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RHY SATI YNR (human femae from Bespin)
ERISDLARIT (human femdefrom Thyferra)
GAVIN DARKLIGHTER (human mae frons Tatooine)
RIV SHIEL (Shistavanen malefrom Uvenalll)
ASYR SEI'LAR (Bothan femde from Bothawui)
INYRI FORGE (human femae from Kessdl)
M-3PO (Emtrey; protocol and regulations druid)
WHISTLER (Corran's R2 astromech)
MYNOCK (Wedge's R5 astromech)

ADMIRAL ACKBAR
Cdamari)
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(Mon Cdamari mdefrom Mon

ALLIANCE INTELLIGENCE

GENERAL AIREN CRACKEN (buman mae from Contruum)

I[ELLA WESSIRI (human femae from CoreUia)
WINTER (human female from Alderaan)

X /D RAMATIS PERSONAE
CITIZENS ON CORUSCANT

FLIRY VORRU (human maefrom Corellia)
Dmic WESSIR1 (human mdefrom Corellia)
BORSK FEY'LYA (Bothan mae from Bothawui)
HALLA ETrYK (human femaefrom Alderaan)
QLAERN HIRV (Vratix from Thyferra)

CREW OF THE PULSAR SKATE



MIRAX TERRIK (human femaefrom Corellia)
LIAT TSAYV (Sullustan mdefrom SullusO

IMPERIAI. FORCES

YSANNE ISARD, DIRECTOR OF IMPERIAL INTELLIGENCE
(hurman fema e from Coruscant)

KINTAN LOOR, INTELLIGENCE AGENT (human mae from
Churba)

GENERAL Evm DERRICOTE (human mdefrom Kdla)

Commander Wedge Antilleswould have preferred the cere-
mony to be private. Rogue Squadron had come to mourn the
passing of one of its own on the week anniversary of his
death. Wedge wanted the gathering to be small and intimate,
with Corran Horn'sfriends al being able to share remem-
brances of him, but that was not possible. Corran's degth

had come during the liberation of Coruscant. That made him
ahero from acompany of heroes, and while asmal memo-
rid might have been what Corran himsdf would have
wanted, it was not heroic enough for afigure of his posthu-
mous gature.

Even though Wedge had known things would not go

quite the way he wanted, he had not anticipated how out of
control they would get when he requested permission to hold
the ceremony. He had expected anumber of dignitaries
would come to the pseudogranite barrow that marked where
Corran had died when a building collapsed on top of him.

He even anticipated people lining the bal conies and walk-
ways of nearby towers. At the very Worst heimagined people
might gawk from the beds of hovertrucks.

Hisimagination paled beside that exercised by the bu-
reaucrats who organized the memoria service. They took a
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ceremony based on heartfelt grief and madeit into the focal
point of mourning for the entire New Republic. Corran
Horn was a hero--this they proclaimed loudly--but he was
aso avictim. Assuch herepresented dl the victims of the
Empire. It didn't matter to them that Corran would have
regjected being labeled avictim. He had been transformed
into asymbol--a symbol the New Republic needed badly.
Rogue Squadron likewise underwent iconization. The
unit's pilots had dwaysworn orange flightsuitsin the past,
or, as supplies became harder and harder to find, whatever
had been handy. Corran's flightsuit had been green, black,
and grey, since hed brought it with him from the Cordlian



Security Force. In homageto him, that color scheme was
used to create new uniforms for the squadron evergreen
overal, with dark grey flank pands, black deeves, leg Stripes,
and trim. On the | eft deeve and breast rode the Rogue
Squadron crest. It had aso appeared on the evergreen
hawkbilled caps designed by a Kuati, but Wedge had vetoed
their addition to the uniform.

The makeup of the Squadron had a so been adjusted.

Asyr Sei'lar, aBothan pilot, and Inyri Forge, the Sster of a
dead squadron member, had both been added to the squad-
ron. Wedge would have gladly welcomed them, and they had
been crucid to the success of the misson to liberate Corus-
cant, but they had been pressed upon him for political rea
sons. Likewise, Portha, a Trandoshan, had been made a
member of the squadron despite hisinability to fly. Hewas
attached to the unit as part of a previousy nonexistent secu-
rity detail. Each of them was appointed by bureaucratsasa
reward to various congtituenciesin the New Republic, and
Wedge hated their objectification.

The ceremony grew out of al proportion until specia
grandstands had to be grafted to the nearby buildings and
color-coded for the various levels of access people wereto be
accorded. Holocams had been stationed at various positions
S0 the ceremony could be recorded and replayed on countless
worlds. Despite the very red fears about contracting the
highly contagious Krytos virus, the stands were packed to
overflowing.

Helooked up from his position on the reviewing stand

and out a Rogue Squadron. His people were bearing up well
despite the bright sunlight and unseasonably warm westher.
The recent rains had raised the generd level of humidity until
clothing clung and the very air lay like asmothering blanket
over everyone. Thethick air seemed to deaden sounds and
suppress emotions, and Wedge was tempted to alow himself
to imagine that Coruscant somehow a so mourned Corran's
passing.

In addition to the members of Rogue Squadron, Cor

ran's other friends stood on the platform nearest the barrow.
lellaWessiri, adender, brown-haired woman who had been
Corran's CorSec partner, stood next to Mirax Terrik. De-
spite being the daughter of anotorious Cordlian smuggler,
Mirax had managed to become friends with Corran. Mirax,
who had known Wedge since they had both been kids, had
tearfully confided in him that she and Corran had planned to
celebrate the liberation of Coruscant together. He could see
sheld fdlen hard for Corran, and the lifeess expression on
her face made his heart ache.

The only onewho ismissing is Tycbo. Wedge frowned.
Captain Tycho Celchu was along-standing member of
Rogue Squadron who had served as the squadron's executive



officer. HEd surreptitioudy joined the mission to Coruscant
at Wedge's request and had been instrumentd in bringing the
planet's defenses down. His action wasthe latest in astring
of heroic missions Tycho had carried off during his Rebel
career.

Unfortunately, Alliance Intelligence had devel oped evi-
dence that indicated Tycho wasworking for the Empire.
They blamed him directly not only for Corran's desth, but
for the death of Bror Jace, another Rogue Squadron pilot
who had died early on in the Coruscant campaign. Wedge
had not been fully apprised of what the evidence was that
they had againgt Tycho, but he did not doubt the man'sinno-
cence for asecond. Still, hisinnocence might mean nothing
inthelong run.

In spite of the liberation, Coruscant was not a pleasant

or stableworld. A hideous epidemicrathe Krytos virus--was

ravaging the non-human population of the planet. It had
struck at the non-humansin the Rebellion and was hard
enough on some species that even coming down to the planet
was an act of extreme bravery. Bacta, asusud, could cure
the virus, but the Rebdlion's entire store of bacta was insuffi-
cient to cure everyone. Thisresulted in panic, and resentment
againgt humansfor their gpparent immunity to the disease.
The memorid service had become an important event
because Coruscant's popul ation needed something to unite
them and to get their minds off their suffering, eveniif only

for amoment. The fact that Rogue Squadron had humans
and non-humans working together in it showed the strength
of unity that had alowed the Rebellion to prevail. Non-
humans coming together dong with dignitariesfrom various
other worlds to mourn a dead human acknowledged the debt
the Rebels owed humans. Speakers devoted themsalvesto
exhorting their fellowsto labor together in building afuture
that would justify the sacrifices made by Corran and others.
Their words raised things to a philosophica or metaphysica
level meant to soothe away the anxieties and worries of the
ctizens

Those were noble messages, to be certain, but Wedge felt
they were not the right messages for Corran. He tugged on
the deeves of hisuniform jacket as a Bothan protocol subal-
tern waved him forward. Wedge stepped up to the podium
and wanted to lean heavily uponiit. Y ears of fighting and
saying good-bye to friends and comrades weighed him
down--but herefused to givein to fatigue. Helet hispridein
the squadron and his friendship with Corran keep him up-
right.

Helooked around at the crowd, then focused on the



mound of pseudogranite rubble before him. "Corran Horn
does not rest easy in that grave." Wedge paused for amo-
ment, and then another, letting the silence remind everyone
of the true purpose of the ceremony. "Corran Horn was
never at ease except when he wasfighting. He does not rest
easy now because there is much fighting yet to be done. We
have taken Coruscant, but anyone who assumes that means
the Empireisdead is as mistaken as Grand Moff Tarkin was

inhisbelief that Alderaan's destruction would somehow
cripplethe Rebdlion.”

Wedge brought his head up. "Corran Horn was not a

man who gave up, no matter what the odds. More than once
he took upon himsdf the responsibility of deding with a
threat to the squadron and to the Rebellion. Heedless of his
own safety, he engaged overwhelming forces and by sheer
dint of will and spirit and courage he won through. Even
here, on Coruscant, he flew doneinto the heart of astorm
that was ravag ing aplanet and risked hislife so thisworld
would befree. Hedid not fail, because he would not let
himsdf fall.

"Each of uswho knew him has, in our hearts, dozens

and dozens of examples of his bravery or his concern for
others, or his ability to see where he was wrong and correct
himsdlf. He was not a perfect man, but he was a man who
sought to be the best he could be. And while he took pridein
being very good, he didn't waste energy in displays of ram-
pant egotism. He just picked out new goas and drove him-
sdf forward toward them.”

Wedge dowly nodded toward the rubble pile. "Corranis
now gone. The burdens he bore have been laid down. The
responsibilities he shoul dered have been abandoned. The ex-
ample he setisno more. Hislossistragic, but the greater
tragedy would be | etting him be remembered as afaceess
hero mouldering in thiscairn. Hewas afighter, asdl of us
should be. The things he took upon himself might be enough
to crush down any one person, but we all can accept a por-
tion of that respongbility and bear it together. Others have
talked about building a future that would honor Corran and
the otherswho have died fighting the Empire, but thefact is
that there's fighting yet to be done before the building can
begin.

"We have to fight the impatience with the pace of

change that makes uslook nogtagically on the days of the
Empire. Y es, there might have been abit more food avail-
able. Y es, power outages might have been fewer. Yes, you
might have been insulated from the misery of others--but at
what cost? The security you thought you had froze into an



icy lump of fear in your gut whenever you saw stormtroopers
walking in your direction. With the liberation of Coruscant
that fear can melt, but if you forget it once existed and decide
things were not so bad under the Emperor, you'll bewell on
your way toinviting it back.”

He opened his handsto take in all those assembled at the
monument. "Y ou must do what Corran did fight anything
and everything that would give the Empire comfort or secu-
rity or achanceto reassert itsdlf. If you trade vigilance for
complacency, freedom for security, afuture without fear for
comfort; you will be responsible for shagping the galaxy once
again into aplace that demands people like Corran fight,
adwaysfight and, eventudly, fal victim to evil.

"The choice, ultimately, devolvesto you. Corran Horn

will not rest easy in hisgrave until thereis no morefighting
to be done. He has done everything he could to fight the
Empire; now it isup to you to continue hisfight. If heisever
to know peace, it will only be when we al know peace. And
that isagod every one of usknowsiswell worth fighting
for."

Wedge stepped back from the podium and steled him-

sdf againg the polite applause. Deep down he would have
hoped hiswords had been inspiring, but those gathered
around the memorid were dignitaries and officidsfrom
worlds throughout the New Republic. They were politicians
whose god wasto help shape the future others of their num-
ber spoke about. They wanted stability and order as afoun-
dation for their congtructions. Hiswords, reminding
everyone that fights were yet to be waged, undercut their
efforts. They had to applaud because of the situation and
who hewas, but Wedge had no doubt most of them thought
him apaliticaly naive warrior best suited to being ahero
who was feted and used in holograph opportunitiesto sup-
port this program or that.

He could only hope that otherslistening to what he had

to say would take his message to heart. The politiciansre-
quired stability, and the way they acquired stability wasto
ignore ingtability or patch it over with some quick fix. The
citizens of the New Republic would find their politiciansas

digant asthe Imperid politicians before them. With their
new-won freedom, the people would be ableto let their lead-
ersknow what they thought, and might be tempted to pro-
test if things did not move swiftly enough in the direction the
people wanted.

A rebdlion againg the Rebellion would result in anar-

chy or areturn of the Empire. Either would be disaster.
Fighting for progress and against reactionary forceswasthe
only way to guarantee the New Republic would get achance
to flourish. Wedge dearly wanted that to happen and hoped



the paliticianswould look past their effortsto gather power
to themsalves long enough to take steps to providered sta
bility and ared future.

Over at the grave Site an honor guard raised the squad-

ron flag, then backed away and sdluted. That sgnaled an end
to the ceremony, and the visitors began to drift away. A
cream-furred Bothan with violet eyes crossed to where
Wedge stood and nodded ahnost gracioudy. ™Y ou were quite
eloquent, Commander Antilles.” Borsk Fey'lyawaved a
hand toward the departing masses. "'l have no doubt quite a
few heartswere stirred by your words."

Wedge raised an eyebrow. "But not yours, Councilor
Feylya?'

The Bothan snoted aclipped laugh. "If | were so easily
swayed, | could be convinced to back al sorts of nhonsense.”
"Likethetrid of Tycho Celchu?'

Fey'lyasfur rippled and rose at the back of his neck.

"No, | might be convinced that such atrial was not neces-
sary." He smoothed the fur back down with hisright hand.
"Admira Ackbar has not convinced you to abandon your
petition to the Provisiona Council about this matter?*

"No" Wedge folded hisarms across his chest. "I would

have thought by now you would have engineered avote to
deny me the chance to address the council.”

"Summaxrily dismiss a petition by the man who liberated
Coruscant?' The Bothan'sviolet eyes narrowed. "Y ou're
moving into arealm of warfare at which | am amader,
Commander. | would have thought you wise enough to see

that. Y our petition will fail. It must fail, soit shal. Captain
Celchu will betried for murder and treason.”

"Even though heisinnocent?'

"Ishe?'

"Heis"

"A fact to be determined by amilitary court, surely.”
Fey'lyagave Wedge acold smile. "A suggestion, Com-
mander.”

v

"Don't waste your eloguence on the Provisiona Coun-

cil. Saveit. Hoard it." The Bothan'steeth flashed in afera
grin. "Useit on thetribund that tries Captain Celchu. Y ou'll
not gain hisfreedom, of course--no oneisthat eloquent; but
perhgps you will win him some modicum of mercy when it
comes time for sentence to be passed.”

2

High up in atower suite, up above the surface of Imperid



Center, Kirtan Loor dlowed himsdlf asmile. At thetower's
pinnacle, the only companions were hawk-bats safe in their
shadowed roosts and Specia Intelligence operatives who
were menacing despite their lack of stormtrooper armor or
bulk. He felt dlone and aoof, but those sensations came nat-
urdly with his sense of superiority. At thetop of theworld,
he had been given al he could see to command and domi-
nate.

And destroy.

Y sanne |sard had given him thejob of creating and lead-
ing a Pdl patine Counter-insurgency Front. He knew she did
not expect grand success from him. He had been given ample
resources to make himself anuisance. He could disrupt the
functioning of the New Republic. He could dow their take-
over of Coruscant and hamper their ability to master the
mechanisms of galactic adminigiration. A bother, minor but
vexatious, iswhat Y sannelsard had intended he become.
Kittan Loor knew he had to become more. Y ears before,
when he started working as an Imperia liaison officer with
the Cordllian Security Force on Corellia, he never would
have dreamed of finding himsalf rising so far and playing so

deadly agame. Even so, he had always been ambitious, and
supremdy confident in himsdf and his abilities. Hischief
asst was hismemory, which alowed him to recdl a pleth-
oraof facts, no matter how obscure. Once he had seen or
read or heard something he could draw it from his memory,
and this ability gave him agross advantage over the crimi-
nals and bureaucrats with whom he dedlt.

Hisreliance on hismemory had dso hobbled him. His
prodigious feats of recall so overawed his enemiesthat they
would naturaly assume he had processed the information he
possessed and had drawn thelogical conclusonsfromiit.
Since they assumed he aready knew what only they knew,
they would tell him what he had not bothered to figure out
for himsdlf. They madeit unnecessary for himto truly think,
and that skill had begun to arophy in him.

Y sanne Isard, when she summoned him to Imperid Cen-
ter, had made it abundantly clear that learning to think and
not to assume was the key to his continued existence. Her
supervison made up in severity what it lacked in duration,
putting him through a grueling regimen thet rehabilitated his
cognitive abilities. By thetime shefled Imperia Center, Isard
had clearly been confident in his ability to annoy and con-
found the Rebels.

More importantly, Kirtan Loor had become certain that

he could do all shewanted and yet more.



From his vantage point he looked down on the distant

blob of dignitaries and mourners gathered at the memorid

for Corran Horn. While he despised them dl for their poli-
tics, he joined them in mourning Horn'sloss. Corran Horn
had been Loor's nemesis. They had hated each other on
Corellia, and Loor had spent ayear and a half trying to hunt
Corran down after he fled from Corellia. The hunt had
ended when Y sanne Isard brought Loor to Imperia Center,
but he had anticipated arenewa of his private little war with
Horn when given the assgnment to remain on Coruscant.

Of course, Corran's demise hardly made adent in the

legion of enemies Loor had on Imperia Center. Foremost
among them was Gen erd Airen Cracken, the director of Alli-
ance Intelligence. Cracken's network of spies and operatives

had ultimately made the conquest of the Imperid capitd pos-
sble, and his security precautions had given Imperid
counterintelligence agentsfitsfor years. Cracken---or Kra-
ken, as some of Loor's people had taken to cdling the
Rebd--would be a difficult foe with whom to grapple.

Loor knew he had some other enemieswho would pur-

sue him as part of apersona vendetta. The whole of Rogue
Squadron, from Antillesto the new recruits, would gladly
hunt him down and kill him--including the spy in their

midst since Loor presented a security risk for the spy. Evenif
they could not connect him with Corran's death directly, the
mere fact that Corran hated him would be a burden they'd
gladly accept and a debt they would attempt to discharge.
lellaWessiri wasthe last of the CorSec personnel Loor

had hunted, and her presence on Imperia Center gave him
pause. She had never been asrelentless as Corran Hornin
her pursuit of criminas, but that had aways seemed to Loor
to be because she was more thorough than Horn. Whereas
Corran might muscle hisway through an investigation, Iella
picked up on small clues and accomplished with lan what
Corran did with brute strength. In the shadow gamein
which Loor was engaged, this meant she was afoe he might
not see coming, and that made her the most dangerous of al.
Loor backed away from the window and looked at the
holographic representation of the figuresbelow asthey
strode across his holotable. The ceremony had been broad-
cast planetwide, and would be rebroadcast at various worlds
throughout the galaxy. He watched Borsk Fey'lyaand
Wedge Antilles asthey met in close conversation, then split
apart and wandered away. Everyone appeared more like toys
to him than they did red people. Hefound it easy to imagine
himsdf atitanic--no, Imperia--presence who had deigned

to be distracted by the actions of bugs.

He picked up the remote device from the table and

flicked it on. A couple of smdl lights flashed on the black
rectanglein hisleft pam, then ared button in the center of it



glowed dmost benignly. Histhumb hovered over it for a
second. He smiled, but killed the impulse to stab histhumb
down and gently returned the device to the table.

A year before he would have punch6d that button, deto-
nating the explosives his people had secreted around the me-
morial. With one casud caress he could have unleashed fire
and pain, wiping out acadre of traitorous planetary officids
and eiminating Rogue Squadron. He knew, given achance,
any of the SI operatives under his command would have
triggered the nergon 14 charges--as would the mgjority of
the military command staff gill serving the Empire.

Loor did not. Isard had pointed out on numerous occa:
sionsthat before the Empire could be reestablished, the Re-
bellion had to die. She had pointed out that the Emperor's
obsession with destroying the Jedi Knights had caused him to
regard the rest of the Rebellion as alesser thredt, yet it had
outlived the Jedi and the Emperor. Only by destroying the
Rebellion would it be possible to reassert the Empire's au-
thority over the gdaxy. Destroying the Rebellion required
methods more subtle than exploding grandstands and plan-
ets, accomplishing with avibroblade what could not be done
with aDesth Star.

Rogue Squadron could not be allowed to die, because

they were required for the public spectacle of Tycho Celchu's
trid. Generd Cracken had uncovered ample evidence that
pointed toward Celchu's guilt, and Loor had delighted in
clearing the way for Cracken'sinvestigatorsto find yet more
of it. The evidence would be condemning, yet so obvioudy
guestionable that the members of Rogue Squadron--al of
whom had indicated a bdlief in Tycho'sinnocence a one
leve or another--would decry it asfalse. That would in-
crease the tension between the conquerors of Imperia Center
and the politicians who dunk in after the pilots had risked
their livesto securetheworld. If the heroes of the Rebellion
could doubt and resent the government of the New Republic,
how would the citizenry build confidencein their leaders?
The Krytosvirus further complicated things. Created by

an Imperid scientist under Loor's supervision, it killed non-
humansin amost hideous manner. Roughly three weeks af-
ter infection, the victims entered thefind, letha stage of the
disease. Over the course of aweek the virus multiplied very
rapidly, exploding cell after cell intheir bodies. Their flesh

weakened, sagged, and split open whilethe victims bled from
every pore and orifice. Theresulting liquid was highly infec-
tious, and though bacta could hold the disease a bay or, in
sufficient quantities, cureit, the Rebellion did not have access



to enough bactato treat al the cases on Coruscant.

The price of bacta had shot up and supplies dwindled.
People hoarded bacta and rumors about the disease having
spread to the human population caused waves of panic. Al-
ready anumber of worlds had ordered ships from Imperia
Center quarantined so the disease would not spread, further
disrupting the New Republic's weak economy and eroding
itsauthority. It did no good for human bureaucratsto try to
explain the precautions they had taken for dedling with the
disease sncethey wereimmune, and that immunity built up
resentment between the human and non-human populations
within the New Republic.

Loor dlowed himsdf asmdl laugh. He had taken the
precaution of putting away asupply of bacta, which hewas
sling off inamdl lots. Asaresult of thisaction, anxious
Rebd s were supplying the financing for an organization bent
on the destruction of the New Republic. Theirony of it al
was sufficient to dull the omnipresent fear of discovery and
capture.

There was no question in hismind that to be captured
wasto bekilled, yet he did not let that prospect daunt him.
Being able to turn the Rebdls tactics back on them struck
him as justice. He would be returning to them the fear and
frustration Imperias everywhere had known during the Re-
bellion. He would strike from hiding, hitting at targets cho-
sen randomly. His vengeance would beloosdly focused
because that meant no one could fed safe from histouch.
He knew his efforts would be denounced as crude ter-
rorism, but he intended there to be nothing crude about his
efforts. Today he would destroy the grandstands around the
memorid. They would be nearly empty, and al those who
had |eft the stlands would breath asigh of rdlief that they had
not been blown up minutes or hours earlier; but everyone
would haveto consider congregating in apublic placeto be
dangerousin the future. And if he hit a bacta treatment and

distribution center tomorrow, people would dso haveto
weigh obtaining protection from the virus againgt the poss-
bility of being blown to bits.

