RENEGADES OF THE REPUBLIC


by Colonel Locke Setzer





	Fleet Commander of the Republic Forces of the Greater Outer Rim Janrik De’ Nago despised Imperials more than anything. He was an Alderaan native, and like all who came from Alderaan, there was no greater force to despise, no greater nightmare than the one they had lived through. But, while the Imperials may have been the one to pull the trigger, they alone weren’t what caused the destruction of his homeworld. So for as much as he may have despised the Empire, it didn’t even come close to his hatred of the Death Star itself. De’ Nago would gladly jump in bed with the Imperials if it meant that he could rest easy, knowing his children would never have to experience the fear and terror that would be with him for the rest of his life.





“Concerns the Fate of All?” Grand Admiral Ronin asked his raid, searching for clarification. The aid reread what was on his comm pad, and nodded his head. “That’s what the message says sir. It appears that there is something going on over behind Rebel lines that seems important enough to warrant a temporary cease-fire between our warring forces.” Ronin sat down, rotating his chair so that he might look out into his viewport to gaze at the stars. “This Fleet Commander… is newer, and well-known for his brutal tactics. But yet… I feel it’s worth looking into. Assign an Ambassador to meet up with a representative of theirs, as well as a talented escort. Assign the best squadron onboard the Sovereign to escort him.” The aid flinched a bit at this suggestion. “Normally, sir, that wouldn’t be a problem… but this Fleet Commander requests that we use Rebel ships. He says he knows we have some and asks that we use them, so not to give indication that there’s any sort of peaceful talks between the Empire and the his own forces.” Ronin turned to look at the aid, and then let out a laugh. “Brutal yes… and evidently prideful as well.” Ronin looked back out his viewport. “All Infiltrator Wing ships are currently out on maneuvers. This poses a problem. Tell me, can you see if there are any squadrons completely checked out on Rebel starfighters?” The aid glanced at his comm pad, pressed a few buttons, and within minutes had an answer. “There’s only one squadron is completely checked out on all Rebel ships sir… onboard the ISD Challenge. Tempest Squadron.”





Colonel Locke Setzer had been from one side of the galaxy to the next, and had had his share of missions ranging from the most basic to the most bizarre. But Locke had a feeling that this one would break all the record books. He entered the Hangar Bay to see all of his pilots, lined up and at attention. “At ease Tempest.” he commanded upon entering. “We have been handed one of the most peculiar assignments of our time. You shall all file out and board the Shuttle directly behind you. Once we reach our destination, you shall be briefed on our operation.” “Excuse me sir?” Commander Prost Varsis interrupted. “But I was wondering… exactly where is our destination?” Locke walked up to Prost, looked him over once, and grinned. “That’s confidential Commander. Now onto the Shuttle, all of you, and don’t place any bets on where we’re going. I can guarantee you that you’d all lose.”





Captain Chris McCollum did not like being onboard a Corvette. Even a Modified Corvette. Why’s that? Well, in some ways, you could say that Chris suffered from a case of Corvettephobia, mostly responsible for the amount of corvettes he had blown up. “I never feel safe on these damn things.” Chris lamented to Master as their shuttle was landing into the corvette’s small hangar bay. Master let out a small laugh. “Relax Chris. Did you get a chance to take a look at this corvette from the outside?” Chris shook his head. “Well… no. Seen one corvette, seen em all.” The ramp of the shuttle came down, and Chris could see Master grinning. “This one’s a bit different.” 





The pilots of Tempest Squadron walked out of the shuttle anxious to get to work. Many of them were looking around, trying to find any fighters that they might be required to fly. But all that could be seen was the shuttle they had come in, and some of them began to wonder if they might have been brought out here as a drill. But the guesswork of each squad member was about to be turned upside down as Locke approached the Captain of the ship. “Greetings, Colonel.” A man in a rather clean uniform walked up to the squad members and gave Locke a quick salute. “I am Major Servic Gerad, of the Intelligence Division. Welcome to the Cloaked Modified Corvette Classified.” “Cloaked ship!?” Chris exclaimed. “I thought all attempts to cloak a ship this size had turned up in failure!” The Major grinned. “That’s correct Captain, and if anyone says otherwise, you are to firmly tell them that they are wrong. For all intents and purposes, this ship does not exist. In fact, records will record that you all have been at a training base on Aurora Prime undergoing serious simulator work. Now, if you would all follow me…” the Major motioned for the Tempest pilots to follow him. None moved until Locke started up behind the Major, soon followed by Master, then Rover, and then the remaining Flight members.





