but as yet had not been given any opportunity to prove himself.  Now, with the Emperor gone and the fate of the Empire clouded with uncertainty, he might possibly never have the chance to do just that.

Garrot studied Raggia's face, successfully reading the man’s mind. “Don’t worry.  I’m sure you’ll have your say in the matter.” He smiled. “Your ship is probably one of the largest available to the Empire right now. No chance you won’t get to see some action soon.”

The comlink on Raggia's datapad issued a muted chime. Raggia glanced out to the Attrition as he switched the pad on. Many of the service vehicles were now departing the massive warship, and the datapad confirmed his companion’s last statement.

“Sooner is definitely better,” he smiled at Garrot. “Thank you for the much needed conversation.” He stood and offered his hand over the table. Garrot grasped the hand and smiled.

“Take out a few Rebels for me. I'm sure you’ll have ample opportunity to do so.”

Raggia gathered his things and headed for the entrance to the lounge. “I wouldn't have it any other way.”

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Many of the surrounding buildings had an archaic feel to them. Built long ago, without constant upkeep, the area had become a mirror of the past. The air even felt stale, unused but for the tiny population still present on this backwater planet. Lieutenant Codryst studied a few of the faces that appeared through the darkened windows of the various structures. Behind him a squad of Stormtroopers kept a loose formation, noting the location of each citizen that made themselves visible. Methodically, the troops made their way up the more or less empty street.

Codryst kept his pace, determined but in no visible hurry, for the benefit of the locals. He had finally located his objective and there was no reason to flush her out just yet. Although the appearance of Imperial activity was rare in these smaller cities, it was by no means unique. The locals would pay attention long enough to insure that they themselves were not in any sort of trouble, ultimately going about their own business, just as Codryst wanted.

At the end of the street the city’s main block stretched to the left and right. With a quick glance to his left, Codryst pulled his datapad from his belt attachment and switched it on. The Stormtroopers fanned out slightly, separating to cover more of the T-intersection of the street while still remaining close enough to support one another if the need arose. The fact that they were doing this to begin with indicated that the need was indeed about to arise.

Lieutenant Codryst, satisfied with what his datapad had told him, looked to his squad leader. The trooper nodded his head slightly, indicating his men’s readiness.

“Just a moment, Sergeant.” Codryst noted that more and more of the traders and purchasers in the vicinity began to take notice of his men’s actions. As the pace of the activity on the street came to a stop, the approaching whine of ion engines became audible in the distance.

At this, the troopers tensed slightly, preparing mentally for anything. Codryst drew his blaster and insured that it was set to stun.

An Imperial Landing Craft appeared less than a hundred meters down the left street, lazily cruising over the top of a three story residential building. The locals immediately took this as a good time to make their way into the nearest available buildings. As they moved the troopers brought their weapons up, alert for a sudden firefight.

The craft circled the T-intersection once and then hovered for a moment as Codryst and his men fanned out from the center of the intersection, essentially clearing a landing area for the craft. Once the men were clear the craft descended, touching down gently.

Codryst jogged to the landing craft assault ramp, which lowered to the ground almost immediately. The first officer down the ramp saluted to Codryst, who returned the salute and pulled him close, to speak over the noise of the engines that were still running. As they spoke six speeder bikes were maneuvered down the ramp, followed by thirty-two Stormtroopers and four other officers.

“I want this street canvassed for a hundred meters in both directions.” Codryst pointed down the left street. “I think we'll find her down here but to be safe we won’t assume that just yet. Let’s move quickly. I want off this planet as soon as possible.”

The sergeant major, Jolstyce, saluted and moved off to complete the orders. Codryst headed up the ramp and into the landing craft, where the pilots were waiting for their orders.

“You’ll stay on the ground for now. If she slips past us, she won’t get too far.”

“No problem, sir.”

“Good.”

Codryst left the craft, running back into the clearing and watching his men move down the city streets. It would only be a matter of minutes before he finally brought a seven-month assignment to completion.

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Darkness enveloped the small quarters. Blinds were drawn, and no light source inside the room was being used. The lone occupant sat at the foot of an uncomfortable bed. Faint noises could be heard outside, down below on the street. Only a moment ago, a craft of some sort had flown overhead and, although the engine noise had quieted, it had not disappeared.

The occupant looked down upon her somewhat aged wrists. On both she wore matching bracelets, simple in design yet elegant in appearance. Her father had made them for her many years ago on a distant world she could barely remember. A gift given to her on the last day she would ever see him, the significance of the trinkets was more than most would fully comprehend.

A single tear formed at the ridge of her eye, which surprised her. She hadn’t allowed herself these emotions for far longer than she could remember. Perhaps the inevitability of what she was about to do was weighing down on her more than she expected.

Her father had been a great man. She had always admired him as a small child, amazed and captivated at the powers he had displayed on so many occasions. She grew closer to him than her mother, often spending days alone with him, learning and practicing the magic that he enjoyed tampering with so often. Her mother left them when she was only nine. As far as she was concerned, her mother had made no influence in her life, and from what little she could remember her father had never seemed to mind her mother’s absence.

Shouting from the street below caused her to glance up at the window. Although she couldn’t see through the blinds she was, nevertheless, able to clearly sense everything taking place. It came naturally, more so than breathing ever did.

Her father had left only two years after her mother, with little in the way of goodbye. A brief discussion while she sat on his lap, the trinket bracelets he had crafted already on her wrists. A kiss on the forehead.  A wave goodbye as she watched him board his ship through her bedroom window. She had followed the ship closely with her eyes until she could no longer see the engine glow amongst the blanket of stars above. Without much thought as to why her father had left, she had crawled into bed, falling asleep after hours of staring at her new bracelets. It wasn’t until several years later when she would come to understand what had truly happened to her father when she was eleven, and what she had become.

The noise of a speeder bike racing down the street, quickly followed by shouting startled her from her memories. She couldn’t help smiling at the irony. The Imperials felt threatened enough to need all of this for her, yet she was so easily startled at noises through a window. It wasn’t like her, but then, she rarely found herself in this kind of situation.

She had already gathered most of her things, which didn’t account for much. A few articles of clothing, two books and a datapad were on a table near the door to her room. A black hooded cloak rested on the bed next to her.

She closed her eyes, pushing her father from her mind. It was easier now than before and it bothered her that it always got easier. But she could think about that at another time. She had things to take care of. A secret that she had protected for so long, she couldn’t fathom living without it. Something she had never been certain would come to light. But the activity outside told her otherwise. Nothing would protect her now, except herself. And if nothing else, she certainly knew how to accomplish that.

She stood, gathering the cloak from the bed and placing it around her shoulders. She drew the hood over her head and reached down to the bed, picking up the lightsaber that had rested underneath the cloak and hooking it to her belt. A final moment to summon her strength, and she moved to the table. She placed the items on the table in a small black pouch that sat open on the floor beneath it. This she fastened to her back, under the cloak, and with a quick glance back into the room, she keyed open her door and walked into the hallway just outside.

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

“Have a seat, Captain Raggia.”

Raggia moved from the doorway into the spacious office of the Fleet Ops Admiral. “Thank you, sir.” He chose one of two padded chairs directly in front of the Admiral’s desk, which was fairly cluttered with several data-tapes and various papers.

“Captain, it seems like you've been smiled upon from beyond the grave.”

“Excuse me, sir?”

Admiral Yuriss smiled. “Just a joke, Captain. Perhaps a little tasteless, considering recent events at Endor.”

Raggia shifted slightly in his chair.

“I’ve been given orders regarding your ship. As you know, she’s been in an accelerated state of refit, and you may have correctly guessed as to why.” Yuriss reached for a datapad and read aloud from the display. “Effective immediately, Attrition Fleet to launch for extended operations. Orders to follow.”

Raggia frowned. “That’s extremely vague, sir. And, unless I’ve overlooked something in the past two months, there isn’t an Attrition Fleet.”

“Vague is one way to describe it, although I would venture that scared is more appropriate.” Yuriss grinned. “And up until now, no, there wasn’t an Attrition Fleet. However, these orders specify the inventory now stationed to her until ordered otherwise.” The admiral placed the datapad back on the cluttered desk.

“I see.” In truth, Raggia didn’t see at all, but it never hurt to agree.

“Maybe you do, but you seem to be missing something here. Captains don’t command fleets.” Yuriss stared hard into Raggia's eyes, who flinched visibly at the comment. He swore to himself, trying not to look too disappointed.

He had entertained a small notion a few days ago amongst his officer crew that, given the destruction of such a large percentage of the Imperial Navy at Endor, he may well be reassigned to allow for the placement of a more experienced officer at the helm of the last Super Star Destroyer. The importance of the Attrition was not lost on anyone, regardless of what people thought of her purpose. And now, more than ever, his ship would be a valuable asset to the remains of the navy, which didn't necessarily make her captain as valuable. He had correctly assumed the ship would quickly become the backbone of an assignment of ships, but he had feverishly hoped he wouldn’t be replaced in the process.

“I understand, sir.” Raggia’s sigh was more than audible. “Will I continue on assignment with her or will I be reassigned?” Raggia was acutely aware of how tight he was clenching his fists. He would never get to prove the value of the Attrition, and he couldn’t help but be angered by that.

“Reassigned?” Yuriss laughed. “Oh, now I know you missed something. Captain, you’re being promoted, not replaced.”

Raggia stared at the clutter on the admiral’s desk. It took a few moments for his thoughts to reorganize. He wasn’t too sure that he had heard his superior officer correctly.

“Sir?”

“That’s inappropriate now, Raggia.” The admiral stood and walked from behind his desk. Raggia did not move.

The admiral studied Raggia for a moment more, and then handed the datapad from his desk to him. “Read it for yourself, if you don’t believe me.”

Raggia took the datapad from the admiral’s hand and read the displayed text.

“I don’t know what to say. I didn't expect this at all.”

Yuriss laughed. “Best kind of promotion…the ones you don’t see coming. Come with me. I’ll escort you to your ship and we can discuss what your new assignment might entail.” An outstretched arm encouraged Raggia to stand, which he did, placing the datapad back on the desk.

Admiral Yuriss motioned to the door and Admiral Raggia obliged, exiting the office with his former superior close behind. Raggia couldn’t remember being more ecstatic, and he had no idea at all that this promotion would soon place him in the most difficult and horrifying of situations he would ever find himself in.

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

The sound of blaster fire in the distance caught Codryst’s attention, and he squinted his eyes toward the left branch of the street. He sat midway down the loading ramp of the Imperial Landing Craft, impatiently waiting for some word from his men. The locals had not caused any problems, but they certainly weren’t helping, either. For the most part Codryst was a little disappointed. He had expected a fleeing target, a firefight or two, and maybe even a little one on one confrontation.

Sergeant Major Jolstyce, who had been coordinating the Stormtroopers through the city area with a recently acquired map of the buildings on this street was already in contact with the source of the blaster fire. Codryst looked at him quizzically.

“Nothing, sir. Just a local thief who thought we were after him.”

