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The Talon Intelligence Squadron Saga

Welcome to the fourth installment of the theforce.net
Jedi Council Forums fan fiction legend! What you are
about to read is a collaborative effort by the original
authors to restore the Talon Intelligence Squadron
series, the best-known and longest-running squadfic
ever to grace the JC with its wild and hysterical antics.
Talon Squad Leader created TIS in January 2000, but
never in his wildest dreams could he have ever foreseen
its growth. It practically took on a life of its own. Two
years, twenty large threads, dozens of authors and
characters, and a myriad of plot twists later, the series
was legendary.

The story has never left our hearts. For those of us who
survived all of the threads, TIS remains a subject of awe.
The original authors have regrouped and have dedicated
themselves to restoring the series from the beginning
for a new generation to take in. While it has been many
years since the series began, it is still as fresh to us as
ever. With the passing of TSL in 2004, his story has
become even more important to us. In his honor and in
the memory of what was and still is the greatest
squadfic ever to hit the JC, we, the original Talon
authors, are dedicated to restoring TIS to its original

glory.
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Dramatis Personae / Roster and Crew

Operations

Lead Major Kevin Ski pilot, engineer
Two Lieutenant Danya Faithwood hacker, slicer
Three Lieutenant Kendrick Quinn pilot, mechanics
Four Lieutenant Quis Heartilly engineer, chemist
Support

Five Captain Jaren Kai sniper, infiltration
Six Lieutenant Telia Aris-Kai sniper, infiltration
Seven vacant

Eight vacant

Intrusions

Nine vacant

Ten Staff Sergeant Janus “Stone” Talson combat, medic
Eleven Lieutenant Trika Adair slicer, hacker

Twelve vacant

Operations II

Thirteen Captain Karn Deloti pilot, weapons
Fourteen Lieutenant Kaiba Cloudrifter mechanics, engineer
Fifteen  vacant

Sixteen  Lieutenant Ty Flynn pilot, mechanics
Support II

Seventeen Lieutenant Owen Flynn hacker, communications
Eighteen Licutenant Reyanna Ortan infiltration, espionage
Nineteen Sergeant Mahrl Kahqiln infiltration, espionage

Twenty vacant
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Talon Support Group
Sergeant Floreverus Bullwinkle culinary art, drill
Ensign Qui-Sein Delph pilot, culinary art

Black Fire Mercenary Group
Lady Sondara Carre
Lord Re’deis Krycek



Dramatis Personae / Pronunciation Guide

Kevin Ski (Human male from Dantooine)
KEH-vin SKEE

Danya Faithwood (Human female from Commenor)
DAN-yah FAYTH-wood

Kendrick Quinn (Human male from unknown homeworld)
KEN-drik QUINN

Quis Heartilly (Human female from Lamaredd)
OWYS HART-il-ee

Jaren Kai (Human male from Kuat)
JAIR-en KY

Telia Aris (Human female from Melida/Daan)
TEEL-ya AIR-is

Janus “Stone” Talson (Human male from Chandrila)
JAN-us STONE TAL-son

Trika Adair (Chinaési female from China¢)
TRY-kuh Uh-DAIR

Karn Deloti (Human male from Ota Prime)
KARN dih-LAHT-EE

Kaiba Cloudrifter (Human female of Frigate Dark Mystic)
KY-buh CLOUD-rift-er

Ty Flynn (Human male from Blonus)
TY FLIN

Owen Flynn (Human male from Blonus)
OH-en FLIN

Reyanna Ortan (Bracken female from Bracka)
ray-AHN-uh OR-tahn

Mabhrl Kahqiln (Togorian female from Togoria)
MAH-ral KAH-kiln
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Floreverus Bullwinkle (Human male from Atiragram)
Flor-EV-er-us BULL-wink-ul

Qui-Sein Delph (Epicanthix male from Panatha)
KWY-shayne DELF

Sondara Carre (Human female from Werl V)
Sahn-DAH-rah CAH-ray

Re’deis Krycek (Human male from Maruiper)
Reh-DAIS KRY-chehk



“We're all quite ready to
prove ourselves.”

“Captain Deloti,” the pilot called out. “We’re making the
approach to Coruscant. It may be a bit bumpy once we
hit atmosphere. Sensors indicate a turbulent weather sys-
tem in our sector.”

Standing in the cockpit of the StarSpeeder 3000
transport Claw, Captain Karn Deloti nodded. “Thank
you, Ensign Delph. I appreciate the time you’ve taken to
get me acclimated to the situation down there.”

Qui-Sein nodded in response, but took a further mo-
ment to add an extra thought. “Sir,” he said, composing
his words carefully, “I can’t stress how much of a tight-
knit group they are. They’re still in mourning. Don’t for-
get that.”

Karn gave the ensign’s words a moment and reflected
on them. “I won’t,” Karn said, remembering a host of
comrades and friends that he had lost during his three
years in the New Republic military and the intelligence
sector since graduating from the Academy. It was never
easy, though unfortunately common.

But you have to move on, he reminded himself. Hope-
fully the members of Talon Intelligence Squad will try
their best to remember that.

The captain took a look down at his astromech droid.
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Striker and I have lost far too many friends, Deloti
thought. The green and white R2 unit almost seemed to
nod in agreement.

He was anxious for a fresh start serving alongside oth-
ers who wanted to protect the New Republic. He hoped
the Talons would welcome him as one of their own, and
was eager to prove himself as a leader. Although he had
heard a bit about the group’s unruly tendencies, he was
certain that most of their childish antics had subsided
since the group’s inception, and especially since experi-
encing such a harsh blow to their roster.

“Like I was sayin’ ’fore I was so rudely interrupted
by Ensign Delph, Spam is a necessity when on th’ battle-
field. It blows my mind that yer commandin’ officer had
never heard of it, let alone had it with ya on missions!”

Karn could scarcely believe this man standing next
to him. Sergeant Bullwinkle was his name. And he was
most definitely crazy. Delph was nice enough, but a faint
tug at the edge of his thoughts wondered at what ridicu-
lous antics had landed the poor pilot underneath the ser-
geant. But this Bullwinkle character...

“Well, Sarge, we never did,” he responded, attempt-
ing to find some way to convey his annoyance without
completely offending the man. “And I’ve never heard of
Sloppy Joes or coleslaw, either. Are you sure that stuff
is safe?”

Bullwinkle snorted. “Well, only one o’ the Talons
got sick from it. And he’s fine 'n” dandy now. Ten times
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stronger, too!”

How long did it take him to recover? Karn wondered.
“If you say so, Sarge.”

“Ya better believe that I do!” the man continued, much
to Karn’s dismay. “Yer in fer a real treat, sir! Ev’rybody
raves ’bout my home cookin’, 'n’ you will too once ya
been there a while.”

“We’ll be landing in a few minutes, Captain,” Delph
piped up again. “It’s time to get strapped in. Weather re-
ports are signaling some high winds and rain.” The warn-
ing, while somewhat of a disappointment, did break the
incessant rambling coming from Sergeant Bullwinkle.

Karn breathed a sigh of relief. If he could survive a
few hours listening to Bullwinkle’s rants, he could sur-
vive just about anything. At least he hoped. I'm glad
that I'm just coming from Balmorra, and not the Outer
Rim. I know I'd go crazy then, and Striker would need
a memory wipe.

The captain secured himself in the copilot’s seat. Bull-
winkle moved to the back of the transport, mumbling
something about securing the percolator. Deloti wished
that he could have flown to Coruscant himself, but it
hadn’t been possible. His new commanding officer, Ma-
jor Kevin Ski, had arranged the transport from Balmorra,
in the Colonies, to the capital of the New Republic, and it
would have been in bad taste to refuse the ride.

With a wish for clear skies in his future, Karn gazed
out of the front viewport at the storm, wondering what
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was in store for his first few days at the Nest.

k ok okok o3k

It was a moment frozen in time: Kithera Rinani and
Rinin Altura stood together, wearing large smiles and
dress clothes. Judging from the artificial lighting and
the drinks they were holding, the original holo had like-
ly been taken in the lounge immediately after Jaren and
Telia’s wedding.

Lieutenant Telia Aris-Kai let her gaze linger on the
picture in the wedding album. That day had been beauti-
ful, magical, perfect. In her mind it still was. When look-
ing at some of those pictures, though, she couldn’t help
but think that it was the last day she had ever seen some
of her good friends and squadmates alive. Five of them,
including Kithera and Rinin, had been brutally killed
there on Coruscant by members of the Black Fire Mer-
cenary Group while she and Jaren had been gone on
their honeymoon.

It had been four months ago, and it still hurt like hell
to think about.

A shadow fell over Telia and the album she was hold-
ing, and then she felt a strong but tender hand rest on
her shoulder and squeeze it slightly. “I miss them too,”
whispered Captain Jaren Kai.

Telia nodded as her husband sat beside her on the edge
of their bed. Setting the album aside, she noticed that
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Jaren was holding his Executive Officer collar device.
She frowned a bit and asked, “Why aren’t you wearing
that? You didn’t get demoted, did you?”

“No, no, nothing like that. Let’s just say you’re not
the only one who’s been thinking about Kit today.”

Telia gave Jaren a sympathetic smile, put an arm
around his shoulders and held him close. “You’re doing
a wonderful job as XO. She’d be proud of what you’ve
done with the Talons so far.”