Briefings for Tempest Squadron were noticeably noisy at times, and for all the cloak-and-dagger that went into this one, it wasn’t a whole lot different. Locke soon managed to get them quieted down so that they could talk assignments. “All right, to summarize what the good Major has told us, let’s look at this in the simplest terms. We’re escorting an Ambassador, nothing more, nothing less.” There were a few laughs let out at that thought, which were quickly voiced by Amadeo. “Sure Locke, nothing more at all. Only flying in some Rebel ships trying to meet up with some godforsaken high-ranked Rebel who seems to think the galaxy’s about to blow up. Nothing at all…” Locke gave Amadeo a sour look, to which Amadeo shrugged off with a smile. “I guess this is what we get after you pushed us so much to get certified on every possible ship out there eh Colonel?” Locke smiled and nodded. “The best way to fly against an enemy…” Locke began, “is to fly in his shoes!!” The rest of Tempest Squadron finished off the overused statement of their Commander, and then burst out into laughing. Even the Major let out a small chuckle. “Alright Major” Locke said loudly, to break down the chatter. “How many men are going out to dance tonight?” “Well…” the Major began. “To be perfectly honest, we only need a flight.” “A flight?!?” Chris exclaimed. “Then why’d you bring the rest of us out here?” The Major pushed his hair out of his eyes, and then looked at Chris. “Because we’re betting good money that this will not be the first mission we need you all to fly. Now Colonel, which of your men will be going?” Master stood up and smiled. “Well I’m not the Colonel you’re talking to, but I’ll say that this one will have to go out to Flight 1. Reason 1 being that, with all due respect Major, there isn’t a better pilot when it comes to Rebel ships than our Commander. Reason 2 being that there isn’t another Commander out there who gets a sick pleasure out of flying Rebel craft like ours, so you can bet his wingmen are well-trained in em. And Reason 3… I was out last night, and would really appreciate it if you could give me a few hours of good shut-eye there boss.” This last comment brought out quite a bit of laughter, especially from the pilots of Flight 3. Locke grinned and nodded. “Well I won’t argue with the ever-observant Colonel Master on this one. And do rest up guys, because I believe the Major is right. This won’t be our last mission. Flight 2 and 3, dismissed! Flight 1, we’re heading back on the shuttle to meet up with our Ambassador and get into some ships!”





As the shuttle flew through space, Chris glanced over at Locke, who appeared to be grinning from ear to ear. “What’s with you? You’re like… excited about this, or something.” Locke chucked. “To be honest Chris, I am… you know for as many X-Wings as I made you guys fly, for as many times I’ve flown through the stars in a sim in a A-Wing, it was never real. I’ve never been in a real combat scenario with one of these things. I mean don’t get me wrong, I’ll take a TIE Defender, or even a TIE Interceptor over any Rebel ship any day if it comes to a fight for my life. But there’s something exciting about being in a ship you’ve based your career on blowing up. Something very scary and exhilarating at the same time. So yes… you’re right, I am excited, and to be perfectly blunt, I can’t wait at all to get in the cockpit and do this mission.” Locke smiled at Chris, and then went back to looking out a small viewport in the passengers’ compartment. Chris rolled his eyes and shook his head. “You’re completely insane, I swear…”





There wasn’t any time for another briefing. As soon as the pilots of Tempest Flight 1 got off of the shuttle that had carried them, the ambassador they were going to protect got on. Nearby sat four X-Wings, ready to go. “Alright Tempest, it’s time we get going! Strap into the X-Wings, and prepare for departure!”