Codryst looked back down the street, unable to see much of anything. A speeder bike periodically escorted troopers from one building to another as they continued their canvas of the area. 

As he watched a few locals reappear from buildings that had already been scanned and searched he began to wonder if he had again missed his target. It was certainly a possibility. He had been close two times before, close enough that his team had even caught a glimpse of her once, but she had successfully evaded them at every attempt. To be perfectly honest he was tiring of the game. Three years was certainly a long time to be searching for one person, and seven months of that search had been under his personal direction. The rumors that this assignment was a dead end task were beginning to ring true in his mind. The four officers before him that had been unfortunate enough to head up this search were convinced that they had been placed on this, knowing nothing was expected to come of it. Lieutenant Codryst couldn’t go quite that far just yet, but he certainly knew he would never see a captain’s rank if he failed. He winced slightly at the thought of his four predecessors, who had never amounted to anything important after their attempts. He sighed. Such is the way of things.

“Lieutenant?”

Codryst refocused his vision, clearing his thoughts. “Yes?” But even as he said this, he could see what had caught the attention of his Sergeant Major. He watched as, while the locals crowded back into the streets to follow his team’s activities, a lone figure was instead walking towards his ship. He stood, mentally correcting himself. He couldn’t explain why, but he knew the figure was actually approaching him. He wasn’t sure what to make of that. It wasn’t uncommon for a local to try and defend his shop or family, but this felt different.

The figure still twenty meters away, Codryst suddenly felt very uncomfortable.  He signaled Jolstyce to recall a speeder and a few men, to be safe, but he never took his eyes off of what he now could make out to be a cloaked female. She was hooded, and Codryst attempted to make out a face in the darkness within. Unsuccessful as he was, he instinctively knew this could only be one person.

“It can’t be this easy.” He realized how quietly he had stated that and tried to pull himself together. What in the name of the Force was wrong with him, he demanded quietly, awkwardly appreciating the irony of his thought.

The figure stopped in front of Codryst. She was shorter than he, by at least six inches.

The uncomfortable silence that hung between them for the briefest of moments seemed to stretch for far longer in his mind, and Codryst found himself wondering what was taking his men so long to back him up. What he hadn’t noticed was that his requested backup had in fact arrived, but had correctly guessed that something didn’t feel right here, and that it would be better not to get involved just yet.

“Lieutenant Codryst. I dare say you’re exactly as I’ve imagined you.” The soothing voice that emerged from underneath the black hood was precise and gentle, which instantly made the Lieutenant feel that much more unsettled. It was hearing his name however, that positively frightened him.

The figure tilted her head slightly, looking past Codryst’s shoulder to the sergeant major. “Lovely afternoon, isn’t it Sergeant Major Jolstyce.”

Jolstyce, not having any idea at all as to what was going on, shuddered.

“Oh. No need to be frightened Jolstyce. I’ve not come to harm you.” The female motioned to the street behind her. “You’ve done very well here. I’m certain Codryst will report favorably on your behalf.” The female stood straight again, returning her unseen gaze into the puzzled eyes on Codryst’s ashen face.

After another moment the cloaked female walked around the Lieutenant, and headed up the lowered ramp and into the Landing Craft.

Codryst could say nothing. This was beyond his comprehension. He had searched seven months, in as many systems for this woman, and now she had simply walked into his ship! He turned back towards Jolstyce, who looked physically ill.

“Sir?” Jolstyce’s voice was unnerved.

Codryst saw his men gathered around the ship, unsure of what to do.

Clearing his throat, he raised his voice slightly. “Pack it up, let's go!”

As the men slowly moved to follow the orders Codryst looked up into the darkened entrance to the Landing Craft's bay.

“One way or another, she’s ours, Jolstyce.” He stepped slowly onto the ramp and into the craft.

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Admiral Raggia studied his new mission briefing. It seemed simple enough. Move the fleet into hostile territories and perform hit and fade operations on Rebel ships and outposts. Planetary systems that openly supported the Rebels were also listed as acceptable targets.

To the Admiral, this made perfect sense, and wasn’t entirely unexpected. In all likelihood, Coruscant was chaotically disheveled, at a loss for what to do with the demise of the Emperor. Until something could be figured out, efforts to support the war would still be made. Utilize resources, pound on the Rebels and their supporters, display the might and authority of the Empire. The usual Imperial answer to any given situation. So what if he got a new rank and a fleet in the process?

His crew was returning from shore leave, preparing for the extended operations to come. He was still missing a large portion of his fleet, which would be made up of several Star Destroyers that had been operating on solo operations and therefore spared from the massacre at Endor. The last of those Star Destroyers would arrive in three days, at which point his fleet would set out for the first of many combat operations.

Raggia entered some notes on the datapad he was using and then shut it off. He was beginning to feel the exhaustion of the past several hours. The rather large dinner he had enjoyed with Admiral Yuriss wasn’t helping either. Looking ahead, he decided it best to get as much sleep as possible. The next few days promised to be a grueling practice of administrative duties, which no field officer ever looked forward to.

He leaned back in his chair, yawning. Despite the workload, he thought things were definitely shaping up in his favor.

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

The Imperial Landing Craft had a spacious internal bay that few ever appreciated, considering the ship was rarely used without ferrying a full complement of fifty-plus troopers and assorted field gear to or from a battlefield. With the removable seating units kept in place and just over half the possible capacity of men on board, passengers found it easy to separate into small conversational groups, affording them a decent amount of privacy. More so for this particular group, considering recent events that certainly demanded discussion. After all, every man on board, with few exceptions, had worked together for three years. They were all able to read the others’ movements, thoughts and emotions. They had grown close in skill and competence, becoming one of the most capable special ops teams in the Imperial military. To think that the task occupying their lives for so long had suddenly been completed without them actually doing anything was a mild shock. For that matter, now that the assignment had been completed, no one knew what would become of the platoon.

The intelligence that each man possessed could best be seen in the fact that none of them sat anywhere near the object of their assignment.

She sat in one of the forward seats, directly behind the locked door to the cockpit of the craft.  She hadn’t moved since she had boarded, and she had yet to look at any man in the room. Seemingly lost in her own thoughts, the troopers were relieved to be as far as possible from the woman.

Lieutenant Codryst sat at the end of the row she occupied, closer to her than anyone else on board. Sergeant Major Jolstyce had entered the cockpit upon boarding, and had no intentions of leaving the safety of the locked room.

Codryst couldn’t blame him. The Lieutenant had spent every moment since the woman’s appearance in tangled thought, trying to make sense of this unexpected turn of events. His team had been in hyperspace for three hours now, and he had as of yet said nothing to her.

She was different than what he had expected. Images of Lord Vader and the Emperor had tainted his ideas of the Jedi. She did not seem physically threatening at all. He was not terrified of this woman. He was not sure if his earlier emotions had been manipulated by her, or were a result of his being caught off guard. Regardless, those original fears were not as strong as before.

He looked across to her. She was pretty, but not especially so. Although he was not completely sure of her age, she appeared to be in her late thirties. She had removed her cloak, which was resting next to her on the seat. She wore a black outfit, much like a tight fitting flight suit, but without the numerous pockets. Her hair was blonde and straight and hung to just below her shoulder blades.

Codryst assumed that the small bag at her feet held her only possessions. In her hands however, she slowly rotated a lightsaber. A weapon that Codryst had never seen up close, he now felt thankful for that lack of experience. It wasn’t the weapon itself that made him wary. It was the way she held it that made him grateful for her peaceful surrender.

At the moment he completed this thought the female stopped rotating the lightsaber and turned her head towards him. Without realizing it, he held his breath.

“Is that what you believe?” The voice was soft, yet tangible.  Her emerald-colored eyes did not move from looking directly at him, which frightened him from averting his own. At her voice the troopers in the rear stopped to pay attention.

“What?” Codryst asked, only then realizing what had just happened.

“Do you really believe I surrendered to you back there?” There was no threat in her tone, only curiosity.

Codryst could not answer. He certainly wanted that to be the case, but it occurred to him, with a second look to her lightsaber, he had been gravely wrong.

As if to appease his uneasiness with the weapon she placed it underneath her cloak. “I don’t mean to make you uncomfortable, Lieutenant. Only aware.”

Codryst studied her carefully, trying to locate the implied threat in the statement that would suddenly make all of this familiar ground. He could handle a verbal battle of wills with an unwilling prisoner with much experience. He was smart enough to realize that this was certainly not the case here. He felt extremely vulnerable.

“Is it pronounced Ketriina, or Katriana?” He immediately felt foolish for asking the question.

She smiled at him. “Ketriina.”

The smile made him feel slightly at ease. “Ketriina Juirr.”

“Correct, Lieutenant. Daughter of Gyursa Juirr, the legendary dark Jedi.” Her smile faded. “Inheritor of his crimes.”

“I won’t feel sorry for you.” Codryst tried to gain control of the conversation, but was at a loss to explain why she seemed so different from the way he had imagined her.

Her voice turned cold instantly. “I didn’t ask for, expect or require your concern.”

“I have spent a long time searching for you, the Empire even longer. You can’t hide from that.” Codryst tried to return the coldness she had suddenly adopted.

“I have to admit, I was doing just fine until I chose to approach you.” This was said matter of factly, without arrogance.

“We almost had you twice, Ketriina.”

“Codryst,” she said as her eyes pierced into his. “Don’t presume things you had no control over.” She turned away quickly, leaving Codryst with the impression she was possibly ashamed of her comment.

He pushed a little harder. “Don’t blind yourself with self-appreciating abilities.”

Ketriina’s head swung back to face him, her hair whipping viciously behind her. Before Codryst had the opportunity to even look into her eyes his head suddenly filled with an enormous pressure, instantly followed by a curtain of pain that grasped his throat. An unnatural force pushed him directly backwards, out from the row of forward seats, where he was held elevated from the floor against the ship’s hull with a pressure he couldn’t have previously imagined. Just as he became acutely aware that he was going to die right then, he fell sharply to the floor, released of the unseen grip. He doubled over, choking, trying to regain his breath.

“I trust you appreciate the ability as much as I,” Ketriina again looked away.  

The stillness that immediately permeated the ship's bay terrified the troopers seated in the rear, most of whom checked to make sure their blasters were charged and in hand.

Codryst lay on the floor for another minute, before gathering the strength to stand. When he did, the anger in his face was clearly evident. “Perhaps you don’t realize the mistake you just made. We weren’t tracking you down to play games, Ketriina. The Emperor wants you dead and you can’t hope to pull that trick on him.” Codryst was barely able to restrain himself. “It also seems Lord Vader holds a personal grudge with your father, and I’m sure he won't think twice about clearing old debts with his insignificant daughter.”

The troopers in the rear didn't know whether to admire their commanding officer or plan his funeral ceremony.

Ketriina didn't look back. “Apparently you’ve spent too much time out of the loop while hunting me down. You should keep in touch more often.”

Codryst, tensed in preparation for another attack that he had no hope of defending, had not expected that sort of response. “Excuse me?”

