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“Inner Demons”

Alesha Dever steepled her fingers across her ragged face, staring out into the depths of that hideous green jungle.   She’s been stuck on this hellhole of a survey ship for months now, the pariah of the bastards on Aurora and the Sovereign.    She had promise, depth, vision, none of them saw it, nor did they care.   It was a simple flick of the wrist to fling her out into the expanse, mapping archaic worlds.


They probably would have cast Thrawn out too.   Can’t have two red-eyed freaks in the fleet now can we?   Heh, they banished Thrawn, and look at what he came back and did.


Dever had the pretentiousness to believe that she could amass the miraculous victories of Grand Admiral Thrawn.   A holo of the legend was one of the few niceties she allowed in her cramped office.   Everything else was mere trifle, the maps and charts of the barren planets she’d scouted for Ronin’s new shockball field.  She ran her fingers through her long brown hair.   


And now the goddamned rebels were sitting right outside, in plain view.  Where was the bloody-damn fleet now?  Alesha knew she was just another statistic when it all ended.  


The door slid open with a whoosh of released air.   In a swirl of black cloak and menace, Dark Jedi Master Kem-Shu Maeda ducked into her cramped workspace.   


“Admiral, we have some important news from the city.”


Her green eyes drilled into him.  For a brief moment she wished she had the power to flash him into ash.  “And this news is so important, that you couldn’t knock before entering?”


“You would do well to contain your rage in the presence of a Dark Jedi, Admiral.”  His own black eyes locked onto her, pushing her rage back into paranoiac fear.  


“So what is this news you’re blathering about?” she said, her voice trembled for a second.  


Maeda smiled faintly, and contained his irritation.   “It seems that the rebels are sending probes into various parts of the jungle.   One of the Elder’s scouts reported that a pre-fab garrison is being built at the foot of the eastern mountain range.”  


“Send that hunter scum Cellium to investigate.  We’ll see if she can live up to her rank.”


“As you wish.” Maeda exited her office in a flourish.  

 Being cramped on this damn ship was getting to them all.   The Jedi wished he could just kill her and be done with it.  He fingered the medallion suspended from a silver chain around his neck.  Three violet stones set in a menacing arrangement of silver spires.  The Krath did not kill without exhausting the victim’s usefulness.  Maeda knew that he’d been sent to this rock for a reason.  Killing that bitch in an Admiral’s frock would be his greatest pleasure before getting off it.  

Maeda found the bounty hunter sitting in the small common area of the ship rubbing cosmoline into her blaster.  He grimaced at her disheveled appearance.  Her face was a mass of scars from old wounds, capped with hair that must have been trimmed with a dull knife.  Cellium certainly put on the airs of being a tough Hunter.   Maeda highly doubted she’d slept her way through the ranks.  

Oddly enough, he couldn’t pick apart her skull like he did that idiot Admiral.   Devara read like an open book, but this ignorant hunter was closed to him.   Did she have latent potential?   Maede wasn’t sure, and wasn’t overly concerned.   He wouldn’t even consider apprenticing a tasteless whelp like this one.  

“Cellium, the Admiral has an assignment for you.”  

“Oh, what is it this time?  She need the villager that yanked her menstrual pills killed?”

“Silence!” Maeda shouted.  “My patience for your insolence wears thin.   Do you want this assignment, or should I kill you right here?”

Cellium rose from her seat, and jammed the barrel into Maeda’s gut in one fluid motion.”    Amazed, Maeda heard the safety click off.  

“Who do you think would do the killin’ right now you bookish twerp?”

Maeda brusquely shoved the hunter back.   “Enough.” Composing himself, he  thought of  the task.  “The villagers have informed us that the rebels might be establishing a garrison base at the foot of the mountains east of here.”

“And you want me to scout it for ya?”

“Precisely.”


“Alright, I’ll do it.”  Cellium shrugged off, holstering her blaster and thumbing the keys for her speeder.  