Locke returned to normal space at the rendezvous point with the rest of the squad, and already he was having the time of his life. It wasn’t that the X-Wing was a really good craft or anything. By far it had a number of weaknesses that were not difficult to exploit. But… for one reason or another, it was just… well… cool. “Alright Tempest, we’ve got our shuttle out here, and here comes theirs. Just keep a solid patrol and remember, don’t fire upon them unless they fire upon us. No nervous hands boys! Now let’s do this!” It couldn’t have been more than 10 seconds that Locke said that that two pairs of A-Wings showed up; contrary to the type of escort they had been told. But Locke didn’t jump to conclusions… for it appeared these A-Wings were on an attack path, and not just for the EH’s ambassador. “Tempest Squad, split up! Chris, have everyone go after the ones chasing our ambassador, I’m gonna go save that Rebel Shuttle, these Rebels still don’t know what’s up!” “Roger Locke, we’ll be ready to help you out in a few seconds once we clean these up!” Locke put all his energy into his engines, and was soon within range of the A-Wing aggressors. Locke switched to his proton torpedoes, eager to take out these A-Wings as quick as possible. Getting right behind the two A-Wings, Locke quickly launched off two proton torpedoes at close range, instantly destroying the two. Checking out his CMD, Locke noticed two things. First, Chris and the others had adopted a similar strategy; second, there was X-Wing parts floating around right next to him, sharing the same insignias of the A-Wings. Looking to the right of him, Locke could see a Rebel X-Wing fly by him. It wasn’t that they hadn’t noticed the A-Wings, they had instead been playing wingman to his squadron so that he could take out the A-Wings so quickly! Feeling surprised as well as slightly grateful, Locke let out a thanks over the COMM system to all ships in the area, and let himself relax, knowing that the climax of the mission had passed.





			------





Captain Rover had been in Tempest for half a decade, and had been through many commanders, many wingmen, and many, many missions. He had thought he had seen it all. But one thing he had never seen before was a Tempest briefing where every last pilot was dead quiet. Prost finally broke the ice with a deep sigh. “This isn’t real…” Locke shook his head and stood up straighter. “Well Commander, I’m afraid it is real. Very real. The Ambassador from the Rebellion didn’t just brief our Ambassador, but provided plenty of proof. This is a real situation.”





“A Rebel Death Star has been built.”





Locke let those words sink into the room, until Rover decided to break the silence this time. “How exactly did this happen Colonel?” Locke glanced down at the report he had been handed. “It appears that a rather ambitious Republic Star Destroyer Commodore has spent the majority of his career pushing for more vicious tactics against the Empire. Over the years, he’s gained a cult of personality following, which gave him a large amount of resources, even if it kept him as a Destroyer Commodore. We don’t have any idea how long he’s been doing this project, but it appears he’s been extorting resources for half a decade from a number of sources going farther than his own ship. The Rebels probably could have tracked him down sooner if they had admitted that the original Death Star plans had been stolen from their national archives, but they’ve been too ashamed to admit such a national “treasure” could be so easily stolen.





“Wait.” Master interrupted. “You said the original Death Star plans. As in the first one.” Locke nodded. “That’s right. You see, the Rebellion never did gain a real, full and complete technical readout of the 2nd Death Star. Which means, we can take this one out the same way the Rebels did. Right down the center trench.” Dirk Logan stood up, encouraged. “Well alright then! Let’s get going and take care of this thing!” Locke grinned and shook his head. “It’s not that easy Dirk. Neither we nor the Rebellion have any idea where this project is happening. The only reason why we know that it is happening is because the Commodore resigned and revealed his entire plan after a few of his personnel on his Star Destroyer betrayed him and reported his intentions to leave to the Fleet Commander of the Outer Rim.” Master shrugged. “That’s only the background information, doesn’t tell us what we’re gonna do. What do the boys in charge have in mind for us to do to stop this thing,  Locke?” Locke pressed a few buttons near the briefing map and suddenly an array of colours appears, representing different ships and systems. “Intel has discovered a disproportionately large amount of navigation supplies being transported to an unknown system. The model which is being shipped is the same as the one used on the first Death Star. This means that they don’t have their baby moving yet, and we need to keep it that way. Rover, I’m leaving you and your boys in Flight II in charge of this bombing operation.” Rover nodded, and smiled to himself. It was rare that he got to be in a command situation like this. He wasn’t fond of it on a regular basis, but every now and then it proved to be a bit of fun. Locke continued on with his briefing. “Keeping this…” Locke hesitated slightly, still not fully convinced himself that what they were facing was real, “…Death Star where it is only solves half the problem. We need to know where it is as well. This is where you come into play Flight III. We’ve discovered a Rebel Corvette has been going back and forth between the Unknown Sectors and small food supply warehouses found on the Outer Rim. We think it’s their food transport, but more importantly, Intel’s almost positive it has the coordinates for where this Death Star is located. We need you guys to hyper in there, disable it and then keep the Renegade Rebels from stealing it back while our guys try to pick it up and get the coordinates for the Death Star.” Master nodded, but raised his hand with a question. “Doesn’t sound too hard Locke, but out of curiosity, what’re we going to be flying out there? None of our ships are here.” Locke looked at Master, then turned off the briefing screen to address the entire squadron. “This is where it gets complicated. Guys, the operation that we’ve been given is to destroy this Rebel Death Star. But, if we start running around flying our Imperial ships, it’ll give away to this lunatic Commodore that the Rebellion has contacted and gained support from the Imperial forces in this sector. It could completely blow the lid shut on our chances of tracking down this guy and destroying him. Worst of all… if we fail, then the Emperor’s Hammer is going to have to go for a full-frontal attack against this thing… and if that happens, they’re going to need all the help they can get. At the least, we need to guarantee they’ll have the element of surprise on their side. So… for all operations, from here on out, you will be required to fly Rebel craft. Another two shuttles have arrived to carry each flight of Tempest to our own individual craft bases, where we will all launch our separate attacks.” 