Ketriina looked to the floor. “The Emperor and Lord Vader are dead. Dead for a few days now, if my feeling was correct.”

Codryst just stood there.  The troopers turned to one another, confused.

“I felt a massive rush of unleashed power in the Force, followed a little while later with another, similar release. The only two I’m aware of that could have caused that sort of disturbance...”

“I don’t believe you. Why should I believe you?” Codryst was unsure of what to think.

“You don’t have to believe me. I really don’t care what you think. I’m tired of hiding from my father’s past because of what he was and what he made me.” Ketriina finally turned her gaze back to him. “I don’t like what I am but I can’t just shut it off. And if I have to live with that, then so be it. I’m not afraid of your Emperor, and I harbor no fear for his puppet, either. Yes, you would have eventually caught up with me and had me killed as he had ordered. But it seems you were a little too late to do him any good.”

Codryst could have sworn he saw her green eyes turn black.

“I don’t particularly like being hunted, Codryst. Live with the knowledge that for now you’ve gotten away with something you should not have. But always know that I did not surrender to you. I have decided to return to the galaxy as what I am. I welcome anyone who disagrees to stop me.” The look that Ketriina gave Codryst at that moment was clearly to insure that he attempted no such thing. Codryst was not about to question it.

Ketriina was quiet for a moment and then, as quickly as her temper had emerged, it seemed to disappear. She moved her cloak from the seat, palming the lightsaber underneath. With the cloak she made a temporary cushion that she laid her head into as she stretched out onto the forward row of seats, again absent-mindedly fiddling with her lightsaber.

Softly, she brought the conversation to a close. “I am done answering for my father’s past, Codryst. If I am ever persecuted again, it will be for the things I do.”

Chapter Five

The quietness of the darkened study was broken by the subtle tone of a comlink. Without lifting his eyes from the datapad on his desk, Captain Teroc reached an arm to the transmit button on the comm panel.

“What is it now, Lieutenant?” Only a short while ago his second in command had disturbed his study to inform him of new orders for his ship. With that unusual message, Teroc had been forced to cease operations on a meticulously crafted plan to bring down a large smuggling ring that had proven a nuisance to the local Moff. Three and a half weeks of planning had been summarily brushed aside for a new assignment which had been left awkwardly vague and unexplained.

“Sorry to disturb you again, sir, but I think you might want to take this transmission.”

“Who is it?” Teroc looked over at the comlink speaker.

“Lieutenant Codryst, sir. He says he has some rather interesting news for you.”

Teroc’s face twisted into a mild display of irritation. “I’m sure. Probably another one of his ‘We almost had her but the blaster wouldn’t fire!’ stories.”

“He insisted, sir.”

Teroc shut his datapad off, deciding he would never get to complete his personal work. “Fine, fine.  I'll take it.”

There was a brief hiss of static as the transmission was fed into the comlink.

“Captain? I think you’ll be pleasantly surprised at what I’m bringing home.” The voice was partially masked by static, but still audible enough for Teroc to pick up the enthusiasm in the Lieutenant’s voice.

“Don’t tell me you’ve found her, Codryst.” Teroc had been the unlucky captain assigned as Codryst’s base of operations for the past three months and, to be honest had come to believe in the futility of the team’s pointless chase. The problem with the arrangement was in the fact that he was forced to wait around while the Lieutenant and his team were actually out there, trying to catch her. The team was required to move where their prey supposedly did, and Teroc had simply been in the wrong place at the right time. Codryst was a good man but a little too dedicated for such an obvious waste of men and resources.

“On the contrary, Teroc, she’s sitting two meters from me.”

Teroc blinked at the comlink. “What did you say?”

“She’s right here, Captain.”

Teroc stared dumbly at his desk. “You’re bringing her here? Now?”

“Let’s just say she’s chosen to accompany us on the return trip.”

“What? You do have her in custody, don’t you?” Teroc turned his datapad on once again, scrolling for a directory of records.

“No, she is not in custody. She voluntarily joined us.”

Teroc scanned the subjects on his pad quickly, trying to locate files that might prepare him for something like this. Of course, he thought belatedly, there wouldn’t be any. After all, there was a reason a special ops team had been assigned to this. He had never given the assignment much thought before, dismissing it with its apparent futility, and only now did he regret his noncommittal to the project.

Teroc swallowed heavily. “Where are you now, Codryst?”

“We just re-entered real space a few moments ago, and are preparing the final jump to your current location.”

“Lieutenant,” he began slowly. “Should we be preparing anything on this end?” Teroc was beginning to wonder just what he would need to detain a Jedi. A Dark Jedi at that, if the rumors were correct.

There was a brief pause at the other end, which bothered Teroc slightly.

“I think you misunderstand, Captain. She is a guest with us. Nothing needs to be prepared, as you so bluntly put it.”

Teroc blinked again at the comlink, surprised at the sudden arrogance that came across with the remark.

“Lieutenant, I think you are slightly confused. At what point did you presume I would allow a Dark Jedi to simply stroll along the hallways of my ship?” Teroc was beginning to get angry now, and he wasn’t completely sure as to why.

“And your alternative?”

“If she intends to work with us then she will gladly resign to the proper interrogations, which are standard procedure. If her intentions are otherwise, then there better be a damn good reason she’s sitting next to you instead of burning alive on whatever backwater planet you found her on.”

The comlink was quiet again, and Teroc considered continuing. As he began, a female voice came through the comlink, cutting him off.

“I will allow your interrogation, Captain. I think it will serve both of our interests to cooperate with each other.”

Each other?  Teroc was confused as to when he had failed to make his point clear. “I appreciate your cooperation, but keep in mind this is not a meeting of interests. You have much to explain, and the past isn’t forgotten, as easily as you may desire it to be.”

“Captain, are you threatening me?”

Teroc studied the comm speaker as if the answer to that question was visible there. “That depends on you, dear.”

“We shall see.” With that the transmission ended. Teroc raged inside, furious at the arrogance of her action. 

Jedi or no, she was in for an unpleasant surprise, Teroc decided. He stormed from the study, intent on breaking the will of his new arriving “guest.”

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Amongst the ranks of the Imperial Navy, the Victory II Star Destroyer Maelstrom was considered outdated, or at least, not up to specs. One of the last VicStar Deuce’s to launch from the Rendili Star-drives so long ago, she had seen much more then her fair share of action; more so than most of her surviving sister ships. Removed from refit lists twice in the last three years, it had become a constant uphill battle for Captain Teroc to keep her operating at peak performance. As more and more systems began to show their age, it was increasingly difficult for the captain to provide for her needs. The Imperial Star Destroyer project had collectively bottled up the available funds for capital warships and, with few exceptions, many of the older warships had been neglected. The Maelstrom still had a few years left in her, Teroc liked to believe, and he never wasted an opportunity to prove her worth. With the time and energy spent on maintaining a respectable asset to the Imperial Navy, Teroc had grown to love his ship more than his own family. It was no surprise that the Maelstrom meant more to him than his family, either.

With most of his preparations made or in the process of completion, Teroc finally allowed himself to feel a little more comfortable with the idea of a Jedi onboard his ship. His only previous experience with such an incident had been during ship inspections by Lord Vader, who was frightening enough without the power of the Force behind him. Although he had never been privy to some of the horror stories he had heard rumors about, he did not pretend to believe otherwise. The Force was something he was not meant to understand but that didn’t mean he shouldn’t respect it. Never underestimate the unknown, his father had told him often enough, it’s what you don’t know that can kill you. It was advice he had followed for a long time, and there was no reason to change a good thing.

At the same time however, he didn’t know the extent of the Force’s abilities, much less this particular Jedi’s handle on them. For that matter, who was to say that she was even a Jedi in the first place? Hadn’t the Emperor done away with the last of them? There was so much history that had been clouded over and edited by the Emperor, nothing felt like a solid truth. It occurred to him, albeit briefly that the next few hours could have served as an excellent opportunity to learn about this mysterious Force. But when he did this it only reminded him of the contemptuous attitude the female had displayed earlier. No one possessed the right to trample his importance and command. This Jedi needed to be put in her place quickly. Now that the time for just that was close at hand, he felt an anxiety and pressure that should have manifested in him much sooner, or so he would have thought.

As far as he knew this would be the first Jedi to return to public view. Teroc would soon be the man that brought a remaining Jedi to the Emperor. The Emperor’s will would be completed, and he would be a principal contributor to that end. Teroc could not help indulge the excitement that followed. Yes, he thought to himself, this woman was more important to him than he had originally suspected, and there wasn't a thing she or Lieutenant Codryst would do to prevent his intentions.

As if on cue, the main landing bay to the Maelstrom was suddenly filled with the brief klaxon alarms that signaled an arriving craft. Teroc stood at the rear of the hanger, behind the assembled mass of officers and Stormtroopers he had collected for the event. Roughly ninety men filled the room in ranks that, regardless of what they might be called, could in no way be considered ceremonial. The officers were mostly located directly in front of him, with the Stormtroopers in a semicircle in front of them, around the area where the Landing Craft would set down. All the men were armed, holding their weapons loosely, waiting for the ship to appear.

The bay did not possess a view of space, except for what could be seen of it at the edge of the immense pit in the center of the hanger, which allowed travel into and out of the Maelstrom. Most of the service techs that populated the room during a routine arrival had been instructed to leave the bay until the Jedi was in custody. Teroc had decided that the fewer unarmed men open to possible hostilities, the better.

The top wing of the Landing Craft became visible to all as it raised into the bay. The folding wings had already locked in their vertical positions and the craft quickly cleared the floor of the bay, drifting up and over to set down at the epicenter of the massed troopers. The men all raised their weapons, anxious for the hatch to release.

There were several moments of tense silence as the ship was powered down. The release of gasses from the ship gave the informal signal to everyone present that the hatch had begun to open. All the men had been briefed after being assembled, entirely aware of what was going on, and going to happen. Most of these men had lingering fears of the punishments and threats that Lord Vader and the Emperor had issued over the years, and these memories had the subtle effect of heightening their nervousness. Exactly as Teroc had hoped it would be.

The ship’s ramp touched down on the bay’s gleaming mirrored floor. As the first Stormtrooper walked out into the open from the ship he paused, unsure of what to make of the assembly. He looked back into the ship, at a loss for what to do. He turned back again hesitantly and walked down the ramp, followed by the other members of the special ops team. As they cleared the ship, several of Teroc’s Stormtroopers ushered them into a group off to the rear of the Landing Craft, where waiting officers took their weapons and explained their quarantine to them.

Lieutenant Codryst appeared at the hatchway next. Upon seeing him, Teroc walked forward to the craft.

“Ah, Lieutenant Codryst. Welcome home.” As Teroc hurriedly made his way to the ship he signaled to the three troopers closest to the ramp, who lowered their weapons.

Codryst stood at the top of the ramp, studying the room in visible confusion.

Teroc smiled inwardly as he reached the ship. He had accomplished what he had set out to do. “What are you waiting for? Come down here.”