Jaren turned the device over, studying it in different
angles of the room’s light. His voice was quiet when he
spoke again. “She was wearing this that day, you know.”
He looked into Telia’s eyes, allowing her to see the raw
feelings behind his words. “She gave everything for this
squadron. That’s a hard image to live up to and an excep-
tionally high standard to follow.”

“You’re doing fine. Major Ski thinks the world of you,
you know,” Telia said. “And he should.”

“But there’s so much more to it now,” Jaren replied,
not quite sure how to explain. “This whole squadron, in-
cluding Major Ski, is counting on me as the XO to help
pull it together and make it stronger since going through
that. If you’ll forgive the expression, Black Fire either
burned us or tempered us, and out of those two options
there’s only one that’s acceptable to me. I have to make
sure the squadron goes down the right path. I can’t let
them down. I can’t let you down.” He dropped his gaze
back to the collar device in his hand. How could some-



The Pursuit of All That Is Evil / 15

thing as small and light as the collar device increase in
weight by orders of magnitude when he wore it? The
fabric of his uniform never ripped because of it, but his
shoulders sure felt the added burden and responsibility
every day.

The hug Telia gave his shoulders made them feel much
better. With her there, everything always improved. She
kissed his cheek. “I know this squadron is a bit... weird
and not exactly normal, but they respect you,” Telia said.
“You won’t steer them wrong. And if they don’t respect
you, they’ll have to answer to me. Honestly, how far
away would they think they could get with two snipers
after them?”

Jaren smiled briefly. “Thanks for watching my back.”

Telia gave him a smirk in return. “Oh, the pleasure’s
all mine.”

Jaren went back to studying the intricacies of the
collar device, and Telia simply watched him for a couple
minutes. His opening up to her encouraged a question to
venture out that had been kept secret until then. “Do you
ever wonder if things would have been different if we
had been there to help?” Telia asked softly.

“I did at first,” Jaren admitted, “but at some point |
had to focus on the present and the future, not things
that I can’t change about the past.” That was the type of
example an XO would need to set for the others in the
squadron, he felt.

Jaren reached back and pulled the wedding album
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closer. It had been half of their wedding gift from Major
Ski; the other half was another album sitting prominently
on a shelf and containing awards, honors, pictures and
information from Jaren’s entire military career to date.
He wasn’t sure where Major Ski had obtained some of
the items and pages in the scrapbook, but he supposed
finding such things would be easy for the leader of an
intelligence squadron.

His military album highlighted his unchangeable past
and his present. His wedding album highlighted his pres-
ent and future. That future had been so clear, so bright,
not too long ago, but now it was marred with uncertain-
ties. The squadron’s whole future had been turned upside
down by the events of one day months ago. What if it
happened again? What if it happened in their marriage,
in their personal lives?

Jaren looked at Telia from the corner of his eye, and
once again he was grateful that she was there with her
love and support and beauty to soothe his concerns.
She made his life complete. She made everything bet-
ter. Nothing bad could happen to them as long as they
were together.

Telia rested her head on Jaren’s shoulder, and Jaren
leaned into her to support her weight. He laid the wed-
ding album between them on their laps and opened it
again, and they both silently looked at more pictures of
the squadmates they had lost: Kithera, Rinan, Milan,
Mekial, Rubi.
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Finally Telia spoke. “Jaren?”
“Yes?”
“I’m glad they got to share our wedding day with us.”

k ok kok sk

“They’re all starting to pile in.”

It was a statement to fill the void, not necessarily
warranting a response. Stone paused momentarily from
his work to look directly at his teammate. Trika was sit-
ting on one of his cots, knees pulled up to her chest in a
childlike display of uneasiness. It didn’t take a scien-
tist, or in his specific case, a doctor, to diagnose the
woman’s dread. He felt it, too. Her comment was not
entirely lost on him. “There were four of them, right?
The last one is supposed to arrive this morning, if I
remember correctly.”

Trika rested the right side of her head on her knees,
her braided hair coming to rest just over her forearms.
In her hand was a small, unmarked, black box, one that
she had been carrying around with a certain amount of
respect and fear. “A captain, I think,” she mused, running
her fingers around the small container in her hand. “He’s
supposed to take Kithera’s spot.”

Four months. It had been four months since the run-in
with Black Fire at the senate offices. Four months since
they had lost their teammates, comrades, and friends.
Four months.
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All of the time in the galaxy could not erase the pain
that they all felt. The Talons were still in mourning, and
the next few days of activity for the new arrivals were
going to be especially rough on the remaining Talons
who had survived that day.

Stone sighed, sitting back in his chair and pushing
aside the datapad he had been working with. “We’re
finally getting a start to that second support team,” he
replied, thinking of exactly how the new arrivals were
going to fit in. “And just in time. I think Major Ski is
anxious to put us all to work. He’s been awfully busy
in his office lately. Probably putting together a mis-
sion profile.”

“Yeah,” Trika responded half-heartedly, never car-
ing to even look at Stone. She merely wrapped her arms
more tightly around her legs and let her thoughts wander.

He and Trika had been spending a great deal of time
together, tucked away in the solace of his second floor
medical ward. Betrayed early in their training by Jane
Muir, the intrusions team of four months ago had become
extremely close. Their profile as a team made them par-
ticularly unique, and the more they trained together, the
better accustomed they had become to each other’s com-
pany. It had not been a rare sight to find Milan, Stone,
and Trika on the gym floor, tossing each other about in
a constant effort to improve their skills. The trio had
embraced each other more closely than had ever been
thought for a specialized group of commandos.
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That’s when it had all been destroyed. Milan was
gone, his life given in an effort to catch Black Fire red-
handed in the Core. There were many lives lost that day,
and while five Talons were to eventually be replaced by
fresh faces, the loss of that one in particular had hit both
Stone and Trika hard.

The intrusions team was a team of merely two. Not
much of a team at all, Stone thought with disgust. It
would take a long while to find a proper replacement for
Milan, and it would take even longer to find a suitable
leader for the team. Until then, Stone wasn’t sure what
would happen to them.

He watched her rub a thumb absently on the top of
the box, her gaze still distant. Stone leaned forward and
began to roll his chair across the smooth floor to her seat.
Moving to her left side to get a better angle at her, Stone
gave her a rather direct look. He attempted to gauge her
thoughts, but once again, only her grip on the black box
gave any indication that she was thinking at all.

“He gave that to you, didn’t he?” he asked with-
out reserve.

Trika found his gaze and nodded, finally sitting up
to lean on the back wall. Twisting the box in her hand,
she gave it another look, her thousandth of the morning
that day alone. “A sacred symbol of friendship,” she said
simply, a slight smile touching the corner of her lips. “It
was the last time I saw him alive, actually.” She raised
an eyebrow at the box, a question forming in her mind.
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“It’s like he knew something was going to happen. Ev-
erything else in his room is pretty standard. He really
didn’t keep anything personal. Odd, really.”

“That’s Milan, though,” Stone responded, curious to
the situation surrounding the box. “Through and through.
He wasn’t one to horde too much of anything except per-
sonal weapons, I imagine.”

She smiled fully, allowing the statement to remind
her of better days. “I just couldn’t bring myselfto open it all
this time. I hadn’t been able to even pick it up before now.”

“Are you ready to open it now?”” Stone asked, watch-
ing carefully as the slicer continued to gaze at the in-
animate container. From all appearances, Trika was very
likely to sit there for the next few hours and just stare at
the box.

Trika sighed only slightly, reluctant to say her next
thought. “I’m not ready, but the rest of the squadron is,”
she replied somewhat cryptically. “The new Talons aren’t
going to know who Milan or any of the others even were,
and the rest of us are going to have to cope with that
fact.” She brought the box closer, daring to open it. “I
suppose it’s time to open it whether I’'m ready to do so
or not.”

Stone might have stopped her if he was certain she
wasn’t able to handle it. Knowing what he knew of the
woman’s strength, however, he held back. Trika twisted
the top of the container gently and held it firmly in her
hand, unwilling to lift it away for a handful of seconds.
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Possibly before she could think twice of the decision,
she raised the lid with suddenness and observed the
box’s contents.

To anyone else, the object in question might have just
been a mere trinket, an ornament on the end of a chain
that was both indecipherable and meaningless. When
Trika pulled the necklace out, though, her breath caught
in her throat. The metallic charm was stunning, an elabo-
rately formed calligraphic character that was symbolic in
more ways than denotation alone.

k ok okok o3k

“Is the connection set?”

“I’m reading full signal on both levels,” Danya called
back, contorting her body underneath the main projector
panel in an awkward attempt to get out from the ma-
chine’s innards. Danya didn’t want to think about who
had arranged the bulky communications devices in such
an unorganized manner, but she had a feeling the per-
son responsible had done it just because he or she had
thought it was funny.

Lieutenant Owen Flynn twisted his head to the side
and cracked his neck. The agony of having just spent
the greater portion of an hour looking sideways at the
control panel had worn on his head. “It’s about time,”
he sighed, moving out of the way as Danya came from
underneath the panel. “When Trika said it was going to
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be hard to get to, she wasn’t kidding.”

Danya collapsed against the back of the control ter-
minal, caked with dust and a few trickles of sweat. “Un-
fortunately,” she explained with a half-annoyed smirk, “I
never know when Trika is kidding or not, but most of the
time, it doesn’t matter anyway.”