Chris shifted uncomfortably in his seat. Obviously, a mission this important and this high-key didn’t really appeal to him very much. But still, he would put his all into it. But the briefing hadn’t been completed yet. “Locke, you still haven’t told us what we in Flight I will be doing.” Locke nodded, and this time only leaned across a desk, instead of putting the briefing map on again. “Since we just finished pulling one big mission, we’re not going to be doing this high class stuff this time around. Intel still needs to run around and check up on more ships and possible leads in the area, and they’re in need of some “rebel” fighters to assist them.” Chris moaned. “So we’re gonna get to play lapdogs to Intel eh? Fabulous… couldn’t we just skip ahead to the big explosion and massive chaos we’re gonna cause when we find this ugly ball in the sky?” Chris’s comment brought out laughter from a few members of the squadron, but was quickly stifled by Locke’s stern demeanor. “We’ll get to that all in good time. In the meantime, move out! This operation has begun!”





They had said that the Tir’li family always had Jedi blood running through them. In the ages before, they had said it was a blessing, a blessing of the gods. But Admiral… no no, Fleet Admiral Janus Tir’li had always considered it was a curse. A curse that had forced his father to watch his family be killed before his own eyes. Had forced Janus himself to watch his father die as well when it seemed that his Force abilities had become “too strong”. It had become a curse for one reason and one reason alone: because the Empire said it was. And it had been what the Empire said that truly had made him the man he was: bitter and vengeful, vengeful of all the wrongs that had been done against him, as well as the galaxy as a whole. Tir’li had joined the Rebellion as soon as he could, and quickly became a talented Corellian Corvette Captain. When the Rebellion was plotting plans to destroy the Death Star, he was trying to think of a way to capture it. By the time the Battle of Endor came around, he was now commanding a Frigate, but this time encouraged the destruction of the Second Death Star, if only so that he may know that the Emperor and his goon, Darth Vader, were dead for good. But ever since then, he had plotted ways to destroy their legacy, the remaining factions of the Empire. He was seen by many as too strong-willed, too domineering. Some went as far to say that he was too “Imperial”. The nerve of it! To compare him to that trash! But they were only jealous. Jealous because he had the backbone to go ahead with what must be done, and they did not. Well no matter. Now they had no say. It had been hard, yes, finding the place to build his dream. And harder still to get the materials to build it. But when one has a truly, pure… no, a truly righteous dream, one always finds the means. And the followers. And thus, Janus Tir’li now had not only all the followers and all the means he could ever ask for, but his one true dream as well. The one weapon he could use to destroy the Empire once and for all. And nothing was to get in his way of using it. “When will the navigation equipment be arriving?” he asked an aid nearby to him on the bridge of his Death Star. The aid pressed a few buttons, and was quick with an answer. “Within four hours sir. At the moment it should be refueling to prepare itself for the remainder of the journey.”