By choosing targets of minima military vaue he could

gtir up the populace to demand the military do something. If
the public'sire focused on one officid or another, he could
target that person, giving the public some power. He would
let their displeasure choose hisvictims, just as hischoices
would givedirection to their fear. Theirswould be avirulent
and symbiotic relationship. He would be nightmare and ben-
efactor, they would be victims and supporters. He would
become afaceless evil they sought to direct while fearing any



attention they drew to themselves.

Having once been on the Side attempting to stop an anti-
government force, he could well gppreciate the difficulties
the New Republic would havein dedling with him. Thefact
that the Rebellion had never resorted to outright terrorism
did not concern him. Their god had been to build anew
government; hiswas merely to destroy what they had cre-
ated. He wanted things to degenerate into an anarchy that
would prompt an outcry for leadership and authority. When
that call went out, his mission would be accomplished and
the Empirewould return.

He again took up the remote control and returned to the
window. Down a the memorid he could see smdl pinpricks
of color that marked passersby on their way to and from
other places. He glanced at the holograms striding across his
holotable and saw that none of the people were of conse-
guence. He followed the course of one woman, alowing her
to clear the blast radius, then pressed the button.

A dtaccato series of explosonswent off sequentialy

around the memorid. To the south the grandstands teetered
forward and started to somersault their way into the depths
of Imperia Center. A haf-dozen people who had been seated
on themfdl like colorful confetti. One actudly grabbed the
edge of the platform next to the barrow and hauled himsalf
up to safety, but a subsequent blast tossed him back into the
pit from which he had narrowly escaped.

Other explosions twisted metal and shattered transpari-

sted windowsin the surrounding buildings. Grandstands
clung to the Sdes of buildings like mutilated metal insects
with bleeding, moaning people clutched in their limbs. Dust
and smoke cleared to show the central ferrocrete ring around
the memoria had been nibbled away, with ahuge chunk of it
dangling periloudy by areinforcement bar or two.

Loor findly felt the blast's shockwave send atremor

through his tower. The hawk-bats flapped black wingsto
steady themsealves, then dropped away from their perches.
Wings snapped open, sending the crestures soaring into a
dow spird that would take them down to the blast site. Loor
knew enough of them to know the hawk-bats would first
look to seeif the holesin the buildings revealed previoudy
hidde n granite dugs, but when deprived of their favorite
prey, they would settle for the gobbets of flesh left behind by
thevictims.

"Good hunting,”" he wished them, "eat your fill. Before |l

am done there will be more, much more for you to consume.
| shdl let you feast on my enemies, and together, hereon a
world they cdl their own, we shdl both thrive.”
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It seemed to Wedge that the mood of the Provisional Council
was as dark asthe room in which they met and as sour asthe
scent of bactaintheair. The dimly lit chamber had once
been part of the Senatoria apartments Mon Mothma had
called home before the Rebellion and her rolein it forced her
to go underground. It had been redecorated in garish reds
and purples by Imperia agents, with green and gold trim on
everything, but the paucity of light quelled theriot of color.

A desireto hide signs of Imperia occupation of the
gpartments was not the reason for keeping the room dim.
San Tevv, the Sullustan member of the Provisiona Council,
had been exposed to the Krytos virus. While there was no
evidence he had contracted the disease, he had undergone
preventative bacta therapy and had some residua sengtivity
to bright light. The Council made aconcession to him by
lowering the light, and another to the non-human members

of the Council by circulaing alight bactamist through the

air to prevent possible contagion. Thisincreased humidity
seemed to please no one, save perhaps Admira Ackbar, but
he looked grim for his own reasons.

Primarily because I'm actudly here. Wedge knew his
petition was doomed to fail--Borsk Fey'!ya had said as much

at thememoria ceremony, and various other councilors had
repested the warning in the two days since then, including
Admira Ackbar and Princess Leia Organa. In fact, Wedge
knew, the only reason he was being given a chance to address
the Council was because of his status asaliberator of Corns-
cant.

The Council had arranged three long tablesin ahalf-
hexagond formation, with Mon Mothmain the middle,
flanked by Princess Leiaand Cordlia's Doman Beruss.
Ackbar and Fey'lya anchored the far ends of the two angled
tables. Thisleft Wedge to stand in the open area before the
Council, asif hewereontrid. Thisisexactly what Tycho
will faceif | do not succeed here today; therefore, | must
succeed.

Mon Mothmainclined her head toward him. "I need

not introduce to you a man who has appeared before this
Council previoudy and who has been so instrumenta in the
New Republic's success. Because Commander Antilles may
end up discussing highly senstive materid, thiswill bean
executive sesson of the Provisonad Council. Everything sad
hereisconfidentid, and reporting of it will result in possible
crimind charges™

Doman Beruss smiled. "Ah, to have cases before we

have aJudiciary, now that iscivilization!"

Even Mon Mothma smiled at the remark, then set her



face again into amask of solemnity. "Please, Commander,
Speak your mind."

Wedge took a deep bresth, then began. "I have come

here today to ask you to prevent a gross injustice from being
enacted. Captain Tycho Cechu has been arrested and will be
tried on murder and treason charges. The evidence againgt
him--whét little of it | know about--is circumstantia and
wesker than the defenses Y sanne I sard left behind here.
Tycho isahero of the Rebelion. If not for hisefforts, we
would not be hereright now, and | would be dead. The man
he's accused of killing is someone whose life Tycho saved on
numerous occas ons--Corran would have long since been
dead if Tycho wanted him dead. Tycho isinnocent, and to

put him through thistrid after dl he has endured would be
cruelty on atruly Imperid scale”

Mon Mothmanodded dowly. "I appreciate your frank-
ness, Commander, and have no doubt you believe everything
you'vetold us. Before we can make any sort of decision, it
would be useful for usto have a better grasp of the facts
surrounding the Stuation.” She pointed to a green-eyed man
whose hair had shifted from itsoriginal red to mostly white.
"If you would, Generd Cracken, please bring the Council up
to date with what you have learned concerning Captain
Cdchu."

Cracken walked over to stand next to Wedge. "I hope
Commander Antilleswill forgive my contradicting himon a
couple of points. Some of thisinformation has been deve-
oped recently, and because the circumstances surrounding
the investigation aretricky, | have not had achanceto brief
him on them.”

Wedge dropped his voice to awhisper. "Nice ambush.”
"That'sthe last thing | want to do, Commander.”

Cracken cleared histhroat. "Tycho Celchu isanative of
Alderaan who graduated from the Imperia Nava Academy
and was made a TIE fighter pilot. Subsequent to the destruc-
tion of hishomeworld which he had the misfortune of wit-
nessing via holonet communicationswith hisfamily--he
defected from Imperia service and joined the Rebdlion. He
joined usjust after the evacuation of Yavin 4, served with
digtinction at Hoth, and accompanied Commander Antilles
on the assault on the Death Star at Endor. Heisone of a
handful of pilots who entered and escaped the Death Star.
"Sightly lessthan two years ago Celchu volunteered for
acovert scouting mission to Coruscant. On the way back
out, he was captured and sent to Y sanne Isard's Lusankya
facility. Littleis known about this prison, except that people
who have come from it have routinely been brainwashed into



becoming Imperid agentswho commit acts of murder and
mayhem when bidden to do so by Isard. Tycho isunique
among those who have been to Lusankyain that he retains
some memories of having been there. Prior to his appear-
ance, former inmates reveded their connection to this place

only after they had been activated, done their damage, and
were captured by our forces."

Wedge shook hishead. "I'm sure Genera Cracken will

not mind my pointing out that Tycho did not escape from
Lusankya. Isard transferred him to the pend colony at
Akrit'tar, and he escaped from there to return to us."

"Thank you, Commander, | wasjust getting to that."
Cracken's expression betrayed neither amusement nor irrita
tion, which somehow made Wedge think things were not
going to go well for Tycho. "Upon hisreturn, Captain

Celchu was debriefed, and his debriefing, in fact, indicated he
recaled dmost nothing of histime at Lusankya. We could
find no indication he had been brainwashed by Isard. How-
ever, we had never detected brainwashing in any of her other
little bio-weapons. We wereleft in the unenviable position of
having to assume the worst about Captain Celchu. Com-
mander Antilles, believing then as he does now in hisfriend's
innocence, struck a bargain with his superiorsto get Celchu
assigned as his executive officer. Security was maintained, for
the most part, and the incidents where it was not betrayed no
Imperid leanings on the part of Captain Celchu.”

Cracken frowned. "Unfortunately we have developed
evidence that suggests Celchu has betrayed Rogue Squadron
and the New Republic. In the case of Corran Horn, Tycho
Celchu had access to the command code for the Headhunter
Horn wasflying at thetime of his death, and Celchu had
gone over thefighter, without supervision, just prior to
Horn'sflight. Horn confronted Celchu before they headed
out; Horn threstened to uncover histreason, so Celchu had
him killed. He waited until after the shields had been

brought down, but we have pretty well determined Isard
wanted usto take the planet and inherit the virus, so killing
Horn after her goal was accomplished only makes sense.
"The Horn case is not the only death to which we can

link Cgptain Celchu.”

Wedge's jaw dropped in surprise. "What? Y ou can't

mean Bror Jace?'

"Indeed | do."

"Nonsense. The Empirekilled him."

Cracken nodded. "Agreed, but the way they got him
was unusud. Previoudy we believed he happened to have



been trapped by an Interdictor Cruiser out looking for smug-
glers. However, we have been forced to amend that view
following the defection of the Imperid Interdictor Cruiser
Black Asp. Captain liilor indicated in her debriefing that the
Black Asp was directed to go to specific coordinates to inter-
cept Bror Jace as he headed back to Thyferra. He was a bit
late in arriving, but showed up exactly where he was ex-
pected to. They tried to capture him, but his ship exploded
during the fight. The arrangements for Jace'sjourney home,
including the plotting of his course, were made by Captain
Tycho Cdchu."

"By my order."

"Y es, Commander, by your order--which does not

mean Isard could not have warped Celchu enough to make
him betray your people.”

"But, again, that'scircumstantid "

"We have more." The Alliance Intelligence chief

shrugged. "Horn told you, Commander, that hed seen
Celchu here on Coruscant talking with aknown Imperia
operative, Kirtan Loor. Horn had worked with Loor for
years on Corellia, 0 the chance of amistake in hisidentifica-
tion are minimal. In backtracking Celchu'stime here on Co-
ruscant--granting that you ordered him to come here,
Commander--we have periods of time for which we cannot
account. Moreover, we have uncovered anumber of banking
accounts in which large numbers of credits have been accu-
mulated. These accounts add up to approximately fifteen
million credits, which means Celchu was being paid by the
Empire”

"What?' Wedge couldn't believe what he was hearing.

There was no way, just no way Tycho was an agent in the
pay of the Empire. "If he was one of Isard's deeper agents,
why would she be paying him?"

"Commander, for years I've been trying to fathom her

mind, and | have been unable to do so. If | had to guess,
however, | would say that creating those accountswas a
precaution to let us uncover Tycho at some point or, asit

stands now, ameans to guarantee he will betried for his
crimes”

"But she has no interest in seeing justice done, which
underscores how ludicrous dl these charges againgt Tycho
are." Wedge brought his head up. "If Isard wants atrial, you
know conducting it will beto her benefit, which isyet one
more reason not to go ahead with it."

Borsk Fey'lyatapped atalon against the tabletop. "Or is
she providing more evidence than we need to convict so we
will be convinced Ceichu isbeing framed? If we are con-
vinced heisinnocent, we could exonerate him, raise him into
apogtion of trust, and find oursalves again fodder for her
schemes”



Wedge winced. He hated Fey'lya's whed swithin-whedl's
reasoning because it came down to a core problem with
Tycho's case ether he was innocent and being made to look
guilty, or he was guilty and being made to look innocent
through a clumsy frame. The evidence served both explana-
tionswdll, and sorting good data from bad was atask that
could easily defy completion. Everyone could agree some-
thing was not right in the whole Stuation, but assgning
blame and ng truth was not going to be easy.

And no matter what happened, Tycho would end up

being stigmatized, reviled, and ostracized. He would be de-
stroyed by it dl, and that was something he did not deserve.
For Wedge it was Ssmple to separate fact from fiction,

but he knew that was because he was starting from a deep
belief in Tycho'sinnocence. Wedge didn't have a Jedi'sin-
sght through the Force---he just knew Tycho. They'd fought
Sde by sde through some of the most harrowing battles the
gdaxy had ever seen. They'd shared hardships that others
could not have even imagined, and they shared good times
that others could only envy. Wedge knew Tycho could no
more betray the Rebellion than he himself could, but looking
around &t the Council, he redlized that even his conduct
might not be seen as above reproach.

"| ill do not believe the evidence Genera Cracken's
people have gathered is anything more than circumstantia.”
Wedge studied the members of the Council. "For any trid to

go forward, especialy asquickly asthistria isbeing pushed,
isreckless and negligent. | know we al want swift justice if
Tychoisguilty, but trying him on these chargesright now
can only hurt him and, ultimately, the New Republic.”
Doman Beruss, her light eyesglinting coldly inthedim-

ness, opened her hands. ™Y our opinion, Commander Antil-
les, isrespected but not universdly held. "['he evidenceis
aufficient in any jurisdiction of the galaxy to cdl for atrid."
Wedge's eyes narrowed as he sensed a transparisted bar-
rier descending between his argument and the Council'swill-
ingnessto act. He knew he had to do something to get them
to open their eyes, so he decided to take achance. "This
evidence may demand atrid, but at least delay it until there
istimeto scrape things down another layer or two and find
out what'sreally going on. | think it isthe minimum courtesy
you ()we someone like Tycho Celchu, and that's an opinion |
do not need to keep private."

Borsk Fey'lyashead came up and hisfur rippled likea
storm-wracked ocean. "Are you threatening to use your
status as hero to oppose us?'

Ackbar answered for Wedge. "He was doing nothing of



the kind. Because Captain Celchu isfacing acourt martid,
thetrid and everything surrounding it isamilitary matter,
and Commander Antilles knows unauthorized discussions of
same violate regul ations and oaths he took when he became
an officer.”

"Begging the Admira's pardon,” Wedge growled, |

was threatening to go public with my fedings about thetrid.
| ill am. And if expressng my opinion about aninjusticeis
not alowed in the Alliance military, | can dwaysresgn my
commisson.”

That bombshe |l certainly had an effect, but not entirely

the one he expected. While Ackbar |ooked disappointed,
Borsk Fey'lya smiled victorioudy. The other councilorsre-
acted with horror or agrim acknowledgment of hisbold
groke. If they had thought his speaking out againgt Tycho's
trestment would attract attention, his resignation because of
it would undoubtedly be an action with amuch higher pro-
file

Leialeaned forward. "Chief Councilor, | suggest were-
cessfor an hour. | would like a chance to speak with Com-
mander Antilles, if | might.”

"Please." Mon Mothma stood and gave Wedge alook

that combined pride with frustration, anger with sympathy.
Wedge felt not exactly pitied, but asif there was more going
on than he had access to. He knew that was true, of course--
he wasjust the leader of afighter squadron, and these were
the leaders of anew nation. But he hated to think their per-
spective could somehow justify what they were going to do
to Tycho.

Genera Cracken left the room last and closed the doors
behind himsdif, leaving Wedge alone with PrincessLea. In
al thetime held known her, sheld never looked so saddened.
"If you want to convince meto save my career, | appreciate
the effort, but I'll stand by what | said just now. Y ou can't
tak meout of it."

She remained seated and dowly shook her head. "l

know that, so I'm not going to try. It'simportant to me that
you know | think Tycho isinnocent, too. I've known Winter
for aslong as| can remember, and she'sterribly fond of
Tycho. tf she can remember nothing that's the least bit am-
biguous about him, then | can't imagine therés anything sn-
ister to uncover. You and | both know that the tria will be
rough on Tycho, anti unfair."

"Then help me convince them to stop it or delay it."

"I would if | could, but | can't.” A deep frown creased

her brow as she plucked at the fabric of her pale green gown.
"Thereason | asked for therecessisso | can tell you what's
going to happen after someone here decides that we have
been suitably courteousin listening to you and that we need
to move on to new business.”



Leiachewed on her lower lip for asecond. "Mort
Mothmawill thank you for coming to us, but she will point
out that Tycho isbeing tried in amilitary court. The Pro-
visonad Council hasnt authority to interfere with the way
the military dedswith violations of the code of military jus-
tice. Until thereisaconviction, and punishment is decided

upon, thereis nothing the Council can do, and even at that
point it is an open question whether or not we can interfere.”
"But there has to be a chance to gpped a convic-

tion .... "Wedge hesitated, then nodded. "Councilor

Berusss comment about alack of aJudiciary . . . that was
meant to forestd| thisargument, yes?'

Leianodded. "In smpleterms, yes, but we haven't yet

had time to make decisons concerning the structure of such
abody, much lessitsjurisdiction and duties. For example,
would an appeal go to the New Republic courtsfirst, or
would it be sent to the courts on the defendant's homeworld,
or the victim's homeworld? Putting together agovernment is
not easy, and the processis not pretty or without pain. There
are casudties dl over the place.”

"And Tycho will be one of them.”

"Unfortunatdy, yes, hemay be." Leids shoulders

dumped with fatigue. Y ou may not reglize how fragilethe
New Republicisright now. With her Krytosvirus'Y sanne
Isard has succeeded in driving a wedge between the human
and non-human members of the New Republic. There have
been accusations that some of us knew the viruswas here
and encouraged people to return to their native worlds spe-
cificaly to spread the disease and kill off whole planetary
populations. There are others who accuse us of not doing
enough to get bacta to those who need it. If we do try to get
as much as possible here to save as many people as possible,
we drain the military of their supply. If Isard hits back, or
Warlord Zsinj decidesto strike at us, we can be devastated.
Trying to buy up supplies of bacta has driven the price higher
than ever before, and to make matters worse, the Ashern
rebels on Thyferra have managed to damage production,
limiting the supply at atime when the demand couldn't be
higher."

She looked up a him. "It'sagood thing we don't have a
Treasury Minigtry in place, because they'd tell us we're bank-
rupt.”

When Wedge redlized his mouth was hanging open he
clicked it shut. "l had noidea.... "

"Of course not. Nor does anyone el se outside the Coun-

cil. Thingsare so direthat I'll be heading off to try to open



relations with Hapes and ask them for help--and that's
something that's so secret I'll deny even knowing you if it
getsout."

Wedge nodded. " Already forgotten.”

Leiamustered aweak smile. "Frankly speaking, thereis
aremote possibility that we can secure enough bactato save
many of the people who are afflicted by Krytos, but not all.
Even if we cure 95 percent of the cases, those we don't cure
will amount to millions of fatdities-non-humean fadities.

The resentment againgt the government will rise until the
Alliance fdls apart. When that happens, someone like War-
lord Zsinj or Y sanne Isard or who knowswho elseislurking
out there can come in and sweep up the pieces.”

She shrugged her shoulders. "That shouldn't have any-

thing to do with Tycho, but it does because Tycho isahu-
man, accused of aheinous crime againgt afellow Rebel and a
man who isnow ahero. If we do not bring himto tria
quickly and let thetrid take its course, we will be accused of
favoring ahuman. People will suggest that were Tycho a
Gotal or Quarren, we'd have tried, convicted, and executed
himinside of aday. That chargeisbasdess, but it's critical
we avoid any gppearance of favoritism.”

"So Tycho gets offered up as a sacrifice to keep the Alli-
ance together?'

"I would have preferred being able to put Y sanne Isard
ontria for having the Krytos virus created and spread, but
she got away--how, | don't know, but she did. We probably
could scoop up adouble-handful of Imperia bureaucrats
and put them on trid for past activities, but then the entire
Imperid bureaucracy would go into hiding and any chance
we had of trying to govern the galaxy would go away.”

That comment brought Wedge up short. The notion of

using the enemy to administer the territories of the new gov-
ernment struck him aswrong, but then he redized the Alli-
ance military had always wel comed defectors from the other
sdeinto itsranks. Experience was enough to forgive past
ans, epecidly when thingswere so critical. "Y ou'reright,
Ccregting agovernment isn't easy or pretty.”

"But it'swhat we haveto do."

Thelogic of her argument wasinescapable, but Wedge
bristled at it and didn't want to back down. "Perhapsre-
sggning issomething | bareto do.”

Leiashook her head. "No, noit'snot. Y ou're not going
toresgn, Wedge."

"Why not? The war's over. There haveto be ahalf-

dozen fueling depots | could buy and operate here on Corus-
cant or back on Corellia™ He knew he wasetting himsdlf be



abit petulant, but to acquiesce seemed like abandoning
Tycho. | won't do that without sufficient reason.

"Y ou won't resign, dear heart, because of the same sense

of responsihility that makesyou threatento resign.” Leia
smiled at him. " Cracken's people have been doing more than
looking into Tycho's activities. Turns out that Warlord Zsinj
hit a Thyferran bacta convoy and stole afairly big shipment.
An Ashern rebe was on the convoy and got word out to us
about the location of the space platform where Zsinj hasthe
convoy docked. The bactawill save alot of people, but get-
ting our operativesin and back out means someone very
good isgoing to have to be flying cover for our strike. Rogue
Squadron will beleading theway."

Wedge nodded. "Resign and doom millions, or stay and
watch afriend be destroyed. Not much of achoice.”

"Not so, my friend, it isindeed quite achoice. Not an

easy one."

"Oh, the choiceiseasy, Lea, but living with the result

will not be" Wedge swallowed past the lump choking him.
"Youl'l let the Council know I've reconsdered my resigna
tion."

"I'll tell them that you meant the suggestion asaway to
underscore your concern for Captain Celchu.” Leia nodded
solemnly. "According to Cracken you'll be briefed insde a
week and then head out. May the Force be with you.”

"I'll save the Forcefor Tycho." Wedge's eyes became

dits. "No matter what sort of reception Zsinj hasfor us,
what Tycho'sgoing to face will beamillion timesworse."

4

The prison uniform Tycho Celchu had been given looked
enough like aflightsuit that Wedge Antilles could dmost
imagine hisfriend being free again. The black jumpsuit had
red deeves and leggings that started at elbow and knee re-
spectively. They dso ended well shy of wrist and ankle so the
fabric would not interfere with the operation of the binders
Tychowore.

Wedge shuddered with anger and embarrassment. ! will
seeyou free again, my friend.

Tycho looked up and smiled. A bit taller than Wedge,

but with the same lithe build, Tycho was a handsome man
whose blue eyes appeared brighter than Wedge would have
thought possible. Tycho held hishands up in greeting to
Wedge and NawaraVen, and dmost made it seem asif the
binders were not hampering him. He waited patiently asa
guard in acontrol room opened the transparisted barrier
separating him from the vigtation center, then shuffledin
past his escort.