“Don’t let yourself be seen.” Maeda cautioned.  


“Yea yea….shove off.”  Cellium ducked out of the small hatch into the sweltering heat of the  Andevian jungle.  


Again pushing his rage back, Maeda stormed off to his quarters.  


“Hey, watch where you’re going!”  DeMarn snapped at the Dark Jedi as he tried to run her over.  


Maeda ignored her as he slid into his spooky bunk.  Lieutenant DeMarn tried to avoid the Dark Jedi as much as she could, but in the cramped confines of this ship it was nearly impossible.  Her extreme desire to avoid him was both necessary for her sanity, as well as her survival.


She knew that he knew.


But damn it all, she had had a job to do, and some freakish wizard wasn’t going to stop her before she was done.  Months of work had gone into this mission.  


She settled into the cramped communications array.   Far beyond them, but within range of her scanners, New Republic warships stood poised to turn this planet into their forward base against the Emperor’s Hammer.    She still had no idea why she had been thrown into this survey unit, still with a Jedi Master like Maeda aboard, maybe she shouldn’t have been surprised.   Her superiors had taken it into stride and decided to use this planet anyway.  Settling into her daily routine was easy, but it didn’t make the time go by any faster.   She had a meeting with one of the younger villiage cheiftians tonight, and she hoped she could finally get him to side with the Republic.  


Dusk settled over the horizon.   DeMarn pulled on a heavy coat and ducked out of the hatch.    


She didn’t seen Maeda watching her slip off into the cool jungle night.  


The trails through the jungle were easy enough to follow, but they never seemed to be trampled down enough to make navigation easy.  More than once DeMarn had to pause and make sure she was still following the correct path of trampled undergrowth, or to pick herself up after tripping over a root she hadn’t seen. 


It seemed like hours, but after a few minutes DeMarr saw the flicking fires of the backwater village.  Two burly guards shouted out their challenge as she drew closer


“Halt!  Identify yourself!”


“First Lieutenant Crisa DeMarn, I wish to speak to Chief Kinneas”


One of the guards nodded.  “He told us you were coming.”


DeMarr slipped past the outlying huts into the central area.   A few scattered fires lit bright human faces against the chilly night.   Subdued voices drifted around her as she stopped outside of Kinnaes’ hut.   The guard pulled back a sheet of animal hide, and she ducked in.  The young chief sat cross-legged  on a hide draped over the dirt floor.   He seemed to be in a heated argument with one of his older commanders, both men were gesticulating wildly between breathes on their pipes.   


She stopped and waited for the two to finish.   Their language was strange, she had a hard time piecing it together, but over the months she learned enough to understand the gesalt of their conversation.   


War was breaking out with a clan to the north, and Kinneas wanted to fight it out.  


Good, she thought, I might be able to use that.  


Kinneas motioned for her to sit down.   The older man stood and left, muttering under his breath  Kinneas seemed oblivious.   


“Do ye have ‘ny more news fer me t’night Crisa?” He asked in broken basic.  


“Nothing from my end Kinneas.  The Admiral and her Jedi are getting more agitated.” She paused, and looked him in the eyes.  “If you want to keep the Empire from overrunning this world, you need to act soon.”


“De chiefs to de north don’t see de Empire asa threat.”  He idly twirled his sword in his hands as he spoke.  “They want to see if the R’public will fight the Empire outta here first.”


DeMarn remembered how Kinneas had gotten his job as a chief.   The head of his former rival now stood windblown on a spike outside his hut, where birds slowly pecked it down to bare bone.  They weren’t a people that prized insight over brute strength.   But they were her only chance at getting off this rock, and kicking the Empire’s scouts out with her.  


“So instead of trying to convince the Northern clans that the Empire wants to destroy this world, you pick fights?”


The younger man snarled.  “If th’s is so damn’d important to ye, go there yerself.”


No, she couldn’t risk it.


Or could she?