Amadeo was very much the artist. He loved to design things and enjoyed a chance to build as well. He was a master programmer, and had helped create some of the EH comm. systems and programs being used throughout the fleet. But for as many hours as he spent building things, for as much as he may have liked designing something new and bringing life to it, he had to admit he always had a fetish for blowing things up as well. And at the moment, he was getting to do plenty of it. “Shuttles coming in Tempest!” he heard Rover calmly say over the comm. link. “Looks like they’re not even gonna try for the hyper point, they’re heading right at us! Go for them!” Amadeo was quick to find the threat, and throwing all of the power of the B-Wing he was flying against a Shuttle aggressor, he quickly had turned the ship into space dust. As useless as Amadeo had found the “Advanced Rebel Training” Locke had put them through, he had to admit it was coming to use now. The B-Wing was probably one of the most complicated starfighters to date, and only an advanced pilot could use it to cause the large amounts of destruction it was capable of. “Fortunately,” Amadeo thought to himself as he was blowing up yet another freighter, “I am one of those advanced pilots.”





Tir’li was a perfectionist, and always looked into detail. Even his resignation was detailed almost to the exact hour, alerting the New Republic of his intentions when it had become impossible for them to do anything to stop him. It had given his men the feeling that he knew all and commanded all, which had helped build his cult of personality. It also meant that if the food storage was even a little bit less than it should have been, he would know. “Transport Coordinator” he called out to one of the bridge operators. “Tell me, when is our next shipment of grain due?” The aid, a bit drowsy after having pulled a double shift, took a bit of time to give Tir’li an answer. The former-COM made a note to himself to make sure the man received a good amount of rest before he went on duty again. “Admiral, it appears we should be receiving another shipment within an hour or so, just a little bit after our navigation supplies arrive.”





Prost Varsis had sworn that he would fly for the rest of his days, and only fly. It was what he loved. But, after having flown the Y-Wing for a little bit, he began to seriously consider a desk job. He had never felt so bulky, so box-like, and so sluggish in his entire life. He had been spoiled by the faster, much more maneuverable ships, for far too long. That didn’t mean he wasn’t still destroying Rebels starfighters faster than they could hyper in, but still, he wasn’t doing it in fashion, that was for sure. Prost watched as a small group of transports tried a last-ditch raid to capture the corvette for their own. But with a couple of shots from the lasers on Prost’s Y-Wing, soon there wasn’t anything left but himself, the ships of Flight III, and a transport full of very happy Intel personnel, who had just discovered the location of the Rebel Death Star and was quickly spreading the news out as fast as possible to begin attack preparations.





Janus Tirl’li’s professional career did not have one single blemish. He had never failed. It simply didn’t happen. He was much too quick, much too observant, and much too anal-retentive to let anything slip. And yet, here he found himself with two large shipments missing. They were supposed to have been there over three hours ago. Tirl’li was furious, and there wasn’t an officer on the bridge who couldn’t see that. “Don’t you see what’s going on people!! They now know where we are, which means we are not in a position of complete dominance anymore. We need that position! Schedule 2 more shipments of navigation parts, and this time do it right! Go through as many underneath channels as you need to, but I want these parts, and I want them now! This mission will be a success! And make sure the defenses for the convention are upgraded threefold. There will not be any mistakes!! Do you hear me?? No mistakes!!”





With Tempest united again, the briefing room onboard the cloaked Intelligence Division corvette could not have been any louder. But the noise quickly died as Locke walked into the room, obviously in a hurry. Locke quickly turned on the briefing map, and suddenly a variety of shapes popped up, one of which was distinctly recognizable as a Calamari Cruiser. “This Calamari Cruiser is to be the target of our next attack, which shall be the final, and yet possibly most crucial, mission in this operation before our attack on the Death Star itself. You see, this isn’t just a Calamari Cruiser… its defense systems have been upgraded heavily, and its shields are much more powerful than your typical MC-90. We’re facing a new class of Calamari Cruiser especially modified by our favourite Renegade Rebel. But, true to form, he’s not using it for war. Instead, he’s decide to hold a convention there. A weapons convention, gathering some of the top weapons scientists in the galaxy who’s motives tend to be a bit selfish. He’s looking for a way to get rid of the exhaust port flaw, and get rid of it fast. With the guest list he’s likely to have, it shouldn’t be a problem.” All of the Tempest pilots had grown quiet, and could tell that they weren’t going to have much time for thinking before this operation. “We must prevent this overzealous Commodore from obtaining the ability to truly make his Death Star invulnerable. We haven’t much time to do this. Luckily we have help. A Rebel Calamari Cruiser is on its way as we speak, and will be there within the hour. Which is why we’re leaving now, because to be perfectly blunt, they’ll fail if they don’t have our help. And that is not an option I am willing to accept. Squadron dismissed! To the docking bay!”