Wedge rose and started across the sparsaly furnished

white room, but Tycho's guard brandished a Stokhli Spray



Stick. "Keep away from the prisoner, Commander.”
Wedge fdt ahand on hisleft elbow and turned back to

face the Twi'lek who had accompanied him to the detention
center. "Commander, we're not allowed physical contact
with Tycho--no one is alowed to touch prisoners. It's secu-
rity."

Wedge frowned. "Right.”

Nawara Ven skewered the guard with a pink-eyed stare.

"Y ou've done your duty here, now | require you to leave us
adonewith my client and my droid here.

The heavyset guard's eyes narrowed, then he tapped the
Stokhli Spray Stick againgt the palm of his other hand. "I'm
going to beright out there. Anything funny happens, and
you'l be spending alot of timewith thistraitor." He turned
and headed back out to the far side of the transparisted
barrier.

Wedge dropped into one of the four chairs around the
table in the middle of the room. "How are you doing?Isthat
guard causing you trouble? Because if heis, I'll do something
about it."

Tycho sat across from him and shrugged. "Voleyy isn't

s0 bad, he just doesn't like things to get odd on hiswatch.
Other guards areworse, and if | weren't in solitary confine-
ment, | think the genera population would have dready
tried and executed me."

"What?' Tycho's comment caught Wedge by surprise.
"What do you mean by that?"

"| thought it was rather salf-explanatory.” Tycho shook

his heed, then smiled up at hisfriends. Y ou have to remem-
ber, I've been charged with murder and treason. There are
guards here who are just waiting for an excuse to show the
New Republic how deep their patriotism runs. Some of the
prisonersthink they could win apardon by saving the Re-
public the cost of atrid. | shouldn't think that would come
asasurpriseto you, Wedge."

"No, | guessit doesn't, but your reaction to it does. If |
werein your boots, I'd be angry and outraged.”

"That's because you've never been aguest inthe Em-

pire's correctiona system.” Tycho sighed and Wedge read
wearinessin theway his shoulders sagged. "All the anger

and outrage | can muster won't get me out of here any faster,
and it could get meintrouble."

"But aren't you angry about being imprisoned for some-
thing you didn't do?'

Ves"

Wedge opened his hands. "Then why don't you show it?



You can't keep it bottled up insde. It'll tear you apart.”
Tycho took in adeep breath, then let it out dowly.

"Wedge, you've dways been my friend and you've supported
me with no questions asked, but what I'm enduring now is
redlly no different than what | endured while being under
house arrest. Sure, | can't go flying, can't head out to Borleias
with Mirax to save Corran'stail, and I'm not free to walk the
dtreets of Coruscant as your hole card, but nothing has redlly
changed. Since my capture by the Empireright here on Co-
ruscant I've been their prisoner. I've never redly escaped the
Empire because they managed to make others suspicious of
me. | was outraged then and have been since, but protesting
wouldn't do me any good. The only way | can befree, truly
free, isfor the Empireto be destroyed. | know, asit falls
gpart, someone somewhere will have the informetion that
will st mefrea”

"Andif they don't?"

Tycho cracked asmile. "Y ou figured out aplan to take
Coruscant away from the Empire. Springing afriend from
prison shouldn't be that hard for you to manage.”
NawaraVen cleared histhroat. "Let's not be adding
conspiracy to the charges againgt you."

Tycho nodded. "Asyou wish, Counsglor. How's my de-
fensegoing?’

"Good and bad." NawaraVen sat at the end of the table
and alittle green and white R2 unit rolled up beside him.
"The best thing we have going for usright now isthat Whis-
tler here hasjoined our defense team.”

"But I'm accused of killing Corran Horn. He and Cor-

ran were partners. Why would he want to help defend me?"
The droid keened areply.

Wedge smiled. "Ah, he did know Corran well."

The Twi'lek nodded. "Wl enough to decide Horn was

wrong about you, Captain Celchu. If Horn was wrong about
your being atraitor, that means someone esekilled him.
Since you've been framed for the murder, if Whistler does
nothing to help you, he's ensuring that his friend's murderer
is getting away. Having Whigtler on the team is unbelievably
useful because of the specidized circuitry and programming
he has. It alows him to wade through alot of law enforce-
ment data, including Imperid files"

Tycho shifted around in his chair, making his binders

click againgt the edge of the table. "I hope the bad news
doesn't obliterate the good.”

Nawaras braintailstwitched lethargicaly. "Corran had
reported to Commander Antillesthat he saw you in the
Headquarterstalking to Kirtan Loor. Y ou said you were



speaking with," Nawara glanced at his datapad, "a Duros
Captain La Nootka."

Tycho nodded. "Right. He flew afreighter caled tar's
Ddlight. | was negotiating with him for spare partsfor the
Z-95 Headhunters I'd bought.”

"Well, no one can seemto find him or hisship. The
prosecution can introduce ample evidence that Kirtan Loor
was here on Coruscant, that Corran would have recognized
him, and that knowing you were exposed, you had to take
sepsto cover yoursdf."

Wedge frowned. "If the only way out of that trapisto

find Nootka, welll find him."

Whistler tooted a dour message.

Rogue Squadron's commander rubbed his eyesfor amo-
ment to ease their burning. "Fine, fine, there are 247 uniden-
tified bodies of Duros here on Coruscant, and the possibility
exigsthat the Imps caught him, killed him, and dumped him
sowell never find him. We can lill try to find the ship. The
log might have an entry in it about the meeting.”

Tycho gave Wedge asmile. "Y ou're more nervous than |
am, Wedge."

"That's because | don't th ink you understand what's at
stake here, Tycho." Wedge got up and began to pace. "Y our
trial isgoing to go forward and go forward quickly. It's
going to be used to show that the New Republic can be just

as hard on humans as the Empire was on non-humans. | have
totdl you, if Nawarahere weren't already alawyer, 1'd be
looking for the best non-human counsdl | could find for you.
The judges here are going to fed pressure to convict to seem
fair; | want thefact that your defender is non-human to

make them worry about how your being found guilty will
look."

"Captain, you might want to look into more competent
counsd than me."

Tycho shook hishead. "No, Nawara, | want you. I've

read your fileand | know you. Thisisgoing to be hard
enough without having alawyer who wants the case for the
notoriety.”

"Tycho'sright, we need you. The squadron is behind

Tycho, and having you represent him meansthe rest of us
don't fed entirely impotent.” Wedge's dark eyes narrowed.
"Do you see aproblem with defending him?”

The Twi'lek hesitated for amoment, then answered.

"I've defended alot of peoplein criminal cases, but the
stakes have not been this high before, nor the opposition so
tough. Emtrey knows dl the regulations, so having himin
court with me means I'll have agood grasp on the differences
between military law and civil law, but it would be better for
you to have someone who doesn't have to rely on adroid for
that stuff. Thefact that | was down with thefirst stages of



Krytos during the dleged murder means| can't becdled asa
witness of fact in the case--at least, 1'd not call me, but the
prosecution might have other ideas.”

He tapped a button on his datapad. " The prosecutor is
Commander Halla Ettyk. She's 34 years old and from Alder-
aan. She had gained quite areputation as a prosecutor there
and happened to be off Alderaan to depose awitnessina
case when Alderaan was destroyed. Shejoined the Rebellion
and was part of General Cracken's counterintelligence staff.
She may not have prosecuted any cases over the last seven
years, but that's not going to dull her skills. Captain, you

don't happen to know her or have afamily vendettawith her
family or anything that could let me suggest she has aconflict
of interest, do you?"

"Nothing, sorry."

"What about the tribuna?*' Wedge stopped pacing,

crossed hisarms, and looked down at the Twi'lek. "The sub-
poenal was served with yesterday indicated Genera Salm,
Admirad Ackbar, and Genera Crix Madine were going to
serve asjudges. Sam has never liked Tycho. Can't you get
him removed?'

"Trying to get him replaced istricky. If he does not

recuse himsdf, he clearly thinks he has no conflict of interest.
If we suggest he does and wefail to remove him, weve
poisoned him. The other thing to keep in mind isthat Salm
was present at the first baitle of Borleias and saw Tycho
flying an unarmed shuttle and rescuing pilots, including me.
He's got to weigh what he remembers against the evidence he
hears, and well be sureto remind him of Borleias™

Tycho nodded. "I'm willing to take my chanceswith

Sam. What do you think of the other two?"

The Twi'lek shrugged. "Ackbar agreed to have you serve

as Rogue Squadron's executive officer and has remained neu-,
tral regarding this prosecution. Crix Madine came over fron
the Imperid side around the sametime you did, Captain.
Given hiswork planning covert missonsfor the Empire, |
would have to guess he has met | ceheart and is aware of the
work she has done. He knows of your reputation and, being
aCordlian like Commander Antilles, has an appreciation of
bravery and audacity.”

"Y ou're forgetting, Counsdor Y en, that Corran Horn

was Cordlian, too."

"No, Commander, I've not forgotten that fact. I'm

counting on it to motivate General Madine to seek the peo-
pletruly responsiblefor Corran's death.”

Wedge nodded. " So that's the line of defense Tycho's

been framed?"



"Thetruth dwaysisthe best defense. Their evidenceis

al circumgtantia, so we can dip someone or severad some-
onesin to raise doubt about who actudly committed the
crime.”" NawaraVen pressed his handsfiat on thetable.
"Thistria will be played as much to public opinion asto the
judges. It'sgoing to do no good if the people think Captain

Cechuisguilty whilethe court lets him off. Everyone knows
how twisted and full of plotsthe Empire was. The mention
of Kirtan Loor and Lusankyadlows usto bring up Y sanne
Isard. | can show that Captain Celchu's pattern of activity is
al wrong by showing what Isard does do with her people. |
can even point to the bombing aslikely resdue of her evil. If
we have public opinion looking at Captain Celchu asthe last
victim of Imperid intrigue, a Rebellion hero being destroyed
by ahitter and vengeful Empire, we have alot of maneuver-
ing room in the aftermath of thetrid.”

Nawara Ven's explanation made sense to Wedge, but he
didn't likedl it entailed. Fighting enemieswho were shoot-
ing back was one thing. Winning a court case was quite
another--one akin to politics, and Wedge knew hed utterly
faled in that arenaat the Council meeting. Waging apublic
relations war to win the hearts and minds of aplanet for a
man who was dready being entered into the pantheon of evil
with Darth VVader, Prince Xizor, Y sannelsard, and the Em-
peror himself--well, that was a battle no one could consider
€asy.

Wedge nodded toward the lawyer. "What happens if
Tychoisfound guilty?'

"Hard to say. There'sno clear appeals system set up.
Unlessthe judges reverse their decision, helll be stuck.”
Tycho raised an eyebrow. "What do you mean by

Suck?"

"Thisistreason, Captain, and murder." NawaraVen

shook his head as Whistler moaned. "' Given the mood of the
people and the nature of your crime, if welose, the New
Republic will put you to desth."

5

AsWedge entered the darkened briefing room, the pilots of
Rogue Squadron broke from the knot surrounding Nawara
Ven and took their places. Some of their expressionswere
difficult to read. Riv Shidl, the Shistavanen wolfman, wore
his perpetua impenetrable frown. Gavin Darklighter, the
youngest of the pilotsin Rogue Squadron, seemed fairly
cheerful, but the hardness of the flesh gathered at the corners
of hiseyes betrayed the pressure most of the rest of the unit



fdt.

Wedge stepped behind and past Aril Nunb, then paused
with the holoprojection tablein front of him. "I appreciate
your getting here so quickly. | had hoped we'd get at least a
week's liberty after the conquest of Coruscant .... "
Thefiery-haired lieutenant in the front row, Pash

Cracken, shrugged. "Weve not had that much to celebrate,
ar.”

"I know." Corran's death, then Tycho's arrest, had un-
dercut the Rogues when they should have been enjoying their
greatest triumph. While everyone e se on Coruscant was ju-
bilant about the world's liberation, the Roguesfdt till en-
daved by Tycho's plight. The contrast between the
congratulations they got from others and the way they felt

ingde remained sharp enough to dice them up emotiondly.
To save themsdlves, the squadron members had rallied
around Tycho and were determined to prove hisinnocence.
That provided them a sanctuary and sense of control, though
it did nothing to endear them to others who thought Tycho's
guilt wasindisputable.

"The one thing we do know, people, isthat the source of

our problemslies on the Imp side of things. We should also
redlize that what we're suffering is nothing compared to

what hundreds of thousands of people out there are suffer-
ing." Wedge pointed afinger toward Nawaraand Riv Shidl,
then glanced back at Aril Nunb. "Three of our own came
down with this Krytos virus, but they got quick treatment
with enough bactato knock it out. Bactaisin high demand
right now, but supplies are very short.”

Eris Dlarit, the dark-haired pilot from Thyferra, pressed
ahand to her own sternum. "I know the cartels are produc-
ing as much asthey can--at least the Xucphragroupiis. |
have persondly sent messagesto my grandfather tolet him
know of the need for bacta here"

"Thanks, Erig, every hit of help we can get isvitd."
Wedge folded hisarms across his chest. "Warlord Zsinj hit a
bacta convoy heading out from Thyferra. | believeit was
from the Zdtin group, Erig, not your family's corporation.
Zsin] took the bactato astorage facility, but amember of the
Ashernrebe group . . ."

"Terrorigd" Erig spat.

"... happened to be crewing aboard the Zdltin ships.

He managed to get amessage out concerning the location of
the space station Zsinj isusing." Wedge nodded toward Aril,
and the Sullustan punched up a holographic image of the
station on the holoprojector. The station consisted of a
central disk with thick expanses of living quarters above

and below the horizon. Sender towers rose from the mid-
dle of the disk, suggesting the station had been impaled on
spears. Three wedge-shaped |launch-and-recovery causeways



stabbed out into space from the central disk like spokes
meant to connect up with anonexistent rim.
"Thisisan Empress-class space station located in the

Y ag'Dhul system. Basic armament is ten turbo-laser batteries
and six laser cannons. It aso has the capability of housing up
to three squadrons of TIES, though the usua complement is
only two dozen fighters. The bactais being held here, and
we'regoing to get it away from them.”

AsWedge continued his briefing, little glowing icons ap-
peared to hover around the station. Each represented aship
and entered the display asits part in the operation was ex-
plained. "Wewill be leading two squadrons from Genera
Sdm's Defender Wing to pull aquick strafing run on the
sation and get them to scramble ther fighters. The squad-
ronswell have with us are Warden and Champion--you
remember them, they saved usat Borleias."

The Gand toward the back raised athree-fingered hand.
"As Ooryl remembersit, Commander Antilles, Defender
Wing flies Y -wing fighters. Provoking TIE fightersto come
out and attack Y -wings would seem to Ooryl as potentialy
dangerousfor Defender's pilots.”

"Y our concernis noted, Ooryl, and has been taken into
account. Guardian Squadron, the third of Defender Wing's
component parts, has been refitted with B-wings. This adds
congderable firepower to the wing. Well pull the TIES out
and away from the station and the B-wingswill drop on
them and hep uskill them. The'Y -wingswill continuein
toward the space station and start working on its defenses
with their ion cannons.

"Following usinwill be ahaf-dozen assault shuttles

and then enough bulk-cruisersto haul the bactaaway. This
isahit, hold, then run operation.”

Gavin amiled. "Sounds like adew-run.”

"Maybe." Pash Cracken leaned forward in his chair.
"Where'sthe Iron Fist supposed to be?"

Wedge shook his head. "I've been given no data con-
cerning the Iron Figt." Warlord Zsinj's flagship was one of
the Super-class Star Destroyers created by the Kuat Drive
Y ard's shipworks before the Empire collapsed. The ships
were, for dl intents and purposes, fleets unto themselves.
They carried 144 fighters, had a crew of over aquarter of a
million people, and bristled with over athousand missile

launchers, ion cannons, and turbol aser batteries. Though the
Rebd fleet had managed to destroy the Executor at Endor,
everyone knew that ship had died because of luck, not skill.
If the Iron Fist showed up at Y ag'Dhul, the operation



was doomed. Wedge knew it, asdid dl of the pilotsin the
room. "While | am as concerned about the appearance of
Iron Fist as any of you, | know the bactaistoo vauableto
risk on an operation that could be so easily jeopardized. |
have to assume that Intelligence has the Iron Fist located and
that it won't interfere with the mission. If it does show up, al
we can doispull out." And hope no one getsleft behind.
Rhysati Y nr, the blond woman Stting next to Nawara

Ven, raised her hand. "Do we just fly cover when the assault
shuttlesgoin, or are we going to land and go in-station,
tO0?"

"Right now we're jugt flying cover. If things change,

you'll bethefirst to know." Wedge sighed. "We're heading
out in twelve hours, so you're now al under security quaran-
tine. Report to your quarters, get your gear, and go to the
hangar. Once there you'll get amore specific briefing and run
through a basic smulation of the exercise before we leave.
Any other questions?’

Gavin looked around nervoudly, then nodded. ,,Sir,

won't Nawaras heading out on amission compromise Cap-
tain Celchu's defense? | mean, shouldn't Nawara be here
Sting thingsup?”

A question | asked mysdlf. ™Y our concerns, Gavin, are
valid, but not terribly important in the face of what we're
doing here. Were dready one pilot light because of Corran's
death, so we need everyone we can get. The fact isthat ob-
taining the bactaisfar moreimportant to the future of the
New Republic than Tycho'stria, so that isour priority.”
"Besdes, | have Whistler and Emtrey doing alot of com-
puter fact-finding for me right now.” Nawara sat forward
and dapped Gavin on the shoulder. "The lawyering part of
all thiscomes|ater. It occursto methat if we do get the bacta
and things begin to cam down, someone might Sart listen-
ing to reason ingtead of palitical pressure, and this case will
be dumped in some black hole, whereit deservesto be."

"May the Force bewith you in that regard.” Wedge

smiled openly. "If that'sit, get going. Everyone should bein
the hangar inan hour a the very latest.”

Asthe pilots started to |eave the room, Wedge caught

the eye of a black-and-white-furred Bothan femade. "Sei'lar,
if I could have amoment of your time." "Y es, Commander."
He watched Asyr as she waited for the othersto leave,
then walked toward him. There was no overt challengein
her stride, though the firein her violet eyesdid reved a
strong stresk of Bothan pride running in her. Splotches of
white fur covered her from throat to belly, gloved her, and
dashed down from her forehead over her |eft eyeto her



cheek. They dmost succeeded in diluting the predatory
power in her petite frame. She stopped before him and
snapped to attention.

"Atease, Sa'lar”

"Thank you, Sr."

"Y ou might want to reserve your thanks until you've

heard what | have to say." Wedge looked down on her and
saw her fur ripplewith irritation. "Two things | want to
discuss. Thefirg isGavin.”

Asyr blinked with surprise that flowed out into her fur.

"l was under theimpression that pairing among members of
the squadron was not prohibited. Nawara and Rhysati, and
Eris and Corran . . ."

"I'm not under the impression anything was going on
between Eris and Corran.”

"But her reaction to hisdegth . . ."

"They were close, but not in that way, as| understand

it." Wedge frowned for amoment. Mirax Terrik had been
crushed by Corran's death and had confided in Wedge that
she and Corran had chosen to begin dating once the con-
quest of Coruscant had been accomplished. Though Corran
had never revealed hisfedings about Eris or Mirax to
Wedge, Corran's attraction to Mirax had been fairly easy to
gpot, which led Wedge to believe Eris was out of the picture.
"Regardless of what was or was not happening between
Erig and Corran, or what isor is not happening between

Rhysati and Nawara, the big difference between those situa:
tionsand your Stuation with Gavin isthat Gavin's barely
seventeen years old. He's very young and hasn't had the ex-
periences that your education at the Bothan Martial Acad-
emy has afforded you. He's not a stupid young man--he's
actudly fairly intelligent--but his upbringing on Tatooine
hasleft him abit ideditic.”

Asyr'sviolet eyes sank into crescents. "Areyou ordering
meto sop seeing him?”

Wedge laughed. "No, not at al. Y ou've only been out
twice----"

"Have you had someone watching us?"

"No, and that's just the point." Wedge opened his

hands. "Gavin is o taken with you that his enthusiasm isntt
aways kept under control. While he remains very circum-
spect about private moments you have shared, heisvery
happy to let others know how much fun you're having to-
gether doing dl the things you have done. It'sdl very inno-
cent and naturd, but it'saso asign of hisfaling inlovewith
you. He may not quite be there yet, but helll be hurt badly if
you pull away from him abruptly after too much longer. |
don't want to see him hu, so if you don't redlly care for

him, et him down easy and now, please.”

Asyr's chin came up and defiance blazed in her eyes.



"What makesyou think | might betoying with him?"

"The second thing | want to discuss with you does,

Sei'lar. | wonder if you don't have another agenda that
you'reworking on." Wedge met her hot sare unflinchingly.
"Y ou graduated near the top of your classfrom the Bothan
Martia Academy but never formaly entered the military.

Y our records are decidedly sketchy, but | would imagine,
given your age, that you were recruited into the Martia In-
telligence Divison of the Bothan military in an effort to re-
plenish the supply of spieswho died securing the plansto the
second Degath Star. The fact that you were aready here on
Coruscant when our operation arrived suggests the Bothan
government had its own goa's here on Coruscant.”

"But you forget, gir, that | did help organize and partici-

pate in the operations that cleared the way for the Rebel
Allianceto take the planet.”

"I never accused you of being supid, Sa'lar. Quitethe
contrary, | think you are very intelligent. Y ou saw an oppor-
tunity that had to succeed and you did your best to make it
succeed." Wedge let asmiletug at the corners of his mouth.
"That self-sameinteligenceiswhy | want you in this squad-
ron.

"Thefact is, Sa'lar, who and what you are makes you

very valuable and desirable. | want you herein Rogue Squad-
ron. | think you are an incredible asset to the Rebellion. Hip
abit, though, and it's easy to see that your Bothan masters
aso find you quite useful. That means, sooner or later,
you're going to have some decisonsto make."

Asyr glanced down. "Decisions about Gavin."

"And about your loydtiesto your planet and your na-

tion."”

"Or my squadron.”

"Exactly." Wedge nodded dowly. The pressureisnot on
you right now, but it will come. Borsk Fey'lyalikeshaving a
Bothan in Rogque Squadron, but at some point hell want to
exert control over you.

Her head came back up. "Do you want me to make

those decigonsright now?"

"I want you to make them when you feel they need to be
made. | trust you, and | want to continue to trust you. If you
find you can't be part of the squadron, you can wak away
and I'll have been proud to have you as one of us."

Asyr arched an eyebrow. "No threat of retribution if |

betray you?'

Wedge shook his head. "If you decideto betray us, |
can'timagine wéell survive long enough to avenge ourselves
on you. On the other hand, Rogues tend to take alot of



killing, so you can't be sure of how thingswill turn out.”

"I'll keep that in mind." Asyr smiled and Wedge took it

for agood sign. "And, Commander, concerning Gavin, there
isno hidden agenda. His wide-eyed way of looking at every-
thing isrefreshing and, perhaps, even energizing. I'velived a

long timein the shadows, so moving into the light fedsvery
good. I'll do nothing to hurt him."