Codryst signaled something into the craft, then walked down the ramp, focusing his eyes coldly on the captain. “What do you think you’re doing?” he asked through clenched teeth. “What is going on?”

“Oh, nothing you should concern yourself over.” Teroc placed an arm around the Lieutenant’s shoulders, attempting to guide him back toward the rear of the bay. Codryst resisted.

Teroc allowed a pained expression to cross his face. “Oh, come now, Codryst. We need to talk. I took the liberty of informing Coruscant of your discovery, and I’ve been instructed to contact them upon your arrival. They want to talk to you.” Teroc beamed a smile at the lieutenant. “This is it, Codryst. You’re moving up.”

Codryst stared at him, disbelieving. He glanced at a trooper that stood close by. “What’s with the show of force, Teroc?” He pointed back at the ship. “That’s a Dark Jedi in there. You don’t play around with that type of situation. Trust me.”

Teroc saw Codryst flinch mildly at the words, which caused him to briefly question the plan he had committed to. Things were in motion though, and once things were in motion...

“Codryst, I’m no idiot. We are simply taking precautions. You of all men should appreciate that.” Teroc urged Codryst forward again, and this time the Lieutenant reluctantly accepted.

“She is mine to interrogate, Teroc. My assignment, my target. If you have a problem with that, take it up with the Emperor.” The mention of the Emperor was an informal test of Ketriina Juirr, to see if she had been lying. Codryst did not know that Teroc himself had been unaware of the Emperor's death until only an hour ago. 

Teroc frowned at the mention of Palpatine. His plan to capitalize on the Jedi female had crumbled with the news of his demise. He had quickly decided on a more permanent course of action. “I’m afraid that isn't possible, Lieutenant. You’ve been away a long time, and things have changed.” Teroc paused briefly, then continued. “The Emperor and Lord Vader were killed by the Rebellion.”

Codryst feigned astonishment for the captain’s benefit. He had been unable to decide what to make of Ketriina on the trip home. There was no mistaking her power and ability, or denying of the past that her father had left behind. Still, something was different about her, something that didn’t fit the equation of a Dark Jedi. He knew now that she hadn’t lied to him, and that meant something. He couldn’t place it, but he had decided it smarter to work with her rather than against her until things became clearer.

The captain saw Codryst’s expression, and used it to his advantage. “We were just as surprised, Lieutenant. We only found out an hour ago. Things are changing rapidly now.”

Codryst turned back to the Landing Craft. “Regardless of that, she is still my assignment and I plan to carry it out to completion.”

Teroc smiled again, knowing otherwise. “Of course, of course. I’m not here to take her away from you.” A wave of the hand attempted to dismiss the Lieutenant’s notion.

Codryst looked around again slowly as he was led to the rear of the bay. Something didn’t feel right but he was unable to place it.

“Lieutenant.”

The unexpected voice was loud and cold. The Stormtroopers who had, for the most part, been watching the two officer’s discussion, all returned their attention to the Landing Craft, the source of the voice. All blasters were leveled at the hatchway, where a cloaked female now stood.

Codryst turned back towards her. Teroc also turned, unsure of how to handle this. This wouldn’t help his plan at all.

“I would recommend you not leave with the Captain, Codryst.”

Codryst looked at Teroc, who was studying the Jedi. “Why not?”

“Captain Teroc, I presume?” Ketriina started down the ramp.

Teroc smiled at Ketriina, thinking quickly. “Please, allow us to escort you.” At his signal four troopers walked to the foot of the ramp as she stepped off of it. One trooper produced binders, which he unfastened and prepared to place on her wrists.

“Is this how you treat all of your guests?” She asked. Teroc had expected her to deny the binders, but even as he cleared his throat to answer, he watched as she held her arms out to accept the binders’ firm grip on her wrists. This edged him slightly off his balance.

“Only the special ones, my dear, such as yourself.” He failed to hide the confusion on his face.

As the trooper locked the binders in place, Ketriina looked squarely at him for the first time. “Thank you,” She smiled brightly at him, and then continued to walk towards the Captain and Lieutenant. The Stormtroopers made no move to stop her.

Teroc, baffled at this behavior, tried to keep in control, although his mind now berated him for believing that he had ever had it in the first place. “We’ve prepared a room for you...”

Ketriina cut him off. “I’m sure you have, Captain. Tell me, what reason should I have for not trusting your hospitality?” As she kept her stride towards the two officers, she made a cursory glance to the assembled Stormtroopers. “Do I have you to thank for the rather unnecessary reception?”

Teroc unconsciously took a small step backwards as Ketriina stopped in front of him. “I rather believe it was necessary, Ketriina Juirr.” His eyes involuntarily glanced down to insure the binders were secured on her wrists.

“Are you frightened, Teroc?” Ketriina’s unwavering gaze met Teroc’s as if her head were made of stone. Teroc looked over to Codryst, who simply smiled at the captain.

Teroc returned to Ketriina. “No, of course not.”

The Dark Jedi smiled warmly at Teroc. “Pity.” With no other cue the binders around Ketriina’s hands released and fell to the floor. Teroc’s eyes went wide, terror unquestionably in his eyes.

“Rethink your feelings, Teroc, for they are everything. Never betray them.” Ketriina turned her head towards the line of troopers closest to the group. They backed away instantly.

She motioned for Teroc and Codryst to continue their exit from the hanger. “After you, please.”

Teroc glanced at Codryst, who smiled again and walked toward the exit. Teroc followed immediately, with Ketriina close behind.

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

The room that had been prepared for Ketriina was nothing more than a dimly lit holding area with a bare table built into the floor and a larger torture slab assembled in the rear. The table was located in the center of the room where three chairs surrounded it, two on one side, the third opposite those.

Ketriina entered the room and chose the single seat at the table. Codryst followed, standing up against the wall to her left. Teroc stood at that right wall effectively placing Ketriina between the two. Two Stormtroopers moved to either side of the door, which Ketriina had her back to. Finally, two interrogators moved to the unoccupied chairs across from her. One carried a small med-pack, which he placed on the desk. The two officers assigned to the interrogation had already been briefed with the little information that was known on the woman. They were reminded constantly to be cautious with her.

Ketriina paid little attention to them. Instead, she studied the array of needles and probes at the rear of the room, mounted to a large slab that rested diagonally away from another slab which harbored several restraints. In her many years of hiding she had never seen, nor heard of such a device.

“Will you use that on me?”

The two interrogators, who had been preparing a recording device while quietly mumbling to each other looked up at her. They knew what she was speaking about, of course.

“Do you see a need for that?” The first one asked.

Ketriina sighed heavily, apparently disappointed. “It’s going to be one of those sessions, isn’t it? No originality from the two of you, just a question to answer a question.”

The first interrogator watched her for a moment, then began. “I am Lieutenant Biyj, Ketriina. This here is Lieutenant Leric.” He nodded towards the second interrogator. “We are here to sort out the reasons for your sudden return to the galaxy from hiding. We are not here to play word games with you. However, if you wish to initiate that sort of confrontation then by all means do so. We are prepared. Otherwise, please don’t patronize either of us.”

Codryst looked across to Teroc, who was smiling at the two men. The Lieutenant hadn’t yet decided on what to expect from all of this, but he felt pretty certain he wouldn’t like it. As it seemed, already they were intending to push her hard and fast, and he knew what that could mean for everybody in the room. He steeled himself for a display of power to counter the arrogance of the interrogator.

Ketriina, to Codryst’s surprise, simply nodded.

“Good,” Leric spoke next. “We are aware that you have been hiding since your younger years. Eleven, I believe. And that you have done a skillful job at avoiding us at all manner of locales. This would indeed confirm your intent to hide from the Empire. Do you wish to explain the reasons why?”

Ketriina looked at the med-pack on the desk. “I have been hiding from the galaxy, not your Empire. I specifically ran from you when the Empire chose to hunt me down. Wouldn’t you do the same?”

Biyj sat back in his chair. “I wasn’t under the impression the galaxy was looking for you. In fact, with the exception of some old records that the Emperor deduced your existence from, no one knows who you are.”

She nodded to him. “Please, allow me to rephrase my response. I’ve been hiding from the galaxy for what I am, not who I am.”

“Yes, a Dark Jedi, as I recall reading somewhere. To be sure, a frightening prospect to anyone.” Biyj sat forward again. “What doesn’t fit is that you’re sitting here talking to us instead of vanquishing enemies at a whim, killing those who resist your will and torturing those who do. I mean, all the Dark Jedi I’ve ever known seem to follow that line of thought.”

“Really now? And how many Dark Jedi have you known, Biyj? Ketriina grinned without looking at either of the interrogators directly. “Are you asking for a demonstration?”

Codryst tensed at that, as did Teroc.

It dawned on Biyj at what he had done without realizing it. He swore inwardly, reminding himself to be more careful.

Leric laughed, which surprised everyone in the room. “Not at all. We’ve all heard about Codryst’s demonstration on the trip home. I think that what we are trying to discover is what you are doing here instead of playing Jedi somewhere else?”

Ketriina looked up to Leric for the first time. “You’re intelligent, Leric. That’s nice to see in a military outfit. Doesn’t happen often.”

Teroc frowned, certain that the comment was directed to him. Seemingly in answer to his thought, Ketriina turned and smiled at him. “Yes, you.”

Codryst, Leric and Biyj all looked at the captain. Teroc felt he had to say something.

“Opinions are only opinions, my dear.”

Ketriina nodded approval of the answer, and returned to the two interrogators.

“The simple truth is that I am not proud of what I am. That doesn’t change me, it just points out that I don’t have to like what I do. I’m sure many people have felt the same way on several occasions.” Ketriina reached for the med-pack and moved to work the latch that held it closed.

Biyj watched her grasp the pack and immediately moved to take it back. Almost instantly a searing pain entered his fingertips and shot up through his wrist. His arm twitched violently, causing him to start cursing to no one in particular.

Ketriina opened the pack just as Biyj returned a cold, angry glare at her. She only smiled as she pulled a painkiller from the contents and offered it to him.

“I’m so sorry. I abhor when that happens.”

“Don’t pretend you can’t control your powers,” Biyj snarled, clutching the affected hand close to his body.

“No, you misunderstand. I hate it when someone tries to take something from me.” Ketriina stopped smiling. She continued as if nothing had interrupted the questioning.

“My father, who I am sure you are all aware of, was a great man. Maybe not to the galaxy, but to me. It just so happens that he was forced to leave his daughter to protect her from those who sought to kill him.” For the first time since the interrogation had started Ketriina became visibly uncomfortable. Codryst felt sympathy but could not place the reason. Ketriina looked at him suddenly. In her eyes, Codryst saw her pain as well as gratitude for his concern. He looked away, unsure of what was happening here.

“Ketriina, your father, according to records killed millions by forced subversion. He starved families, children, and women. He enslaved fathers and sons, and for what?” Leric watched as she shifted in her seat. “Well, no one seems to know why. Do you?”