Locke had been in many missions, but as he laid back in his A-Wing on his way to the mission site, he had to admit this was definitely about to take the cake. “Working side by side with Rebels…” Locke shuddered. He never would have saw himself there. But he had to admit, they did seem to have a strong desire to put an end to this weapon as much as he did. And they had watched not only his back, but that of his men throughout this operation. Locke had to admit, there seemed to be a bond between pilots, no matter what the side. In a way, they were only creatures, weapons used by different people. All the same type, all of the same mold, but far too often, thrown against each other. Either way, that was merely philosophical. The real, dirt, truth was that they were going into a mission against a force that wanted to eradicate them completely in a deadly force that Locke did not believe could be countered. And for that, he knew that he would be pushing himself and his squad harder than they had ever been pushed before.





The ships of Tempest Squadron found themselves within a intense battle when they exited hyperspace. The Calamari Cruiser had obviously become well defended, and it was proving difficult for the less-advanced Rebel Cruiser to fight it. Locke was quick to get his squadron moving. “Flight II, I need you attacking that cruiser dead on. Launch your warheads and fire at it with all you have. Flight I, we’re gonna cover them. Not a single one of their ships are going to get them. Match up numbers and guard your respective bomber. Flight III, I want you to blow up whatever the hell you feel like. You know what to do Master.” Locke was positive Master was grinning from within his X-Wing. “I love it when you let me do my stuff boss. Alright guys, fall into formation! Time to kill some traitorous traitors!” Locke laughed at that, and his resolved was form. “You heard the Colonel boys! Here we go!” Locke quickly found two A-Wings gunning for Rover’s B-Wing. He didn’t hesitate to quickly throw a couple of his missiles down their throats. One of them blew up on the spot, but the other A-Wing had to take some convincing from Locke’s lasers until it too was gone. Checking around, Locke could see that Amadeo was taking a few hits, as 2 A-Wings and a X-Wing were bullying up on him, and within seconds half of the problem had been taken care of. “Keep better watch of your B-Wing three!” Finally finding a moment of peace, Locke checked his computer to see what Master was up to. True to form, Master was causing all sorts of havoc. After having all of his fighters launch their warheads at the Calamari Cruiser, he had now taken to blowing up bombers against the Rebel Calamari Cruiser, as well as abusing new fighters as soon as they entered the system. Using the same hyperspace vectors was foolish, and obviously due to quick and sloppy planning. “Rover here. Locke, we could sure use some help from the rest of Tempest in taking this down. It doesn’t have a whole lot more, and if we all concentrate power at once, it’ll keep the cruiser confused and allow us to take it out right now.” Locke nodded, knowing what Rover wanted to do. “Alright boys, time to finish this off for good! All Tempest fighters are to circle around the Calamari Cruiser, and upon my mark, open fire and attack! Everyone into position!” Locke waited a minute for his squadron to get where they needed to be, and then gave the command to open fire. Turning his A-Wing around, he launched all of his remaining missiles against it, and let loose on fire. The Calamari Cruiser’s fire was divided, and couldn’t hit all 12 of the fighters circling around it. It was beginning to show signs of hull breaching, and within a few more seconds, explosions began to wrap around the cruiser, soon absorbing it into one cosmic flame. The mission was a success, but yet Locke couldn’t give out a sigh of relief. The battle may have been over, but the war had one last place to go, and Locke wouldn’t be able to relax until that final mission was done.





Fleet Admiral Tir’li always, always had three back-up plans. He never went into an operation unless he had many ways out. With this strategy, he had always come out ahead. But never in all of his experience, had he ever had to fall back to his absolute last back-up plan. He should be absolutely furious, but he was too stunned to be angry. He had never felt his back against the wall like it was now, and he felt… he dared not to say. It couldn’t be… fear… no, not at all. But he couldn’t lie to himself for long. He did feel fear, and for good reason: everything rested on this. It was the operation of his life, it was his dream, and if it all fell apart, there was no alternative for him but death. None at all. This was his dream, and it was his only shot to make it. And he would make it. Nothing would get through to stop him. Nothing could.