"Good." Wedge waved her toward the door. "Go get

your stuff and get to the briefing. I'm trusting you'll seethe
holesin this plan and help us plug them before Zsinj accom-
plisheswhat the Empire could only dream about the de-
gtruction of Rogue Squadron.”

6

Corran Horn let hisjoy at again being in the cockpit of a
garfighter consume him. It did not matter to him that he did
not know how he'd gotten into the ship. He did not let the
fact that hewasflying a TIE Interceptor concern him. He
thrust aside anxiety born of hisignorance of hislocation.
None of those things were germane to his present situation.
Theonly relevant factsin hislife werethese hewas

flying and, he knew, if he flew well enough hewould be
alowed to fly again. He had no idea how he knew his perfor-
mance would be rewarded with more flight time--that fact
seemed as fundamenta to him as his need for air and food
and deep. Hisdesreto continue flying blazed hot in hisgut
and burned from him the annoyance at the squint's ineffi-
cient controls and duggish reaction time. "Nemesis One, report.”
It took Corran amoment to redlize the comm unit cal

had been directed at him. He glanced at his scanner win-
dows. "Oneisclear.”

"One, we have two eyebd s vectoring in on a heading of
239 degrees a arange of ten kilometers. They are hostiles.
Y ou are free to engage and terminate them."

"l copy. Nemesis One outbound.” Corran hit the |eft

rudder pedal and swung the ship around onto the proper
heading. The starfield whirled around him, then frozein
place again. He could recognize none of the congtdlations,
but that did not concern him. His mission wasto destroy the
enemy, and that he would gladly do no matter where he
found himsdf.

His breathing reverberated loudly in the full helmet he

wore. The sound came rhythmically. It betrayed no nervous-
ness. It was not the quickened breathing of prey, but the
strong steady respiration of a predator on the hunt. He had



aready killed more TIE starfighters than he cared to remem-
ber; these would just be two more.

And yet, in the back of hismind, he knew he could not
actualy remember his previouskills, and thisamnesiabegan
to nibble away at hisemotiond well-being.

With athumb he flicked the Interceptor's quad lasers

over to dua-fire mode, then pulled back on the steering yoke
and brought the ship up in adight climb. A quick starboard
snagproll onto his head turned the climb into adive, and
suddenly he was upon the eyeballs. Hisindex finger tight-
ened on the trigger and a stream of verdant laser-bolts diced
through the lead eyeball.

Because of hisangle of attack, the bolts scored black
furrowsin onewing, then pierced the ball cockpit from the
top. On the other side they freed the wing, but the ship's
explosion shattered the hexagona pand. It blasted debris
into the flight path of the second TIE, causing it to roll to
starboard and dive. The maneuver succeeded in saving the
second ship from acollison with its dying wingman, but
dropped it straight into Corran's Sights.

Corran cut the throttle back by a quarter, matching

gpeed with his prey. The pilot he hunted juked right and left,
but made none of the hard breaks and sharp turns needed to
shuck Corran from histail. Without remorse, but full of
contempt, Corran flicked the squint's lasers over to qua

fire, then impaed the TIE fighter on his crosshairs and hit the
trigger with addicate twitch of hisfinger.

The four green laser-bolts converged and merged into

one a nanosecond before they burned the top from the cock-

pit, sheering it off just above the engine assembly. Corran
imagined he could see the pilot's blackened body in silhou-
ette for a second, then the eyeball exploded and seared that
image into his brain. Exultation at having been victorious
swept through Corran, though in its wake came the feding
that those two pilots had been so inexperienced that he had
not redlly fought them, but had just daughtered them.
"Nemesis One, we have two uglies at five kilometers,
heading 132 degrees. They are hostile. Engage and termi-
nate."

"Asordered." Corran brought the squint up and

around, then punched the throttle to full power. He wanted
to close quickly so he would be ableto get alook at the ships
he faced. Uglies were hideous, hybrid spacefighters cobbled
together from various savage parts. Smugglers and pirates
used them fairly often. He couldn't pinpoint how he knew
that, but he did know he'd fought uglies before. Given that
he was dive, he assumed they had not proved too much of a



problem for him.

Something about that assumption niggled in the back of

his mind. He knew it was not incorrect. He was agood pilot
and heknew it, but his assuming superiority seemed wrong.
He hadn't made the assumption on the basis of the fact that
uglies seldom had the performance characteritics of the
fighters from which they were created. Heredized hed as-
sumed anyone flying uglieswould be pirates or smugglers,
and had ingtantly assumed they were hisinferiors. While he
could find no facts to dispute his assumption about hisfoes,
he knew there was something wrong with his having medeiit.
A warning klaxon blared in the cockpit, derting him

that one of the uglies had gotten atorpedo lock on him and
had launched a proton torpedo. Corran banished thoughts
about his enemies combat-worthiness, rolled the ship up
onto its port wing, then dove. His abrupt maneuver hurled
his ship onto a course at right anglesto the one he'd been
traveling previoudy. The proton torpedo, which was travel-
ing roughly twice asfast as he was, shot past his starboard
wing and started on along loop to head back at him.

A proton torpedo hasthirty seconds of flight time. |

can't outrun it, but | can out-maneuver it. Corran smiled. Or
dedl with it more directly!

He reversed the squint's thrust and hit the port rudder

peda. Thisthrew the Interceptor into aflat spin that brought
the nose around to face back aong hisflight path. Wherethe
proton torpedo had been coming straight at his back before,
now it was coming straight in at his cockpit. Hekilled the
thrust and glanced at his scanner monitor--750 meters and
cosing fad.

At 400 meters heflicked the lasers over to dud-fireand
tightened hisfinger down on the trigger. Pairs of |aser-bolts
burned green through space seeking the torpedo. One bolt
hit the torpedo at 250 meters out. It failed to destroy it, but
did mdtitsway into the body and igniteafue cell. The
subsequent explosion pitched the torpedo off course. When
the onboard computer calculated the torpedo would not hit
itstarget, it detonated the warhead, but the I nterceptor re-
mained a hundred meters outside the blast radius.

Switching thrust forward again, Corran throttled up to

full and punched up profiles of the uglies. Onewasan X-T1E.
It had the body of an X-wing fighter with the hexagond
wingsfrom aTIE arfighter. Corran found the ship hideous
tolook at and would have dismissed it immediately except it
had launched the proton torpedo.

The other ship looked fairly ridiculous. It mated a TIE's

ball cockpit with the engine podsfrom a'Y-wing. This partic-
ular hybrid was rare because it combined the TIE's lack of
shiddswith the Y-wing'slumbering, dothful handling. Cot-
ran knew thistype of ugly was often referredtoasa TY E-



wing, though DIE-wing was acommon nicknamefor it as
wall.

Corran cut his Interceptor on a course that shot him past

the X-TIE, then broke on down into a series of maneuvers,
twigting and turning, that left the TY E-wing far behind. The
X-TIE hung with him long enough for Corran's scannersto
pick out details. X-wing fighters had two torpedo launching
tubes in the nose and four lasers, one mounted on each end

of the sabilizersthat supplied the ship with its name. Lack-
ing those Soails, the X-T1E had replaced one proton torpedo

launch tube with what Corran guessed would be alaser can-
non.

Undergunned and overmatched. Cotran rolled hisway
down through a corkscrew dive that lengthened hislead on
the X-TIE and the TY E-wing. The X-TIE's pilot began to
pull the fighter's nose up, asif heintended to return to his
wingman's sde and the safety the TY E-wing would provide
him. Corran watched him turn away, then inverted and
pulled the Interceptor through atight turn and shot back up
and in at the X-TIE's exposed aft.

Clearly unaware of Corran's maneuver, the X-TIE's pi-

lot inverted and headed back toward the TY E-wing. Corran
saw the pilot's head come up as he scanned space for signs of
the Interceptor. Coming in from behind made spotting the
squint difficult. The pilot never managed it, though Corran
did see the R5 unit's head swive around and spot him.
Corran hit the trigger and walked laser firefrom sternto
nose on the ugly. Two bolts blew the R5's flowerpot head
off, theft.two more punctured the cockpit, exploding it into a
cloud of transparisted and duraplast fragments. The last
bolts hit forward and touched off a proton torpedo's fuel
cdls. Thefud's detonation filled the dender craft with fire
and sent the nose spinning wildly off into space.

Pulling back on the yoke, Corran brought his nose up

and spitted the DIE-wing on the crosshairs. The ugly began a
roll, so Corran matched him and tightened up on the trigger.
Green |aser-bolts dashed at one of the Y -wings, but the ugly
flashed on past beneath him. Corran prepared to invert and
loop, but ahail of angry red laser-bolts diced across hisflight
path.

"What?Who?' He kicked the squint up onitsright

wing, wrenched the whed right, and tugged back on the
yoke. The maneuver pulled him sharply out of linewith his
previous course, but he wasn't content with just doing that.
He broke again, to port and up, then searched his scanner
monitor for whomever had shot at him.

The scanners reported two ships, both of them X-wings.



"What's going on here?'

"Nemesis One, we have two hogtiles. X-wings. It wasan
ambush. Engage and terminate.”

Ambush me, will you? Corran trandated his outrage

into fluid maneuvering. Cutting and jumping, he bounced his

I nterceptor through a series of jukesthat shook the X-wings
from histall and brought him around on the DIE-wing.
Without redlly thinking about it, he pumped laser-fireinto
the ugly's bal cockpit, then pulled up and away as the misbe-
gotten fighter exploded.

Two on one--same odds I've had al day. Despite that

hasty assessment, he knew the odds were actudly quite dif-
ferent in this battle. The squint's speed and maneuverability
gaveit an edge over the X-wings, but they had shields. They
could take more damage than he could, and the ability to
survive damage had avery direct reationship with the ability
to survivein combat. More importantly, the two X-wing
pilots seemed determined to operate together. They flew in
tight formation and seemed familiar enough with each other
that he wasn't so much fighting two foes as one meta-foe.
The X-wings came around on avector that brought

them straight at him. Corran knew head-to-head passes were
the most deedly in dogfighting, and given the enemy's superi-
ority of numbers, he had no intention of engaginginsuch a
dud. He cut histhrottle back and dove a adight angle so he
would pass benegath their incoming vector. They madea
dight adjustment in their courses, gpparently content to get a
passing deflection shot. Corran then goosed histhrottle for-
ward, forcing them to sharpen their dives, yet before they
could get agood shot at him, he had passed beneath them
and had started up again.

One X-wing inverted and pulled up through aloop to

drop on Corran'stail whilethe other broke the other way.
The second X-wing's looped out and away from the Inter-
ceptor, momentarily splitting the two fighters. Corran knew
the second pilot had made amistake and instantly acted to
make the most of it. Cutting histhrottle back, he turned hard
to starboard and then back again to port.

Corran's sne-wave maneuver brought him back on

course, but the X-wing that had been following him now

hung up and out in front of him. The X-wing's pilot had
continued on his course, assuming the Interceptor had been
trying to evade him. It wasn't until he shot past the Intercep-
tor and it dropped into his aft arc that heredlized hiserror.
Corran throttled up and closed with the X-wing. You're
mine now, al because your buddy made amistake. He



pushed the Interceptor in to point-blank range and started to
fire---then he saw ablue crest on the X-wing's S-fails. It
appeared to be the Rebe crest with adozen X-wingsflying
out away from it. Though no words accompanied the cret,
Corran knew they should have. Rogue Squadron!

The second he recognized the crest, hisfinger fell away
from the trigger. He didn't know why he didn't fire. Fear
cryddlized in hisbdly at the sght of it, but he knew he
wasn't afraid of the Rogues. It was something else. Some-
thing was wrong, hideoudy wrong, but he could not pierce
the vell of mystery surrounding that sensation.

Suddenly something exploded behind him, pitching him
forward. He dammed hard into the steering yoke, crushing
hislife support equipment and driving the bresth from his
lungs. His chest burned ashetried in vain to catch his breath.
He caught the fleeting scent of flowers, then apainful bril-
liancefilled the cockpit. He waited for the pain in his chest
and thefirein hislungsto consume him, but those sensations
dulled, and his ability to focus on them or anything e'se
eroded.

A woman'svoice spoke to him. "Y ou have failed, Neme-
ssOne. You arewesk." Her words came tinged with anger,
bitten off harshly and clearly meant to hurt him. "Had this
been other than asmulation, your alomswould be floating
through space and the rabble would be laughing at you. You
are pathetic.”

Corran'sright hand rose toward histhroat and pressed

itsdlf againgt his chest. The shattered remains of hislife sup-
port gear prevented him from touching his breastbone, but
he knew something was missing, something that should have
been laying againg hisflesh. He did not know whét it was,
but he knew he would draw comfort fromiit.

Inits absence, despair flooded through him.

"l had thought you worthy, Nemesis One. Y ou told me
you were, didn't you?"

Though he recalled no such declaration, he confirmed it.

"l did. | am."

"Y ou are nothing unless| say you are something. Now |
say you are nothing, nothing but afalure!™ Inthelight he
saw the slhouette of atall, dender woman. The sight of her
made him shiver more than her words. He knew he feared
her, but he aso wanted to please her. Pleasing her was very
important to him, the only thing that was important in the
world. "Y ou havefaled me and yoursdf."

"Please" he croaked, but her silhouette gave no indica
tion she had heard him.

"One more chance, perhaps.”

"Yes, yes"

"If youfal again..."

Corran shook his head adamantly. "1 won't, | won't."



"No, for your next failure will beyour last, Nemesis

One." The dlhouette folded its armstogether. " Disappoint
me again and what isleft of your lifewill be spent in agoniz-
ing atonement, disgrace, and, after along time, death.”

7

The reversion to real space brought Wedge and the Rogues
out into asituation that just seemed like another smulator
run, with one minor variation. As he expected, Wedge saw
the space station dowly revolving in astar-stained void. Way
off toward the right, closer to the yellow star burning at the
center of the solar system, sat Y ag'Dhul. The planet'sgrey
cloud cover madeit only dightly more colorful than the
Givinwho called it home.

The only variation from the opsms was the gppearance

of aflight of four TIE garfighters patrolling the areaaround
the space station. Mynock, the R5 unit in Wedge's X-wing,
immediately screeched out awarning when he noticed them
off to port. Wedge glanced at his monitor, noted how the
TIEs moved into an attack formation, and smiled.

Action beats inaction every time. He keyed his corem

unit. "Oneflight, on me. Rogue Twelve, take the Defenders
in"

"Asordered,” Aril Nunb replied.

Committing only oneflight of fightersagaingt an equd
number of TIEs, epecialy when he could have had two
dozen Y -wings and seven more X-wingsjoin thefight, might
have seemed the height of arrogance, though Wedge knew it

was quite the opposite. While TIE pilots seldom managed to
amass the experience of their Rebel counterparts, they were
quite competent, and more than capable of killing in adog-
fight. Warlord Zsinj's pilots had proved to be good fightersin
the past, and Wedge expected them to be nothing lessin this
engagement.

Thereasons he only pulled oneflight from hisformation

to ded with the TIEswere twofold. First, and most impor-
tant, their operation demanded that the thregt to the station
caused it to scrambleitsfighters. The X- and Y -wingswere
to draw the TIEs out and away from the station to apoint in
the system where the B-wings would comein. The B-wings
werein hyperspace, already on their way, so if surprisewere
to be achieved, Zsinj's troops had to be lured into position in
atimely manner.

The second reason to match forceswith Zsinj was be-

cause having too many fightersinvolved in abattle tended to
wreak havoc on the efficacy of the pilots. The difference be-



tween agood pilot and abad one, dl other things being
equd, came down to Situationa awareness. A pilot who
could handle more variables, and keep track of more shipsin
his mind would do better in combat than one who could only
dedl withlessin the way of distractions. Wedge had seen
datigtical andysesthat showed that kill ratiosfdll asthe
number of fightersin adogfight increased; so by keeping

the fight small, he made it easier for his peopleto grasp dl
the aspects of thefight.

"Three, you and Four havethetrallers. Two, | have lead.
Target thesecond TIE."

"Asordered, Rogue Leader." Rhysati Ynr led Eris

Dlarit in adive and sweeping turn that brought them around
toward the following pair of TIEs. Rhysati's attack vector
was intended to push the TIEs farther from the space sation
and the rest of the Rebel force. Wedge saw the TIES begin to
react to her maneuver, but they seemed content to let her
dictate the direction of thefight.

Wedge flipped his weapon's controls over to lasers and

set them for dud-firing. He pumped his shields up to full and
picked the lead eyeball as histarget. They started to close,

coming head to head, with their wingmen off starboard and
hanging dightly back, each formation being the mirror image
of the other. He amiled. Just where | want him. "Rogue Two, do you have your target?'
"Confirmed, lead." Asyr'svoice camethrough the

comm unit cool and steadl.

"Get ready. On my mark, I'm going to foul your target.
Shoot immediately after that with aproton torpedo.”
"Asordered.”

"Three, two, one, mark!" Wedge rolled the X-wing up

and over in abarrd-roll to port. Histarget did the same
thing, sweeping hisfighter across hiswingman'sflight path.
That momentarily blinded the second TIE and caused him to
shy. Wedge glanced at his monitor and saw areport of a
proton torpedo launch, then touched the starboard rudder
pedal asecond beforeinver ting the X-wing and making his
passon the TIE fighter.

Before Wedge applied rudder, the two ships had been
heading Straight a each other. The rudder drifted the
X-wing's nose about ten degrees to starboard, pulling him
out of linewith the TIE. Theinversion flopped the
garfighter, bringing the nose back into line with the TIE.
Before Zainj's pilot could react, Wedge's fighter streaked in
a him and started shooting.

Thefirst pair of red laser-bolts missed low, but the next

two pairs swept up and across the bal cockpit. One of the
TIE'slasersdied in acloud of duraplast mist. Wedge'sthird
shot lanced through the transparisted viewport, igniting and
melting al manner of components and equipment. The TIE



garfighter rolled up on the starboard solar panel, then tight-
ened down into a screw-spiral before exploding.

A second later ablue proton torpedo dammed into the

port wing on the second TIE. The black solar panel closed
around the torpedo like cloth around a thrown stone. The
torpedo itsalf punched through the pandl and penetrated the
fighter's hull before detonating. The blast ripped the back
half off the cockpit pod, freeing the enginesto soar further
in-system while the shattered husk of afighter tumbled on
through the vaid.

"Nice shot, Deuce."

"Thanksfor the setup, lead."

Wedge brought the X-wing up and around to the origi-

nal heading and saw a proton torpedo from Eris's ship
finish off aTIE. Farther dong he saw streams of green
laser-bolts spraying out from the space station. At the ex-
tremes of range the fire did not serioudy threaten the incom-
ing fighters, but it did keep them away long enough for the
gation to scrambleits TIES. Zsinj'sfliers boiled up and out
from the station and rose on an intercept course with the
Rebd fighters.

"Lead, | have adozen Interceptors and eight starfight-

as”

"l copy, Twelve." That should be everything they have,
unless they're holding something back. Keeping shipsin re-
serve made little or no senseto Wedge, but he'd long since
learned that warfare and tactics sdldom make alot of sense
to the opposition. | just hope our run away from the station
looks believable.

Aril Nunb led the Rogues and Y -wings up and awvay

from the station. The squints and eyeballs came onin pur-
uit, hot to thin the ranks of the Y -wings. The Interceptors
opened alead on the TIE starfighters and started to close fast
with the Y -wings. Aril brought her X-wing over, and the rest
of the Rogues followed her through aloop that took them
back toward the Interceptors while the Y -wings continued
heading away from their pursuers.

Asthe X-wing and Interceptor formations began to

gpread out into clouds, the B-wings burst into realspace and
shot gtraight into the gap between the squints and the eye-
balls from the station. Wedge marveled at how each cruci-
form ship flew with itswings and fusd age whirling around

to keep the cockpit stable despite awild series of maneuvers
and course corrections. Having flown a B-wing afew times,
he could appreciate the ship's firepower, but the way it
moved and flew made him fed lesslike apilot than adriver.
The B-wingsdashed in at the Interceptors. Half of them
seemed content to attack using lasers or blasters, while the
other half employed ion cannonsto take the squints out of



the fight without killing them. Blueion-bolts caught In-
terceptorsin full flight, sending dectricity skitter-jagging

over the hulls. Laser and blaster fireripped into other In-
terceptors, burning holes through solar panels and cockpits.
The B-wing ambush scattered the Interceptors, but the
X-wings coming in at them did not breek off ill pursuit. They
|eft thet to the B-wings. The Rogues pushed on through the
crumbling Interceptor formation, shot past the B-wings and,
as One Fight reunited with the squadron, sailed onin & the
eyebd| formation.

Thefirst pass came head to head. Static hissed through

the X-wing cockpit as TIE lasers stung hisforward shields
repestedly. Wave after wave of green light washed over the
shields, but Wedge ignored it. He concentrated instead on his
monitor and shifted the X-wing abit to starboard, trapping a
TIE fighter in the center of histargeting crosshairs. Hetight-
ened down on thetrigger, pulsing kilojoules of scarlet energy
into an eyebdi's cockpit.

A railing explosion shredded that ship. Wedge kicked

the X-wing up onto the starboard S-fail, then climbed up and
away from the expanding ball of gas. Letting hisroll con-
tinue over the top, he dropped the X-wing into adive, then
rolled out to port and came around on an arc between the
cloud of fighters and the station. He glanced off to starboard
and saw Asyr gill with him, which prompted him to toss her
asdute. "Glad you stlayed with me." "That's my job."

From his vantage point & the periphery of the battle he
could see anumber of thingsthat impressed him. The
Rogues had hit the eyebdls very hard, but Zsinj's people
regrouped in good order instead of scattering. Without
shiedds, the TIE starfighterswere redly no match for the
X-wings, but remaining together made them far more dan-
gerous than individud shipsfleeing. Whoever the leeder of
that squadron was, he was sharp enough to keep his people
together and head them out and away from thefray.
"Rogueflights Two and Three, leave theflight of eye-
balsaone and join the Y-wings. One flight, were watching
the eyeballs." Wedge hit two buttons on hisflight console.

"Mynock, seeif you can get me afrequency for the comm
unit communi cations between the eyebdls™

Thedroid hooted his understanding of the order.

While Wedge waited for the droid to get him that infor-
mation, he watched the B-wingsfinish off the squintsand
head in toward the station. Wedge's monitor showed seven

I nterceptors hanging dead in space. That number wasim-
pressive, even in spite of the ambush, because blowing ships
up wasfar easier than taking their electrica systems down.



While he gppreciated the fact that the pilots had not been
killed when their ships had been stopped, he knew the choice
to useion cannons on them had been made for practical
rather than atruistic reasons.

Each of those pilotswill be debriefed, and what they

know will be added to our store of inlrmation concerning
Zan. Itisentirdy possible someor dl of them served on the
Iron Fist, and learning about the ship's condition is of vital
importance. It representsthe core of Zsinj's might, and will
let us determine how truly dangerous heis.