Owen took the opportunity to relax and collapsed be-
side Danya. He rubbed an absent-minded hand through
his blonde-streaked brown hair and laughed. “Well,
thanks to you, I know that and more about the crew. I
really appreciate your help in getting me used to every-
thing around here. I’ve only been here for a week, but |
feel like I’'m already a part of the squadron. More than I
belonged to the Guard, in fact.”

The young woman felt a strange tingling warmth
rising in her cheeks for reasons that she couldn’t quite
explain. “It’s no problem, actually. I’'m just excited to
have a comms officer on board so that I don’t have to
deal with Trika as much.” A wry smile formed on her
lips as she lolled her head to the side, only to fade as
she found herself staring right into the surprisingly deep
green eyes of Owen. She jerked back just slightly, half-
startled. “It’s, uh... a weird crew we’ve got here,” she
added lamely, hoping to deflect attention away from her
sudden and unaccountable awkwardness.

“So I’ve noticed,” Owen said, looking at her thought-
fully, as if he saw something in her face that merited careful
consideration. “Don’t let me get lost in the confusion, okay?”
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Before Danya could come up with a response that was
suitably witty without sounding forced, Owen jumped
up and offered his hand to her. “I won’t,” she re-
plied, taking his hand as she began to rise from her
crouched position.

Maybe it was the pins and needles shooting through
her cramped legs that made her footing unsteady, or
maybe it was the unexpected strength with which Owen
pulled her up, but in an instant, Danya found herself off
the floor and on a crash-course into her protégé.

Her hands shot out, pressing into his torso to stop her
forward momentum, but once again, he was already a
step ahead of her, catching her forearms with a firm grip
and steadying her on her feet. “Whoa, you all right?”” he
asked, his slight chuckle offset by the evident concern in
his eyes. “I didn’t mean to rip your arms out, there.”

Danya smiled despite feeling a peculiar need to free
herself from his grasp — and an even more peculiar de-
sire to let him keep holding her. “Just fine, thanks.” She
stepped back, leaning against the wall and hugging her
arms across her chest. Standing next to Owen made her
feel even shorter than usual; at almost two meters in
height, the young comms officer was the tallest Human
currently on board with the squadron. But Danya sus-
pected that it was not merely his lofty stature causing
this sudden wave of irrational self-consciousness on
her part. She cleared her throat nervously. “And thanks
for helping with all of this. The briefing is in two hours,
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but I’ll need you here thirty minutes early for some last
minute checks.”

“I’ll be here,” Owen said with a cheerful smile. “I’'m
going to go shower up and I'll get to running the pre-
lims immediately.”

Before Danya could blink twice about his enthusiasm,
Owen was jogging out of the briefing room and toward
the lifts to get ready. She just stood there for a moment,
baffled at her reaction to the new Talon. Getting in a
little over your head again, eh, Danya? she asked her-
self sardonically. Because that worked out so well for
you last time...

But reminding herself of her unrequited love for Kevin
Ski only added to her confusion. What she felt for Owen
was... different. She liked him. A lot. What wasn’t
to like? The past week or working alongside him had
shown her a man with genuine enthusiasm for his work
and eagerness to be a part of the crew. She admired his
work ethic and his easygoing attitude, and she enjoyed
his company more than she might have expected. And he
was nice. Very nice.

The kind of nice you never see in a guy who could
send tingles down your spine just by looking at you the
right way. And the way he looked at her sometimes. ..

Danya twitched at her last thought. What in the heck
is wrong with me?

Taking a shower to clear her head before the briefing
was probably a good idea.
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Three knocks and a disgustingly abnormal snort. Captain
Karn Deloti anticipated taking cover against the impend-
ing mound of snot that was sure to follow Sergeant Bull-
winkle’s request to enter the CO’s office. Even with
the hum of the atmosphere unit, Karn could clearly
hear the slide of a chair and the shuffling of flimsies
behind the door. With little fanfare or enthusiasm, his
CO responded.

“Come in.”

Bullwinkle opened the door and showed the captain
into the office. “Got another one fer ya, sir,” the sergeant
said, saluting as best as he could while still making a
spectacle of himself. “This here is Cap’n Karn Deloti.”

He took two strides forward, snapped to attention, and
saluted. “Reporting for duty, sir,” he followed up the in-
troduction and handed his service record across the desk
to Major Kevin Ski.

Ski took the service record and nodded simultaneous-
ly to both Sergeant Bullwinkle and the captain. “That’1l
be all, Sergeant. Please, have a seat, Captain.”

Thankfully, Bullwinkle had been sent away. Karn
took his seat in the cushioned chair nearest Major Ski’s
case full of trophies. Stealing a glance at the row right
at his eye level, Karn began to count the various flight
qualifications and awards.
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“Captain Karn Deloti. From Ota Prime, eh?” Major
Ski asked, taking a glance over the record in his hands.

Karn had only gotten to twenty before Ski had shot
out his first question. “Yes, sir,” he responded in short,
playing his reply safe and attempting to judge his CO’s
reactions. Unfortunately, there were none to judge.

“And you have relatives serving the New Republic?”

“Yes, sir,” he answered again, playing this response
differently. “My older brother, Cier, is a B-wing pilot
with Salvo Squadron, and my cousin, Arz, is with Alpha
Task Force, in the Outer Rim Territories.”

Major Ski appeared to be musing over some group of
details in his record. After a moment, he asked another
question rather bluntly. “Why did you request a transfer
to Talon Intelligence Squadron, Captain? The 544th
Special Ops Division has been seeing a lot of action
on Balmorra. It also says here that you were the ex-
ecutive officer.”

“Yes, sir. We had been seeing more action in recent
weeks, and [ was the XO. Ever since the Reborn Emper-
or took over Balmorra, things have been tense. There are
still a significant number of Imperial loyalists making
things difficult for the government and the construction
yards despite the New Republic’s best efforts.”

“That didn’t answer my question,” Ski said, a slightly
amused, but frustrated look on his face.

Karn shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “It was my
commanding officer, sir. That’s the reason I request-
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ed a transfer.”

“Too strict? Not strict enough? Bad decision-making?”’
Ski wanted to know why Captain Deloti transferred, but
getting the answer was almost like pulling teeth.

“No, nothing like that, sir,” Karn replied, finally giv-
ing in. “Captain Tyi Gral was a very good leader. She
just... had too much of a personal interest in me,” Karn
said softly, not wanting to dwell on the awkward situa-
tion and its details.

And it was not returned. Ski made a mental note to
investigate the matter at a later time. “All right,” he re-
turned. “Fair enough. I see that you were assigned to an
X-wing squadron right after graduation. What did you do
when you were attached to Illusion Squadron?”

“Piloting, mainly, sir,” Karn said, stating the obvious.
“But I started some other training around that time. I got
to be comfortable with vibroswords and carbine weap-
ons while I was with the Illusions,” he continued. Ski
quickly noticed how much more comfortable the captain
was talking about this experience.

Deloti thought he saw a sparkle in Ski’s eye at the
mention of his qualifications. “Illusion Squadron was my
first assignment. I learned a lot from that experience, sir.
I made some very good friends during that time, and I
greatly enjoyed it. [ was with the Illusions from halfway
through the Thrawn campaign to shortly after Operation
Shadow Hand.”

Kevin nodded, starting to get a feel for the captain.
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“Why did you transfer, then?” It was a bold question he
thought might rattle the newcomer.

Deloti shook his head. “I didn’t, sir. I'm sorry. I’d
really like to tell you how I left the Illusions and ended
up in Intelligence. I really would, sir. But it’s classified,
level OS.”

“Level OS?” The major had an inquisitive look on his
face. In all of his years in the business he had never heard
of that classification designation.

“It stands for ‘Organa Solo,’ sir. Information only
privy to the New Republic Chief of State and the director
of New Republic Intelligence.”

The major shrugged his shoulder. “If it’s classified
beyond my pay grade, it’s classified beyond my pay
grade.” Ski decided to check into this incident and the
few other classified parts in Deloti’s service record.
With the right word here or there, Ski knew he could
get the information.

“Regardless of how I got to the 544th from the Illu-
sions, I am very excited to combine those experiences,
sir,” Karn said, feeling a slight, momentary awkward-
ness. He knew that he had nothing to hide from those
experiences, but the decision to classify missions wasn’t
his. “Both piloting and weaponry.”

Ski smiled, his first genuinely kind effort of the late
morning. “The Talons have been inactive for a few
months has been inactive for a few months, but we’re
going to be getting back in the business of doing just
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that. I can see that you’re glad to have that kind of oppor-
tunity again.” His gaze had wandered to a side shelf full
of images, and his eyes froze on a particularly poignant
picture. Gathered into one long string, the original mem-
bers of his squadron, all of them, stood with huge smiles
on their faces while waiting for the image to process. Lit-
tle had they all known that that particular image would
be their last together as a full squadron. “We... lost quite
a few people a few months back,” he said, allowing him-
self to briefly dwell on the names of the fallen. Kithera,
Rubi, Mekial, Milan, and Rinin. Thats not just personnel
turnover. Thats a significant blow to this squadron.

He pushed the feelings aside. “Despite all of that, we’re
excited to move forward, and there’s a lot of work to be
done,” Major Ski said, looking directly at Captain Delo-
ti. ““You’re going to be in charge of the second operations
group. That’s Talon Thirteen.”

“Yes, sir,” Karn smiled, eager for the opportunity to
lead. He stood in anticipation of being dismissed.