“There’s been a complication.” Major Gerad explained. “The Rebels have sent out probes into the Death Star’s orbit, to try to get some reading of it. But evidently the Commodore did have a chance to add a new invention to it: a immensely strong shield. This thing has the ability to burn up just about anything that comes near it, including starfighters. Therefore, we’re going to have to do this on our own, with our own technology.” Gerad turned on the briefing screen, to reveal an X-Wing fighter with Science Office markings on it. “Intel was able to steal this X-Wing with a prototype shield technology from the Rebels some time ago. They’ve discovered it’s based on a new type of ore that we haven’t come across yet. However, while we might not have the means yet to produce it, we’ve certainly taken it farther than the Rebels have, by enhancing it with our own technology. What we’ve created now is a seriously well-shielded fighter, a “Shield-boat”, you could call it. We believe this fighter will have enough protection to get through the shields of the Rebel Death Star. But there’s only one.” Prost shrugged. “Only takes one to blow up that thing. Question is, who’s gonna do it?” Locke stood up and faced his pilots. “It’s not just a question of who’s gonna do it. This might not even work guys. The shields could fail, and it could cause instant death. I want you guys to know the risks involve before you volunteer for this.” Master stood up from the back, and gave Locke one of his more serious looks. “Locke, you know if you tell one of us to go, we’ll do it. We’ve been under your command for a long time, and you don’t make mistakes. Name the person to go, and we’ll go. Hell, considered us all volunteered. But if you ask me, I think the best person for the job is the one up there who knows the risks better than any of us.” There were a few agreements from other members of Tempest, and Locke smiled, but shook his head. “Guys let’s be honest. I’m not the most talented pilot that ever touched Tempest.” Gerad suddenly stepped into the briefing. “Actually, we believe we already have a pilot for this operation.” Upon saying that, in walked an officer that, while may have been out of Tempest for some time, was always considered a Tempest pilot to those who knew him. “Sephiroth!” Chris cried out. Rear Admiral Sephiroth, Commodore of the Challenge, and probably the most skilled pilot ever in Tempest, walked through the door. Locke grinned. “Now here’s the pilot we need to do this operation!” But Seph smiled, and shook his head. “You want me to fly? Hell no, I only came out because I was wondering what my best squadron had been up to for so long! Besides, I don’t even fly a Defender around anymore, much less one of those crappy Rebel fighters.” This caused quite a bit of laughter from the rest of the Tempest pilots. Major Gerad, however, looked quite confused. “But, why…” Seph shrugged. “I like knowing what’s going on with my ship and my pilots. Don’t like the Intelligence Division getting mixed up in anything around the Chal. So you can definitely believe I don’t mind screwing them over.” Seph turned over to Locke now, and looked him straight in the eye. “Your squad’s right though, Locke. You’ve got a feel for that Rebel craft like no one else, and there isn’t anyone in here who’s gonna take it with the heart you have. Go for it, take it out, and we’ll paint one giant ball on your TIE Defender that’ll send all the wrong messages with the other squads.” Sephiroth gave Locke a grin, and Locke looked around and shook his head. “You guys… just won’t give me a break for 5 seconds, eh? Well all right then… but if I burn up, I swear, there’s gonna be some serious hell to pay.” Everyone gave out a good, though perhaps uncomfortable laugh. “Hey Locke, if you had to choose someone, who would you have chosen?” Dirk Logan asked. “Well…” Locke said, thinking about it for a moment. “If I live through this, I was gonna choose myself all along. If I die… it was gonna be Prost.” This brought about a roar of laughter from the Tempest pilots, as well as several large and whiny complaints from Prost for putting everything on his shoulders and always blaming him.