]'he Rebd fightersal converged on the Empress-class

gpace sation with the Y-wingsin the lead. While ungainly,
the Y-wingswere still not easy targetsto hit. The station's
weaponry sent energy beams shooting out at the attackers,
but the incoming fighters supplied three targets for each
wespon system, overwhel ming the crews defending the sta
tion. Added to that was the ability of fightersto approach
while using part of the sation to shield them from many of
the lasers. Using targeting data supplied by other ships, the
fighters were able to pop from cover and fire a targets that
had previoudy been unseen.

The swooping, diving, rolling, and climbing cloud of

fighters boiled around the gtation like insects around a bright
light. Direct hits on afighter would make the craft bresk of f
and loop away until its shields were recharged, then head
back in. The battle to defend the station was lost from the
very start, but thefear Zsinj inspired in his people clearly
kept them fighting long after it made sense for them to do so.
Mynock beeped, and Wedge saw a corem unit frequency
come up on hismonitor. He punched the number into his

comm unit and keyed his microphone. " Starfighter flight,
thisis Commander Antilles of the New Republic Armed
Forces. If you power down your weapons, well consider you
noncombatants. The same offer goesfor the people on the
dation.”

"l copy, Antilles" The voice coming back to Wedge

through the comm unit had the metdlic echo commonly in-
jected in speech by Imperid equipment. "My flight isdisarm-
ing itsdf. I'll pass your message on to the setion chief, Vasl
Torr."

"Obliged, starfighter.” Wedge checked his sensorsfor
hostiles as he waited for areturn message.

"Antilles, Torr has the message and is powering down
hisweapons. The station isyours. Be careful, though, he'sa
wily old Twi'lek."

Wedge amiled. Though the communications gear had

robbed the voice of any humanity, it couldn't kill the person-



dity init. He might have been amazed that someone who
had just been shooting at him and his people would so
quickly offer hdpful advice, but held long since learned that
warriorsfrom dl sdes of any conflict had morein common
than not. "'l copy the advice. | appreciateit.”

"Onething, Antilles"

TV

"If we surrender to you, will you haul us out of here?'
"Don't want to be around when the Iron Fist gets here?!
"Not epecidly.”

No surprise, that. Unlike the starfighters the Rebdllion

used, the TIE fighters were not equipped with hyperdrives.
TIEstraveled between battlesin the bellies of shipslikethe
Iron Fist. Theflight of starfighters was trapped unless Wedge
arranged trangport for them out of the system. Zsinj had a
reputation for being short-tempered, so leaving them behind
was tantamount to murdering them, and Wedge had no de-
dreto have their murders on his conscience.

"Starfighter, surrendering to me meansyou'l lose your
ship.”

"That'saproblem, Antilles. We're dl mercenaries. We
lose our shipsand we starve.” The TIE pilot fl slent for a

moment, then continued. "Of course, no reason to est and
liveif you cant fly."

"I understand, sarfighter." Wedge thought for amo-

ment. "l have anidea. If you hire on asguardsto fly cover
for one of the freighters coming in, you can get out of here
and befree

"Freighters?’

"Coming for the bacta.”

"Bacta. So that's what we were guarding.”

"And you can continue guarding it al the way to Corus-
cant, whereit's needed. Give me your word you won't fight
againg the New Republic in the future, and you've got a
"You haveit, Antilles.

Right on cue, adozen and 'ahaf bulk freighters and
specialty haulers started coming out of hyperspace and cruis-
ing in toward the space station. Most were blocky, squared-
off craft that had seen better days, but afew were more
elegant shipswhose very designs were tributes to the roman-
ticism of spacetravel. One, a converted Baudo-class yacht,
glided through the void like ametd smulacrum of the Cord-
lian sea creature that gave the ship her name.

"Starfighter, the Baudo-class yacht there is the Pulsar

Skate. I'll have the captain contact you on this frequency.
Stand by."

"l copy.”

Wedge opened a channel to the Skate. " Skate, thisis
Rogue Leader.”



"Mirax here, Wedge. Werefourthin lineto head in.
What can | do for you?"'

"We have aflight of four eyebals orbiting. They'veleft
Zsinj's service and need aride out of here. Will you?”
"Sure. Not thefirgt timeI've hauled aship for you."

No, the first one was Corran. "Thanks, Mirax. Mynock
issending you their corem unit frequency, o I'll leave the
arrangementsto you."

"It will give me something to do whileI'm waiting.”

"I copy." Wedge glanced at the chronographic display in

the corner of his monitor. "When we get back home, you
and | will 9t down and talk, yes?'

Weariness washed through Mirax's voice. "1'11 haveto
offload the cargo first. Then maybe | can deep. Haven't been
doing much of that latdly. I will cal you when I'm functional
agan.”

"Promis”

"l promise”

"And keep that promise, or | talk your father into com-

ing out of retirement by telling him you're moping over the
death of hisworst enemy's son.”

"Oh, Wedge, that's cruel." Light gtatic hissed in Wedge's
ears as Mirax's voice broke. "There's no reason | shouldn't
mourn for Corran.”

"Agreed, but you don't haveto doit done. That'sa
burden weal share, got it?"

"l copy." Resgnation tinged with relief fooded her

words. " See you back on Coruscant.”

"l am counting on it." Wedge looked out at the station

and his squadron patrolling around it. And, miracle of mira
cles, it lookslike everyoneis going to makeit back home

agan.
8

Corran knew that once again being in the cockpit of afighter
should have made him happy, but it did not. He could find
no fault with the fighter nor with being given apatrol mis-
sion. HE'd done enough of those to expect boredom, and yet
even that wasn't giving him aproblem. Just to beflying again
was enough to override boredom.

Thefact was, he redlized, that he was unhappy. Some-

thing was gnawing away at him insde. Something was
wrong, and there was no way he could ignoreit. It created an
anxiety in him that was out of al proportion with what he
wasdoing. It fdt asif heweren'tinvolved in apatrol at dl,
but in some other mission with ahidden agenda he knew



nothing abot.

"Nemesis One, report.”

"Oneisclear, Control."

The voice coming through the comm unit betrayed no

hint of deception or urgency, but Corran couldn't shake the
sckening feding that he was being manipulated. He had a
natura aversion to being used, and he could fed unseen
hands dl over himsdlf, pointing him in acertain direction,
for reasons he could not fathom. He was surprised to find

himsdlf less resentful of their agenda--whatever it was--than
of being manipulated.

I'm reasonable. | don't shy away from difficult tasks. |

do what | am asked to do, within reason. Didn't | do

that... ? His thoughts dead-ended as heredlized he

couldn't summon up specifc memoriesto back up hisargu-
ment. He knew he had performed many dangerous missions,
but he couldn't pinpoint them. Hisinability to do so

wouldn't have concerned him, and in fact dmost did not,
except that he kept feding like ahologram being processed
by someone else's computer.

"Nemesis One, we have two contacts on the heading of

270 degrees. They areten kilometers distant. They are hos-
tile. You are free to engage and terminate them.”
"Asordered.” Corran punched up the data on thein-
coming shipsand displayed it over hismonitor. Two TIEs.
The garfightersinspired no fear in him, and he would have
viewed them with utter detachment except that arandom
thought shot off through hisbrain.

Two T1Esarent nearly asdeadly asasingle Ty-cho. The
connection seemed entirely logica to Corran the smilar
sounds created alink. The fact that Tycho Celchu had been
an Imperid pilot who flew TIEsreinforced it. Corran knew
Tycho had betrayed Rogue Squadron, and Corran had been
determined to see him pay. If | weren't here, I'd be there,
taking care of Tycho.

Before he could begin to wonder where there was, Con-
trol's voice came through the comlink again. "We have addi-
tiond information on theincoming ships. Trangmitting
Theimage on the monitor shifted from a TIE starfighter

to an X-wing. An additiona line of data beneath the fighter's
image informed Corran the ship wasflown by Captain T.
Celchu. A jolt of adrendine pulsed through his body, then
dammed into hisbrain. He couldn't believe hisluck--the
coincidence of being ableto fly againg Tycho and avenge
Rogue Squadron was incredible. And | will make the most
of it.



Corran inverted the TIE Interceptor he flew and dove.

The X-wings started to come after him, vectoring in on his
belly, so heinverted again, then pulled through aclimbing
loop to starboard. He soared as the X-wings dove, neither
sSde wasting laser energy when the chances of hitting were so
small. Corran kept tightening the loop into aspira that em-
phasized the squint's greater maneuverability, then stresked
away to underscore its superior speed aswell.

A light flicked on within the head's-up display, indicat-

ing one of the X-wingswastrying for a proton torpedo tar-
get lock, but aquick climb, roll, and twisting dive broke the
lock and brought Corran out on avector toward Tycho's
X-wing. Corran sidedipped the Interceptor to starboard,
then rolled up on the left wing and climbed in toward Tycho.
Heflipped hislasers from quad- to dud-fire, assuming he'd
have to use multiple shotsin multiple passesto bring Tycho
down. Heled the X-wing, anticipating Tycho's break, then
hastily snapped off a shot that splashed energy over Tycho's
shields as the Interceptor overshot itstarget.

No reaction. That isn't like Tycho at dl. Corran rolled

up on the right stabilizer, climbed into aloop, then rolled
over and out to port. Another inversion took himinto adive,
but his scanners showed the X-wings hadn't stayed with him
past the first maneuver, much less through the second.
Corran shivered. They're bandling like TIE starfighters,

not like X-wings, and tbe pilot flying that first oneisn't
Tycbo. He switched histargeting computer over to the sec-
ond ship and saw that X-wing was listed as being flown by
Kittan Loor. Animmediate desire to rape that ship filled
him, but it did not deflect him from thinking. Infact, the
vehemence of hisfedlings about Loor swept him past the fact
that Loor and Tycho had been in collusion on Coruscant.

It carried him far enough that he recalled Loor didn't

know how to fly any space shipsat dl, much less sarfighters.
Loor can't be tbere. The chance that Tycbo and Loor
would show up where| couM attack and kill them is unbe-
lievable. Whereas before he had taken greet ddlight in the
coincidence, now it became evidence that he was being
manipulated. The link between aTIE and Tycho had been
made in hismind before Tycho showed up asapilot. While

he knew inferring causality from that relationship was not
grictly logicd, hisbeing manipulated meant it was more

than possible.

Tychoisan enemy, o hewas placed in onefighter. An-
other enemy was plucked from alist of my enemiesand
placed in the second fighter. More anger flared through Cor-



ran and battered aside the blockagesin his brain that had
kept him thinking of nothing outside the cockpit. The appar-
ent insertion of persond enemiesinto hisstuation told Cor-
ran two things. Firgt off, I'm in asmulator, and second,
someone knows enough about me to know who my enemies
are. Aitting me againg my enemies gives me some wish ful-
fillment, which isagood thing. It rewards behavior, but |
haveto ask mysdf, isflying an Interceptor against X-wings
behavior for which | want to be rewarded?

His stomach shrank and hardened into arock that
threstened to explode volcanicdly. I'm flying an Imp ship
againg Rebels. | don't want to do that. Corran immediately
redized that only his enemies--the remnants of the Empire--
would want him to fed good about attacking Rebels, yet few
Imps would take the time or make the effort to manipulate
him that way. Some would imprison him and the rest would
justkill him.

Except one.

Y sanne I sard.

Injecting her into the jumble of thoughts bouncing

around hisbrainimmediately started to impose order on his
mind. She was known and feared for her ability to warp
Rebd s and turn them againgt friends and family. She had
been successful with Tycho Celchu, and he was not the only
success story to come out of her Lusankya prison. Her a-
tered agents had wrought havoc among the Emperor's ene-
mies, and his death had done nothing to cau se Iceheart to
curtail her operations.

Thefog in Corran's brain began to evaporate. He re-
membered having met Isard after his capture. She'd vowed to
transform him into atool of the Emperor's vengeance. This
smulator run--and the one before it---clearly was designed
to get him to attack Rebel symbols. Subsequent sessions

would further crush hisresistance, training him to greeter

and greater levels of efficiency whileturning him againg ev-
eryone he knew, loved, and respected.

She would make me over into the human equivaent of

the plague she unleashed on Coruscant.

Corran shook his head, then raised his hands from the
smulator's steering yoke and yanked his helmet off. Elec-
trodes taped to his head pulled away rather abruptly, taking
some hair with them, but he ignored the pain. The electrodes
fed my brain wave patterns to a computer. The patternswere
compared to data gathered from interrogations, so the com-
puter could recognize what | was thinking about and project
the proper cluesinto the smulation. Very good.

He pulled the respiration mask from hisface and let it
dangle againg his chest. "ThisisNemesis One. Thegameis
over. | won't betray my people.”

The gtar field on the screenin front of Corran vanished.



Inits place he saw Y sanne Isard's head and shoulders. Her
mismatched eyes, the left one afiery red and theright one an
ice blue, added venom to the woman's steely expression. Her
sharp, dender features might have made her seem beautiful
to some, but the fear her anger stabbed into his heart made
her more than ugly to Corran. Her long black hair had been
pulled back into aponytail, yet she had et her white temple-
locks remain unbound asif that girlish affectation would
somehow soften her image.

"Y ou are under theimpression, Corran Horn, that this

little victory issgnificant and hampers my effortsin some
way. It does not." An eyebrow arched over her arctic eye.
"Y ou worked with the Cordlian Security Force, so you can
understand how powerful certain interrogation techniques
can be. What you have endured so far islittle more than
teing.”

"And | passed.”

"From your perspective that might seem true.”" Her eyes
sharpened. "From mineit merely meansyou have reclassfied
yoursdf. Y ou will require more time than others| have
worked with in the past, but here at Lusankya, timeis abun-

Corran shrugged. "Good, then I'll have abundant time

to plan my escape.”

"| doubt it." She Sghed asif what she was about to say

hurt her in someway. "Were you easy to train, you would
find your stay here pleasant. Asyou are difficult, the next
gep isfor meto determineif you know anything | consider
vauable. Unfortunately thismeans sifting through alot of
things| don't want to know. | hope your life has been inter-
esting, because my technicians have been known to resort to
cruelty when they are bored.”

"They'll learn nothing from me."

Isard frowned. "Please, Horn, skip the bluster. We will

gart with alevel four narco-interrogation and work our way
downto level oneif wemust. Y ou know youll tel uswhat-
ever we want to know."

Sheer terror froze the lump in Corran's somach solid.

With aleve four interrogation sesson hed be remembering
things his mother had forgotten while she was carrying him
in her womb. ! will have no secrets. Hundreds of images
flitted through his mind as he sorted va uable memoriesfrom
the casua ones.

This process, while agonizing, also brought asmileto
hisface. Gil Bastra, the man who had created a series of
identitiesfor Corran to use after he fled from Corellia, had
made sure the identities took Corran out into the outlier



worlds. From Loor they know everything about my days
with CorSec. Thanksto Gil therés very little vauable infor-
mation | can give her. | wasout of circulation until | joined
Rogue Squadron, and | don't know enough about the Rebel -
lionto hurt it.

"l seeyour smile, Horn. Y ou may fed bold enough to

smile now, but thingswill change." Isard herself amiled, and
Corran found it amogt forbidding thing. "When we arefin-
ished with you, smileswill be but amemory, and apainful
oneat that."

9

Wedge laughed doud, tdling himsalf hewas laughing at the
irony of feging nervous, not because of being nervous. Here
he was, a celebrated hero and the sole survivor of both Death
Star runs, conqueror of Cornscant and leader of the most
feared fighter squadron in the galaxy, and at leillaWessiri's
door hefelt nervous. Enough ice water ran in hisveins, so the
rumors went, to replenish Coruscant's polar caps, yet he
found himsdf clearing hisvoice and hestating before he
pushed the buzzer button at her door.

On theway over from squadron headquarters he had
convinced himself he wasn't going to be asking her out ona
date, redlly. Hed spent the previous hour being harangued
by Erid Dlarit concerning the Vratix terrorist and hiswhere-
abouts after theraid on Warlord Zsinj's bacta store. Hed
done hisbest, over and over again, to explain to her that he
had no reports about the Thyferran native, but promised to
pass notice of her interest up to General Cracken. That redlly
wasall he could do, but Eris took alot of convincing on that
point.

The experience had been draining. There had been mo-
ments when he considered just cutting her off and ordering
her out of hisoffice, but he could tell her concern about the

Vratix was based on her conviction that the insectoid crea-
ture was aterrorist and a potential hazard to anyone who
camein contact with it. He thought Erid's reaction might
have been born from her frustration at not having been able
to do anything to prevent Corran's desth. By making the
terrorist her responsbility, she might prevent another trag-
edy, thereby atoning for her lack of action in Corran's case.
Wedge found her mative noble, but her ins stence exhaudt-
ing. Corran's desth and the misery of millions on Coruscant
had everyone in the squadron worn thin, and being dismis-
sveof Eris's concernswould not help the Situation.
Corran's desth had likewise affected Iella deegply. She



had been Corran's partner in the Corellian Security Force
and had fled Corellia at the same time he had. Her flight had
brought her to Coruscant, where she joined up with the
Rebd underground. Her reunion with Corran had been a
joyous occasion. It had been easy for Wedge to see how they
complemented each other and must have worked well asa
team.

Those qualities that made her well-suited to working

with Corran were qualities Wedge found attractive. She was
thoughtful and stable, yet possessed of a good sense of hu-
mor and afierce loyalty to her friends and to justice. Unfor-
tunately, her loyalty made her most zedlousin helping the
prosecution find evidence againgt Tycho Celchu, but she ap-
proached the search so openly that Wedge couldn't find fault
with her in doing her duty asshe saw it.

He pressed the door buzzer, then tugged at the cuffs of

his jacket deeves. I'm not asking her out. I'm just hereasa
friend vigting afriend. Wedge shook his head. For the past
ten years, sncethe death of his parents and through his
association with the Rebdlion, hed redlly givenlittle

thought to romance and relationships. Hed certainly found
companionship with anumber of Rebel women, but he'd not
found asingle companion, a partner, the way Han Solo or
Tycho Celchu had. He couldn't explain why not, nor did he
let it bother him--the nature of the Rebellion and his assign-
ments meant planning for anything long-term was sllly, and

avoiding relationships meant the chances of getting hurt

when the unspeakabl e happened were much less.

He'd seen Leia over the time Han Solo had been encased

in carbonite. She had been driven dmost to the point of
recklessnessin her attemptsto free her beloved. He laughed.
Entering Jabba's pal ace meant she was driven beyond reck-
lessness. While he envied Han Solo the passion with which
he was|oved, he dreaded the idea of being plagued by the
pain Leiahad known.

The door to the apartment did open and Wedge's ner-
vousness dackened when lelasmiled. "Wedge. Thisisasur-
prise”

"A pleasant one, | hope." He glanced down at his hands

for amoment, then back up into her brown eyes. "1 should
have caled before heading over, but | was going to get some-
thing to eat and | thought, well, | hate eating done

ad...

The brown-haired woman's smile widened for amo-

ment and carried on up into her eyes, then shrank asif the
corners of her mouth had dammed into walls and were re-
bounding. "I think you'd better comein." She turned away
from the door, and he followed the lithe woman down a
short corridor to amodest-sized parlor. The door closed au-
tomatically behind him, cutting off the brightest source of



light and sinking the room into agrey gloom.

The man gtting in the corner chair looked every bit asif

he were constructed from shadow-threads and divers of
grey. The sharpness of his features accentuated the gauntness
of hisframe. His shoulders and knees poked like knobs
againg the grey fabric of the jJumpsuit hewore. A few
strands of black hair wove through the white and grey
combed over hislargely bald head but did nothing to dis-
guise the shape of the skull benegth it. In fact, wereit not for
the spark of life burning in the man's brown eyes, Wedge
would have believed him to be amummified worker resur-
rected from some tomb in the bowels of Coruscant.
lellafolded her arms across her chest. "Commander

Wedge Antilles, thisis Diric Wessiri. Heismy husband.”
Husband! Wedge covered his surprise by taking astep

forward and extended hisright hand toward Diric. "My
pleasure, Sr."

Diric inclined his head forward and shook Wedge's hand
with along-fingered grip that was firm and even strong,
though the stirength faded quickly. "The honor ismine,
Commander. Y our exploits bring glory to your world and
fdlow Cordlians”

"Glory wasn't our god, Sr."

"Nonethdess. . ." The man smiled, then let hishand

drop back toward hislap. "Forgive me, Commander. At an-
other point | would engage you in alively discussion, but
now | am somewhat fatigued.” "I understand.”

lellawaked to her husband's side and gently rested a

hand on his shoulder. "The Imps caught Diric up in aswveep
about ayear ago. They interrogated him, broke hisidentity,
then imprisoned him. Six months ago or so they set up abio-
research project and made Diric part of the dave-labor force.
They only used humans because the |ab produced what we
know to be the Krytosvirus." She gave his shoulder a
sgueeze. "Genera Cracken's people had Diric in quarantine,
then debriefed him. | only learned he was dlive when they
brought him here four hours ago.”

"I should be going, then, and leave you two done."

"No." The old man raised hisright hand and gently

patted ldlas hand. "1 have long been among Imperidsand
other daves. It isgood to have normal people here to ease me
back."

Wedge coughed lightly into hishand. "I don't think

youll find my lifenormd at al.”

Idlalaughed palitely. "Nor mine."

"How fortunate. Normal can be quite boring." Diric's

head came up and he fixed Wedge with a steady stare. "And |



want you to know, Commander, if anything has happened
between you and my wife, | bear neither of you mdice. |
have been dead for ayear. While 1 dreamed of being alive
again, | do not bear agrudge againgt those who lived whilel
was dead.”

Wedge held ahand up. "Firg, no titles™

"Where they kept me, we joked that titles were for when

we were once again people. | useittoremind mel amagana
man. And | useit out of profound respect for what you have
done."

"Don'. I'm just Wedge. Nothing I've doneisthe equa

of your enduring Imperia captivity, so titlesdon't apply

here. Second, Idlaisintdligent, awonder to work with, ajoy
to be around, and above dll else, loya to her friends. In fact,
save one thing, she's just the sort of woman | could see my-
sdf growing old with. That onething isthis sheés married to
you. Her loydty to you, her fiddity, has never beenin ques-
tion. Y ou are undoubtedly one of the luckiest men on this
planet.”

As he spoke, his mind raced on through thoughts and
dreams of what he might have had with Iellahad Diric not
reappeared. It seemed asif thelife they would never share
was flashing before his eyes even ashiswordskilled it. The
romantic in him just wanted to hold onto how wonderful it
would have been, but the pragmatist knew from just looking
at Diric that thingswould have falen gpart in theend. 1ella
had chosen Diric because he was a sanctuary. No matter
what her life held in store for her, he was someone who
would always be there to share her joys and ease her disap-
pointments. Wedge redlized that he could not have given her
what Diric provided. It might have taken along time for
their relationship to destroy itsdlf, and they might have over-
comethedifficulties, but Wedge knew he could never have
been as perfect amatch for her as Diric was.

Someday I'll find someone. Wedge smiled. When I'm

ready to settle down.