She was quiet for a long time. When it seemed she would not continue, she began again. “No. No, I do not. I wasn’t alive at the time. After I was born, when he was already in hiding, he began to teach me his ways. That’s when I learned to be what I am now. But he never brought up his past life to me.” She paused again. “I can’t apologize for him, but he was still my father.”

The room was quiet for a moment longer and Ketriina looked up quickly. “But I would like to state for the record that I find it pathetically tasteless of you to persecute my father for things that you are all responsible of yourselves, in the name of the Empire.” Her stare at them was menacing. “Tasteless, and decidedly dangerous.”

Biyj, still angry and in pain, spoke quickly. “Was that a threat?”

Ketriina tilted her head at him. “Yes, I'm fairly certain it was.”

Leric tried to steer the issue away from threats. “Threats won’t get us anywhere, will they?”

Ketriina continued to stare at Biyj. “It will make me feel better.”

Leric hadn’t expected that, and remained quiet.

Teroc spoke next. “Ketriina? What do you want now? You aren’t hiding anymore, so what is it that you want?”

Ketriina’s cold expression melted away slowly as she gave that some thought. To be fair, she had never really given it consideration before. She had only convinced herself that she didn’t want to hide anymore.

“I want the galaxy to answer for my father’s death. I want it to repay the life I spent in hiding. I want to know why I've been forced to hate myself for what I am.”

Codryst looked hard at her, trying to understand what she was saying.

Teroc nodded. “Do you want the help of the Empire to do this?”

Ketriina knew this question would come up, and she had prepared accordingly.

“Yes. I want to work with the Empire. But only for a period of time that suits my desire to do so.”

Codryst felt this was wrong. Something wasn’t making sense, and he was unsure of what to say. Ketriina looked towards him, a question in her eyes. Not one to him, but one about him. Codryst became uncomfortable with this ability to perceive his thoughts. He felt he was being violated, and at that thought Ketriina immediately ceased the invasion.

Teroc continued. “As it happens, we’ve been assigned to a fleet post. Our mission is still unclear, but I’m sure my new commanding officer would be happy to meet you.” He looked to Codryst. “We are jumping for the rendezvous point in two hours. Your team is still assigned to us.” Codryst only nodded, still eyeing Ketriina, working through her intentions.

Biyj was unconvinced. “What are you trying to prove, Ketriina?” He demanded. “Do you think you can appear after so many years and just ask the Empire to help you?”

Ketriina eyed him carefully. “You are too simple-minded and eager to even begin understanding your place in this, Biyj. When you have figured that out, then you can question me all you like about my place in it.”

His face flushed with anger. “I don’t care who you are or what you can do, Juirr. You don’t frighten me. You had a lot of nerve coming here.”

“Do you have a family, Biyj?” Ketriina glanced down to the table.

Biyj stopped, unprepared for the question. He looked at Leric, who shrugged in return.

“Yes. So?”

“Then I’m sure they’ll thank me for this.” Ketriina looked up to Biyj as he straightened forcefully in his chair, as if something had gripped him. The sudden motion caught everyone’s attention in time to see the interrogator’s head quickly forced forward and down onto the table with a loud, wet crack that filled the room.

Biyj’s body slide back and to the ground, forcing his chair to slide back on the hard floor. Leric stood and backed away.

Ketriina looked to Teroc. “Are we finished now?  I'm starving.”

Teroc nodded quickly. “Yes, of course.”

She stood, facing Codryst. He was unsure of what to say, but before he had any opportunity to try, she turned and left the room. Teroc followed with Leric at his side. Codryst moved last, as the Stormtroopers retrieved the body of the interrogator.

As he entered the hallway, Codryst had a horrible feeling that he was going to regret ever finding Ketriina Juirr.

Chapter Six

Ketriina Juirr switched the bedside lamp off, throwing a blanket of darkness over everything in her room. She had been up for countless hours, deciding how best to proceed with her new situation. Things had moved very quickly, much more so than she would have hoped, but she hadn’t been given another option. She had been somewhat forced down her new path. She had no choice but to follow through now.

From orders she had heard Captain Teroc giving many of his officers, she had come to learn the Maelstrom was on its way to the Annaj system. Being recalled from a current assignment is hardly a surprising move in the Imperial Navy, but this one seemed rushed, almost resigned. A massive regrouping was occurring at Annaj, and Ketriina had safely assumed this was in direct correlation to the recent death of the Emperor. She had to give the Imperials credit. They moved quickly in times of need. In the same context, she had more personal reasons to issue the deserved credit.

Ketriina pulled the bed covers tighter as she rolled onto her side. Lieutenant Codryst may never learn just how close he had come to catching her. He had almost succeeded twice, wherein his predecessors had never even managed to catch a glimpse of her, much less provide a threat. This alone had made her more curious about the man who had been charged with presenting her to the Emperor, dead or alive. Now that he was inwardly becoming more curious about her, she knew she had several reasons to pay him close attention.

As a child Ketriina had studied many of her father's skills, as he had insisted. But she had discovered a natural thirst for understanding, an accelerated method of learning that forced her to study things on her own, independently. Much as a child is inclined to delve into things which were better left alone, it was in this manner that Ketriina became acutely aware of many of her abilities. Nothing so dark and cruel as to label her an outcast or dangerous child, she had nonetheless practiced many of her mental powers on her playmates. Reading and manipulating their minds, “encouraging” them to do things for the other children’s amusement. She had always won at hide and seek, never missed at memory games. Making another child eat bugs or steal candy came naturally. She never confided in anyone these actions; she simply learned from them.

In this way she had discovered how to understand a person’s behavior and intentions. She could predict actions and plan responses in the blink of an eye. She trained herself to know a person without having to invade their thoughts and feelings. She had become an exceptional judge of character. It was in this way, that she learned Codryst would be someone worth watching, even working closely with.

Still, for all the good this ability had served her, she had nonetheless been forced to apply it toward herself when she had come to discover who, or what, her father had truly been.

A tear streamed down Ketriina’s left cheek, wetting the pillow she rested on. She blinked, and the water that had formed at the shallow of her eye obscured her vision slightly. She removed a hand from its comfort under the warm blanket and wiped the tears from her face.

As a young girl Ketriina recognized her father to be the only person who ever succeeded in bringing joy to her life. He could make her laugh with little effort, and he had an engaging way of stimulating her learning ability, never force feeding her with information, but simply leaving it available to her when she felt ready for it. Although she wouldn’t realize it until much later, long after she had any opportunity to do anything about it, her mother never had a chance at winning the love of Ketriina. Ketriina had always told herself by way of convenient excuses that it had been her mother that had cared so little. Belatedly, she recognized that, in fact, it had been herself that had been shutting her mother out of her life, ultimately forcing the departure of her mother when Ketriina was nine. It hurt Ketriina horribly that she remembered very clearly never missing her.

Her father had continued the lessons, allowing Ketriina to possess everything she wanted. On the small planet of Ulonos, where she had been born, this wasn’t saying much. The planet held only a small population, made up mostly of out-of-luck farmers and traders who had come to the planet when it was rumored a vast array of resources were found amongst the rolling hills and shallow valleys that covered the majority of Ulonos. As it had turned out, the original claims were highly optimistic, and most ventures to the planet failed. As a result, Ulonos had become an unimportant destination, a perfect place to lose oneself, exactly as her father had hoped. Of course, Ketriina never learned of this reason until much later, after her father’s own sudden departure, two years after her mother left them.

Ketriina lived with her father’s friends after that but never really fit in. They weren’t able to teach her the way her father had, and often shied away from her when she practiced the lessons her father had taught her. For the next several years, she quietly continued her regular schooling, keeping to herself, never truly happy again. Her new family hardly participated with her and rarely included her in anything. She never again heard any news from or about her father, and for this reason she decided she felt she had to leave Ulonos as soon as she could arrange it. She hated being in a place where she wasn’t necessarily wanted, and she entertained joyful hopes of finding her father.

The tears flowed freely now, and Ketriina made no effort to stop them. She held her eyes closed tightly enough to cause the beginnings of a dull pain in her head. She had never addressed her feelings in this way before. Perhaps if she allowed herself this mental anguish, just this one time, she might bring a small amount of peace back to the forefront of her mind, which could only benefit her future intentions.

She sat up in the darkness, looking out the window at stars streaming by in the consistent lines of light that were telltale sign of hyperspace travel. Annaj was still a good distance away. It dawned on her that it was because of her the Imperial’s had been this far out in the first place.

She had never given much thought to the purpose and reason behind the Emperor’s desire to locate her. She hadn’t broken any laws, or done anything else incriminating, as much as she was aware. She had always stayed close to whatever temporary home she had found, venturing out into the nearby cities only to acquire the few things she periodically required. The Empire had no valid reason to hunt her. It seemed that only her abilities as a Dark Jedi had brought the attention of the Emperor to her, which also seemed odd since she rarely displayed those powers in public places. She had finally resigned herself to the belief that only the ideology and fear of the Dark Jedi had focused the Emperor's attention on her. This reasoning actually upset her. All of this was entirely impersonal. It had nothing to do with her, just who she was, and who her father had been.

After leaving Ulonos with the help of a trader who regularly delivered supplies to a nearby farmer’s home, Ketriina traveled to several spaceports and trading outposts, unsure of where to go. She had been so occupied with leaving her home world that she never actually gave any thought to where she wanted to end up. The trader who had taken her onboard had made several suggestions, but nothing felt right to her. She was only seventeen at the time, naive with the vast number of options available to her.

It was in one of the several trading centers that she had taken an afternoon to visit a local shopping fair. Missing the constant academic atmosphere she loved in school back home, she found a library of sorts and began rummaging through the slim offerings. One datacard caught her attention. Although she was unfamiliar with the history and situations the card made references to, much of the material had frightened her in a way she never imagined. She purchased the datacard and quickly returned to her small bunk on the trader’s ship.

Ketriina’s thoughts were interrupted as the main engines on the Maelstrom cut out. The consistent droning of the three drives was a palpable ambient noise that existed constantly in the back of Ketriina’s mind, yet she never actually noticed their presence until it disappeared, as it did now. She saw through her room window that the stars were indeed points of light again. The Maelstrom had dropped out of light speed. Her guess was a final course change to throw off any Rebels that might be trying to locate the Star Destroyer. Normally Star Destroyer captains didn’t exhibit a fear of actually being hunted down; one usually was being hunted by a Star Destroyer, not the other way around. Yet, as she had guessed, the Imperials were taking no chances now. Every ship counted. Which went a long way in explaining why this older craft was being sent to a new task force. A lower, deeper rumbling vibrated the ship momentarily, but she was unable to identify the source or cause for it. Brief curiosity to the possibility of a problem encouraged her to reflexively reach out into the minds of random members of the crew for any information.

It was entirely an unconscious act. Ketriina had adapted her abilities so naturally to her everyday tasks and responsibilities, that the powers of the Force she possessed were truly and completely a sixth sense to her. Just as she could hear the engines running without recognizing their presence, so she was able to touch the minds of others as if nothing were happening.

