Skull for a Finger

Approximately six years after the Battle of Endor 

The VSD Ravager is entering the Kashyyyk system to raid for slaves.
Captain Orsk stood before the main viewport of the Victory Star Destroyer's bridge, surveying the endless swirls of Hyperspace. An Ensign seated in the crew pit called out.

"Captain, reversion to realspace in two minutes."

Orsk turned away from the blue swirls and walked briskly towards his command chair. Sitting down in it, he pressed the intercom button and spoke. "Capture teams, prepare for Kashyyyk. I want to be in and out of the system as quickly as possible."

Lieutenant Commander Dustin, First Officer of the Ravager, walked up to the Captain. "Sir, I recommend we dispatch some of the Interceptors to scout the system. New Rep… Rebel ships are known to visit occasionally."

It was also no secret - thought a carefully uttered one - that Dustin really ran the Victory Star Destroyer, not Orsk and that Orsk delegated much of his work to Dustin.

"Very well. Issue the order, Commander.” answered Captain Orsk.

*  *  *

Major Burton looked over the assault transports assigned to his command. Eight transports, loaded with the standard troop complements. The vehicle bays had been converted into temporary cells. Walking into the lead transport, designated Delta One for the operation, he navigated the two-decked ship, finally entering the cockpit.

"Launch as soon as Bridge gives the go-ahead." Munro commanded the flight crew.

Watching a quartet of TIEs come in sight as the launch racks opened and lowered them, the pilot turned to the Major. "Sir, it looks like the fighters will be deployed first. I'll take us out after those hotshots launch."

Munro nodded and sat into the communication officer seat, strapping himself in. The four Interceptors accelerated out of the hangar bay, quickly attaining their maximum speed and speeding off on their patrol courses. The cockpit was silent except for the flight crew talking each other through powering up the craft. Ravager approached the green, tree-covered planet of Kashyyyk, the dagger shape of the mighty Destroyer gliding silently through vacuum. Finally, the order came.

"This is Commander Dustin. Delta is cleared to launch.” Burton acknowledged the message, and then punched the Delta channel up. “Delta will launch by pairs - you should have telemetry coming through. Delta One and Two will head to Kachirho, Three and Four to Rwookrrorro, Five and Six to Shulell and Seven and Eight to Thikkiiana. Three and Four, launch now.” The first two Y-4 Transports rose off the hangar deck and power-launched out of the bay, swooping down into Kashyyyk's atmosphere.

"Five and Six, go."

Another pair of Assault Transports launched, as the communications console inside the cockpit of Delta Seven buzzed to indicate a private transmission coming in. Munro manipulated the console, then Dustin's voice sounded out again.

"Captain Burton. The TIEs have detected an unidentified Corellian Corvette. Captain Orsk has ordered the Kachirho raid cancelled. Ravager is going to microjump into the Corvette's path after the last pair has departed. She'll open fire with ion cannons and you will board it with Delta One and Two."

Munro ordered the last two transports to launch and smiled. Boarding actions were much more fun than capturing slaves. The burly Major manipulated his console again and then spoke to his troops.

"Men, we've been reassigned to a new mission. An unidentified Corvette is out there and we are going to capture it. Regulars, go in shooting, set to stun." He paused briefly as the view outside the magcon field changed. The Ravager was maneuvering. "Heavy weapon teams, set up as soon as you're in. One regular squad to accompany all the engineers to secure the ship's systems."

The mighty Star Destroyer stretched out and popped into hyperspace, reappearing instantly several billion kilometers away... directly ahead of a modified Corellian CR-90 Corvette. Three seconds after reversion, Ravager opened fire with her ventral ion cannons. The first salvo of five heavy ion bolts smashed into the unshielded Corvette, throwing all the electronics aboard into havoc. Follow-up salvos completely crippled the ship, yet the batteries continued to fire. On the bridge, Commander Dustin shrugged slightly to himself. The gunners needed practice anyway. The Commander nodded at the Comm Officer, an Ensign First Class, who then gave Major Burton's remaining two ships the clearance to launch.

The two Assault Transports lifted off the hangar deck and the ion engines screamed as they shot out of the hangar bay, into the absolute zero of vacuum. Delta One and Two swiftly closed in on the Corvette's flanks, their airlocks slamming into the Corvette's port and starboard airlocks, respectively. The mechanical locks activated, locking the three crafts together.

One squad from each ship forced the hatches open and rushed into the Corvette. All sixteen men died within twenty seconds, their screams informing those still inside the Y-4s what they faced.

Wookiees.