Diric mirrored Wedge's smile and let his head sink back
contentedly againgt the chair's padding. "l am glad Idla
found friends as generous and honorable as you are, Wedge.
| do fed quitefortunate.”

"And | bet you're happy to befree."

"Happy?Y es, though captivity wasn't as brutd asimag-
ined. They can only control your body, not your mind.”

Diric shrugged dowly asif the effort were dl but beyond his
ability. "1 knew | would be free someday.”

"That'swhat Tycho says."



"Who?'

leilalooked down at her husband. "The man who killed
Corran."

"Themanwhoisontrid for killing Corran,” Wedge
corrected her. "Y our wife isworking with the prosecution
team."

"Working to find the truth, mind you." 1ellagave Wedge
afrank glare. "There'sample evidence to bind him over for
trid and to convict him."

"And blasted little uncovered, &) far, to acquit him."
Wedge held his hands up. "However, discussing that case
was not my purpose for conling over here."

Diric's bushy brows met over the bridge of his hooked
nose. "Y ou think this Tycho isinnocent?"

"I know it. Tycho Cechuisasmuch avictim of the

Empire asyou were."

lellagave Diric's hand a gentle squeeze. "Tycho was

once captured by the Imps. He's been working for them since
his supposed escape, though Wedge would tell you he's been
negtly framed.”

Diric looked up at her. "And you know Wedgeis

wrong?'

Her immediate response died in amoment of open-
mouthed hesitation. lellas gaze flicked up at Wedge, then
back down again. "We have found alot to indicate Captain
Célchu was an Imperid agent of extreme resourcefulness.”
"But there are gapsin the evidence." Wedge smiled

dowly. "Everything that condemns Tycho isavailable, but
those things that would acquit him have vanished. Given the
timing, the only force that could provide with one hand and
take away with the other isthe Empire.”

Diric disengaged his hand from lellals and pressad i,
fingertip to fingertip, againg the other hand. "This Tycho
must be something to earn such loyaty from you."

"| fed about Tycho what Iellafeds about Corran.”

"Hence the impasse between us."

"Impasse, indeed. Still, Captain Celchu sounds fascinat-
ing." Diric's voice became wistful and Iellastraightened up.

"Dont eventhink it, Diric."

Wedge raised an eyebrow. "What's the matter?’

Anger creased letta's brow and put snap into her voice.
"He'sgoing to meddie.”

The older man wheezed out alaugh and punctuated it

with awet cough. "Meddle, isit? Y ou see, Wedge, my voca
tionin lifeisto seek out people who fascinate me. | study
them. | try to understand them. | share what understanding |
have with others.”

Iella's brown eyes narrowed. "On Corelliahe found a
defendant in a case fascinating. He got to know her and
decided shewasinnocent.” "Was she?"



Diric nodded solemnly.

"He kept after Corran and me, congtantly asking uslit-

tle questionsthat forced usto look beyond the scope of our
investigation. She had been framed, but we got the guyswho
wereresponsiblein theend." Shefrowned a her husband.
"That was a different casg, it wasn't on Coruscant, and you
weren't weak as an Ewok cub at thetime. Y ou need to re-
COVCE."

"1 will, dearest.”

Wedge smiled as he heard al manner of meaningin

those words. Iella's sigh meant she heard at least some of
them and knew nothing short of house arrest would keep
Diric from meeting Tycho. Diric will make surelelladoesn't
let her desire to avenge Corran stop short of discovering the
truth of what caused his deeth. "Having ahobby will likely
Speed your recovery."

"A hobby, very good."

"Thisman's hobby isgoing to be my nightmare." Idla

shook her head. "Antilles, didn't you say something about
food when you arrived here?"

"I did indeed." Wedge jerked a thumb up toward the
cealling. "Thereisan Ithorian tapcaf about thirty levelsup
that is supposed to offer somefairly exotic vegetable matter
and then . . ." He stopped as atone sounded from the com-
link clipped to the collar of hisjacket. "Hang on a second.”

He pulled the comlink free and flicked it on. "Antilles,

go ahead.”

"Wedge, itsMirax."

"Findly awake?' Wedge nodded toward Iella. "It's
Mirax."

"AsK her if shewantsto join usfor food."

"Will do. Mirax, I'm at |ella's apartment. She wantsto
know .. ."

"l heard, but itll have to be another time." Mirax'stone
dripped seriousness. "'l have a problem. It's on the Skate, and
| need you to get down here. Just you."

Wedge frowned. Thosefliersfor Zsinj should have been
taken into custody along time ago. "How bad isit? Are your
riders back and causing trouble?’

"No, no, not that. That | could handle." Mirax sighed.
"Look, you know | usudly haul rareitemsfor folks, right?’
"Right."

"Well, at the gtation | picked up something that's very

rare, and asnear as| cantell, if | don't get rid of itin the
right way, the New Republic will shakeitsdf gpart and a
scant few peoplewill be diveto sart rebuilding the future.
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Gavin Darklighter fdt hisgorge risng asthe miasmal stench
from the darkened hovel stabbed through his nogtrilsand
into hisbrain. He reded away from the doorway and fdll to
his knees, puking up whét felt like every last bit of food he'd
eaten since hisreturn to Cornscant. His ssomach muscles
clenched again and again, wringing his guts empty, but doing
nothing to soothe the prickly sensation in the back of his
throat that prompted him to heave once more.

A piercing wail from afemale Gamorrean drilled

through his skull and reminded him where he was and why
he was there. Gavin coughed once and spat, then croaked a
command to the black M-3PO droid behind him. "Emitrey,
don't let them go inthere. Tdl her I'll dodl | can.”

Gavin wiped his mouth with his hand, then weskly

crawled up the hovel's exterior wall. He pressed his back
againg the ferrocrete and dowly straightened up. He
coughed again and his body tried to make him heave yet
again, but he clenched his jaw and refused to vomit. Never
seen one that bad before. Though he hoped he never would
again see such a case, he knew that was one hope that had no
chance of becoming redlity.

The M-3PO droid succeeded in guiding the Gamorrean

femae and her tusky children to the other sde of the walk-
way, then turned back toward Gavin. The droid's nonstan-
dard clamshell head--a refit from a spaceport control
droid--canted dightly to the left. "Isthere anything | can do
for you, Magter Darklighter?"

"I'11 befinein aminute, Emtrey. Just keep them back."
Gavin again pat, trying to rid his mouth of the sour taste.
"AsK her when shelast heard from her husband.”

The protocol droid swiveled his head around and

grunted the question out to the Gamorrean femae. Shere-
plied in subdued and broken tones, which Emtrey trandated
for Gavin. " She says she and the children had been visiting
kin esawhere. The last time she spoke to her husband it was
by comlink. He had sniffles, but was not darmed. I'm gath-
ering, from the words sheé'susing, S, that there was some
domestic discord, which iswhy alapsein communication
would not be surprising.”

"Got it, Emtrey. How long was she gone from here?!

"A gtandard month, sir--she left well before the libera

tion."

Gavin nodded. A month meant the chances she'd been
infected by her husband were nil--if she had been, shed
aready be showing signs of the Krytosvirus. "Tdl her to get



to abacta center for evaluation. She doesn't want the kids
sck.”

"I'vetold her, Sr. Shewantsto know if Tolrawill re-

cover."

Gavin 9ghed and pushed himsdlf away from thewal.

"Tel her he'svery sick. The prognosisis not good, but we
will do what we can. Then call Asyr and tell her welll need a
clean team here." Heforced himsdlf to smile. "And, Emtrey,
tell Tolraswife she did theright thing. Tolrawas brave and
smart, and together they saved many people.”
Thewordsrang hollow in hisears, but he knew they

would not in hers. What he said was correct when the
Gamorrean in the hovel recognized how sick he had become,
he sedled his home's entrances and scrambled the lock-codes,
preventing anyone e se from getting in and becoming in-
fected. In that he had indeed saved many lives.

Except for hisown. Gavin forced hisfiststo unclench.

Had the Gamorrean used his comlink to summon medica
help, he might have been saved. That he waslucid enough to
entomb himsalf meant that he was not so far gone that bacta
therapy couldn't have helped him. He needn't have become
what Gavin had seen in shadows.

The pilot redlized the blamelay not entirely with the
Gamorrean himself. The black-market price for bactawas
astronomical, so far out of reach for the average citizens that
they could not imagine there was any bactaavailable for
them. Those who did summon help, or had it summoned for
them, were often so far gone that no therapy could help, so
they never returned. Asaresult, other citizens saw the
medivac units asthinly disguised extermination unitsthat
took the sick away and destroyed them. Ignorance iskilling these people.
Gavin forced himsdlf to step forward and reenter the
Gamorrean's hovel. Thefetid stink returned to his nose and
found accompaniment in the horrible sghts and sounds that
greeted him. The single-room hove itsdf was scarcely larger
than his own room in the squadron headquarters--and he
found that a bit cramped for one. It had two doors--the one
he'd opened using alock-descrambling unit and a back door.
A hesting plate and water spigot to the left of the doorway
marked the extent of the dwelling's kitchen facilities. The
refresher station stood farther along that wall, in the corner.
Spattered blood covered all of it, sprayed aong the

floor, up thewadlls, and acrossthe celling. It had dried and
taken on ablack hue, making the room look asif ashadow
had exploded. The explosion's epicenter lay in the back cor-
ner, on araised black platform that glistened in what little
light medeit in past Gavin.

A wet, gurgling sound pulsed arhythmically from that

corner. On the platform, restrained by bedding twisted about
him whilein the throes of agony, the mortd shell of the



Gamorrean named Tolrasomehow clung to life. Gavin could
see where the flesh had split, allowing leg and arm bonesto
protrude. The skin itsalf had thinned to agreen-grey trandu-
cency and hung in ragged ribbons from ribs and fingers.

The Gamorrean seemed to sense Gavin's presence, be-
cause he turned to look at him. With athick sucking sound,
like cold grease being dathered over machine gears, the skull
turned toward him while the fleshy sac encompassing it did
not. The Gamorrean's horns and tusks gashed his own skin,
then the thick muscles on the creature's neck snapped, leav-
ing the massive skull to 1oll unnaturaly inapuddie of vis-
coustissue.

A chill settled over Gavin. Though he knew Tolrawas

dead and that the disease had long since eaten away any
trace of sapience, he nodded toward the Gamorrean. "Y ou
saved them. You did it. May the Force be with you."
Shivering, he turned and walked from the room. He sat
down outside and stripped the filmplast covering off his
boots, then tossed them back through the darkened door-
way. He didn't bother to look up when a shadow fell over
him. "He's dead.”

Asyr crouched down beside him. "The clean team will

get hereshortly. Areyou dl right?!

Gavin thought amoment before he answered. "1 will be,

and | think that scaresme.” "No reason it should.”

"l think thereis" He jerked athumb toward the hovd.
"ThereisaGamorrean in there who has been turned into a
mass of jelly. Thediseasekilled him, but it did soin away
that didn't let him die until he could experience every frag-
ment of pain possible. Theres nothing left to him, but he was
gtill bresthing when | went in there. He was so tough, he
probably lasted longer than aweek in the end stages of the
disease”

The Bothan stroked Gavin's cheek. "He fought the dis-
ease. That'sgood.”

"Sure, but the fact that we can find something noblein

this seemstwisted." He shook his head. Tve seen more
death in my time with Rogue Squadron than | have ever seen
before, but nothing was so hideous asthis. A year ago !
would have run screaming. Now | just clean my boots and
wait for guyswith sterilizer unitsto show up. I'm changing
and I'mnot surel likeit."

Asyr smiled gently at him. "It's called maturing, Gavin,

and not everyone likesit. Now me, | think you're maturing
very wdl."

Gavin half-coughed alaugh. "Thanks, but | till haveto



wonder if it'sright that we can see something like that and
just continue on.”

"We continue on, my dear, because we must.” Asyr's

voice developed an edge. "The Gamorrean, he summoned up
the strength to lock others out and protect them. That was
good. You and I, though, have adifferent misson. Thisdis-
ease doesn't appear to affect our species, so we have volun-
teered to help out during this public hedth crisis, but that is
not our primary purpose here. Our missonisto fly our
X-wings, to locate and destroy the kind of monsterswho
would do thiskind of thing to others. Doing that requiresal
the maturity we can muster.”

"I know." He rubbed a hand dong her spine, then

looked over to where Emtrey was conversing with an Emdee-
oh and two men carrying portable plasmarincinerator units.
The droid would take samples; then the men would burn
everything inthe hove, including thefirgt five millimeters of
ferrocrete, to awhite ash that would be vacuumed up and
disposed of safely.

Gavinlet Asyr hdp himto hisfeet. "Y oureright, of

course. | hope we can accomplish our mission. If we dont,
I'm afraid welll have to take Coruscant down to bedrock,
and | don't think even that will erase the scourge of the
Empirefrom the gdaxy."

| think even stormtrooperswould find my men terrifyingly
efficient. From the dark security of the grav-car'sinterior,
Kirtan Loor watched asfour Specid Intelligence operatives
clad in civilian garb approached the building's door. As huge
and imposing asthey were, they moved with alethd fluidity
their armor normaly hid. Almost casualy, one of them
placed athermite boring charge on the door lock and set it,
then accepted a blaster carbine from a compatriot and flat-
tened himsdlf againg the building'swall.

A red light blinked three times on the thermite charge,

then asmoke-shrouded gout of white fire burst to hissing
life. The harsh light transformed the shadowed Imperia Cen-
ter street into a chiaroscuro landscape burned clean of imper-
fections but il full of menace. One of the operatives
punched ahooked prybar through the center of the fire and
yanked the door open, then his three compatriots dashed
through.

The blue backlight of stun-fire strobed momentarily

through the doorway and gaps in the window shading. Loor
waited for amoment, then saw two more flashes. A human
figure appeared in the doorway and nodded in hisdirection,
then retreated into the shadows of the building'sinterior.



Loor opened the grav-car's door and emerged. He gath-
ered acloak about himsdlf and pulled the hood up to concedl
hisface from incidenta observation. He strode forward pur-
posefully, but heimagined himsdf apaeimitation of Darth
Vader. Tal and skeletaly dender, with dark hair, he had
been told he resembled ayoung Grand Moff Tarkin. While
that comparison had been one he had used to his advantage,
he would have preferred to inspire VVaderian terror in those
with whom he dedlt.

He squeezed past the two operatives at the doorway and
stepped over the drooling Ithorian lying in the center of the
antechamber. Beyond it, through a short corridor and past a
third operative, he arrived in aroom that resembled arodent
nest morethan it did ahuman dwdlling. It stank of mildew
and old, musty swest, th ough the occupant's new terror
added piquant e ements to the room's stale bouquet.

Loor looked down at the smdll, balding man pinned to

the stained mattress by the muzzle of ablaster. ™Y our sur-
roundings are so miserable, | am amost moved to pity you,
Nartlo, but then, pity iswasted on the deed, isn't it?"

"What are you talking about?' The man's brown eyes
bulged with terror. "I don't know you. What did | do?*
"True, you do not know me, but you have brokered

some curefor friends of mine. It has been sdlling a ahigh
price, but they tell methat you have told them the market
has crashed. At the same time they noted that the supply of

cure you returned to them had gone from 95 percent purity
to 75 percent purity.” Loor shook his head dowly, mourn-
fully. "My friendsfed you have lied to and cheated them.”
"No, no, | didn't do that." Nartlo tried to claw hisway

into asitting position, but the operative bes de the makeshift
bed kept him rooted in one spot. "I drew off some of the
bactaas asample, but adeal went bad and | lost it. | didn't
figurethey'd believel lost it, so | tried to cover up what I'd
done. I'm sorry."

"And stupid if you expect meto believe astory that was
ancient when the Old Republic was born.” Loor let anger
into hisvoice and won agroan from hisvictim. Because of
the surveillance he had on Nartlo, Loor did know that the
story was not wholly fase. Some of the bacta had been lost
when adeal went sour, but only some. The rest of the miss-
ing cure had been donated to an aien pleasure house for the
employees own use. Nartlo had spent aweek basking in
their consderable gratitude. "Tell mewewon't find a
Rodian concubine's sucker-marks on your back if we strip
off your shirt."

Nartlo accompanied his curling up into afetd ball with
alow moan. "1 owed somefavors.”

"Y ou gained some favors, more than you owed." Loor

took a step closer to the bed, forcing Nartlo to crane his neck



back to look up a him. "Now you owe me favors.”
"Anything you want, anything."

"Good." Loor turned to theright and nodded at the
operative menacing the smal man. The operative withdrew a
step and Nartlo coughed as the pressure eased on hisrib
cage. "Y ou told my friends that the market for cure had
crashed. Explain.”

"The Rebels picked up alot of cure. | don't know when

or where, but it was recent and was redlly very quiet. Rogue
Squadron wasinvolved, though, | know that much. I've been
sdling some of your cure to people who do businesswith
people who work for people in the Provisona Council, see.
They've been buying to be able to keep themsaves and their
supporters hedthy--no matter the plague doesn't seem to
affect them.”

Loor smiled within the dark sanctum of hishood. The

New Republic government had put into place programs that
were designed to befair to the victims of the Krytosvirus.
The scarcity of bactameant virtualy al of the public supply
went to individuas who were infected, with the god being to
savetheir lives. By curing them, public hedth officias could
limit the spread of the disease. Others, mostly those from
uninfected populations, argued that a prophylactic use of
bacta to prevent the spread to new populations would be
best. Public health officias argued that there was no proof
pre-exposure bacta therapy could prevent someone from be-
coming infected with the virus, but that did nothing to gem
the desire to get bactaand use it as preventative medicine.
Nartlo swiped at spittle recking the corners of his

mouth. " Seems ther€'s going to be enough now so the provos
think they won't need their own supply.”

Loor frowned. "Impossible. It would take a decade of
bacta cartel production to satisfy the demand here.”

"Could be, sir, could be, but right now the word is out

that the New Republic's government has things under con-
trol."

"It'salie, of course, but agood one." Loor dowly sank
down onto his haunches, letting his cloak pool around him.
"Y ou believe this bacta supply exists?"

"| think some does, gir, yes, Sr."

"Youwill learn about it. All about it."

Nartlo'seyesgrew large again. "1 don't know as| can,

gr. Security istight.”

"Y ou owe me, little man." Loor's growl cowed Nartlo.
"You will go to your contacts and thistime offer to buy cure
a agood price."

"What if they don't want to sdll?"



"Tdl them that they will find exposure of their previous
black market bacta dealingsrather painful and embarrass-
ing. If that isinsufficient, perhaps making an example of one
or more of them would be persuasive. | can and will do
that." Loor nodded toward the operative to hisright. "Blast-
ers have more than just astun setting on them, you know."

Nartlo licked at dry lipswith adry tongue. "Yes, s, |
know."

"Good. | want to know how much they have, how long
they think their supply will lagt. | need to estimate when the
pricewill dimb again."

"| can understand that, sir."

And with that information | can begin to project how

large afacility they would need to store it and how best to
destroy it. Loor began to smile. | could even just spread the
rumor that they have more than enough bactato cure every-
one, then reved the true amount they havein their stores.
The gap between what is hoped for and what isreal should
create alot of unrest. That isa suitable fall-back plan, and
onewhich I can pursue while seeking out and destroying the
containment facility.

"And, Nartlo, you will try to find out whatever you can
about their storage, trangport, and distribution network. If |
do go buying more bacta as a hedge against shortage, |
would prefer to go directly to the source. | would like to cut
out the middlemen, no offenseintended.” "No, Sir, none taken.”
"Good, good. I'm glad we understand each other.” Loor
sraightened up again. "l will beinterested in hearing what
you canfind out.”

Nartlo nodded enthusiagtically. ™Y ou can count on me."

"l am counting on you. Seeto it that you do not fall

me"

"Yes, dr." Thesmall man shivered. "But, Sr, | waswon-
dering...""Yes?'

"Howdol..."

Loor laughed in as Snister amanner as he could man-

age. "Wewill find you. Have something for mein two days."
"But that's not enough time.”

"Butitisal thetimeyou have, Nartlo." Loor turned

and swept from the room. The operatives crowded behind
him and the two at the door preceded him to his grav-car.
Loor climbed into the back, one of them got behind the con-

trols, and the other three disappeared into the night.
"Drive"

Inertia forces pushed Loor back into the car's plush
upholstery. He began composing the report he would send



off to Ysanne Isard. Thefact that the Rebellion had gotten its
hands on anew supply of bactawould not please her. She
had wanted the demand for bacta to bankrupt the Rebellion,
but Rogue Squadron's capture of more bacta meant it was
not nearly as pricey for the Rebels as|ceheart desired. The
only way to counteract that bit of luck wasto locate and
destroy the bacta store, which was exactly what he intended
to do.

The problem isthat no matter how quickly | resolvethis
matter, it will not be quick enough for her. It occurred to him
that her messagesto him suffered little reduction in their
venom, despite having to be recorded and transmitted in-
stead of being ddlivered in person. He would have thought
that the distance between them would have insulated him
from her criticisms, but it had not. She seemed to have a
preternatura ability to point up to him errors he had made,
no matter how dight, and that kept him congtantly off bal-
ance.

Heredlized that if hetold her he was having some of his
peopletrain for astrike on the bactafacility before he knew
what that mission would take, she would point out that he
was wasting time and resources. He decided hewould put
men into training for smaler missonsthat could serve as
diversonsor that would, at the very least, provide the train-
ing framework upon which the bacta strike mission could be
built. lceheart might maintain that he was wasting resources
that could be better used to locate the bactafacility in the
first place. But trying to argue that stormtroopers could be
used as spieswas not the sort of blunder Isard would make.
The gray-car broke free of sub-urban roadway and shot

up into the night sky. Countless towers flashed past, each lit
ashrilliantly asthefire of the thermite charge, but not nearly
as harshly. tte wondered how many of the people and diens
living in those towers were rgoicing over the secret word

that their worries about the Krytos virus would soon be over.
Many. Too many.

Loor let hisown laughter become a parody of the sound

he imagined echoing through those towers. It struck him that
laughter and sobbing were redly not that different, and de-
cided that he would do his best to seeto it that others gained
firgt-hand knowledge of thisinsght.

Beforethey die of the virusfor which I will destroy the

cure.

Admira Ackbar sat back in his Council chair and tried to
pull serenity from the cool migt drifting down over him.
Grand Moff Tarkin, in one of his more expansive moods,



had once described politicsto him as " soft warfare, the ele-
gant duel of lightsabersinstead of the thunder of turbo-
lasers” Tarkin, with that description, had given no evidence
of finding politica fights frugtrating because of the posturing
and the treacherous riptide shifts of alegiances.

Or theinability to cometo gripswith problemsin a

direct manner. Ackbar had endured more reports on
microeconomic fluctuations on planets heldd never heard of
than any sapient creature could be expected to stand i n one
lifetime. Slowly, in working through the reports, Borsk
Fey'lyaand Sian Tevv were moving toward the matter that
had been bruited about on the Provisiond Council's saff
leve.