“You’ll be working in Captain Rinani’s old posi-
tion, and that means you’ve got your work cut out for
you,” Major Ski threw out the warning, playing the mat-
ter to see how his new captain would cope. The young
man, however, did not seem to be fazed by the words.
“Lieutenants Cloudrifter and Flynn are a handful given
the right amount of caf or other substances, so be ready.
Schedule for the rest of the day includes a briefing in two
standard hours, and you’ll get to meet the other Talon
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group leaders and the XO, Captain Jaren Kai.”

“Yes, sir,” Karn responded. “I’ll settle in and explore
the Nest a little bit. Ensign Delph said that he’d show
me to my quarters. He also took Striker, my astromech,
to meet the other droids. Stumpy and H9-0, I think he
said. I’'m eager to meet everyone, and I’'m ready to prove
myself, sir.”

Major Kevin Ski held out his hand, and without hesi-
tance, Captain Karn Deloti took it. “Welcome to the Tal-
ons, Captain. You’ve come at precisely the right time for
action.

“We’re all quite ready to prove ourselves.”



“That's going to malke them
really mad.”

The briefing room was abuzz with life for the first time
in a very long while. The anticipation of a mission — a
real mission — was enough to warrant what the Talons
had affectionately dubbed rumor intelligence. Wild ideas
as to where the Talons might be headed slid through the
roster faster than one of Bullwinkle’s fried meals, and
vivid chatter scampered off the walls as Captain Jaren
Kai took the podium to begin the briefing.

“Attention to brief!” he called above the ruckus. The
fierce roar of the chatter continued. “Attention to brief!”
he called yet again, a little more force behind his voice.

Slowly but surely the Talons came to attention. Jaren
wasn’t surprised to see Trika Adair as one of the last to
come to attention. She seemed to be her usual, hyperac-
tive self. But he did take special notice to how the re-
placements - how the newest Talons, Jaren mentally cor-
rected himself - handled themselves.

“Thank you,” the Talons’ executive officer said, per-
haps a bit too forcefully. The Talons were excited, and
Jaren understood that. But they had been making signifi-
cant strides in the area of discipline, and he wanted to
maintain that as much as possible.

It was at that moment Jaren started to mentally count
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the heads in the room. He saw that there were twelve Tal-
ons present, plus Sergeant Bullwinkle and Ensign Delph.
Telia! he thought. Of course. His wife was late, as usual.
And, like usual, she would end up with extra “quality
time” with the good sergeant in the kitchen.

“There are some rumors flying around the Nest about
an upcoming mission,” Captain Kai started to say. The
Talons looked like they could barely contain them-
selves, eager to get out of the Nest after months of
training and preparation.

“Where are we heading, Jaren?” Stone asked before
the XO had a chance to finish his opening remark.

“Ty says that we’re headed to the Corporate Sector or
the Rishi Maze,” Kendrick Quinn added. “But knowing
Ty, I think that he’s probably wrong.”

“Hey, I resent that!” Ty Flynn started to defend him-
self before being cut off by Jaren.

“Like I was saying,” Jaren re-started, trying to keep
control of the briefing, “there are rumors of a mission
for us floating around the Nest. Major Ski will ad-
dress those rumors in a minute. First, I’d like to take
a minute and introduce the latest additions to Talon
Intelligence Squadron.

“Captain Karn Deloti is coming to us from the 544th
Special Operations Unit. He just arrived today from Bal-
morra, where the 544th had been seeing some heavy
action. Before joining the 544th, he had been a mem-
ber of Illusion Squadron, an X-wing unit based in
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the Outer Rim. Captain Deloti is the new Ops II lead,
Talon Thirteen.”

Karn stood up, gave a nod of his head and waved his
right hand so that everyone would associate his name
with his face. “Hi. I’'m Captain Deloti, but please call me
Karn. I’'m looking forward to my time here, as the leader
of the second operations group.”

Jaren caught a look from Kaiba Cloudrifter and gave
her his own glance when he caught her eye. Kaiba’s fa-
cial expression changed from one of nearly resentment
to one of acceptance, though he wasn’t sure she really
meant it. Jaren appreciated the effort, despite the feelings
running through Kaiba’s mind. Kithera Rinani would
never be forgotten in the annals of Talon lore, and could
never be replaced, but Karn Deloti was her new partner
and the leader of Ops II, and she’d have to get used to the
fact rather quickly.

Trika responded immediately with “Hi, Karn,” in an
almost childlike fashion before she laughed at her own
ridiculous voice. She sounded almost giddy, somewhat
different than the controlled wit that usually came from
the slicer.

Just before he was about to introduce the next new
member of Talon Intelligence Squadron, Jaren heard the
door to the briefing room open, and saw his wife, Lieu-
tenant Telia Aris-Kai, step in as quietly as possible.

“Glad that you could join us, Telia,” Jaren said, hoping
that it didn’t come across as too playful for this squadron
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function. The captain was really trying to maintain some
discipline in the group.

Telia shrugged her shoulders. “Sorry, sir. I wasn’t feel-
ing too well this morning, and the alarm has been acting
up again.”

There were a million things that Jaren could have said
in response, but bit his tongue for the most part. “Well,
you should know what that means by now. KP with Ser-
geant Bullwinkle.”

Telia, not seeing the “esteemed” sergeant sitting near
the door, rolled her eyes and mumbled something about
his terrible cooking under her breath before sitting down.

“Just cuz you thinks that I can’t do a lick o’ cookin’,
Ms. Aris-Kai,” he said, “don’t mean that ol’ Sarge Bull-
winkle can’t hear yer talkin’ under yer breath. Ya mean
to tell me tha’ yer th” only Talon who don’t like my
cookin’? I’ll jus’ hafta make ya some more ljutefisk if
it’ll convince ya otherwise!”

The room became eerily quiet after the cook’s threat.
Jaren cleared his throat, and started again, not wanting
Bullwinkle to have to go through with his threat. He
would be happy if he never heard that food mentioned
again in his lifetime.

“Lieutenant Owen Flynn has been the Nest for a few
days now. I’m sure that all of you have had a chance to
meet him. Owen will be heading up the new Support II
unit, and his call sign is Talon Seventeen. He just trans-
ferred in from the New Republic Guard here on Corus-
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cant, and is the brother of the infamous Ty Flynn.”

Owen stood up and said hello. The Talons, following
Trika’s goofy lead, replied with “Hi, Owen!” And again,
the slicer snickered uncontrollably at her voice and as-
sumed facial expression. Jaren noticed that Trika was
fidgeting around on her seat, like she couldn’t contain
herself. He pushed that observation aside, deciding
that he didn’t want to know why she was the way she
was today.

Ty chose that moment to make an announcement.
“Owen was adopted. That’s why the Flynn good looks
stayed with me!”

Danya Faithwood, wanting to get through this brief-
ing, rolled her eyes. She wasn’t particularly interested in
listening to awkward introductions, especially with Ty’s
sense of humor. “Ty, this isn’t the time for one of your
lame jokes.”

Owen shook his head, almost in mock disgust. “And
what Ty said isn’t true. You know, just in case anyone
ever believes him.”

There was a brief pause, and no one knew what to do.

A loud snore filled the silence.

“Stone!” Jaren shouted from the podium.

Sergeant Bullwinkle made his way over to the corps-
man’s seat, and gave him a good shake. “Stone!” the
burly sergeant exclaimed. “Wake yerself up-a-right now,
boy! Yer gunna be spendin’ some fun time with good ol’
Sergeant Bullwinkle! I’ll go get ya some caf, son!”
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Stone sat up straight in his chair. “Hi, Karn!” he said,
making an incorrect guess as to which Talon was being
introduced to the group. Once he realized that he had
been had, he couldn’t stop a guilty grin from growing on
his face.

“Catching up on some sleep, Staff Sergeant Talson?”
Jaren inquired, trying to stop a grin from forming on his
face. This group was just intolerable today, it seemed.

“Yes, sir. Those kriffin’ alarms kept me up all night,
sir. It won’t happen again,” Stone sheepishly replied.

“The alarms?” Jaren repeated. He hadn’t noticed
anything out of the ordinary during the previous night.
“What alarms? You were on base last night, right?”

“I didn’t hear any alarms,” Quis Heartilly said, with a
hint of concern in her voice.

“Neither did I,” Qui-Sein Delph added. Delph noticed
the look of relief on Quis’s face.

Having an irking suspicion that this somehow related
to a certain Talon, Jaren turned his attention to Trika,
who was attempting to hold back another fit of laughter.
“Lieutenant Adair, would you happen to know anything
about this?”

Trika nodded excitedly. “Oh, yeah. I gave the fourth
floor a quick rewiring last night and randomized the
alarms in Stone’s room every thirty minutes.” With that,
she burst into laughter, nearly crying at the confession.

“Uh-huh,” Jaren said. He noticed that something was
definitely wrong with the slicer. She hardly admitted to
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a good prank until it was forced out of her. Stone, mean-
while, nodded tiredly.

“Yeah, I kinda figured she was up to something when
the intruder alert that went off mentioned a ‘battalion of
ravenous Ewoks.’”

“And, just the other night,” she continued, wiping a
tear from her eye, “I re-coded his swipe cards so
that it would electrocute him next time he re-en-
tered the building!”

Stone jerked completely awake and gave a quirky look
to his teammate. “Whoa, that one, I didn’t know. Glad
you said something!” Carefully pulling the badge and
swipe card off his uniform, as if he expected them to
already be live, he slid them over to her. “You can reset
those later on today, all right?”