In every instance she could find nothing that concerned her. Everything seemed routine and quite normal. She hadn’t realized how tense she had become, but with the knowledge she gained from the minds on the ship, she breathed a small sigh. As she moved her eyes back to the window, she took notice of the darkened shape resting on her room table.

She climbed from underneath her covers and took the few steps over to the table. The small pouch she had brought with her sat closed in a small heap there. She unclipped the small latch and rummaged briefly inside, pulling out a small datacard. Her fingers traced lightly around the edges of the plastic as her eyes lifted to stare out into the galaxy. A galaxy that hated her kind, her father, and her powers. A galaxy that didn’t even know she existed, and lived in comfort because of that ignorance.

Ketriina returned to her bed with the card. Again wrapped in the warmth of the blankets, she positioned the card just above her chest. She removed her hands from it, yet it did not fall. Using less concentration than her body used to simply breathe, she held it motionless in the air with her mind, inches from her breasts. She had memorized every word on the card. She could recite it in its entirety, although she hated everything the datacard could tell her. With barely a thought the card began to spin slowly, revolving in place. Ketriina found it relaxing to do this sort of thing periodically.

The datacard had been Ketriina’s forced maturity. Up until she had discovered it, Ketriina had considered herself an adult, able to take care and protect herself from anything she couldn’t predict. Her powers gave her exceptional clarity and wonderful insight. But until that day in the shopping fair, she had been unfocused. Unaware of what to do or where to go. The datacard had been a wake up call in much the same way an orbital bombardment from an Imperial Star Destroyer could be called a “bad thing.” She had stayed in her room, locked by choice, for hours that day. When she emerged from her bunk that evening, she would never again feel the thrill of having an open galaxy of possibilities, the excitement of knowing she could do anything she pleased, go anywhere she desired. The datacard had been the key that forever locked the room holding her life and dreams captive.

On that day, in that room, Ketriina had for the first time read of the Jedi. Members of society who had taken up the task of protecting and defending the galaxy. Sensitive to the ways of the Force, they used powers and abilities only available to the Jedi to bring peace to ravaged worlds, order to tyranny and wisdom to any who wished to learn it. The Jedi were a noble and respected people. And as with all things, there was a dark side to a good thing.

The Dark Jedi, as they collectively became known even though they had seldom ever worked together, had found other methods of using the Force. Subtle differences that worked toward sinister ends such as greed and power. The Dark Jedi held no discipline for the powers they wielded, and cared little for anything save their own dark desires. Ketriina, never previously hearing of such tales had instantly become uncomfortable of the Dark Jedi she read about, much as one instinctively singles out a bad character in a holo-vid story. She continued reading the stories on the datacard that told of continued atrocities the Dark Jedi had been committing for several centuries. While doing so, she unexpectedly found her father listed among some of the recent entries. Her heart grew cold at the words, recognizing for the first time that the powers and abilities outlined on the datacard were several of which she had mastered herself; in fact, mastered extremely well, to her own horror.

The datacard moved on to explain the mission of the Jedi Knights. The galaxy as a whole so many centuries ago, had requested the help and might of the Jedi Knights to bring an end to the Dark Jedi. Countless occurrences of great battles of the Force between the Light and Dark Side were recorded, but Ketriina had been unable to locate her father in any of these. After a little date tracing, it appeared that a few entries mentioning her father amongst a small group of Dark Jedi exploiting a previously unknown inhabited planet were the last that included him. After that, he simply disappeared from the galaxy for several years. It was easy for her to discover that this was the period of time in which she had been born and raised.

Ketriina’s eyes returned to the window as the main engines again cut in. As the stars stretched and thinned, the Maelstrom was once again on her way towards Annaj. Ketriina turned back to the still revolving datacard.

At the discovery of her father’s purposeful absence from the Jedi Knights, Ketriina was shocked to understand for the first time that he had also been hiding from an entire galaxy that hated him. Determined to learn all she could in that locked room so long ago, she had scoured the datacard for any more information on her father.

According to the entries she was able to find, a senator of the Old Republic had risen to claim the title of Emperor shortly before her father had left her. One of his first orders had been to hunt down and exterminate the Jedi Knights. Darth Vader, a Dark Jedi who mysteriously appeared at the Emperor’s side as his most trusted servant, had been charged with the daunting task. Ketriina was able to find little else on the Jedi following these few entries. She could not confirm that her father had been one of the Jedi hunted down. As much as she resisted the possibility, she couldn’t deny the timing in which her father left her. The only explanation that gave her comfort, if it could indeed be called that, was in hoping he had left her in order to keep her hidden from the purge.

Ketriina began to sob. The datacard continued its endless motion in circles as she began to remember her father as the man he had been to her, rather than the thing this card, and the galaxy had made him.

He raised and left me without ever telling me what I was. Ketriina had once tried to hate him for that, but she couldn't continue doing so. She remembered so much of him that it hurt to hate the only person who ever cared for her.

The information she had learned on that datacard had forced her to rethink who she was. On that day, for the first time ever, it occurred to Ketriina that she couldn’t remember ever seeing her mother display the kind of abilities her father had. As she searched her memory, Ketriina painfully realized just how much she had excluded her mother from their family.

Ketriina, staring absent-mindedly at the revolving datacard, was unable to hold back the emotions she had controlled for so long. For the past twenty-six years she had been searching for her mother, hoping to locate her and make amends for nine unforgivable years. She had discovered very little, but had been forced continuously to run from one temporary home to another as the Empire initiated its hunt for her.

Ketriina returned to an earlier thought. She couldn’t place at what point in time she had become an interest to the Emperor. Shortly after turning twenty she had been searching through a collection of censuses taken on Ulonos she had finally tracked down when, unexpectedly, she felt something she had never previously experienced. A commotion outside caused her to take an interest in what was going on. A group of Imperial Stormtroopers had gathered outside, and seemed interested in the library she was in. The old caretaker of the library had found her upstairs. She had become friends with him in the short time she had lived in the city, so he was quick to inform her that the Imperials were asking about her. Confused but determined not to be questioned, she easily managed her way to safety. It proved to be for only a short period of time. Since then countless teams of Imperials had chased her. So many lives, so many faces, that were intent on capturing her even though they had never met her, and regardless of the fact that she had done nothing to any of them.

Coming full circle, Ketriina ceased her crying. This last group of Imperials had been hunting her for three years now. As a group, they had become very predictable to her. As always her abilities to second guess the actions of others had consistently granted her freedom from their capture. It was only when Lieutenant Codryst was given command of this assignment that she had first become concerned at how close to success the Imperials were coming. On two separate occasions Ketriina had only narrowly escaped them, and that was two times too many for her. She had tried valiantly to keep from practicing the more directly violent and disagreeable powers she had learned to perform. She hated that the past actions of Dark Jedi had condemned her to a life of shame and hiding. She would never forgive herself for what she had done to her mother. On these principles alone she strived to be something different, as if she were illustrating some important point to the datacard.

It was for these reasons that she never killed any of the men that had hunted her over the last two decades. In fact, she had actually never killed another man until earlier today in the interrogation room. It horrified her at how easy it had been done, and at how very little it bothered her. She assumed that killing someone should have troubled her more, but in the same breath, everything she had learned about the Dark Jedi supported her lack of concern. It was her anger that had killed Lieutenant Biyj. In the past her attempts at being something different from her father had made her afraid of giving into her anger, for fear of what she would be capable of accomplishing. Now that she had committed the action, she was not surprised at her ability. She wasn’t going to give it much thought, either. She was exhausted at pretending she was something she wasn’t. With control and common sense she was confidant that she would be able to live without hiding who she really was. It was time to live her life the way she wanted to. Not the way history had forced her. Not the way the Empire had required her to.

Lieutenant Codryst had definitely been on the right path to catching her. A few more encounters and she would have had no choice but to begin killing for her freedom. And so, with these thoughts, she decided it best to step from the shadows voluntarily.

Ketriina finally began drifting towards sleep. She had worked through these memories countless times before, but she had never let herself lose control of her emotions. Perhaps it was the idea of beginning again with new intentions. She was unsure, but the emotional release had both eased and exhausted her. She hadn’t lost sight of her original goals, only discovered that she had been trying to complete them in entirely the wrong way. With what she now planned, everything would be much easier for her.

With these final thoughts Ketriina Juirr slipped from consciousness into the first decent sleep she had experienced in twenty-four years. And even as she slept, the datacard continued its measured revolutions, hanging only inches above her tired body.

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

For what it was worth, it certainly didn’t seem like the Imperial Navy was experiencing a lack of capital ships. The Super Star Destroyer Attrition drifted effortlessly in the Annaj system, surrounded at various distances by four Imperial-class Star Destroyers and six Victory-class Star Destroyers Mark II. Three Interdictor cruisers were forming a picket line with several other Carrack and Strike class cruisers a few thousand klicks out. TIE fighters raced from patrol sectors to ships while several Imperial shuttles ferried parts and crew from one ship to another, distributing supplies as needed. TIE pilots were extremely protective of the technical crews that serviced and maintained the Empire’s capable fighters. These craft weren’t the first thing most of them would choose to fight a battle in. No shields, no hyperdrive and no life support were the sacrifices made to insure numerical superiority and fast, agile maneuverability. If the TIE craft weren’t in the best possible condition for service, then the pilots would soon discover they had just one more thing to worry about, usually right at the moment they had no time to spare worrying. If the TIE pilots had any say in the matter, which they did, then no technical crew or ferrying shuttle was going to find themselves in the middle of a war zone.

Admiral Raggia stood at the head of the Attrition’s bride watching the entire operation with half-hearted interest. He had been given only a short time to occupy the area and he was getting restless about leaving. The bulk of the remaining Imperial Naval forces would be converging on this area soon for a massive regrouping, and he had been instructed to vacate the system long before then. Either the current head of the Imperial Naval offices didn’t want anyone else to know about this new fleet, or they were just looking to avoid confusion wherever possible. Mixing several fleet forces together in one system always caused headaches for everyone involved.

The Admiral’s new fleet was essentially ready to commence the extended operations it was massed for. A call from Admiral Yuriss had instructed him to make a quick stop here to wait for a last minute addition to the fleet roster. Yuriss had given him little else to work with, just that the ship had been on an extended mission that it had just completed, somewhat unexpectedly to everyone concerned. Well, to everyone that had been paying attention, at least. So here he was, waiting for one more ship to complement an already impressive display of power. Just what the Empire needed right now.
Raggia had already begun to notice some of the effects the Emperor’s death had forced on the Imperial Navy. Nothing he would have paid attention to before, but something to be noted just the same. In the past, all the orders he had ever received, from the smallest of tasks to the grandest of schemes had a direction, a focus. There was a plan behind the plan, a purpose and reason for everything. Now, whoever was in charge seemed to be grasping at straws, desperately hoping to find a direction in which to move. It was like suddenly discovering the answer to a question you’ve just forgotten. What do you do with it?

The Admiral turned from the technological ballet being coordinated around his flagship, making his way toward the bridge chair. Much of what he was now ordered to do seemed more like the hopes of someone trying to be in the right place at the right time. The only catch was that no one had yet figured out where the right place would be, or when the right time would occur. It didn’t concern him too much, though. He had what he had always dreamed of having, and he even had the authority to do what he pleased with it. It was rare when both of those situations coexisted.