Glancing over a the Bothan councilor, Ackbar could see
afera gleamin Fey'lyasviolet eyes. The Botharisthrive on
this soft warfare. Ackbar had dready recognized in Fey'lyaa
driveto lead or, when he had been outmaneuvered, adesire
to vault out in front to where the leaders stood so he was
placed among them. Ackbar had seen smilar tactics among

warriors who sought promotion, but true warfare tended to
dedl with such ambitioninamost letha fashion.

Mon Mothma nodded toward the Elom councilor.

"Thank you, Verrinnefra, for bringing us up to date on the
economies of our newest worlds. Next on the agendaisthe
matter of bacta. Borsk, you have a point to make?"

The cream-furred Bothan stood opposite Ackbar. "The
recent mission which hasliberated asupply of bactaand
brought it here to Coruscant is, of course, agreet victory for
us and agreat boon to the people here. For that we owe
much thanks and praiseto Admira Ackbar and his staff.
Their success dso brings with it some burdens, not the least
of which isthe need to take precautions to prevent Warlord
Zsnj from exacting retribution from us™"

Ackbar |eaned forward. "Forgive me the interruption,
Councilor Fey'lya, but it strikes me that you are asking usto
ded with the undertow before the wave has crested.”
PrincessLeiagmiled. "I beievethe Admird ispointing

out that the supply of bacta bringswith it far more pressing
problems than apossible attack by Warlord Zsinj."

"More correctly, Princess, | meant to say that because

an atack by Warlord Zsinj has always been possible, both
before and after our strike, there have long been plansin
place to ded with such. I am more than willing to review
those plans, but | think the core problem with bacta needs to
be addressed more quickly than the surface issue of Zsin.
Troubleisavast ocean, and for us, bactadigtribution isthe
issuelurking in the depths.™

The Bothan'sfur rippled. "Thereisindeed much to dis-

cuss on the matter of bacta distribution. With the supply we



now have, | think it should be possibleto create centersfor
preventative therapy to stop the spread of the virus. My peo-
pletel methat an hour's mist therapy per week should be
aufficient to destroy the virus before it has a chance to incu-
bate. Creating centers that would alow that much treatment
would go along way toward quelling the fear that has
gripped thisworld."

Leiafrowned. "I've seen no such reports concerning mist

therapy. Thereview of the data we captured from Genera
Derricote's|ab does not show evidence of any testing in that
regard. In fact, the only datathe Imperias had on the Krytos
virus showed massive amounts of bactawould be required to
cure patients-having the effect of draining our supplies of
bacta. Thereis no reason to suppose creeting the centers you
advocate would do anything but waste more bacta.”

"Ah, Leia, | would have expected more compassion
froinyou." Fey'lyaglanced down at her. "If it were humans
who were dropping dead of this plague, you would be the
first to advocate creation of these centers.”

Leiasdark eyesflashed coldly. "And you think | do not
support your plan because it would save non-humans?’

"I would like to think better of you, but | know you

have various congtituenciesto worry about. Like Admira
Ackbar, you would like to see some of the bacta reserved for
use by our military. | understand this, for saving the lives of
our vdiant warriorsis certainly commendable. | fear, how-
ever, your hedge against the unseen means there are count-
lessindividuadswho might sicken and die and never get a
chance to enter the military and fight for their freedom.”
Doman Berussraised ahand. "1 think, Councilor

Fey'lya, you do Princess Leiaand every other human member
of the Council adisservice by even hinting that opposition to
your planisbased on an anti-dien bias"

"All, but even you are prey toit, Councilor Beruss. You

refer to us as 'alien’ and the Princess called us 'non-human.’
Why are we defined by you and in comparison to you? Hu-
manity certainly has contributed much to the Rebellion, but

it did so because the Empire had done dl it could to suppress
and subjugate the speciesit saw as harmful and aberrant.
Humans--being those who learned their trade at the hands

of our Imperiad masters--were the only people capable of
taking aleadership rolein the actual Rebellion. Therest of us
contributed as we could, and made great contributions--
contributions that |ed to the successful conclusion of tile ma-
jor campaignsin the Rebelion.

"I do not accuse you of being wholly unfeding, but |

think your perspective in this matter is colnpromised.”



Fey'lya smoothed the fur on the top of hishead. "I believe
the matter of bacta distribution is one that should be decided
by those of uswhose people are prey to the virus."

Ackbar rose from his chair and dapped a hand against

the table top. "In that case, Councilor Fey'lya, you will dso
be required to recuse yoursdf from any decisonsin this mat-
ter”

"What?"

"Thereisno known case of any Bothan being afflicted

with the disease.” | have no doubt | ceheart wanted you
Bothansto survive so you could help split the Alliance. ™ _ul-
lustans and Shistavanens have been infected, leaving open
the very red possibility that WWookiees could find themselves
susceptible to the virus. Quarren have died fromiit, leaving
the Mon Calamari population vulnerable. | have heard of no
Elom who have becomeill, but Twi'lek, Gamorrean, and
Trandoshan populations have, so the possibility of thedis-
ease jumping to the Elom is not out of the question.”

The Bothan's fur rose on head and shoulders, but

Ackbar ignored the signs of Fey'lyas anger. "Moreover,
from apublic hedth slandpoint, your plan of therapy centers
ismoreof arisk than itisahdp. Thefacilities you suggest
would call for vast numbers of people congregatingill an
environment where contact with infectiousfluidsis not diffi-
cult toimagine. And, even if there were studiesto show bacta
mist did kill the virus, using it cardlesdy promotes the chance
of abacta-resstant strain of the virus being passed among
people who believe they are being protected fromit. If sucha
strain does appear, we will be powerless to stop the plague
from destroying the gdaxy."

The Bothan kept hisvoice low. "What, pray do tell,

would you suggest, then?"

"Firgt and foremost, we secure the water supply. We

have evidence to suggest the virus was introduced into the
planetary water supply, and for al we know, there are pock-
etsof virusfrozen in the glaciersjust waiting to be melted
before they become virulent again. Second, we continue the
intensive therapy to control and cure those populaions we
know areinfected. It isimportant to note here, | think, that

human medtechs have been tirdessin caring for victims of
the virus. Their immunity to the disease certainly meansthey
have lessto fear than others, but that immunity in no way
makesit incumbent upon them to help out the way they
have™

Ackbar held ahand up. "Third and final, we need to

deal with the black market. The rumors of asupply of bacta



arriving on Coruscant have depressed the prices, but esti-
mates of how much we got from Zsinj are grosdy high.
When the truth comes out, priceswill beginto rise, and sdll-
ing off portions of the supply will become very attractive. If
we don't have our supply depleted through profiteering, we
stand agood chance of buying enough time to obtain more
bactafrom Thyferraand solving our problem once and for
al. If not, we will find oursalves bankrupt and dying of the
virus"

The Bothan opened his hands. " So you think we should

just continue to proceed in the manner in which we have
gone about things so far?'

"No, by no means." Ackbar looked around the room

and then up at the migting system. "We argue here whether
bacta-migt therapy has any vaue, yet we have asystemin-
ddled hereto protect us. All of us, including the humans,
know affluent members of our populations have purchased
bacta on the black market to usein their own preventative
therapy. And, | have no doubt, people have cometo you
sincethe news of our victory hasleaked out, asking you to
procure bactafor them. Whilel know none of uswould
agree to such athing, the perception that we might, and that
thereis specia treatment for some selected folks going on, is
onethat will heighten the panic our people arefeding.”

San Tevv sniffed. "Thisvirusis more than panic,

Ackbar. Itisred and deadly."

"Agreed, but our actions make it deadlier till. If one
person believesthereis no hope for himsdlf, that there will be
no cure when he needsit, he might not seek trestment. A
day'sdelay not only can cost him hislife, but caninfect his
family and friends. Thefact isthat if we project theimage

that saysthe virus can and will be defeated, everyone will do
what they can to defest it."

Lelasmiled. "It'sthe same morae-building technique

that kept us going during the dark days after DerralV and
Hoth."

The black-furred Wookiee councilor's bark flowed into
amurmur, and Leias gold protocol droid trandated. "Am-
bassador Kerrithrarr suggests treeting the virus as an enemy
againgt which everyoneisenlisted. With discipline and direc-
tion the spread can be miniredized.”

Ackbar nodded at the Wookiee. "An apt anaogy.”

Borsk Fey'lyas eyes narrowed. " A military modd might
well be sufficient to ded with t he virus, but do you suggest
we useit to curtail black market trading? Having storm-
troopers breaking into private homesto deprive people of
bacta supplieswill hardly endear usto our people.”

Mon Mothmashook her head. "No such thing isadvo-
cated. Generd Cracken isdevoting a certain amount of his
energy to this problem, and isworking to put the New Re-



public Security Force together. The NRSF will replace the old
Imperia Sector Ranger force, and is meant to be alaw en-
forcement and counter-insurgency force. It will be sometime
before the force will be ready to administer al that needsto
be dedlt with here, but we have an offer for degling with our
law enforcement needsin theinterim.”

Mon Mothmaused her comlink. "Please send Vorruin.”
Ackbar saw the hackles go up on Fey'lyaand fdt his

own flesh crawl. The doors to the chamber opened, and
through them waked asmall human with athick head of
white hair. From his size, which was not that big, evenfor a
human, he could have easily been dismissed asbenign, yet a
warrior'singinct told Ackbar that was just animage VVorru
sought to project.

He'd met the man once before, when Hiry Vorru, then

an Imperid Moff, had been aguest of Tarkin. The two men
were physica opposites, but so alike in temperament and
spirit that Ackbar had wished they would turn on each other
and destroy one another. That didn't happen, though cir-
cumstances soon conspired to get Vorru sentenced to Kessd,

where he had remained until he had been freed and returned
to Cornscant as part of the Rebel operation to take the
planet.

Vorru looked up and Ackbar read pure cunning in his

dark eyes. | thank you for seeing me, esteemed Councilors. |
thank you for my freedom. | find myself in apostion to
repay the debt | owe you."

Leidshead came up. "Y ou don't consider your part in

the liberation of Cornscant to have canceled that debt?

"If thetruth betold, PrincessLea, | do not." Vorru

diflened formally, then bowed his head. "The liberation of
the planet would have been accomplished more smoothly
and efficiently if not for the treacherous behavior of one of
my lieutenants. While | did not know Zekka Thyne was
working for Imperid Intelligence agents, | must accept re-
sponsibility for hisactions. In effect, the liberation proceeded
without my help, so my debt to you remains.”

A pained expression passed over hisface. "Y ou brought

me herein the hopethat | could revive Black Sun and turn it
into aforce that would aid the effort to take Cornscant from
the Empire. | did what | could, but the fact isthat the Impe-
rid effort to expunge the remnants of Xizor's organization
were asruthlesdy efficient asonly Darth Vader's vengeance
could be. What little of the leadership remained was de-
stroyed in internecine battling. When | arrived here there was
apaucity of leadership and an insufficient amount of timeto
once again establish control over the various factions present



on Cornscant. Durga the Hutt and othersresist unification,
s0 Black Suniseffectively dead.”

Ackbar sat back in hischair. "I would have expected
more regret in your voice at that pronouncement.”

Vorru shrugged. "Black Sun was Xizor's dream, not
mine"

Fey'lyafolded hisarms across his chest and remained
ganding. "And your dreamis. .. ?"

"Freedom, the same as your dream.” Vorru smiled.

"The Empiretreated criminas the same way it treated you
Rebdls. With the Empire's grip broken, you Rebels have be-
come the New Republic and have gained legitimacy. The

criminaswho have long been repressed by the Empire are
not dl evil, but many have been trapped in acycle of lawless-
ness precisaly because they knew they could expect no mercy
from the Empire. While they were not Rebdls, they were no
lessvictimsof Imperid represson.

"To bring things to the point quickly, we no longer wish

to be treated as criminas. We want a chanceto gain legiti-
meacy and lead normd lives. For thiswe redize we need to
offer you something of vaue, and so we shall. We know the
ways of the black market. We know how to disrupt it and
break it. We know the ways of criminas and how to disrupt
their activities. We know the underworld of Cornscant and
we know how to bring to justice those you want to punish.”
Doman Beruss stared at Vorru. 'Y ou want usto make

you the Commissioner of the Cornscant Congtabulary?'

"I do not think you that foolish, Doman Beruss. | knew

your father and mother and | know you cannot be easily
deceived." A amile camereadily to Vorru'sface--asmile
Ackbar did not trust. "What | want isfor my peopleto be
alowed to adminigter thelaw in the underworld here. Y our
Security Force will have more than enough to do with the
areas of Cornscant where you can project power. We aready
have various off-world populations forming their own mili-
tiasand civil defense corps, so why not tolerate asmilar
force created out of my people?”

Mon Mothmaarched an eyebrow at Vorru. "Very few
others have as colorful ahistory asyou do, Hiry Vorru."
"But some of those who have equally notorious back-
grounds are continuing in service to the government, though
the leadership and philosophy have changed.”

Ackbar dowly nodded. Theredlities of governing avast
panoply of worlds necessitated using the Imperia govern-
mental gpparatus to maintain communication and order.
While awholesale replacement of the bureaucracy would
have been ided, the fact wasthat, just asthe Rebe military
had relied on people with Imperia training, so the govern-
ment was being forced to rely on clerks and administrators
who hed faithfully served the Empire until it fdll. While most



of these people had an dlegianceto their jobs and not to the

government, the tacit clemency granted to them in return for
continuing to work did not st well with many of the Rebels.
Fliry Vorru presented an interesting case. He had di-

rectly contributed to the winning of Coruscant. While he
underplayed his contribution, Vorru could easly have turned
Rogue Squadron over to the Imperials, preventing the Rebel
conguest of the planet. His support, despite the betrayd of
subordinates, had facilitated the Rebd victory, making him a
vauebledly.

And hisrequest of usisan dly's request for trust.

Ackbar half-closed hiseyes. Vorru's request dso made sense
from apurely pragmatic position. While Cracken'slaw en-
forcement organization would soon be functioning fully, it
would never have been as effective in the underworld as
Vorruwould be. The Pd patine Counter-insurgency Front,
black marketeering, and a dozen other problems needed at-
tention on Coruscant, and yet Cracken till needed to attend
to intelligence mattersinvolving Warlord Zsinj and Y sanne
Isard, wherever shewas.

Vorru' opened his hands. "The question | place before

you isthiswill you grant me and my people the trust we

have earned?'

Leas eyes hardened. "The Empire was a common en-
emy we had between us, hence our dliance. In acting against
them you have earned trust, but | suspect you see the account
more fully than we do."

"Thisistrue, Leig, but Vorru's point iswell taken.”

Mon Mothma pressed her hands gently against the table top.
"Thefight againgt the Empireistruly what bound the Alli-
ance together. We must build on that basic level of trust if we
expect the Republic to thrive. Aslong as Hiry Vorru's people
are willing to abide by the conduct standards we set for our
law enforcement and militiaforces, they will remainwithin
the bounds of our trugt. If they step outside those guidelines,
they will be outside their lawful duty and will be dedit with
inasuitable manner.”

"Youwill find meamog ableand loyd servant inthis

meatter, Mon Mothma."

"Sol trust, Firy Vorru."

"Sowemust al trugt,” Ackbar murmured.

Something dark flashed through Vorru'seyesashe

turned toward the Mon Cdamari. "'l would have thought
you above veiled threats, Admird Ackbar.”

"I am above them." Ackbar's mouth dropped openina
Mon Cdamari grin. "l merely meant that we must take your



word concerning your loyalty because your previous masters
ared| dead, and the greatest of them through our efforts. If
you choose to read athresat in that set of facts, | cannot stop
you from doing s0."

"Butif | get out of hand you will destroy me?”

"You have earned trust.” Ackbar leaned forward and

gave Vorru awall-eyed stare. " Spend it unwisdly and | will
do what | must to settle your account.”

12

All the whilein the back of the grav-cab, Wedgetried to
puzzle out what Mirax had found on the Pulsar Skate that
could threaten the Alliance. With anyone else Wedge would
have made an dlowance for hyperbole, but Mirax had never
been prone to melodrama. In fact, she tendsto seeissuesand
emergenciesrather clearly.

Wedge shivered. Once before the Ashern rebels of
Thyferrahad inserted avirusinto bacta shipmentsthat in-
duced an dlergy to bactain those who were treated with it.
This, in effect, left them without trestment for awhole host
of ills. If Mirax possessed evidence that the batch of bacta
golen from Zsnj had been smilarly contaminated, not only
would it doom millions of people to die from the Krytos
virus, but the withdrawa of the bacta from the health ser-
vices system on Coruscant would spark riots that would kill
many more people.

That would surdly rip the Alliance gpart. Non-humans
would say that the bacta was being hoarded for use by hu-
mansin case the Krytos virus jumped species and began to
kill them. Humanswould aso be blamed if non-humans
were hurt or killed by the contaminated bacta, and any at-
tempt to blame the contamination on the Ashern re bels

would be decried as false and part of ahuman conspiracy,
snceit waswell known that the Zdtin and Xucphra com-
bineswere run by humans.

Let it be anything e se but bad bacta.

Wedge had the droid flying the cab let him off three

blocks and two levels from the hangar where Mirax kept the
Pulsar Skate. While he wanted to get there as quickly as
possible, the urgency in her voice kindled adesre for caution
in him. He'd learned alot from Mirax's father, Booster Ter-
rik, about the need for caution, especidly a those times
when events seemed to be moving too fast to alow any de-
lay. Wedge regretted the lack of asidearm, but he did have a
comlink and took a moment to preset it to the squadron's

emergency frequency.



Heforced himself to dow down as he wandered toward
the hangar. He stopped to look at the holographic displays
Set in shop windows or to read the latest news asit sped past
on the omnipresent news-scrolls. With each stop he looked
around and tried to spot anyone paying over much attention
to his presence. He saw no signs he was being followed, but
took the added precaution of wandering into atapcaf, going
out through the lower level, then coming back up and head-
ing to the hangar.

At the door Wedge announced himself. The computer

got agood voiceprint match, then opened the door. Wedge
stepped through into the security lock area. After the door
closed behind him, another door in front of him opened up
and dlowed him into the hangar itsdif.

A smile dowly spread across hisface as he looked at the
Pulsar Skate. The modified Baudo-class yacht had the overall
shape of abroad-bladed dagger. The twin engines at the aft
formed an abbreviated hilt. The broadest parts of the blade
curved down to form gentle wingsthat swept upto a
rounded prow. The ship very much did resemble the Corel -
lian deep-sea skate for which it was named. It had sailed
through alot of parsecs between thetimeits hull wasfirst
welded and its current presence on Coruscant.

He quickly crossed the darkened hangar floor and made
hisway up the loading ramp. At the top of the gangway he

nodded to Liat Tsayv. The Sullustan returned the nod with-
out comment, and raised the muzzle of hisblaster carbine
enough so Wedge could pass unmenaced. The normally
voluble Sullustan's grim silence gave Wedge a measure of
how serious Mirax thought the Stuation was and filled him
with asense of dread.

He made hisway past the galley and crew loungeto the
hold. The hatch stood open, and through it he could see
Mirax stting on aduraplast crate. She looked well, though
she till wore her brown hair in along braid that she doubled
up and fastened at the back of her head. She'd started wear-
ing her hair that way since Corran's death and Wedge re-
membered her having done the same thing when her father
had first been sent away to Kessdl. That's Mirax being seri-
ous and remote, wailing her fedlings off so she doesn't have
to deal with the pain.

A snglered light provided dl theillumination for the

hold, yet it did little more than illuminate a two-meter-wide
globewithin which Mirax sat. Everything eseremainedin
shadow, yet from the way Mirax looked out into the dark-
ness, Wedge could tell something alive lurked there,

A cold chill shot down his spine, and al manner of irra-



tiona thoughts exploded in hisbrain. He paused in the
hatchway and stared out into the blackness, trying to see
what captivated Mirax's attention. He thought he saw red
light glint off arounded black dome, which he trand ated
into Darth VVader's helmet. No, he'sdead. It can't be him
agan.

Wedge amiled at Mirax. "I'm here. How are you do-

ing?"

"I'm holding it together, Wedge, redly.” Her tone

matched the hopeful nature of her words, giving Wedge rea
sonto fed dightly relieved. "Thanksfor getting here so fast.
| don't know who else could help mewith this, but it turns
out you were their choice anyway."

Mirax gestured off into the darkest part of the hold.
"Wedge Antilles, thisis Qlaern Hirf, aVratix native of
Thyferraand aproud member of the Ashern Circle.”

"The honor is ours, Commander Antilles.” Thevoice

from the shadows came deep and dedliberate. Wedge heard
his name pronounced with respectful precision; the hard
sounds--the C in Wedge'stitle and the t in his name--were
dightly abbreviated, asif snagpped instead of spoken. Ooryl
Qrygg, the squadron’'s Gand, produced similar sounds when
he spoke, though even bringing to mind theimage of the
exoskeletoned pilot did not fully prepare Wedge for hisfirst
gght of the Vrdix.

Qlaern moved from the shadows and into the circle of

light dowly and benignly. Theinsectoid creature's head fea
tured two bulging compound eyes, and Wedge redlized it was
light reflected from one of these that hisimagination had
transformed into Vader's headgear. The Vratix's bent anten-
nae dangled over itstriangular face, and its curved mandibles
remained pressed one againgt the other.

The Vratix's stak-like neck broadened into acylindrica
thorax and abdomen. Thefirgt of three pairs of limbs, which
hung from the point where the neck joined the thorax, con-
ssted of two trifold arms that ended in three long, delicate
fingers and athicker thumb, and sprouted stout hook-claws
from the middle arm segment. The second and third sets of
limbswerelegs, yet they were mismatched. Themiddlelegs
connected with the body below what would have been the
ribs on ahuman. Longer and far more powerfully built than
the other pair of legs, their configuration led Wedge to imag-
inethe Vratix capable of great legps and savage kicksin
combat. Thelast pair of limbswere certainly more than ves-
tigid, serving asthey did to keep the Vratix's abdomen from
dragging on the ground, but they reminded Wedge of little
more than the landing gear on an X-wing useful to have
when you need them, but built to be tucked away when work
had to be done.

The Vratix body appeared to have auniformly grey



color toit, but Wedge put that down to the lack of light in

the hold. The claws on its forearms were black, but with
lighter flecks, which led Wedge to believe the black color was
cosmetically applied, not something native to the cresture
itdf.

" am pleased to meet you, Qlaern Hirf." Wedge smiled

and extended a hand toward the Vratix.

Qlaern'shand camein toward Wedge's, then moved

past it and came up. The Vratix brushed itsfingers over
Wedge'sface. The creature's flesh, which Wedge expected to
be cold and hard like armor, was dry and warm. While he
could fed the solidity of the exoskeleton benegth it, the scaly
texture of the skin covering the Vratix somehow made the
creature seem less dien to Wedge.

Mirax reached out and brushed ahand over the flesh of
Qlaern'sright foreknee. "The Vratix find both sound and
vision to be deceptive senses. As Qlaern reportsit, both sight
and sound are things that are of the past the moment you
perceive them. Only touch reportsinformation that is con-
current with the gethering.”