Trika grabbed the cards and laughed. “Sounds good,
Stoney!” And then, with her use of a somewhat acciden-
tal nickname, she snorted and completely lost it, drop-
ping her head on the table in another fit of laughter.

Jaren just gawked at the scene. “Kriffin’ hell, Stone.
What is wrong with her? Trika, you and Stone will
be joining my lovely wife in the kitchen with Ser-
geant Bullwinkle.”

“I spiked her caf with a small cocktail of stuff, mostly
a giddy sort of ‘truth serum.” But for the rest? You think
she’s nuts now, give her...” He turned to look at the chro-
no on the wall and did some mental arithmetic. “... an
hour and a half? Then she’ll be real fun.”
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Jaren closed his eyes for a split-second and allowed
his mind to wonder what bad things could happen when
Trika was totally off-kilter. He quickly kept going with
the introductions, hoping to plow through as much as
possible before a Stone-induced Trika outburst hit full-
swing. “Finally, we have Lieutenant Reyanna Ortan and
Sergeant Marhl Kahgqiln. Like Owen, Reyanna comes to
us from the New Republic Guard.”

Lieutenant Ortan stood up, and the female Bracken
gave a quick six-fingered wave to the rest of the Talons.

“She has been on Coruscant, and is looking forward
to doing some traveling with us on our missions,” Jaren
continued. “Reyanna is Talon Eighteen.” With a slight
pause, Jaren nodded to the last of the new Talons. “Last,
but certainly not least, is Marhl Kahqiln. Marhl, Talon
Nineteen, comes to us from the 21st Special Task Force.
Her unit had been going after pirates in the Mid Rim
when she heard about us Talons. I guess we have some-
thing of a reputation,” Jaren said, allowing for a moment
of chuckling. “She thought that she would fit right in.”

Marhl stood up. The Togorian purred softly, pleased
to officially be part of the Talons. [Thank you,] she said.
[[’m really looking forward to serving with the Talons.]
The feline alien’s whiskers twitched in excitement be-
fore she sat down.

“Major Ski will be here in a moment,” Jaren said, “but
he had a few announcements for me to make.” The XO
shuffled through a few flimsies before selecting one to
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pick up and read. “First announcement... Sergeant Bull-
winkle will be serving lunch at 1300 today. Expect it to
be extra good, because it’s the first day with all of the
new members,” Jaren caught himself from again calling
them “replacements.” Captain Kai had to remind himself
that it wasn’t fair to Karn, Owen, Reyanna, and Marhl to
constantly refer to them like that. They were new mem-
bers of the team, and each would be a very valuable as-
set during their operations. If they didn’t feel welcomed,
though, things could wind up dangerously different.

“Yes-ir-ee,” Bullwinkle said, returning from out of
nowhere to slap a hot mug of caf in front of Stone, who
was cautiously watching the sergeant out of one open
eye. “I hope y’all like Colo snout!”

Kaiba felt the vomit rising into the back of her throat.
“But it’s like, all teeth!” she dared to claim.

“Second announcement,” Jaren interrupted before
Bullwinkle could retort, “everyone’s service records
should be updated with the latest certification programs
run here at the Nest or at the Intelligence Academy. If
there are any issues regarding those recent certifications,
let either Major Ski or me know, and we’ll see to it.

“Finally, we have a group commendation from the
New Republic Intelligence Support Division. Lieuten-
ant K’ritha inspected our improvements to the Nest last
week, and was really impressed with what he saw.”

The Talons let out a few cheers, but Trika’s cheering
was the loudest by far. No doubt it was due to Stone’s
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handiwork. The Talons as a whole had worked hard to
make numerous upgrades to the formerly dilapidated fa-
cility, including a lab that the University of Coruscant
would be jealous to have for Quis to work in.

“On a related note, we need to remember to keep this
place clean, now that it’s top notch,” Jaren concluded.
Just like chrono-work, Jaren looked up and saw Ma-
jor Kevin Ski standing right outside the briefing room
door. “With that, let’s get this briefing started. Atten-
tion on deck!”

The double doors to the briefing room swung open at
Major Ski’s push. In amazing unison, the Talons jumped
to their feet and snapped to attention. A miracle, it could
have been said of the harmony, and a combination of a
lot of sweat, tears, discipline, and hard liquor to forget
the pain of attempting bringing them all together. Kev-
in Ski marched down the middle aisle at a comfortable
enough pace to observe his crew for a brief moment, but
not long enough to prolong his trip. “At ease,” he called
to his Talons. “Sit down and grab that caf. We’ve got a
lot of ground to cover.”

Kevin took the podium from Jaren and waved for him
to take his seat with his wife. Unfortunately, the support
team’s table was just a table for two now, the empty seats
once occupied a grim reminder of the serious nature of
the intelligence business. Shuffling through a set of flim-
sies and setting a folder to his side, Kevin eyed the group
as a whole. “Good morning,” he began. “Captain Kai has



The Pursuit of All That Is Evil / 41

gotten all of the morning announcements and introduc-
tions out of the way so we can move on to bigger and
better things. Take no offense at this, for those of you
who are new: you’ve got a lot to catch up on and very
little time to do it in. You’re sitting with teammates who
have gotten first-hand experience battling foes beyond
anything you might have seen out in the fleet. Special
Ops Intelligence is different work altogether, and while I
know that each of you will be a unique asset to this crew,
you’re not going to get eased into our world in a padded
jumpsuit. [ hope you’re all ready.”

Trika appeared as if she were about to jump right out
of her seat, and Kevin caught it. With an absent finger
pointed at Stone, Kevin continued to shuffle through his
flimsies. “Staff Sergeant Talson, what did you do to her,
and what did she do to you to start it?”

He's good, Stone considered as he stumbled for a re-
ally good answer. Knows us better than anyone. Knows
all of us better than anyone else could ever have done.
“Guilty of spiked caf, sir,” he said simply while raising
his right hand. “And she’s guilty of waking me up every
thirty minutes with a false alarm.”

Kevin nodded slowly, still analyzing his next section
of work. It was almost as if he had known it all along,
or was he simply expecting this sort of thing now? “Just
keep her quiet. And you’ll be doing some extra -”

“I’ve already taken care of that, sir,” Jaren spoke up
from his seat. “There will be extra help in the kitchen
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tonight, as usual.”

“Good.” Kevin finally looked up, ready to officially
begin. “We’re going to be running through the situational
awareness portion of this briefin full, but it will be quick,
so new Talons, pay attention and take notes. Lieutenant
Faithwood, the datapads, please? What you’re receiv-
ing right now is a datapad with the notes on everything
that Danya and I are going to be covering this morning.”
Talon Two carried her stack of datapads down the mid-
dle aisle and began to hand them to the team members
closest to the middle to pass to their teammates. “Four
months ago, Talon Intelligence Squadron suffered a seri-
ous setback that no one present is likely to ever forget.
But it didn’t start there. There is a trail that begins with
this squadron’s inception and meanders everywhere ex-
cept where it makes sense.

“It’s no secret that I was once a lieutenant colonel,
well on my way to becoming an O-6 and beyond,” Ski
continued without even the slightest hint of sadness. He
was far beyond that emotion at this point, only the purest
passion remaining where confused emotions had once
ruled. After months of thinking very seriously about his
work, his career, his /ife, Kevin Ski had used up most of
whatever malaise had been buried deep within. “It’s also
no secret that I’ve made enemies around the intelligence
community for simply attempting to do what was right
and good. That’s where you all came in, at first, any-
way.” He paused, cocking an eyebrow at his next state-
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ment. “I was assigned as your babysitter. I didn’t know
it at the time, but you all came to me because you were
hand-selected to have the best chance to take me down...
to take us down. Some of you weren’t always the best
people, but when I refused to be forced out by bullies
with a higher rank and pay grade, I accepted responsibil-
ity for you and you became my crew. And when I took
responsibility for us as Talons, I intended to do every-
thing that I had to in order to make us successful.”

What a mess, he thought, only stopping to receive a
short flashback to what had happened to his squad in a
mere matter of weeks all those months ago. “We started
training and ‘accidentally’ uncovered a mole, a conspir-
acy, and a hidden mercenary base just a jump from Cor-
uscant. You all have read the reports on those incidents,
but they’re listed in full on the datapad for reference.
The IC then received a crushing blow at the Intelligence
Gala, and we then knew we weren’t just dealing with a
small organization of thieves and bandits. After a mis-
guided mission with roots in the Intelligence High Coun-
cil, we Talons understood the need to rule ourselves or
we would all surely be dead by now. Some connections
on the Senate’s intelligence budgeting committee helped
us become semiautonomous, and while we still have to
obey orders from the IHC, we don’t have to tell them
how we go about our business any longer, which is as
large of a victory as we’ve ever had around here.”

Victories. He mentally spat upon the idea of the word,
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wondering if his crew would actually taste of it before
something happened to all of them. One botched mis-
sion that stumbled into a victory and two failed missions
that cost lives was not a good score on their record. “I’'m
assuming everyone has read the official reports on the
events of that day four months ago...”

“They’re all a bunch of liars,” Kaiba shot out before
she could rethink the act. “The second page makes no
mention of Black Fire being on site, and the dead op-
eratives are being labeled as being of ‘unknown origin.’
Whatever the hell that means.”

Owen sat up. “Well, that’s the Senate’s official cover
for the public, right? A bunch of whacko terrorists seized
the two senators in the name of some cause?”