The tall regal fellow pulled on his simple black cloak, and hefted his lightsaber.  Maeda studied the smooth flowing lines and delicate patterns they formed.    The weapon was beautiful in its simplicity.  He snapped the handle in half, making two identical lightsabers.  He tossed them back and forth between his hands like a juggler, admiring the perfect balance.  This lightsaber was a gift from the Executive Officer himself, Primarch Astatine.  Maeda clipped the lightsabers back together, and then to his belt.  Astatine had greatly honored him with this weapon. 


His boots made a dull hollow sound on the deck in time with his footsteps; the soft jungle undergrowth did not.   Daylight had settled over the jungle, and the sun was high in the sky.   His meditations last night had been especially violent.  He sensed something coming, that foolish lieutenant was sneaking off every night, but he couldn’t follow her.   His great red Eye strangely blind.   


He hoped that Grekag was in better humor today.   The old man had been feeling sick lately, and the Jedi’s power didn’t seem to be helping him.   As strange as it was, Maeda enjoyed talking with the village shaman.    He had great potential in the force, which manifested itself in the miraculous powers he’d exhibited over the years.    His wisdom was unfailingly simple.   


The guards didn’t dare challenge him as he stalked into the village proper.  Maeda didn’t pay much attention to the village politics, but he wondered briefly about the head outside the young chief’s hut.  Grekag lived in one of the simplest huts in the village, Maeda paused outside, listening for that faint whisper.


“Kem, is that you?  Come! Come in, this old man has been wanting for some comp’ny today.”  Maeda ducked into the hut, stooping down to avoid knocking his head on the low roof.  Grekag stooped over on his cane, trying to light a fire with a crude match.  The Jedi smiled faintly at the amusing spectacle.  Then flicked his finger at the pile of kindling.  In seconds the dry wood was ablaze, smoke wafting gently through the roof.  Grekag placed a small clay kettle filled with water on the coals as the wood started to burn down.  


Maeda shifted slightly, and took a seat on the cold floor.  “How are you feeling today Master Grekag?”


Still bustling about with his cane, the old man sat down across the fire from the Jedi.  “My bones are old Kem” he said in perfect basic, laughing softly.  “My knees are tellin’ me it gonna rain tonight.”


“And your heart?  How does that feel?   Did my medicines clear up the pain?”  


Grekag shook his head.  “They helped.   But the old pump isn’t gonna last much longer.   I just hope that I can last long enough to keep the young ones from destroying each other.”   Grekag paused, his eyes closed.   “There is much fire in their hearts.  That young woman was here again last night.  She’s trying to talk Kinnaes into peace with the North. But she doesn’t know that countless generations of both Clans have fought each other bitterly.”


Maeda nodded.  “I understand Master.”


“Ho ho….do you Kem?”   His eyes glittered in the soft firelight.  “You call me Master, even as you command the lives of hundreds.  I have seen you in my dreams.   You know secrets that I would not know on this ancient planet.”   He pushed another log onto the fire.  “Perhaps it is better that I not know them. There is a black fire in your own heart that terrifies me. “


Maeda shifted uncomfortably.  “Do you see the Empire Master?  Do you know what they try to do?”   


The old man sighed quietly.   “A long time ago, when I was but a boy, another ship appeared.   It landed and metal-men began to wander through the jungle.   When humans appeared out of the ship, the village chiefs wanted to attack.  My father went to the ship, and made peace with the men.   They finished their work and left, promising to bring a ‘colony’ back.”


“And this is the first time offworlders have appeared in this village since then?” the Jedi asked the old man.


“Yes” he said uncomfortably.  “And now the clans are at war again.  Another ship has landed near the mountains.    No-one knows what to do about it.  The young chiefs from all the clans are fighting with each other.”  The old man looked Maeda in the eyes.  “And what happens if your ship, and the other start to fight?”


Maeda shook his head.   He knew that even with the full power of the Dark Side at his hand, he would not be able to fight off a full Rebel fleet.    