Locke laid back in the cockpit of the starfighter he was to use to do what should be considered completely impossible. It was every Rebel pilot’s dream, and truly was a stunt that even Imperial pilots would have loved to have on their resume. Locke opened up his hand to reveal a small picture, one that he took with him on all of his missions. He glanced out the cockpit and noticed that Chris was watching his ritual take place. “I’ve always wondered Locke, but never had the courage to ask you. Who is she?” he asked. Locke half smiled, and put the picture softly down, in the corner of the cockpit. “The only mission I’ve ever failed.” Chris took a look at the picture, still not sure of who it was. “You don’t talk much about your past, you know. I mean, I know you did a ton of merchant work after leaving the Navy once you helped track down your old buddy Zaarin, but I imagine that probably would have been rather… lonely.” Locke smiled. “It wasn’t lonely… but that’s mostly because I wasn’t alone. But times change Chris, and so do paths.” Chris nodded, and took a good solid look at Locke. “Hey… you’re gonna survive this one, right?” Locke took a look at him, and grinned. “If I don’t, squad’s all yours,” he said with a chuckle. Chris wasn’t amused. “I’m serious Locke. You gonna make it out of this one?” Locke took a more serious look at him, and then again grinned at him. “Look at it this way Chris… if I can survive Mai as my Wing Commander when I was Commodore, I think I can survive a little Death Star.” Chris laughed at that, but then became rather sober. “Uh Locke… you didn’t survive Mai as your Wing Commander.” Locke raised his eyebrows, thought about it for a second, and then shrugged. “Well… bad example then. How about I just put it this way? Yes. Should be a cinch.”





Of course, the mission wasn’t going to be “a cinch” by any definition. But Locke always took a positive outlook to things. As his X-Wing launched itself into hyperspace, Locke began to wonder what he would have done if he hadn’t joined the Imperial Navy. He had just felt so strongly about reuniting with his old friends, who were still “fighting the good fight”, that perhaps he had taken the wrong direction in his life. But being a merchant had never made him happy… to be honest, the only thing he had ever been really happy doing was being in Tempest. Commanding it had been the greatest joy for him… he just wished he could have shared it. But that was behind him now. “10 seconds until entry… guess it’s do or die now!” Locke exclaimed, and within seconds his ship entered back into realspace. As he approached the Death Star, he could feel the heat building up in his ship as he passed through the shields of the Death Star. It seemed as if his ship was only an inch from tearing apart, and yet Locke held it together as much as he could. Only a few more seconds…





“NO!” Tir’li exclaimed. He could not believe this. This was… impossible! His plans never fail completely. Not now. They couldn’t. Of all the times to have a first… it was impossible for him to have one now. Impossible! “All fighters that we have, out there! Kill him! All firepower towards him! Burn him to a crisp!!!”





Locke had broken through the shield only 5 seconds ago and already fighters were targeting him. But Locke wasn’t worried about them. With some fancy flying, Locke had soon taken out two of them, and had thrown all of his laser energy to avoid the other one. Speeding as quickly as he could towards the trench, Locke attempted to dodge every other fighter that was coming after him, as well as the towers upon this Death Star that were firing at him. As soon as he hit the trench, he threw power back into his lasers and began to tear up the defenses from within the trench, weaving and intertwining with blockades that not only provided a defense from lasers firing behind him, but also proved to be too much for some fighters pursuing him. Locke soon found himself close to the exhaust port, and it seemed all the firepower that could be attacking him was attacking him. But Locke pulled out and pulled in right in front of the trench. He noticed that several shots burned his fighter heavily, causing parts of his hull to fall out. But Locke wasn’t concerned about that, he was only concerned about firing the torpedoes and making sure they hit. He launched both torpedoes off, and put all of his hope, all of his concentration, and all of his energy into them, wanting them to go in and hit desperately. When they did, Locke knew it instantly, and within seconds threw his ship into hyperdrive as the Rebel Death Star soon blew up completely behind him. The operation was over.





There was no medal or award that Locke or any other member of Tempest could wear for this operation, nothing to show they had done any more than training maneuvers while they had been out. But yet, that wasn’t necessary. The members of Tempest knew what they had done. And more importantly, the Emperor’s Hammer was now safe from the threats of an insane Rebel Commodore. But unbeknownst to any of them, this operation hadn’t gone overlooked and into a file. “Your suspicions were correct.” Major Gerad reported. “We did indeed destroy his targeting computer before he launched his torpedoes. Just as you said, it forced him to use his abilities. Perhaps we can find another way to truly awaken them, and for good the next time…”





THE END