Danya shook her head, tapping the machine in her
hand. “It’s all in the notes I’ve given you,” she referred
everyone to his own datapad. “Even on the classified
side, all filed reports are being kept suspiciously vague.
At this point, we’re not sure how much the rest of the IC
knows about Black Fire.”

“Kind of disturbing,” Karn said, sitting back a little in
his chair, trying to take all of the information in. “Where
the ‘need to know’ begins and the intel sharing ends?”

Kevin smiled, giving a slight nod at the thought.
“We’re all not really sure where the IHC’s policy stands
right now,” he continued. “I’ve contacted various other
intel groups and have kept an eye on their current task-
ing. Let’s just say that some are being led on some really
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crazy womprat chases and others are purposefully being
guided away from leads in the cause of pursuing other
equally-powerful organizations, much like Black Fire. In
each case, though, the sharing of intel is being frowned
upon, most citing security leaks of various sorts.”

“But that’s always been a concern in the intel busi-
ness,” Kendrick perked up. “If you share too much infor-
mation, it’s sure to get out to the wrong people somehow.
And if you don’t share it, the right people don’t get it
when they need it. Or as quickly as they need it.”

“Most of the intel groups are more hesitant to share
at this point in time because of the Gala bombing and
the recent surge in ambushes in the sky,” Kevin added
with a slight displeasure tainting his face. “We Talons
haven’t really seen a lot of action in the air, but those
squadrons who are more tailored to air battles have
been seeing surprising resistance to their presence
on other worlds and, in some cases, have been am-
bushed upon exiting hyperspace.” The thought made
his blood boil. “We’re learning through our inactiv-
ity that this corruption and manipulation is far more
widespread than just a few ranking officials being
perturbed at my personal existence.”

Telia sighed. “Likely to cover up backdoor deals and
whatever it is they do. This goes deep, and we could dis-
cuss it forever.”

“Indeed,” Kevin said, waving at his partner to prepare
her part of the brief, “which is why we’re not going to sit



46 / Talon Inteligence Squadron

around happy and wait for the same to happen to us. We
made a move toward autonomy, and that’s what’s going
to preserve our cause. We’re no longer merely ‘Special
Ops.” We’ve moved into ‘Black Ops’ and we’re not go-
ing back now. While the IHC can give direct orders to
other squadrons and watch them execute, Talon Intelli-
gence Squadron is going to remain loyal to its directives
and do what we see fit.”

“That’s going to make them really mad,” Quis said, the
rarest smirk on her face.

“Already has,” Danya interjected, taking the podium
next to Major Ski. “The ITHC really doesn’t know what
to do with us, and that’s one of the reasons we’ve been
inactive for four months. Yes, it’s done us good to get
this place up to par and to heal from what has happened
to us, but the IHC could have, at any point in time, called
us to duty with a new directive. Since they don’t have
the resources to make up a new directive for us, they’ve
kept quiet.”

Kevin let a satisfied grin show the pleasure in that
particular analysis. “We’re sticking with the old objec-
tive that the IHC happened to give us just after the Intel-
ligence Gala, just because / want to,” he told his team,
moving back a step to allow Danya to prepare her materi-
als. “They told us to go get Black Fire, and although that
particular mission was a mess from the start, the direc-
tive is clear. Lieutenant Faithwood is going to be shar-
ing with you the details of specifically what we know of
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Black Fire and we’ll later specify what that means for us
in the near future.”

Even as he dropped from the stage and took his seat
with the rest of the operations team, the rest of the Talons
were anticipating the real news about a new mission...
one on their terms. Danya began her part of the brief,
and although essential, her information was probably not
entirely on everyone’s mind as much as the potential to
kill a Black Fire operative or two.

“Before we proceed, various Talons accumulated this
information over the past four months through our own
experiences with Black Fire, so this is mostly internal
data,” Danya began, pulling up her slideshow onto the
back projector screen. The first image that appeared
was a wide-view plot of the galaxy. “Black Fire is a
monster in more ways than one. The size and scope of
the organization is unknown, but what we’ve compiled
here is a sampling of known Black Fire hubs, govern-
ments and groups that either have known operatives
within the organizations or are supporters or suppliers
of Black Fire themselves.”

Even though half of the Talons had worked on the
brief and had done the research themselves, the collec-
tive gasp was still impressive. The newer Talons, unfa-
miliar with the totality of the experience with the merce-
naries, were especially vocal.

“All of the blue dots, you said?”” Reyanna frowned, her
eyes unable to even comprehend the number on
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the screen.

Danya nodded grimly. “No government or business
will express loyalty to Black Fire, and even the name is
hush-hush. So, we’ve had to effectively do more digging
and analyze more chatter than normal. These blue dots
represent a location where there has been a known Black
Fire sighting or a money or supply transaction. Anything
else is mere speculation at this point.”

The numbers were still impressive. There was no deny-
ing that. Every other planet on the map seemed to have
a blue dot on it, and at least one in ten had multiple dots.

“Do we have any idea about a headquarters?” Stone
asked, a little less drowsy since the real briefing had begun.

“At this point, no,” she regretted to say. “We’re assum-
ing at this point that they keep their headquarters very
mobile or very small, or both. We cannot forget that they
posses at least one cruiser, and probably other ships, as
well. And honestly, any of these locations could secretly
house Black Fire and its personnel. Whether government
or business, on the surface, they all seem legit.”

A collective groan swept through the Talons. Danya
continued, ignored her own urge to moan at the idea that
Black Fire was just that covert and that large. It seemed
impossible. She flipped the slide. A collage of pictures
covered the slide, all of the same deadly duo and the
few images that actually existed of them. “From the data
swipe that Trika managed during our... war games, and
from the hair needle that we recovered from the Senate
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offices, we’ve ascertained the identities of the two most
important Black Fire operatives that we have found so
far. From the details that we’ve collected, we’re assum-
ing that they are the leaders of the organization and not
mere operatives at all.”

Danya hadn’t meant to pause, but the moment of si-
lence was enough time to irritate more than a few of the
Talons. Hell, it irritated her to even glance back at the
slide. There she was; there he was. The Talons had basi-
cally gone head-to-head with the best that Black Fire had
to offer. In particular, she had come close to losing her
life to the man in the images.

They had all lost five comrades to the two. Under-
standably, they were all irritated.

“The woman is Sondara Carre,” Danya said, find-
ing that the name rolled off her tongue, but didn’t settle
well in her stomach afterward. “Genetics left from her
hair needle and data from retina scans at the underground
base on Vandor-3 confirm Carre’s identity. All records
of her family and past are missing. What we do know
is that she has worked her way into this position and is
about as heartless as the most vile that the Empire ever
had to offer.”

“She’s not afraid to use those hair thingies, that’s for
sure,” Telia hissed and took a sip of water.

Danya swallowed hard, finding the power to remain
impassive somewhere in her gut. “The man is Re’deis
Krycek. His identity was confirmed through fingerprint-
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ing and voice analysis from our mission after the Gala.”

“Fingerprinting from where?” Karn asked, not seeing
a full analysis like Carre’s needle in the previous notes.

The hacker stared straight ahead, gathering her strength
once again and attempting not to show how bothered she
was at reliving the events at the Senate office. “Captain
Rinani’s body was the source of most of the genetic ma-
terial, however, Krycek only left partial prints on her
clothes and neck.” He apparently didn t hold onto her in
a full grip. “Stone lifted the full prints off my neck, actu-
ally. That’s how we got the identity.”

Karn looked almost sorry he had asked, but seemed
satisfied with the answer. He nodded toward her as if to
give some sort of approval for her to continue. “What
we do know about Krycek is rather vague, but it helps to
establish just who we’re really up against so there’s no
misunderstanding about the size of this task.

“Krycek is a brilliant man. We’re not sure where he
came from or what he’s done in the past, but his entrance
into the Black Fire organization saw its holdings grow
exponentially. He is a strategist and a thinker. Although
we don’t know his education level, everything we’ve
gathered points toward his being a mastermind of mul-
tiple subjects, and he has particular love of everything
about war.” Danya took a deep breath. “In your notes,
I’ve written down everything I recall from my own en-
counter with him, word for word in some parts. To sum-
marize, Krycek knows what you’re going to do before
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you know that you’re thinking about doing it. And he’s
not just a thinker. He can definitely put whatever he stud-
ies to action. At this point, we’re calling him a warlord.”

The pictures hung on the screen for another handful
of seconds. Just one glance would have been enough, but
they lingered... lingered as if from a haunting.

Every moment they were alive while their friends
were dead truly was like a haunting. As Danya took one
more look at them, she again memorized their faces. The
more it burned, the greater passion she would have to
work toward catching them. Carre’s porcelain skin. The
delicate upkeep of her hair. Stunning silver eyes. And
then, Krycek. A chill came over her. His features, so
bland to a normal viewer, struck her right in the face. His
deep brown eyes she could have sworn were inherited
straight from some devil or demon.

She flipped the slides off and cleared her throat.
“Review the notes I’ve given you over lunch and make
sure that you’re ready to take your own in the brief af-
ter lunch. We’ve got the intelligence to back us now
and we’re ready to plan a strike to take these bastards
out. You’ll find that we’ve already marked a number of
strong targets as possible candidates, so review those as
well and be ready to discuss the possibilities of a mission
in the next two to three weeks.”