Oh, but he would fight hard, and many would fall before his bloody fist.        


“You’re heart lusts for blood Dark One.” Grekag laughed softly.  “You can’t hide that from this old man.”


“Emperor’s Hammer Expeditionary Force Alpha-Nine-Four reporting, local time is oh-six forty-six hours.  Aurora Standard time is, uh,” she punched in a few numbers on her calculator,  “seventeen twenty three hours.   Rear Admiral Aleshe Dever, commanding officer, number beta-epsilon dash six two nine zero.”   The admiral paused and rifled through some maps.   “Local clan hostilities increased in this sector.  I suspect that the Rebels have been inserting agents into the area, and trying to excaberate the  situations.   The village nearby sold us information about a rebel base near the mountains in sector beta-twelve.  The bounty hunter dispatched to verify the information has not yet returned.” 


She sighed audibly, “I can no longer trust my own crew.   Lieutenant DeMarn has been seen leaving the ship at night, presumably towards the village near here.   The start of her midnight forays have timed with the local hostilities against us.  Jedi Master Kem-Shu Maeda attached to this force has also been visiting with the local villagers.   He brings back useful information, and has alerted me to DeMarn’s activities.   We cannot provide evidence of her treachery, and given the state of affairs around here, we cannot afford to detain her as a cautionary measure”  


“At the time of this report, twelve of the thirty-two probes dispatched to survey this world have stopped responding.   We can only conclude that they have been destroyed by the Rebels, or by the locals.”


“At the time of this report, a fleet of approximately four Rebel ships is in orbit about this world.   The fleet consists of 2 corellian gunships, A Flurry-class fighter carriers, and one MonCal-B cruiser.    They have not made any overt signs of hostility against this outpost, or I wouldn’t be here to make this report.”


She looked at her chronometer again, “Rear Admiral Alesha Dever, signing off.”


Cellium had been forced to abandon her speeder three days ago.   That damned rebel trooper was a better shot that he deserved to be, even in death.  The hunter had taken great pleasure in gutting the bastard.    


The coordinates Maeda gave her were accurate enough, but she hadn’t expected to see patrols this far outside their usual perimeters.   For that she cursed herself, always expect the unexpected was one of the most basic lessons.     Walking in this mass of undergrowth  was tiring, but she hadn’t slept in 2 days, since she’d been attacked by yet another patrol.    Cellium was afraid that they might discover her in her sleep, and kill her without a chance to fight.  


Now the compound was in sight, she slowed her pace to a crawl, using the plantlife as a camoflague to disguise her presence.   She heard voices, but couldn’t interpret what they said.   The base itself looked small and prefab.   But from the rate that the workers were clearing away the brush, it looked like they planned to build a whole lot more.  


“Hold it right there.” A stern voice demanded behind her.   “Identify yourself.”


She rolled over quickly, but not quickly enough.    A bright blue wave of energy kissed her form, and everything went black.  She didn’t even hear the fighters screaming overhead.


“Come on woman, or do you want to die in here?”  Maeda shouted.  He grabbed the insolent Admiral by the upper arm and hauled her out of her office.  Another proton torpedo blast rocked the ship.  He didn’t think it would survive much longer, that one sounded dangerously close to the main power banks.  


“Quick, into the woods.” He pointed, Devar dumbly obeyed without a word.   Maybe this is why they dropped her out of the Fleet.   She’s numb with fear.  She had been ever since the first proton torpedo blast had shaken the vessel.    


The Jedi Master looked up, and watched a pair of Y-wings flying towards the horizon.  Fire flashed in his eyes cold black eyes.   He reached up, as if to touch one of the fighters.  Violently, he closed his hand,  the ship vanished in a flash of vermillion fire.


Dever stood near the forest, rapidly regaining her composure.    Maeda almost felt a pang of sympathy for the old woman.  She looked at the Jedi, a mix of fear and interest in her eyes.   