As for the ship scheduled to arrive any time now, Raggia had been told to expect a surprise.

Baffled at what that could be, Raggia took his seat, eager to just move on and perform the objectives he had been given.

“Admiral?”

Raggia looked to the tracking officer who had summoned him. “Yes?”

“We have a new contact just outside of the picket line. Just dropped out of hyperspace. She is hailing us as the Maelstrom.”

“She’s a VicStar Deuce, sir.” Admiral Raggia's fleet captain walked towards him from a nearby monitor station.

Admiral Raggia’s brow creased slightly. What could be so important about a VicStar Deuce? “Captain Serrata, who is the Captain of that ship?”

Serrata already knew the answer to that; he knew the man personally. “A Captain Teroc, sir. I served under him for almost a full tour. Good man stuck with an old relic.”

Admiral Raggia smiled a little at the comment. VicStar Deuces had lost their edge when the new Imperial-class Star Destroyers were introduced and no one ever let the rivalry die.  Captain Serrata would glean a little pleasure in showing off his Super Star Destroyer to an old superior. Although the Attrition was Raggia’s flagship, there was still a Captain assigned to helm her. He just had to take orders from an ever present supervisor rather than from a datapad.

“Well then, let’s get this fleet moving. Captain, recall all loose fighters and supply craft, prepare the fleet for the jump in minus forty minutes. Lieutenant?” Raggia turned to the communication officer. “Have the Maelstrom brought in system, and invite Captain Teroc over for a brief introduction.”

Both men attended to their orders. Admiral Raggia couldn’t help but notice the grin on his Captain’s face. Yes, Serrata would certainly get a kick out of this reunion.

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

“Thank you, Attrition.  Maelstrom out.” The communications officer entered a few commands into his terminal, and then fed the coordinates given to him by the Attrition’s tracking officer across to the navigator’s station.

Captain Teroc watched his men perform the functions expertly, happy with the work and dedication he had earned from them. Teroc allowed his bridge crew liberties few Captains would ever entertain. His was a ship and crew that few paid attention to anymore. He was forced to find other ways of encouraging their service and loyalty.

Lieutenant Codryst stood by Teroc’s side. “This should prove interesting.”

The captain nodded agreement. “You’re sure about this, then?”

“I don’t completely trust her yet, Teroc. Still, I can’t dismiss her intentions. If she wants our help and is willing to work for it, who are we to question her?”

“You saw what she did to Biyj, Codryst. She didn’t even blink when she did it.”

Codryst grinned at Teroc. “All the more reason to listen, wouldn’t you say?”

“I won’t be bullied by her abilities.” Teroc turned to head for his shuttle. Codryst quickly followed. As they walked, Teroc continued. “I don’t care how powerful she is, or she thinks she is, she just walked into the middle of an entire fleet. She wouldn’t stand a chance if we wanted to stop her.”

“Teroc, why would we want to stop her?”

The Captain looked over at Codryst. “If you care to remember the orders you were originally given, which haven’t changed I might add, she was intended to be brought before the Emperor for summary execution. I’d say that makes for an excellent reason to stop her.”

“I understand that, Captain.”

Teroc stopped and glared at him. “Do you? Do you really?”

Codryst eyed him carefully. “The Emperor is dead, Teroc. So is Lord Vader. She hasn’t harmed anyone other than that idiot Biyj. What do we stand to lose from her aid?”

Teroc smiled with his next question. “You’ve already forgotten what she did to you?”

Codryst looked away. “She wouldn’t have killed me. I can’t explain how I know that, but I’m certain of it. I don’t quite understand any of this yet, but that doesn’t mean I can’t try.”

Teroc’s smile relaxed. “You had a mission, Lieutenant. That mission has been concluded. You don’t have to stay attached to it.”

Codryst didn’t respond at first. Teroc checked his chronometer.

Codryst turned and continued to the hanger decks. “No, I don’t have to. I need to.”

Teroc followed him through the hallways. “I don’t understand what you’re talking about, but I hope you realize that this is out of your hands when we visit Admiral Raggia.”

“We’ll see.” Codryst activated his comlink.

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

The knock at her door stole Ketriina’s attention away from her view. She had been watching as the Maelstrom made it's way between two Interdictor cruisers on picket duty. She was amazed at the power massed just outside her window. She had never seen such a diverse array of war craft, and they were all massive and breathtaking. She could see several smaller ships in the vicinity as well, which made her begin to reconsider what she was doing. The knock succeeded in drawing her away from any last minute changes she might have decided on making.

“Enter.”

The door slid open to reveal two officers. She could tell by their uniforms that they were Codryst’s men, not the captain’s. Perhaps Teroc had learned his lesson. She could tell that these two had already heard the story of her interrogation. Their fear was immediately palpable.

“Ma’am. We’ve been instructed to escort you to the hanger deck.” The officer stepped forward, fighting his desire not to.

“Will I be returning here?”

The officer looked back at his companion, who shrugged. “Well, I don’t really know, ma’am. The Captain and Lieutenant are heading over to the Attrition to meet with Admiral Raggia. You’ve been...” The Officer took a small step back before continuing, “...uh, instructed to join them.”

Ketriina stood quickly, which startled both men. “Very well. Shall we?” She gestured for the officers to lead the way as she reached for her cloak and pouch.

As they exited the room, Ketriina could feel the wave of relief wash over both of them, to which she smiled softly.

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

In the hanger deck, Codryst and Teroc stood by as a tech crew finished prepping the Captain’s shuttle. Gathering their equipment, the techs cleared the immediate area when they finished, just as Ketriina and her two escorts entered the bay. All five of them made their way into the shuttle, which lifted off shortly afterwards.

Upon clearing the hanger, the shuttle pilot lowered the raised wings and pushed the sub-light drive to maximum power. With a quiet acceleration the shuttle shot forward. The pilot brought the craft gracefully around, straightening his course for the Attrition.

Through the open cockpit hatch the passengers were able to see the immense technological beauty of the Super Star Destroyer growing larger in the viewport. Regardless of what anyone thought about the usefulness of the monstrous ships, it was impossible not to respect the power they wielded. Several other Star Destroyers could be seen as well, and Captain Teroc whistled softly.

“Someone really wants to hurt the Rebellion.”

Ketriina looked over at the captain. “You weren’t aware of all of this?”

Teroc returned her gaze. “No. I was only given orders to meet up with this fleet. They didn’t tell me anything about it.”

“Is that normal?” Ketriina asked.

Teroc chuckled. “Normal? I don’t think anything the Empire does anymore could by called normal.” He shifted slightly to find a more comfortable position. “You must understand something, Ketriina Juirr. I am the captain of an outdated capital warship. My crew and ship are generally regarded as leftovers, antiques. I do the best I can with what I have, and the Empire rarely gives me what I need to anything better than that.”

Ketriina frowned. “I hadn’t really given the internal politics of the Empire much thought before.”

Teroc eyed Codryst, who was simply watching the conversation. “Ask Codryst here about politics sometime. He’s got stories. As for me…” He motioned out towards the Attrition. “Until I find out more about my new commanding officer, I’ll hold my reservations for what I think of this situation.” He paused, taking a deep breath. “As for the politics, well…I think that the death of the Emperor will relieve much of that problem. The Empire probably doesn’t have much choice now but to pay attention to us antiques.”

Codryst smiled at that. “Regardless of what he thinks of your ship, Teroc, I’m sure that Admiral Raggia will still have a great deal of interest in us.” His continued stare at Ketriina made it clear what he was referring to.

The Captain didn’t know what to say to that. Instead, he returned his gaze to the Super Star Destroyer the shuttle was now maneuvering under. He mumbled under his breath, “Somebody is one lucky bastard.” To this, they all silently agreed.

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

“Ah, Captain Teroc, I presume.” Admiral Raggia stepped forward to shake hands with the Captain. “Welcome aboard the Attrition. I’m glad you’ll be joining our current assignment.”

Teroc grasped the man’s proffered hand. “Thank you, Admiral. I’m grateful for the change of assignment.”

Raggia tilted his head slightly. “Oh?  How so?” Not the sort of response he had expected from the captain.

Teroc grinned. “Extended system patrols are rarely ever exciting.”

The Admiral laughed. “Agreed, Captain. I was there myself once.” Raggia turned to the Lieutenant that had followed Teroc from the shuttle’s landing ramp. “Welcome Lieutenant...”

Codryst snapped a salute. “Lieutenant Codryst, sir.”

Raggia returned the salute. “An Army officer saluting an admiral in the Navy? I haven’t seen that in a long time.” He grinned. “I quite like it, although it isn’t necessary.”

“Thank you, sir.” Codryst relaxed slightly. He knew the interesting part was coming, and he wanted to be prepared for it.

The landing bay that they stood in was rather small. Empty, save for a few Stormtroopers who were standing post at the entrance to the bay and the tech crew that was attending the shuttle, the echoes of distant noises and their own conversation rebounded throughout the hanger. This meeting was entirely functional, and held no reason for ceremony. Only the Admiral had met them when they arrived. 

Admiral Raggia finally took notice of the female who had accompanied both men. This was completely unexpected, and entirely unprecedented for Raggia. He couldn’t remember the last time he had seen a woman on an Imperial warship. He didn’t bother hiding his curiosity. “And this is?”

Ketriina stepped forward between Teroc and Codryst, offering her hand. “Ketriina Juirr. Pleasure to meet you, Admiral. I look forward to working with you.”

Raggia frowned, looking to Teroc. “Captain?” He did not take her hand.

Teroc shifted uncomfortably. “Admiral, this is the Dark Jedi Ketriina Juirr. She was the object of Lieutenant Codryst’s previous assignment for quite some time.”

Raggia’s face turned cold. “A Jedi? Captain, is this a joke?”

Before he could respond, Ketriina interrupted. “Admiral, I am standing right here. I would prefer you not discuss me as if I were not present.” She continued to hold her hand out to Raggia, who eyed her questioningly.

The two studied each other for several moments. Just when Teroc was going to attempt changing the subject, Raggia spoke. “I think now would be a good time for the four of us to have a small discussion. If you will follow me, please?” Without another word, he turned and headed for the troopers on post and the outer concourse beyond.

Teroc turned a dangerous glare to Ketriina, who followed the Admiral. Codryst moved past him to follow her.

“This is going to be fun,” He muttered to the Captain as he walked.

Teroc grunted. “You are not a funny man, Lieutenant,” He shot back as he moved to keep up.

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Raggia escorted the three visitors to his operations room, a small, functional chamber located just off the bridge. Inside, a medium-sized conference table with room to seat eight was used to discuss and coordinate anything Admiral Raggia felt required a closed quarters environment. A padded chair was located in front of each of eight small control panels built into the table, allowing every person at the table access to the large monitor located on the far wall. Everything in the room was mirrored, gloss black and purely functional. One entire wall of the room was made up of a single transparisteel viewport, allowing for a splendid view of the massive fleet silently drifting outside. Raggia enjoyed the room’s atmosphere. Of everything he had acquired with his new command, this room was likely his most treasured pleasure.