And with that, several Talons let loose a hoot that
could only be described as something near excitement, if
not downright lunacy. Ski stood and waved his hands at



52 / Talon Inteligence Squadron

his Talons. “Bullwinkle will send someone when lunch
is served. Go grab something to eat and be back by 1400.
That gives you plenty of time to study up on what we’ll
be covering and to visit the medical wing if you need to
after lunch, for those of you brave enough to try Sergeant
Bullwinkle’s ‘cuisine.””

“Thank you, sir!” Kendrick called, anticipating a date
with Stone in his future.

Major Ski nodded toward the doors, smiling genu-
inely. “Talons, dismissed.”



“This is crazy.”

“You mentioned that you were in the 21st Special Opera-
tions Group,” Owen Flynn said, trying to start a casual
conversation with Marhl. Owen, Reyanna, and Marhl
were sitting in the mess hall, a few minutes early for
Bullwinkle’s “special” lunch.

[Yes, I was,] the Togorian said, not necessarily volun-
teering much information along the way. Owen noticed a
fire in her eyes after mentioning her old unit. It was as if
there was unfinished business to be taken care of with the
21st. Marhl clenched her fists, and her retractable claws
extended. Owen quickly decided that he wouldn’t want
to get on her bad side.

“What was your assignment?”” Reyanna inquired, her
face expressionless despite the interest in her voice. The
female Bracken wanted to start her time with the Tal-
ons off right. That hadn’t always happened in the past,
due to her unusual, near-Human, but almost-haunting-
ly different appearance.

[We were hunting pirates,] Marhl said. [But for me, it
was much more personal.]

“Yeah?” Owen asked, prodding Marhl along in her
story. He was interested to see where this was going.

[Yes. I was born on Togoria twenty-five standard
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years ago. When I was five, a spaceship crash-landed
near Caross, the capital. Crashes aren’t uncommon on
Togoria. We didn’t know it at the time, but the freighter
belonged to a slave trader. He and his crew got their
ship fixed up without causing much trouble. But then,
they decided to take a parting “gift.” They kidnapped
a handful of kittens. I was one of them. My mother
tried to stop the slave trader, but he would have none
of it. She charged him, but she was no match to his
superior weaponry. ]

Marhl!’s look somehow became more intense than it
previously had. It was still painful for her to talk about
all these years later. [My father left Togoria to try and
find me, showing his dedication. Males rarely leave the
planet, unless in situations like this. He eventually found
me, three years later, on Junction V. How he managed
to secure my release is still a mystery to me,] Marhl
continued. [I imagine that it wasn’t easy, but my father
wouldn’t let me be enslaved. Needless to say, I think that
pirates and slavers are the scum of the galaxy.]

Reyanna nodded her powder-white head, her silky
strands of shimmering brown hair moving in harmony.
“Anyone with your experience would certainly agree.”

“That’s rough,” Owen added. “So, I guess you’ve
dedicated your life to stopping those scum?”’

Marhl nodded. [Yes. As soon as I was old enough, I
joined the New Republic, and pretty quickly ended up
working with intelligence on anti-slavery operations.
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That’s how I ended up with Lieutenant Callisto’s 21st
Special Operations Group. We’ve been tracking various
slave traders, like the Thalassian Slavers, the Zygerrian
Slavers Guild, the Karazak Slaver’s Cooperative, and
the like.]

Flynn nodded. He was glad to be getting to know
“his people,” the members of Support II. If he and his
teammates were to have any chance of catching up to
the older Talons who had already experienced Black Fire
action, he and the rest of his unit were going to have to
work as a very cohesive group. “What was your job?”

[Infiltration and enforcement,] Marhl said, with a grin
creeping in on her feline face. [Once we would target
a specific cell, Val Cigam and I would go undercover.
I would pose as a new recruit and Cigam would pose
as my recently captured slave, showing my worth to the
pirates. We would try and confirm our suspicions. Once
that was done, I would give a signal to Lieutenant Cal-
listo, and their base or starship would be attacked. We’d
find our way out, and meet up with the rest of the 21st.]

Owen figured that Marhl took great pleasure in per-
forming her job with Lieutenant Callisto’s unit. He was
curious as to why she left to join the Talons. “I can tell
that you really enjoyed your assignment, Marhl. Why
did you request a transfer?”

Marhl’s face grew dark once again. Owen swore that he
saw every muscle in the Togorian’s arms and legs twitch
in frustration. [Request a transfer?] Marhl growled, in-
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dignation in her voice. [I did not request a transfer. ]

“Were you forced here?” Reyanna asked, her curiosity
growing. Like most Bracken, Reyanna was very empa-
thetic and could easily pick up on the emotions of others.

[Some people thought that I was becoming too good at
my job. Mainly Captain Kast Cray’ton, a flimsy pusher
with the Special Operations Division staff. And we were
good at it. Cigam is a Chev, and was convincing in play-
ing the role of a slave. Like me, Cigam had been en-
slaved, like most Chevs are. But I guess we took things
too far too many times. Especially on our last mission.
Cray’ton pulled some strings and had his father, Facil
Cray’ton, a big wig on the Intelligence High Council,
send me to the Talons. He also assigned Cigam to push
flimsies around in the fleet.]

“That’s really not fair,” Reyanna said, looking dejected
on behalf of her teammate.

“We’re glad that you’re here,” Owen offered. He spot-
ted Qui-Sein Delph coming out of the kitchen, carrying
four pitchers of red bug juice.

“Hey there, Qui-Sein,” Owen called to the ensign.

“Hey, Owen,” Delph replied. He put the pitchers down,
and made his way to the table where Support II was sit-
ting. “What are you guys up to?”

“Oh, you know. The usual,” Owen said with a grin on
his face. “Plotting to take over the galaxy.”

Delph chuckled. “Well, Bullwinkle says that lunch’1l
be ready in about five minutes. Can one of you gather the
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rest of the Talons?”

Owen nodded. “Yeah, I’1l do that.” He stood up, and
left the mess hall, probably heading for Danya Faith-
wood’s room first.

[What about you?] Marhl asked Reyanna. She was cu-
rious to learn more about her teammates after explaining
herself, albeit far from completely.

Delph decided to stick around for a minute or two.
He was sure that Reyanna had an interesting story, and any-
thing was better than being around Bullwinkle at meal time.

“I’m from Bracka, in the Anbulba Star Cluster,” Rey-
anna began. “It’s not too far from the Tingel Arm, just
past the Corporate Sector. And I’'m a Bracken. Most Hu-
mans consider Brackens to be frightening looking. Our
pale skin and eyes remind them of characters from chil-
dren’s horror stories. It’s not easy dealing with them.”

Reyanna looked up at Delph. “No offense.”

He shook his head. “None taken. I’'m actually an Epi-
canthix, not a Human. But I know the feeling.”

It was Reyanna’s turn to shake 4er head. “Sorry, En-
sign. You don 1. You easily fit in with Humans. You look
just about exactly the same as, say someone from Sluis
Van or Manda. I don’t have that luxury. The Empire tried
to subjugate the Anbulba Star Cluster about ten years
before the Battle of Yavin. Their xenophobic policies
tried to destroy my homeworld. Eventually, they decided
that it wasn’t worth the effort to defeat my people, but
unleashed a devastating virus on Talin, one of the more
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important Bracken colonies.

“Naturally, many Bracken wanted to join the Rebel
Alliance, and later the New Republic, to fight back. But
despite the numerous species serving in the New Repub-
lic, like Ankanians, Mon Calamari, Zabraks, and Svivre-
ni, Humans always seemed to be dominant. The Humans
of the New Republic were often prejudiced against the
Bracken, although they didn’t take drastic measures
against us, like the Empire did.”

“I’m sorry,” Delph said. “I’d never heard of that.
It’s sickening.”

[My condolences, as well,] Marhl offered.

Reyanna shrugged her shoulders. “It doesn’t make it
any easier, but it’s a cause that I do believe in. No matter
how flawed the New Republic is, it is infinitely better
than Palpatine’s Empire.

“I managed to get into a military preparatory school,
and then an intelligence posting. That’s how we first met,
Ensign Delph.” Reyanna looked the ensign in the eye.

“Yes, it is ma’am. Was the New Republic Guard your
first assignment?”” he asked.

“It was. It taught me many things,” she said. “Espe-
cially about dealing with Humans.” It was easy to hear
the disgust in her voice. “Many of them are horribly cruel
to those who appear differently, but we have to make the
most of the situation. And Major Ski seems to be profes-
sional. Maybe they are not all prejudiced xenophobes.”

[No, they are not all like that.]
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Just then, the three of them heard a ruckus. Delph
checked his chrono. It was lunch time, 1300 sharp.

One by one, the Talons filed into the mess hall. First
Danya and Owen. Next came Quis and Ken. Karn, Ty,
Stone, and Trika entered as a group, although it ap-
peared the energetic slicer wasn’t going to stay very
long after seeing the meal. Then came Jaren and Telia,
just as Sergeant Bullwinkle brought the main dish out
of the kitchen.

“Let’s eat!” the sergeant roared.

Kendrick took one look at the Colo snout, and began
to feel nauseous. He looked at Quis, who was looking
directly at him with a concerned eye. He attempted to
wave a hand her way as if to say he would be all right.

“Medic!” Quis shouted, before Ken had even
passed out.

%k ok okok o3k

“... So then Kendrick says, ‘How bad could it possibly
be?’” Danya tossed Owen a sidelong glance, her gray-
green eyes sparkling with mischief. “Which is, of course,
one of those rhetorical questions one should never, ever
ask. Especially if one is talking about our beloved Ser-
geant Bullwinkle’s unique culinary... skills.”