“If you could do that Maeda…..why not…?” she broke off.   


“Don’t presume to understand my motives.   I’m relieving you of your command Admiral.  You will follow my orders for the rest of your short life.”


She nodded grimly.  “I understand.” Looking back to the forest, she added.  “Do you think they’ll send a ground unit to investigate?”


Maeda shook his head.   “There isn’t enough of that wreak left to build a decent chair.   If the rebels do send a ground unit however, I don’t want to be here to see it.”  He ducked into the forest, Dever behind him, confused.  


The pair walked east, towards the village where Maeda and DeMarn had been building their contacts with the locals.  Still a long way off, Maeda smelled smoke, and sensed fear


And death.


Maeda brought his lightsaber roaring to life.   The Jedi broke into a run, using the saber to slash through the jungle clearing a path before his maddening fear and rage.   


The village lay in ruins.    The survivors huddled around each other.   Someone pointed at the swirl of red energy cutting through the jungle.    A few screamed and ran to hide.    Maeda shut down his lightsaber, panting heavily.   


He looked around quickly, not seeing Grekag among those still standing.   


“Where’s Grekag!” he shouted.   “Someone, answer me!”   


Heads bowed, someone pointed at the ruins of the old man’s hut.   Maeda slowly walked over, afraid of what he might find.   Maeda knelt down, taking the cooling hand in his own.     A smoking black hole wafted out of the chest of his fallen friend.    His cold lifeless eyes still open, his mouth upturned in a slight smile.   Maeda closed his eyes, and stood.    He looked around the smoking ruins of the village, trying to make sense of the carnage.   Even with all the dark deeds he had committed as a Jedi, he could not bring himself to the slaughter of innocents.   Yes, whoever had committed this deed would pay.  


It took some time, and searching, but by evening he had all the survivors from the village together in the remains of the common.    A huge pyre of the fallen burned.   Kinneas had been taken down from the stake that impaled him, and now burned with the others.     


The villagers were still shocked, but that was slowly wearing down.   Maeda had gained their confidence, and took a few of the surviving warriors aside to plan.   


A gruff burly man with a graying beard spoke up first.   “Th’ dam’ Kreall clan t’ th’ south came her’ and attacked jus’ after dawn.    Maeda came to know this grizzled old man as “Graybeard”, since he didn’t have a name that translated to basic.    The man served as an interpreter long into the night, as they laid out their counterattack.    Two weeks Maeda thought grimly.    Dever would be killed, and the rebels would be wiped off this planet.   Two weeks seemed like an eternity of eternities, even to the Jedi Master.


“Sir, we have the preliminary reports from the ground,” the young captain paused “They look promising if I may say so myself.”


Vice Admiral Seth Khaler took the datapad with a smile.  “Thank you Captain Loran.”  He surveyed the records briefly, then thought of a few questions.  “Did Colonel Olaru explain the causality?”



“No sir,” Loran responded.  “All we know is that the fighter exploded on the return trip.  We speculate a mechanical malfuntion, but cannot find enough of the fighter intact to conduct a proper investigation. “


The Admiral nodded.  “Very well.   We’re certain the Imperial post was wiped out?”


“Yes sir.   We believe that two survivors made it to the forest, but they won’t present any difficulty to the operation.”    


“And the bounty hunter that was captured?”


“She is still refusing to talk.   We managed to remove a poison capsule from her tooth before she could use it.”


“Good, I suppose it is only a matter of time.”


Admiral Khaler gazed back out into the stars, and at the deep green world beneath him.    This would be the Achilles’ heel of the Emperor’s Hammer.   In a few short months, the Fleet would be poised to eliminate the last vestige of the rogue Imperial factions.  That would be one hell of a battle.   Many lives and ships would be lost before the Empire finally fell.     