Two Stormtroopers and an officer stood at the entrance to the room, and Codryst had no doubts as to what they were here for. Ketriina sat next to the Lieutenant. Teroc took the seat on her opposite side. Raggia stood at the head of the table, entering information into his personal console. It was the only one in the room that was networked directly into the Super Star Destroyer's expansive database.

“Ketriina Juirr, you said?” He looked briefly up at her. She nodded.

The Admiral looked back down to the terminal on his console. “Captain Teroc, are you aware of the Jedi purges that were commissioned by the Emperor and Lord Vader more than twenty years ago?” Raggia was punching keys with one hand.

“Of course, Admiral.” Teroc could tell he was not going to enjoy this at all.

Raggia pressed one final key, and waited. Codryst assumed he was querying the massive databank the Attrition held in its computer core for anything on Ketriina Juirr. The Lieutenant knew he wouldn’t find anything.

“Interesting.” The Admiral looked up at Ketriina. “Seems we have no information on you. I find that odd since any information on an existing Jedi would certainly be accessible. After all…” Raggia’s eyes squinted slightly with their hard stare. “It is a standing Imperial order to terminate any Jedi discovered in the course of standard operations.” Ketriina continued to stare at the admiral.

Raggia turned to Codryst. “You were on assignment to catch this woman? Why isn’t that assignment listed on the current SAL?”

Codryst straightened, ready to defend himself from any verbal exchange with Raggia.

“Admiral, the orders have been standing for the past thirteen years. I was assigned seven months ago to the special ops team that has been working on this for the past three years.”

Raggia took his seat. “I am truly happy for you. Now answer the question, Lieutenant.”

Codryst continued. “Sir, the orders are not on the Standing Assignments List because the Emperor did not place them there. They were issued by him in secret to keep them from becoming common knowledge. The orders instruct a special ops team to locate the child of one Gyursa Juirr, a Dark Jedi on the purge list you mentioned a moment ago.” Codryst saw Ketriina flinch slightly at the mention of her father. He watched her for a moment, before continuing. She had no other visible reaction. “Lord Vader was unsuccessful in killing him, and he has remained at large ever since.” Ketriina’s head spun to Codryst, and he couldn’t ignore the sudden interest she had in him.

Admiral Raggia had noticed as well. “Is there a problem, Jedi?”

Ketriina stared hard at Codryst, who was feeling very uncomfortable with the attention. “You know of my father?” It had never occurred to her to ask about him before now. “He’s alive?”

Codryst cleared his throat, looking at her with confusion in his eyes. “I don’t know. I only know that he escaped his confrontation with Lord Vader some fourteen years ago. The Emperor had no idea you existed until after Vader failed in killing Gyursa.” Codryst was unable to keep from asking the next question. “You weren’t aware of this?”

Ketriina shook her head. “My father left me when I was eleven years old. I never heard from him again, and I've been unsuccessful in finding him.”

Admiral Raggia looked over to Captain Teroc, who shrugged his lack of understanding.

“Lieutenant? What were your specific orders regarding Ms. Juirr?” The Admiral returned his gaze to Ketriina, who understood exactly where Raggia was now heading with this meeting.

Codryst waited a moment before continuing. “Admiral, I was instructed to bring Ketriina Juirr before the Emperor. He would extract the information of Gyursa’s current location, and then execute her.” Codryst did not look at Ketriina as he spoke the words, hoping that she wouldn’t take it personally. It, then, occurred to him how ludicrous his thought had been. How could she not take the order of her execution personally?

Raggia looked away thoughtfully, not really focusing his concentration on anything specific. Codryst looked nervously to Teroc, who wasn’t planning on participating in this unless forced to. Ketriina looked down to the table's mirror finish, studying her reflection.

At any moment she could have taken control of this conversation, forcing the results she was hoping for. Two things had discouraged her from that path, and now she doubted her whole approach in coming to the Empire.

She had hoped that the Empire would have embraced the idea of utilizing a Dark Jedi to help with the continued enforcement of the New Order. With the loss of both the Emperor and Lord Vader, she had assumed her presence would have been welcomed with few questions asked, if not unconditionally. It appeared however, that everyone she had so far come in contact with was similarly terrified of her possibilities and dubious of her existence in the first place. She never guessed that the Emperor would have implemented such doubt and fear amongst his officers in regards to the powers and intentions of the Jedi.

She had also wanted the men she would work with to accept her without exterior influence. Things would be much simpler for her that way since she would be uncomplicated with having to control the minds of those who helped her. Unfortunately, she had voluntarily walked into too many uncertain possibilities, and with the sudden upheaval of the Imperial seat of power, everything might very well spin out of control.

“Why are you here, Ketriina?” The Admiral’s voice was steady, inquisitive. Codryst could tell that he wasn’t flaunting a position now, he was simply curious.

Raggia looked at her again. “After all, if the Emperor claimed you were a Jedi, I would be a fool to doubt his information. Using the same principals, why should I question his reasoning for having you executed? Why shouldn’t I have you burned down right now? You may be able to kill the six of us in here, and possibly some of the bridge crew. But it would have been beyond the ability of Lord Vader himself to escape an entire crew of a few hundred thousand aboard this ship alone, not to mention the entire fleet massed just outside of these windows.” He looked out through the viewports at the numerous capital ships waiting for his order to jump to lightspeed, on to their first objective.

        Codryst was silently glad Raggia had asked the question, since he was curious of the same thing himself.

Ketriina had too many emotions from her past built up and stored away to risk losing control over them now. Knowing that Codryst had information on her father’s past sorely tempted her to start asking questions, probing for every detail. She knew that if she chose to do that, she would lose the discipline she practiced on her feelings. The time for such an inquiry could come later. For now she had to insure that opportunity would indeed be available to her. She took a deep breath and responded to Raggia’s question.

“For the past twenty years I have been desperately searching for my father. The only person who ever demonstrated love and understanding to me left when I was only eleven years old. I was unable to comprehend why he had to go. I didn’t know who I was, and it wasn’t until several years later that I learned my father was a hunted man. He committed atrocities on the citizens of this galaxy that I cannot completely understand, much less condone. For what he did, there was a valid logic behind his capture.”

Admiral Raggia showed no reaction, even though both Codryst and Teroc stared intently at Ketriina.

“I have looked endlessly with hopes of finding out why he did what he did, and why he never came back. I know why he left, and I appreciate the concern he displayed in keeping me hidden, but he never explained it to me. I had to find that out for myself.  And when I did…” Ketriina was staring coldly at Raggia by this point, allowing her anger to build slightly. “I discovered that I was just as hated, just as feared, just as guilty for his actions as he was. Yet I had done nothing. I had hurt no one. Yet, I forced myself to be something I wasn’t. And, for my efforts, I have been hunted for the past thirteen years.” She paused, leaving everyone in the room questioning if she had finished.

The Admiral began to speak. “I’m touched, Ketriina, but…”

“I’m not finished, Admiral. And, if you even think of finishing that sentence, you will regret it. I swear.” Ketriina could feel the weight of the threat wash over the Stormtroopers, who weren’t expecting her to respond in that way. As they tensed, she stood quickly. No one in the room could remember her actually turning her head towards the men at the door. One moment, she was watching the Admiral with a cold stare, and the next, she had pinned the three guards with a steel glare.

“You may have friends that can stop me if the Admiral orders it, but don’t deny that you will die never seeing it. You have my word on that.” Not surprisingly, none of the men moved.

Ketriina returned her attention to Raggia. Her anger was in control now. “I am tired of hiding from the Empire, Admiral. I want to find my father. I want to know why he never returned. I want to walk where I wish, without having to be prepared to run when someone recognizes me. I’m not paying for my father’s crimes anymore. Nothing that you or anyone else can do will change my mind. Do you know why?”

Raggia watched her closely, at a loss to do anything.

Ketriina moved closer to him. “Do you?”

Raggia encouraged her to continue with a single nod of his head.

“Because you need me. The Empire needs me. Your Emperor is dead. Your Lord Vader is dead. The Empire is grasping for pieces that won’t fit the puzzle anymore. I need your help and you could use mine. What more do you need?”

Raggia asked the only question he could come up with. “What do you want from the Empire?”

“Support. Aid. Information. Funds. Whatever. It doesn’t matter what you call it. I intend to find my father. Will you accept my help in exchange for the means to accomplish this?”

Codryst looked at Teroc alarmingly. This wasn’t right. Teroc looked at him, confusion in his eyes. Codryst shook his head slightly, unable to figure out what wasn’t making sense.

Raggia tried to salvage a bit of the control he couldn’t remember losing in the first place. “It would appear I have no choice in this.” He forced a smile. “Of course. Why not?”

Ketriina didn’t like that answer. “Admiral. Do you want my help? I am not here to undermine you. I play no games.”

“Then on those terms, I believe we can help each other.” Admiral Raggia stood, clearly wanting to end the meeting.

“Good. Then there are details we need to discuss…” Ketriina was cut off unexpectedly by a trilling comlink on the admiral's console.

“Yes?” He asked, thankful for the interruption.

“Sir, we have several Imperial craft entering the Annaj system. It looks like the fleet is arriving early.”

“Prepare to jump to lightspeed in five minutes.”

“Yes, sir.” The comlink signed off.

Raggia smiled. “You’ll all have to stay onboard for a while longer. I apologize for the rush, but we need to leave immediately.”

Captain Teroc nodded. “Of course.” He used his own comlink to inform the Maelstrom of the new instructions.

Codryst needed time to think. He felt very awkward with not being able to figure out what was trying to lock into place in the back of his mind. This was the second time he felt like this, and he never questioned his instincts. He had to find the time to speak with Teroc, soon.

Both Codryst and Teroc stood. Raggia addressed Ketriina again. “We will get to those details soon enough. Right now, I have some things to attend to.” Not waiting for a response, he left the room. His two Stormtroopers and the officer left just as quickly.

Codryst watched them all go. He felt very alone, and he didn’t know why. Teroc was speaking softly into his comlink, not noticing the concern on the Lieutenant’s face. Codryst sifted through several emotions, not able to anchor himself to one specific thought or feeling. He turned to Ketriina.

She stood straight, behind the chair she had occupied only moments ago. She was holding his eyes with a hard glare. He couldn’t turn his head away from her penetrating, probing curiosity. She knew he was suspicious of something. He placed faith in the fact that she couldn’t know everything since he himself did not have those answers. Regardless, her eyes were cold and inquisitive.

Codryst felt numb. He couldn’t remember feeling more terrified in his life. He was unable to compare his fear to anything he had ever experienced before. But, of all the things that circulated quickly through his mind, the one thought that stayed with him was that in such a short time his role had been savagely switched. He had spent several months hunting this woman across the galaxy. He could find no other way to explain it, but the hunter had now suddenly become the hunted.