Not only Wookiees, but also Wookiee Berserkers, possibly the most fearsome in melee blade combat among the whole galaxy.

The sixteen men died by Ryyk blades, wielded expertly by the Wookiee Berserkers. The forged metal could cut through armor and did.

Major Burton's spine snapped straight as he heard the screams and roars. Unstrapping himself from the seat, he howled at his troops. "E-webs, set up NOW! I want grenades tossed into the Corvette and full suppressive fire!"

He leaped down the ladder shaft, landing with a resounding clang, which could not be heard over the ringing of blaster fire. The Captain glanced at the airlock and approved. The airlock, being the width of two men, limited the amount of firepower that could be hurled through it. A Squad had overcome that problem by lying two men on the floor, two men crouching behind them, two men standing behind them and the last two were at the sides of the airlock. The latter two were firing blindly, while tossing grenades as the Sergeant - crouching - signaled them to. The Wookiees were struggling towards the docked transport – climbing over their fellows’ corpses - unaware of the E-web being deployed, concealed from vision by the squad's members.

"Loaded and armed!" reported the Lance Corporal in charge of the E-web. The crouching and standing soldiers split off to the sides. The cessation in blaster fire caused the Wookiees to surge forward... to be felled by the high-powered bolts of the blaster cannon. The roar was deafening in the close confines.

The Wookiees stopped coming. The creatures were showing uncommon wisdom - they were pulling back! Dozens of hairy corpses lay in the corridor, effectively carpeting it. Munro pulled an E-11 off the wall rack and shouted at a Sergeant, who nodded and formed his squad up to follow the Major. The nine men moved into the Corvette cautiously and slowly. Munro slid the selector dial on his rifle to maximum power and peeked around the corner. The Major's head whipped back and he brought the barrel of the rifle up.

"PFC, a grenade around the corner, now!" ordered Munro. The Private behind him nodded once and pulled a fragmentation grenade off his belt. He then armed it and hurled it at the opposing corridor wall. The grenade bounced off, heading down the passageway. An explosion boomed and shrapnel blew down past the nine soldiers. Munro spun around, pushing off the bulkhead and coming around, dropping the barrel down to sight down the corridor. He squeezed the triggers, unleashing ruby packets of energy, as the eight soldiers joined him, some of them firing in the opposite direction. They continued their barrage until Munro was certain no Wookiees lived.

"Cease fire! E-web teams, get out here. I want one gun aiming towards the bow and one towards the stern, set up in the main corridor." Munro wiped his brow, grimacing at the aroma of charred flesh, ozone and blood. Wookiee blood. Grenades were effective but they made messes. "You men, clear this area of these corpses. Take ours back to the ship and use theirs as fallback barricades."

More Army soldiers flooded from the Assault Transports, taking up defensive positions. Major Burton stalked back into Delta Seven, slamming the blaster rifle back into the wall racks and climbed up into the cockpit. He opened a channel to Ravager.

"Delta One to Ravager."

"Ravager receiving. Is there a problem?"

"Wookiee Berserkers are manning the Corvette. We've killed at least two dozen, but we have no idea how many more. This model of Corvette is rated for three hundred. We've lost sixteen already---" Munro was cut off by a scream reverberating through the ship, followed by many sources of blaster fire. "Make that seventeen or eighteen. The casualty ratio is currently in our favour, but if there really are three hundred, we will be wiped out. Requesting retreat. Repeating, I am requesting a retreat."

"Captain Burton, this is Commander Dustin. Request approv---"

"No! Major Burton, you will capture the ship." cut in the voice everyone serving on the Ravager knew. Captain Orsk. The channel was muted as the two Navy officers presumably had an argument. After several moments, it came back on.

"I'm sorry, Burton. Do your best. That's all I can ask." the voice of Commander Dustin answered sullenly. The channel was closed, allowing Munro to growl softly. Damn that idiot Orsk! Munro was willing to spend lives, but only if it was imperative! He sighed mentally and weighed up his options. One - retreat and get himself and his troops executed or court-martialed. Two - Die in battle against the Wookiees. Three - Against all odds, win the battle. With an angry grunt, he vaulted down the ladder shaft again. He snatched up the rifle he had racked and strode back into the Corvette. If his troops had to die, he would be at the front. If he had to die, he would take as many Rebels with him - starting with those between the docking portal and the bridge!

Turning around the corner to head forward, Munro snapped his E-11 up and barked a command out to his men: "Everyone not directly assigned to holding this corridor will follow me, clearing rooms as we go."