A grim faced and bored attaché rifled through a stack of datacards.   This was three cycles worth of reports for the various expeditionary forces dispatched by the Reconnaissance office.   He scanned the reports quickly, looking for anything abnormal or of particular interest.   He was scanning one routine report when something caught his eye.   “... approximately four Rebel ships is in orbit about this world.”  He read the rest of the report with renewed interest.   His boredom fluttered away.   He looked for the future reports from Alpha-Nine-Four.   That was the last report, but it had been received three cycles ago.   What was going on?   He flagged the report, and pulled the card out of the datapad.   He had to take this to someone higher, right now.      


The SSSD Sovereign was perhaps one of the busiest ships in the fleet.  A constant flow of men and materiel gave it a life like the bustling spaceports of New Imperial City far below.   He stood outside a door waiting patiently for someone to acknowledge him.   A single nameplate beside the cold steel doors simply read Admiral Keiran Idanian:  Reconnaissance Officer.   

He started to fidget as his impatience grew, but suddenly the door slid open as another officer stepped out.   The young officer entered the office..    Kerian sat at his desk, seemingly in discussion with the Executive Officer.   The terrified young officer again waited to be acknowledged.    After what seemed to be a small eternity, Kerian looked at him and asked.  “What is it?”


“Sir, we have received a very strange report from Expeditionary Force Alpha-Nine-Four.  It’s the last one for more that 2 cycles.    


Kerian started to say something, but Astatine interrupted him.


“What about Alpha-Nine-Four?” he said rather rudely.  


After describing the situation, and playing the recorded report for both officers, the attaché was dismissed.  


“What do you think we should do Astatine?” Kerian asked.  “Do we send a fleet out to investigate?”


Astatine nodded gravelly.  “A good friend of mine is attached to that force.   I want him returned.”   Astatine looked out a viewport for a moment.   “I think the Dragon’s fleet can be spared right now.   


Kerian looked incredulous.   “A Victory, a Lancer, and a Carrack ought to be overkill for the force that Dever is describing.”  He shuffled some more papers and pulled up a list on his datapad.   “Yes, Dragon’s fleet is availible.”


“I’ll dispatch the orders.”   Astatine spoke a few commands into his comlink.   


Kerian waited for Astatine to finish with his commands, and asked.  “What do you think the probability of anyone surviving.   Dever would file reports if she was at all capable.  Perhaps there are no survivors?”


With a shake of his head, Astatine negated Kerian’s statement.   “If Dever was killed, it wasn’t at the hands of the Rebels.  Kem would do all the he could to keep Dever alive until the proper time came.”


“Why would he do that?”


“Because I sent him there to kill that bitch”


Cellium struggled violently against her bonds.   After realizing that the strap on her left wrist was loose, she began the herculian effort to break it.   Much to her dismay, a rebel officer flanked by two troopers stepped into her cell.


“Are you ready to answer my questions bounty hunter?”


“Not on your life pusbag.”


“Very we---“ the officer was cut off by the blare of alarms pealed around the base.   Shots began to fire nearby, followed by one massive explosion.  


Cellium gave on final pull, breaking the strap.    She threw all her weight forward, breaking the last strap on her right wrist.  Her ankles weren’t strapped down.   Leaping off the table, she tackled the trooper, and wrestled the blaster from his holster, putting firing two shots, taking down the last Rebels in her cell.    The corridor was quiet as she slipped down along one wall.    Straight ahead was a large door, presumably to the outside.   


“Go, knock out that communications tower!”   Maeda shouted.   A pair of scraggy villagers ran across the clearing, and attached a home-made chemical explosive to the base of the tower.   They lit a fuse, and ran back into the woods.    With a brilliant flash, and concussion of sound the tower crumpled into a useless mass of steel.   Maeda ignited one end of his lightsaber, and motioned the first wave of attackers forward.   With precise movements, they covered the space of the clearing, right into the small perimeter of buildings that made up the rebel garrison.  Caught by complete surprise, the Rebels made for easy targets.   