Owen wrinkled his nose in disgust. “Yeah, I gathered
as much.”

Danya grinned up at him impishly, and Owen found
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his attention briefly sidetracked by the disarming way
her nose crinkled up when she smiled like that. “Unfor-
tunately, poor Kendrick was not so fortunate. One bite of
the coleslaw, and...” The young hacker crossed her eyes
and pantomimed keeling over. “Next thing you know,
we’re calling for the medic.”

Even as he winced in sympathy, Owen laughed along
with Danya. “Poor Kendrick! I guess I should be thank-
ing you for steering me away from the daily special, or
his fate could have been my own.”

“Oh, no need to thank me,” replied Danya, still smil-
ing. “I couldn’t in good conscience let the good sergeant’s
cooking claim another innocent victim, especially not a
fellow computer specialist.” She patted his arm in a man-
ner of camaraderie. “Us techie types have to watch each
other’s backs, right?”

“I suppose so,” said Owen, making a heroic effort not
to follow his brain’s overly literal interpretation of Dan-
ya’s wording. He ran a slightly sweaty hand through his
hair, hoping that the attraction he felt towards his squad-
mate was not as glaringly obvious to the other Talons as
it felt to him. Especially to Danya. Or to his brother. O#,
man. Ty would never, ever let you live it down... Owen
cleared his throat, trying to think of a way to change the
subject so that he wouldn’t have to keep thinking about
watching Danya’s back. Or anything else in the vicinity
of her back. Not that he would, of course. “But... if that’s
the case, then how do you explain Trika?”
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Danya giggled, her nose crinkling up cutely once
more. “Owen, [’ve stopped even trying to explain Trika.
She operates according to some strange internal logic
that is completely incomprehensible to anyone else.”
She turned her face away from him to look out over Cor-
uscant’s cityscape. A light breeze from the constant air-
speeder traffic ruffled her hair, blowing a loose strand
into her eyes, and Owen had to fight an urge to reach
over and tuck it back behind her ear. “Still,” added Dan-
ya after a thoughtful pause, “she’s not so bad when you
get to know her.”

“Yeah?” prompted Owen, curious to hear Danya’s take
on the intrusions team slicer. He’d spoken with Trika a
few times, but he still had no idea what to make of her.

“Yeah.” Danya shrugged. “I mean, I still think she’s
crazy, don’t get me wrong. But beneath her sarcasm and
her constant pranks and her totally oft-kilter way of look-
ing at everything, she knows her specialty inside and out,
and... well, she actually can be a pretty good friend.” She
paused again, then added, “Just, you know... crazy.”

Danya smiled at Owen in such a warm and genuine
way that he couldn’t help grinning back at her. He won-
dered if she was always this candid and friendly with
everyone, or if maybe... but no, he was getting ahead
of himself. She barely knows you, he reminded himself.
She's probably going out of her way to be nice because
you're new and, therefore, clueless. Still, being on the
receiving end of that smile made his heart beat a little
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faster - quite a feat, considering that his pulse seemed
to quicken just from being around her. Admit it, Owen.
You've got it bad for this one.

“Something funny?” Danya’s question startled him out
of his thoughts and into the realization that he had been
grinning mindlessly at her for several moments longer
than could be easily justified.

“Oh, no... not really,” he stammered, trying to think
of something he could say that might convey his interest
without seeming too forward and running the risk of rejec-
tion. “I suppose I was just wondering how a girl like you
ended up in a squadron full of crazies and troublemakers.”

The smile returned to her lips, a bit more coy than be-
fore. “A girl like me, huh?”

“Well... yes,” Owen replied. “I mean, uh... as far as
I can tell, you’re not crazy. And, well... you don’t seem
like a troublemaker...”

Danya laughed wryly. “Well, I guess I know that
you haven’t cracked into my personnel file and read up
on me, or you’d know that I’ve been cited for... let me
think here...” She counted the charges off on her fingers.
“Knowingly providing false information to New Repub-
lic Intelligence, accessing classified data without proper
clearance, disobeying the direct orders of a superior of-
ficer, and I think they threw in some general catch-all
reprimand for having a bad attitude. ‘Conduct unbecom-
ing’ or some such.”

Owen blinked. As much as he’d come to expect hon-
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est answers from Danya - it was one of the many things
he found appealing about her - he was a bit taken aback
at her candor. “So you really are a troublemaker after all.
I never would have guessed.”

Danya sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose. “I
made a few mistakes,” she admitted, her voice and ex-
pression turning more serious. “I lied about my age when
I first signed up, and forged the necessary documentation
to support it. They didn’t find out until after I reached
legal age, so they didn’t kick me out, but that was the
first mark on my record. The classified data was an hon-
est mistake. I, uh...” She paused, as if embarrassed by
what she was about to say. “Well, I got carried away. I
was cracking files from the Imperial Archives, and I had
these pieces of data, fragments really, that weren’t quite
adding up, but I could just feel that there was something
important. I had this... hunch, you know?” Owen nod-
ded, and she continued. “So I followed my hunch, and
it led me into a restricted area, and... somehow I didn’t
even realize what I was doing until after I’d done it. And
I found what I was looking for, and I was right, it was
important. But...” She trailed off with a shrug. “I still
shouldn’t have been there in the first place.” She went
quiet, staring out at the skyscrapers.

After a few moments of silence, Owen spoke. “What
about the citation for insubordination?” Danya turned
her gaze back on him bemusedly. “I mean, I know it’s
not really my business,” he continued, feeling a bit awk-
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ward for bringing up the subject, “but now you’ve got
me really curious.”

“Oh, that.” Danya crinkled her nose once more, this
time in distaste. “I spent the first several years of my
military career stuck behind various desks, and I just...
felt like I could be doing more. So I decided to apply to
get into Special Operations, but one of my superior of-
ficers blocked my request. He said he didn’t think I was
cut out for SpecOps, that it would be a waste of my time
and my talent.”

“So what did you do?” asked Owen.

“I went over his head,” Danya replied. “I’d made
some contacts in SpecOps during a previous assign-
ment, and through them, I managed to qualify for spe-
cial operations placement. But it came with a cost.” She
sighed again. “My superior officer was not pleased. He
decided to make my career in SpecOps a living hell. And
since my record was already a bit spotty, it didn’t take
too much string-pulling on his part to get me assigned to
Talon Squad right off the bat. So that’s how a girl like me
ends up in a squad like this. What about you?”

Unprepared for this abrupt change in subject, Owen
laughed nervously. “Well, if you’re a troublemaker, I
guess that makes me one of the crazies, since I actually
requested to be transferred here.”

“What made you decide to do that?” Danya asked,
looking perplexed. “I mean, don’t get me wrong... I
wouldn’t trade my squadmates for anything. But it’s no
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secret that we’re outcasts in the intelligence community,
and since your brother’s in the squad, you probably knew
that things are even more complicated than they appear
from the outside.”

“For much the same reason you decided to go into
SpecOps,” Owen replied, looking out at the horizon
briefly before turning back to Danya’s attentive gaze. “I
had a great assignment in the Republic Guard with Lieu-
tenant Palrr’s squadron. A lot of people would’ve killed
for that position, I guess. And I did some good work
there, but...” He paused, trying to find the right words. “I
just always felt like there was something missing, and 1
just couldn’t figure out what it was. And then... the day
that Black Fire bombed the Senate building...” Owen no-
ticed Danya wince slightly, her hand going briefly to her
throat. “It was probably the worst day of my life... of
a lot of people’s lives. I’d never witnessed that sort of
destruction firsthand. But it made me realize what was
missing. [ didn’t want to just be defending the New Re-
public against evil on that scale. I wanted to help seek
out the people responsible for that attack and make sure
that they never did it again. Like you, I felt I could be
doing more.” He rested his chin in his hand. “Of course,
that didn’t sit well with my brother.”

Danya nodded, her expression thoughtful. “Things are
a bit tense between you and Ty, aren’t they? Why is that,
if you don’t mind my asking?”

Owen let out a sigh. He didn’t often talk about the situa-
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tion, but after Danya’s forthright honesty about her past,
he felt more at ease with discussing the subject. “It’s a bit
complicated,” he admitted. “Our family... well, we come
from Blonus. You’ve probably heard the jokes about an
honest politician on Blonus being like a hairless albino
Wookiee?” At Danya’s slight nod, Owen continued. “All
too true. There is no such creature. Pretty much every
government official, from the highest level on down, is
in the pockets of the smuggling organizations that oper-
ate out of the area. And the corruption just filters down
from there, to the point where most folks are either ex-
ploiting someone else for profit and personal gain, or be-
ing exploited themselves - and sometimes both.”

“That sounds awful,” said Danya quietly.

Owen nodded. “It’s pretty bad. My family was at the
bottom of the pecking order. We were constantly bullied
by our landlords. They’d threaten everything from evic-
tion to outright violence to extort more money. Law en-
forcement turned a blind eye, of course. And Ty...” Owen
trailed off briefly. “Well, he’d gotten mixed up with a
pretty bad crowd, himself. Our parents were constantly
having to loan him money so that he could pay back his
debts. Then our dad lost his job, and it got to the point
where our parents were having to dip into what little
savings we had just to keep a roof over our head and Ty
out of trouble, but we all knew that we couldn’t keep
doing that forever. We would have run out of credits
within months.”
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Danya frowned. “So what happened?”

Owen exhaled slowly. “Ty decided to 