A Wookiee Berserker leaped out, roaring and brandishing a pair of Ryyk blades. The hairy beast lunged for Munro, who fired his E-11 into the Wookiee's face without breaking stride and blinding the creature. It fell to the floor, unbalanced by pain. The Imperial Army Captain dropped his left rifle as he whisked his vibroglaive from the beltclip. Extending the powered blade, he slammed it upwardly and through the Wookiee's neck. He was out of the fight, certainly dead. Beginning to run recklessly, the Major swung the glaive through a half-dozen Wookiees without pause, leaving the blade stuck in the staggering form of the sixth hairy creature, he armed a grenade and hurled it through a hatchway, flattening himself against an adjacent wall and tore the glaive free of the Wookiee as he did so. The explosion threw shrapnel out, accompanied by the sound of shredding flesh and Wookiee howls.

Munro charged into the now carnage-filled antechamber, planting accurately aimed bolts into the writhing survivors. The troops following him paused, waiting outside. The furious officer fired a single bolt at the heavily fortified hatch, leaving a small, round mark.

"Plant a charge there,” he snapped loudly, turning about and exiting the antechamber. A combat engineer scurried around Munro, arming the charge as he went. The engineer squirted some adhesive onto the hatch and pressed the charge upon it. He then retreated, pulling out a detonator.

"Fire in the hole!" warned the demolitionist, seconds before he pressed the button. Yet another explosion boomed. This one was different. The hatch was so solidly constructed that the charge did little but dent it. What happened instead was much more consternating for the bridge officers within.

The hatch to the bridge was accelerated to over fifty kilometers per hour, the doorway too weak to hold it against an explosive charge of this magnitude. The chunk of durasteel crashed through the Rebel Captain before smashing into the helm console.

The Imperial soldiers cowering in the corridor rushed forward, charging into the Bridge, cutting down every armed and hostile Rebel - only three had the sense or lack of bravery to throw down their weapons in time. The Imperial soldiers cut through them.

Munro glared at the three disarmed and killed Rebels, knowing he would have shot the traitors anyway. "I want pilots on this bridge! One E-web team and one regular squad, move to reinforce and hold the bridge. Everyone else, move to assault and capture engineering. I want it intact! Delt---" Munro ceased speaking as a screeching sound assailed his ears. That was metal tearing. He glanced upwards and hurled himself backwards, landing on his rear, just in time to avoid a portion of the ceiling coming crashing down, with a Wookiee riding astride it. Others joined it, leaping through the hole.

The cacophony of energy fire returned as the Imperial troopers tightened their trigger fingers. Munro's eyes locked with the Wookiee who had rode the chunk of metal down. His name was Fahraark, leader of the Wookiee warriors aboard the Corvette. Fahraark lunged for Munro, raising his Ryyk blade in preparation for a death-from-above slash. Munro gritted his teeth unconsciously as he dropped his rifle - it could not swing around in time – and swung his vibroglaive up. The vibroglaive managed to redirect the Ryyk blade - but not completely. Fahraark's blade sliced through the vibroglaive's battery, shutting down its electronically enhanced features. It also sheared the hilt, cutting through it to meet flesh.

Major Munro Burton, for the first time in his life, was maimed. The tip of the Ryyk blade cut through the little flesh and through the bone of Munro's right index finger, leaving it attached by a small thread of flesh. Agony exploded, blurring the Major's vision as his instincts and Royal Guard training took over. With the finger hanging idly, he grabbed Fahraark's arm, twisted it and brought up his leg. The Wookiee's arm snapped, causing the blade to fall from its hand. It was caught by Munro, who drove it up into Fahraark's chest. The stolen blade sliced through the heart, ending circulatory processes. Fahraark fell forward, onto Munro. The Major pushed the corpse to the side, gasping in pain.

He grabbed his finger and yanked it, severing the small tendril of flesh keeping it attached. Munro slowly reached for his holdout blaster. Bracing himself, the Imperial Army officer brought the blaster up to the base of the stump, pointing at a ninety degrees angle to the flat of the hand. He pulled the trigger and screamed in agony as the energy bolt brushed past, cauterizing the wound. Eyes simmering in fury, he looked at Fahraark's corpse, grabbed the Ryyk blade and slashed it to separate the head from its body. Struggling to his feet and recovering his rifle, Munro carried on with the battle.

*  *  *

The fighting the Imperials went through to reach engineering and capture it was atrocious. By the time Munro and eleven soldiers broke into engineering and captured it, they and those remaining in the bridge were all that was left. The Major was bleeding from small cuts on his face, arms and legs, caused by shrapnel from grenades tossed in closer proximity than recommended.