Maeda lost himself in the bloodlust.   Fire and pain flashed all around him.   He touched the darkness, and killed one trooper as he tried to escape to the forest.    Another he set ablaze from the inside, a human torch of silent agony.   He pulled the steel siding off a building that troopers were using as shelter.   A rain of stones and other debris battered them to their end.


More death pulsed into him.    Slowly Maeda realized that something wasn’t right.  He heard the distinctive snap-hiss of an igniting lightsaber.   A Jedi, here?  He thought quickly.  


The woman who carried it surprised him immensely.  “I’ll be damned” he said in complete shock.


“That’s right Maeda.   I’ve been hiding under your all-seeing eye for close to three months now.”   Demarn laughed at him.  “You never even suspected that I was a Jedi.”


Not just a Jedi.   DeMarn had all the power of a full Master at her arm.   Maeda ignited the other end of his saber, and lunged forward.    DeMarn’s own shimmering blade arced to meet his.   


More shots ripped through the air around them, none coming close enough to distract either Jedi.  Their blades tore streaks of light into the cool morning air, equally matched.  Maeda turned his attention sideways for the space of a second.  DeMarn slashed her saber down toward his shoulder in the new blind spot.   Her saber never connected before the rock bashed her in the side of the head.   Maeda laughed, and shut down his lightsaber.   He lifted her off the ground, and flung her into another pile of stone set on the far end of the clearing.   She hit with a sickening crunch, and didn’t move.  


He walked slowly foreward, acutely aware that something was wrong.   He brought his reignited lightsaber up in barely enough time to parry a thrust.  Stunned, he glanced back at the stones, and realized she wasn’t there.   Amazing he thought.


This could get interesting.    A hard boot to his gut knocked the wind out of him.  He fell backwards, the lightsaber falling from his grasp.  


He watched the bright silver cylinder fly up into his adversary’s grasp.  


“Surrender Maeda, you can’t win.” She said quietly.


“I don’t need that weapon to finish you off woman.”  He said hoarsely.  He spoke a few simple words in a low tone.   The amulet on his chest began to glow faintly violet.  He stood, and relished in the look of amazement on DeMarn’s face.   


“I’d always heard about the Krath sorceries…but…I—I never believed them.”  She stuttered, taking carefull steps backwards, in fear and shocked amazement


“Believe it…”   He spoke the last words of his ritual, and folded his arms back in a scream of rage.    Brilliant violet beams of energy arched out of his hands, and seared the Jedi Master in a flash of light.   Her smoking ash fell to a heap on the ground, the energy in his amulet faded out again.


Maeda called his lightsaber back to him with a wave of his hand.    Another quick brush of his robes cleared away some dust.   Whistling softly, he surveyed the damage to the rebel base.     A flicker out of the corner of his eye caught his attention.    The bounty hunter, Cellium, was walking forward.   


“I see you made it out Cellium,” he said cheerfully, “I took you for dead.”


She laughed.  “I’m not so easy to kill Jedi.”


“That doesn’t concern me.   I’m not here to kill you.” He said.  “I’ve come for-“


“Me” a voice from behind him spoke evenly.


Maeda’s eyes flashed with rage.  “Ah, I thought you were too busy hiding in the jungle to join us Aleshe.”


“No, Maeda.”  Dever countered.  “That would give you too much pleasure. “  she smiled faintly.  “So tell me, who sent you here to kill me?   Ronin?   Howlader?  Astatine?”


“Wouldn’t you like to know.”  He smiled again.   “But, I’ll settle this right now.   



Rear Admiral Aleshe Dever, former Fleet Commander of the Emperors Hammer, bared her neck at the sound of the madman’s lightsaber.    She felt a brief searing pain.


Then everything went black.


Three ships dropped out of hyperspace in perfect unison, just outside the gravity well of the remote world.   No alarms blared on these ships, quite the opposite on the Rebel flagship.  Seth Khaler whirled around in his command chair, reading status monitors in grim anticipation.  


“Imperial fleet exiting hyperspace, twenty klicks to starboard”  


“Full shields” Khaler shouted.  “Launch fighter squadrons.”    The bow of the mighty ship wheeled around to meet this new menace.   


Another voice shouted.   “The fighters will be useless against that Lancer.”


“I know” he responded.  “Concentrate allb fire on that Destroyer, keep as far away from the Lancer as possible.”


This doesn’t look good. he thought in grim anticipation.  Green lances of turbolaser fire arced out of the forward weapons, splashing harmlessly against the shields of the larger vessel.  He studied the profile of the Victory-class destroyer intently, trying to remember the tactics from his training.   Khaler couldn’t think of a single damn thing.  At this range, it was all brute strength, and that Destroyer definitely had the upper hand.   His face blanched as he watched a salvo of combined fire from two of the Imperial ships cut the Resistance in two, right at the column center.   Explosions spread throughout that ship in a brilliant blossom of fire


Aboard the Dragon, the scene was much different.   Vice Admiral Termas had anticipated the Rebel’s disorganization.  Especially having his fleet drop out of hyperspace so close to their position.   He scanned his readouts intently.   Their Nebulon-B had been reduced to slag.   Half of their fighters had been destroyed.  He leaned back in his command chair, and smiled.  This was a great deal to be an Imperial Officer.


He watched amused as the shields on the rebel cruiser began to flicker, then died all together.   Shots boiled armor off the bow of the great ship.  Slowly it rotated, bringing another bank of shields to full bear.  


Termas thought about this for a moment.  “Port fire control, launch a salvo of concussion torpedoes into the bow sensor array.”


Acknowledgements were quickly followed by the thin red lines of the missiles streaking across the void towards the nose of the cruiser.  


“Damage report!”  Khaler shouted wildly over the barely alarms.  


“We’ve lost all forward sensor arrays, what operational batteries there are have no ranging information.”


The situation seemed hopeless.  His fleet was destroyed, and the vessel he had served on since the battle of Endor was almost dead.    He saw no ways out of this.


“Helm, set course sixteen by twenty, decimal zero 6, full speed.”  He paused at the silence of the bridge crew,  “Abandon ship”.


“Full reverse!   Lock in the auxiliary controls.” Someone shouted.   The rebel cruiser was bearing down on them at full speed.   


Termas shouted commands into his display, urging the ships engines to fight inertia.  He despaired as the oncoming ship grew larger in the scopes, almost filling them completely.   Slowly the Imperial vessel backed up, out of the path of the suicidal cruiser.   


Alarms screamed in protest as the broadside of the hige ship clipped the angular nose of the Victory class destroyer, spinning it out of control with the force of its impact.  


Spinning wildly, the crew grappled their stations, holding on for dear life in the earthquake of the ships motion.   Control regained, Khaler pulled himself back up into his command chair, and reviewed the damage report.   


“Order bomber wing seven to their fighters.” He said calmly,    “then concentrate all fire on the rear shields.    Once they’re down, I want the bombers to drop everything they have on the generators.  Don’t even give that ship a chance to turn around.”


Wave after wave of green fire lanced into the rebel ship, dozens of salvos a minute.   Slowly the shields lost their energy.   Bright flashes of light ripped into the hazy blue thrusters of the ship, crippling it.  Explosion after explosion tore the ship apart at its power cores, finally when the energy was too much, it burst into a brilliant gout of fire and light.   


Termas breathed a sigh of relief, watching the fires cool around the molten metal.  “Destroy any escape pods.”  He said with a smile.  “We’ll not have any need of prisoners.”


“Admiral, we have an urgent message from the surface.”


“Read it.”


“It’s the expediotionary force sir, they’re stranded on the surface.”


“Send a shuttle down, and we’ll return them to the Fleet.”   Khaler said.


A most glorious day it was.