Munro sighed in partial relief as the bulkhead doors were sealed and their controls disabled. Now he would attempt to execute his plan or he and his remaining troopers would die.

"Men... we have made it this far and words cannot describe how proud of you all I am. Let's finish this once and for all. Crev," Munro focused upon his surviving combat engineer, a young Corellian - no longer so young. "Interface with the systems here. See if you and those on the bridge can take full control of the systems with remote accessibility." The Captain hoped the ship's crew had restored enough of the electronics for that one simple task to be accomplished. As Crev got to work, moving from console to console Munro reached for his comlink, lifting it up. He breathed a curse from his native Halmad. The damned thing had gotten in the way of a piece of shrapnel. He discarded the broken piece of communication hardware and glanced about at his troopers.

"Millano, contact the Deltas. Tell them to undock. Inform the bridge to seal the antechamber hatch and any hatches in the room above." he ordered a trooper whose comlink seemed to be intact. The trooper replied with an affirmative and began conveying the instructions.

"Sir, we have partial control over the ship. The rest are still down, thanks to the ion cannons." Crev reported. Munro looked him squarely in the eyes, making sure the enlisted man understood that what he was going to say would be completely serious.

"Override all airlocks and open the ship to space." came the order. To his credit, Crev did not flinch... much. Everybody not inside an airtight compartment or suit would decompress explosively, leaving quite a mess. He nodded and manipulated his console. "Done, sir."

*  *  *

The lights over the various airlock hatches located across the Corvette flashed amber, then red. Powerful winds roared as the pressure inside the ship equalized with that of vacuum. Air whooshed through the opened airlocks, abandoning the Rebel Alliance Corvette Marashu. Many corpses and Wookiees went with it, being dumped into space. A few were lucky and strong enough to find something to anchor themselves to. Some even found breather masks, for all the good it would do them.

Only the twenty-six Imperials who had sealed themselves in the bridge and engineering survived. Another eleven had escaped to the safety of the Assault Transports. These were the remains of one hundred and fifty soldiers.

*  *  *

"All right. Close them and repressurize." Burton sighed wearily, after five minutes had passed. "We'll return to the bridge, retrieve the men there and make a full sweep of the ship." The sweep was a valid order, but Munro's primary purpose in returning to the bridge was to retrieve a certain something. The Imperials in engineering formed up as pressure was restored to the ship. Twelve soldiers proceeded cautiously to the bridge, covering each other as they went. They reached the bridge without any encounters.

"Split up into three groups. Nine, nine and seven, designated Squads A, B and C. A and B, begin searching the ship. C, gather all heavy weapons up and get aboard Delta Seven." ordered Captain Burton. "Call Seven in to dock and send Eight back to Ravager. We won't be needing her." he finished grimly. As the troops got to work, Munro paced slowly to where he had felled Fahraark and found the Wookiee's decapitated skull, still where it had rolled to a stop. The Major gazed at its bared fangs, then looked at his absent finger and growled softly. Captain Orsk might find an excuse to justify one hundred and thirteen soldiers and one finger for a damaged and dilapidated corvette. But the Major would see to it that he would be punished.

He grabbed the furry head, taking a trophy for the first time in his career as a warrior of the New Order. Gouging the eyes out, he inserted his utility rope into the sockets, tying the rope securely around the bridge of the nose. Munro drew the other end and tied it to his belt, leaving the head hanging at his side. He then moved to help Squad C recover and return the heavy - expensive - weapons to Delta Seven.

*  *  *

Nine days later

Ravager and Marashu dropped out of hyperspace, popping into the busy system of Yaga Minor. Moments passed as the larger ship communicated with Traffic Control, then three transports dropped out of her main hangar bay and sped off towards the shipyard installion. The Ravager herself moved towards an Imperial Shipyard, docking with the massive collection of construction girders.

As she did so, a tight-beam transmission went out to the ISD Chimaera, flagship of the Empire. The message carried Royal Guard priority, taking it directly to the Lieutenant of the Supreme Commander’s current guard unit. The Guardsman then passed the message on to the Fleet Admiral, reporting Captain Orsk’s incompetence. 

The Major deactivated the terminal and turned, walking towards the hangar bay. He was going to return to the surface and begin the rebuilding of his Company. He glanced at his hand and grimaced. The Victory’s medical bay had done what it could, but in the end, the finger could not have been reattached. It was up to Munro if he wanted to leave himself nine-fingered or have a prosthetic fitted. Decisions, decisions.