"Interesting perspective.” Wedge shifted hishand

around to grip the Vratix's arm above the curved spikes.
"Qlaern, you are the Ashern agent who tipped usto the
presence of the bactathat Zsinj had captured?”

"We are responsiblefor that occurrence.” Qlaern tilted

his head to theright and then theleft. "Wewould have
preferred to transfer the bacta directly to you, but thiswas
not possible. Our affluenceis not such that we could present
our gift in the manner we wished."

Wedge frowned. "1 am not certain | understand what

you are saying."

Mirax scooted over on the crate. " Sit down, Wedge.

This gets complicated.”

Wedge sat beside her. "Am | going to like this?'

"Partsof it, sure." Mirax smiled weekly at him. "At

leedt, | think you will."

Qlaern spread hisfordegs dightly to bring hisface down

to their level. "Y ou know of our world."

"Some. Thyferraisaworld in the Polith system, quite
temperate in nature and an excellent world for agriculture.
Thyferrais where bactais produced and distributed by Zd-
tin and Xucphra, the two corporations that have amonopoly
on the bacta trade. The corporations are decidedly feudd in

nature, with humans de facto governing aworld where the
Vrdix arethe mgority."
The Vratix's head bobbed on the end of its neck. "Good.



Not as much as shewho isMirax knows, but good.”
"Please, tell mewhat | do not know."

"We haveinsufficient timefor that, wethink." Qlaern's

head craned back as a sibilant hississued from its mouth.
Wedge looked at Mirax. "Sarcasm? A laugh?'

"l think 0."

"Forgive us, but o many timeswe find humans say
thingsthey do not mean.”

"Ah, then tell mewhat you believe | need to know."

"Much better." The Vratix settled ahand on Wedge's

knee. "The healing properties of bactawere discovered dur-
ing the days of the Old Republic. It was apparent to al that
bactawas amiracle cure for many ailmentsand infirmities.
The corporations which now control Thyferraand bacta
made narrow profits, but made them on awider range of
sdes. They st up many satdlite manufacturing centers, dl
under license, dl with Vratix verachen overseeing thefind
processes no matter where they took place. The thought then
was to beat competition by producing better bactafor less
than anyone ese could.”

"Y ou mean there once was competition for the bacta
market?'

"For more time than there has not been, but dl of it

before you were born. The Clone Wars made one thing abun-
dantly clear--asupply of bactacould hea even the most
grievoudy wounded soldiers and render them receptive to
mechanica replacement limbs. Thismeant they could return
to combet, saving the military the cost of training new war-
riors. Asapilot you know how much expense goesinto
training, so the saving isclear.”

"And | know many apilot, mysdf included, who owes
hislife to bactatherapy.”

"Soitis" Qlaern nodded solemnly. "The Emperor de-
cided that the only group that should have a guaranteed
supply of bactawas his military. He systematicaly sup-

pressed small manufacturers of bactain favor of Zatin and
Xucphra. They redlized greater profits by letting the market-
place set the price and utilized Imperia soldiersto wipe out
independent growers and to round up dl the verachen to
return them to Thyferra.”

Wedge frowned. "Twice now you have used the word
'verachen.”

"We are verachen." Qlaern tapped his free hand against
histhorax. "Bactais an organic product made through the
blending of alazhi with kavare. Kavam isitsdf acompound
made of other ingredients. Alazhi, becauseit isgrown, comes
in various potencies depending upon location, soil content,



rainfall, and even spontaneous mutation. \Verachen oversee
the proper combination of these componentsinto the bacta.
Each lot has aminimum potency, but sometimesthe bacta
will be most potent and work extremely well. Suchisthe
batch we have presented to you as our gift."

"Gift?" Wedge placed his hand atop Qlaern's hand.

"Please do not think me dense, but there are some things you
say asif you expect meto aready understand them.”
"Forgive us. We have been foolish.”

"That's partidly my fault, Wedge." Mirax added her

hand to the pile on Wedge's knee. "The Vratix are not ex-
actly ahive mind, but there does appear to be surface
thought exchange among Vratix who spend alot of timein
close proximity to one another. The reason 'verachen' is plu-
ra istha while Qlaern here might be the supervisor in
charge of abatch process, Qlaern will have subordinates
who act dmost as remotes, reporting back and receiving or-
derson asubsensory level of some sort. Qlaern may have
been under the impression. you and | smilarly shared
thoughts."

"So you know what he's talking about?'

"I think so--and, actualy, Qlaernisnot ahe per se. The
Vratix can both father and bear young, depending upon
gagesinther life cycle, which | guessisrather long.” She
inclined her head toward the Vratix. "When it speaks of the
Clone Wars, it's speaking from life experience.”

"Huh?' Wedge smiled. " So, will you clear up thisgift

thing for me?"

"Sure, if you don't mind, Qlaern.”

"Weare grateful for your aid.”

Mirax drew in adeep breath. "The Vratix have made

you agift of the bactaand dl that entails.” "Why me?"
Qlaern's antennae twitched. ™Y our fame has made you
known to us. Y ou are known as afair and wise man who
vauesloydty. Thiswevdueaswdl."

Wedge's eyes narrowed. "I appreciate that, but | ill

don't understand. What'sin thisfor the Vratix?"

The Vratix inclined its head toward Mirax. “Thisyou

must explain, for you will do it better than we will."

Mirax nodded, then took another deep breath. “The
Vratix are giving this bactato you because they want you,
Wedge Antilles, to represent them before the Provisona
Council. They want to join the New Republic.”

"What?' Wedge's surprise at being asked to represent

the Vratix immediately faded beneath asense of disagter.
Thyferrawas the sole supplier of bacta, but the world had
Seadfastly remained neutrd in the civil war. Everyone be-
lieved that thiswas so they could gouge both the Empire and
the Alliance, thus enriching themsalves while thewar raged.
To keep Thyferrahappy, the Alliance had even inducted two



of its human residents-one from a Zdtin family and the
other from a Xucphrafamily--into Rogue Squadron. Bror
Jace, the pilot representing the Zaltin corporation, had been
killed fighting againgt the Empire. Erig Dlarit, the other
Thyferran, ill flew with the squadron, and viewed the
Ashern as murdering terrorist mongters.

And theresthe problem. If the New Republic granted

the Ashern any sort of status, the Thyferran government
would react harshly and swiftly. Any hope of getting bacta
from the cartel--no matter how successful Eris's backdoor
effortsin that regard might be--would die quickly and horri-
bly. If the bacta supply dried up, the Krytos viruswould
ravage Coruscant and, quite likely, spread to other worlds
and kill billions of individuds.

If | refusetherequest . . . then what? Wedge looked

up a Qlaern. "The bacta you made available to us, there's
nothing wrong with it, isthere? We're not in asituation
where you haveto mix something elseinfor it to be effective,
such that if | refuse your request, the bactawill be usdlessor
harmful, arewe?'

Qlaern's mandibles clicked open and shut again. "There

was once a case Where verachen fouled a batch of bacta. Tile
reasons for that action were sound. The results of that action
were unacceptable. The Vratix ask for your help, but cannot
do so at the expense of your people. The bacta, itisagift to
you. Soisthisverachen." "What?'

"We have come here to Coruscant because we know you
cannot jeopardize your people by taking up our cause. As
verachen we have ways and means to mix up more than just
bacta, or to make bacta more effective. We are hereto learn
of thisKrytosvirusand to sopit." "But thisvirus could kill you.
Qlaern shrugged. "Gredt risk is necessary to defeat great
evil. You know this

Wedge dowly smiled. "That | do. Y our offer impresses

me, but | cannot act alonein this. | have peopleto whom |
must spesk.”

Mirax raised an eyebrow. "Not the Council, right?"

"No, not the Council, not right off. | only redlly have

one choice Genera Cracken. If word of Qlaern's presence
getsout, or Eris catcheswind of the Vratix working with us,
Thyferrawill hear about it quickly and well be stuck.
Cracken can provide security and whatever resources Qlaern
will need to do thejob."

Mirax smiled. "And it might distract him from perse-

cuting Tycho."

"It might do that, indeed.”

The Vratix hissed sharply. "It is a beneficent bam that
soothes more than one wound."

"Agreed." Wedge stood and clapped the Vratix on both



shoulders. Tm glad you're here, Qlaern Hirf, because

there're plenty of woundsto be found, and decidedly little
soothing going on. If you can do anything--anything more
than you've dready done--to stop the Krytos virus, HI
gladly represent you before the Council and, if need be, even
take your caseto Thyferraitsdlf.”

Nawara hit a couple of keyson his datapad, caling up

the deposition Pash had given him earlier. Helet hiseyes
track over the Rylothean script, but did so only to cover his
surprise at Ettyk's choice of lead witness. He had fully ex-
pected her to start with IellaWessiri or General Cracken to
establish a connection between Tycho and Imperid Intdlli-
gence. Instead, by calling Pash firgt, she appeared to want to
firmly set up Tycho's having the motive, means, and oppor-
tunity for killing Corran, then work backward into the larger
treason picture.

| should have seen that coming. Since the greet public

hue and cry about the case had pushed the treason angle,
that was the vector held expected Ettyk to take in presenting
her case. Hed thought she'd establish the treason, then show
that Corran's murder was necessitated to cover the treason.
By coming at it the other way around and establishing the
murder, she got treason by implication, and al the evidence
she presented after that just went to bolster afact she had
previoudy proved.

"This pitches our defenseinto the Bright Lands,” mut-

tered Nawara.

Tycho leaned over toward him as Pash stepped into the
witness box and was sworn in. "What do you mean?"
"Thereisample circumstantia evidence to show you

killed Corran. Emtrey could convince ajury of droid-haters
that you certainly could havekilled Corran. | could bafflea
jury by pointing out how many others could have done the
job, but the Tribunal is going to betough." Nawara nar-
rowed hispink eyes. "l had hoped wed have to fight over
treason first, sinceit'saweaker charge, but well have to deal
with thisfirg."

Tycho gave Nawara a confident smile. "You'll get me

out of this"

“Twill."

Ettyk moved out from behind the prosecution table with

the supple ease of ataopari saking prey. "Lieutenant
Cracken, your service record has already been agppended to
the transcripts of thistria, so | will not ask for arecitation of



your numerous citations and awards won in service to the

Alliance. | would, however, like you to think back to the
eventsthat led up to the night when Coruscant fell to our
forces. Canyou do that?'

"Yes." Pash nodded and alock of red hair curled down
over hisforehead.

"Good." Ettyk gave him apolite smile. "Wherewere

you at that time?'

"Here, on Coruscant.”

"And you were present on Coruscant as part of an as-
sgnment given to Rogue Squadron?”

Yes'

"Did that assgnment include orders that posted Captain
Celchu to Coruscant?"

Pash shook his head. "1 only know my ordersfor the
assgnment, Commander. My orders contained nothing that
referred to Captain Celchu.”

"S0, a thetime you left your baseto travel to Corus-

cant, you expected Captain Celchu to be where?"
"Objection!" Nawarastood. "The question isirrelevant

and the prosecution has provided no foundation to show the
witness could answer it."

Admirad Ackbar nodded dowly. "Sustained on therele-
vance grounds. Lieutenant Cracken's expectations are imma-
terid, Commander Ettyk." "Yes, Admird."

"And you, Counsdlor Ven, need not stack objecti ons.
Well take them asthey comein, shal we?"

Nawara nodded. "1 gppreciate the court's admonition

and | shal remember it." He returned to his seat and forced
himsdf to bresthe dowly. Y ou aren't going to win this case
with the first witness. Be careful but not so eager.
"Lieutenant Cracken, there came a point during the op-
eration here on Coruscant in which the squadron'’s personnel
were drawn together, correct?’

Yes"

"And Captain Celchu was not among those people, cor-
rect?"

"Hewas not there, no."

"But there was news of him, wasthere not?"

Pash leaned back in the witness chair. "Yes."

"One report was that an attack by Warlord Zsinj on the
base at Noquivzor had hit Rogue Squadron's saff hard and
that Tycho Celchu was among the missing.”

"y et

"Who ddlivered that report?’

"Commander Antilles.



"After hearing that report, you believed what about

Captain Cechu?'

Pash glanced down at hishands. "I thought he was

dead. He waslisted as 'missing in action, but you learn that
really means 'dead, and we don't have enough pieces|eft to
fill athimble, so we can't proveit.’ | expected we'd get con-
firmation of hisdegth fairly quickly.”

Ettyk gathered her hands at the small of her back.

"There was another story told about Captain Celchu, yes?'
v

"Who told that story?”

"Lieutenant Horn."

"What did Lieutenant Horn say about Captain

Cdchu?'

"Objection, hearsay.”

"Exception, Admira The statement Lieutenant Cracken
will relate wastold againgt Lieutenant Horn's best interet.”
"What?' NawaraVen's jaw dropped open. "How is

what Corran said about the defendant going to be against
Corran's best interest?'

Ettyk smiled. "Lieutenant Horn prided himsdlf on his
observationd skills, and when he related the story of what he
had seen, he made it into a sdf-depreciating tae. Given his
position of authority in the squadron, thiswas againgt his
best interest.”

"Admird, that is agross misuse of the hearsay excep-

tion."”

"Y ou won't be able to keep the story out--Commander
Antillesfiled it as part of areport concerning the operation
here on Coruscant.”

Nawaraslip curled back in asnarl and gave Ettyk a

view of his sharpened teeth. "If you want to bring that story

in, by dl means, lay the proper foundation and call your
witnessesin order.” Y ou may indeed succeed in bringing this
suff in, but I'm going to make you work for it.

Admira Ackbar leaned over and consulted with General
Madine for amoment, then straightened up and nodded.
"The objectionisoverruled.”

Nawarafdt hislekku twitch. "Admird, thisleavesme
groundsfor an apped.”

"It may indeed, Counsdor Ven, but the ruling stands.”
Ackbar pointed toward the witness. "Lieutenant Cracken,
you will tell the court what Corran Horn said, as best asyou
can remember.”

Pash nodded as afrown gathered on hisface. "Corran

said held seen Tycho on Coruscant on the same day Warlord
Z3nj hit Noquivzor."

"And what did he say Captain Celchu had been doing

when he saw him?'

"Taking with someonein acantina.”



"Who was he speaking with?"

"Objection. The question calsfor aconclusion based on
factsnot in evidence.”

"Please, Commander, rephrase your question.”

"Yes, Admira." Ettyk glanced back at Nawarafor a
moment, then looked over a Pash. "Whom did Lieutenant
Horn say he saw in conversation with Captain Celchu?!
"He said it was Kirtan Loor, but--"

"That's quite enough, Lieutenant, thank you."

"Bt

Admira Ackbar |ooked down from the bench at Pash.
"I'm certain Counsdor Ven will alow you to finish your
answer under cross-examination.” "Yes, gr."

"Now, Lieutenant, | want you to recal when it was that
you saw Captain Celchu after the report of his death.”
"Three weeks ago. He showed up and saved usfrom
gormiestrying tokill us™”

"Did his presence cause you to reeva uate Lieutenant
Horn's story?"

"No, | don't think so."

"No?' Ettyk's expression sharpened. "Y ou had been

told Captain Celchu was dead, then you saw him again. You
learned he had, in fact, been on Coruscant at thetime Horn
said held seen him. Did that not give you cause to wonder
about what Horn had seen?”’

"Thingswere very busy a thetime. Desperate. | was

given orders. | didn't think about things | didn't haveto

think about.”

"Not even abit? Not even when your ordersincluded

taking precautions to keep atraitor in your midst from get-
ting information out to Imperia sources?' "That was normd for acovert op.”
"But you had to wonder if there wasn't redlly atraitor in
your midst, correct?' "No."

"No?" Ettyk's head came up. "Y oure afriend of Cap-

tain Celchu's, aren't you?"

Pash hesitated. "I'm in his squadron. | know him. |

know what he's done. HE's saved my life.”

"And you think you owe him something?'

"l said he saved my life”

"And you don't want to be testifying here againgt him,
doyou?'

"No." The response came emphatic and strong.

"And, infact, | had to compel your testimony with a
subpoena, didn't 17"

"Yes"

The prosecutor looked up at the Tribund. "I'd like per-
mission to treat thiswitness as hosgtile.” Nawarawinced. "Not good.”



"Why not?' Tycho asked in awhisper.

"In direct testimony the questions are supposed to be

open and nonleading. On cross-examination you get to lead
the witness toward the answers you want." Nawara
scratched at histhroat. "A witnesswho isforced to answer
questions always |leaves the impression he's covering some-
thing up, so it makes even innocent things seem condemning.
Pash istrying to do my job for me, but he'sjust making it
tougher.”

Ackbar waved a hand toward Ettyk. "Permissonis

granted to treat Lieutenant Cracken as hogtile.”

"Thank you, Admird." Ettyk smiled. "Now yourea

smart man, Lieutenant Cracken. Y ou attended the Imperia
Military Academy under afdseidentity your father created
for you, correct?'

"y es"

"And the operation that took you to Coruscant involved
your arriving under afaseidentity, correct?"

Y es"

"So you have some understanding of what it takesto
operate covertly in ahogtile environment, just as any spy
would, correct?' "Yes"

"It would be naturd for asmart man likeyou to use

what you had learned to try to check and seeif you could
detect any signs of aspy in your midst, correct?" "It would seem that way."
"It redlly wasthat way, wasnt it, Lieutenant?' Hala

Ettyk opened her hands. ™Y ou certainly found yoursdlf eval-
uating people and trying to decide how much you could trust
them, yes?'

Pash's frown deepened. "Yes."

"And Captain Cdchu figured high on your list of sus-

pect individuals, didn't he?"

"On ascde of onetoinfinity he ranked about afive."

"But that was higher than anyone else there, correct?

"Y ou're making it sound wrong.”

"I movefor the answer to be stricken as nonresponsve.”
"So ordered.” Ackbar again looked down at Pash. "Just
answer the questions, Lieutenant.”

"The ranking you gave Captain Celchu was higher than
anyone elsgsranking, wasn't it, Lieutenant?' Pash nodded reluctantly. "Y es."
"Thank you. Now, on the night, two weeks ago, you

were preparing to fly amission that would aid in our con-
quest of Coruscant.”

Yes"

"What wasthat misson?'

"Fiveof usweregoing to fly cover for therest of the



squadron asthey tried to bring the planetary shields down.”
"To do that you needed fighters, correct?'

Vs

"And you had them?"

Yes"

"Where did they comefrom?’

Pash took in a deep breath and exhaled dowly. "Cap-

tain Celchu had purchased them during histime here on
Coruscant.”

"And he had even flown amisson here, correct?'

"Y es, the misson where he saved us.”

Ettyk turned back to the prosecution table and studied

the datapad. IellaWessiri came around to face her. "That
night you witnessed a conversation between Captain Celchu
and Corran Horn, did you not?"

"l did. | wasn't aparty to the conversation, though."

"But you did overhear it?" Ettyk turned and spitted the
witnesswith aforthright Sare.

Thepilot hung hishead. "Yes"

"Did you hear Captain Celchu tell Lieutenant Horn that

he had checked over the fighter Horn would be using?'

"y es"

"And did you hear Lieutenant Horn threaten to work to
expose Captain Celchu's treason once he returned from the
misson?'

"Yes" Fatigue dragged at the red-haired man'sreply.

The prosecutor smiled. "And what was Captain

Celchu's response to that threat?"

"He said he had nothing to fear from Corran'sinvestiga-
tion.”

"Asif heknew there would be no investigation™?"

Nawara stood quickly. "Objection! It callsfor specula
tion and isinflammatory.” " Sustained.”

Ettyk turned and nodded to Nawara. Y our witness."
Nawara hesitated for a second. The evidence Halla Et-

tyk had laid out so far came as no surprise and was circum-
gantia. All she had gotten from Pash was that he had seen

Tycho and Corran exchange some harsh words. That would
go to motive, and some of the comments did cover opportu-
nity to fix Corran'sfighter, but without the Headhunter there
was no evidence of tampering.

All he could accomplish on cross-examination would be

to ask Pash to recount Tycho's explanation for the meeting
where Corran saw him talking to Kirtan Loor. Tycho had
explained he'd been speaking to aDuros trader, Lai Nootka,
not Kirtan Loor. Nawara knew Ettyk would object to Pash's
repetition of Tycho's explanation on hearsay grounds. With-
out being ableto cal La Nootka--or putting Tycho on the
stand--there was no way to get at th at whole subject.
Unless| caled Kirtan Loor and he denied ever mesting



Tycho! He put the chances of that happening at something
just under the chances of the Emperor showing up and grant-
ing the Rebels one and al an Imperid pardon.

"Counsdor Ven?'

Nawaralooked up at Admiral Ackbar. "Sorry, Sir. |

have no questions of thiswitness at thistime.” The Twi'lek
resumed his seet.

"Very well. Next witness, Commander Ettyk."

Ettyk stood once again. "The sate calsEris Dlarit to

the stand.”

14

Corran Horn felt as clumsy asthe Trandoshan dragging him
through the interrogation center's corridor. Theinjection an
Eradee droid had given him back in hisisolation cdll had
aready begun to take hold. He had it in hismind that at least
part of the concoction used was skirtopanol and that was not
good. The one time he'd been under itsinfluence, back dur-
ing an exercise a the Cordlian Security Force Academy, he
confessed to dl sorts of minor transgressions from his child-
hood. That would have been merely comical, but one of his
father's cronies was overseeing the interrogation seminar and
supplied hisfather with the text of his confession.

| don't think Iceheart will . . . When he started heldd

had afull thought there, but the very image of Y sannelsard
that sprang into hismind killed things. Corran knew enough
to know the drugs were working the way they were supposed
to. He started to moan from fear and frustration, which
earned him abackhanded cuff from hisguard.

The blow and the dry-rot scent of the Trandoshan com-
bined with hisfear to bring memories rushing full-blown and
terrible back into hismind. He saw little holographic images
hovering inthe air before him. Threefigures, two menand a
femae Quarren, sat at atable in the darkened corner of a

tapcaf. The two men---one of them his father--were deep in
conversation. Hisfather showed his agitation in the way he
poked afinger at the smaler man and the color risingin his
face.

Into the picture walked a Trandoshan bounty hunter

wearing abulky dust-cloak thrown over his shoulders. The
lizard-man strode past the table and on up toward Corran
until his green, scaly face eclipsed sight of Corran'sfather.
The Trandoshan, Bossk, stepped back, dapping a power
pack into the blaster carbine he'd produced from beneath the
cloak. He spun dowly and sprayed red blaster bolts back and
forth over thetrio at the table.



The Quarren dl but exploded into ablack mist. Cor-
ran'sfather caught two shots high in the chest, damming

him against the back of the booth. Ashe did from sight, the
little man to whom he had been speaking tried to dive for
cover. Unfortunately for him, the Trandoshan'sfire blasted
the tableinto flaming splinters and half-melted metal and

gl hit him. The little man took three boltsin thetorso and a
fourth that blew the back of his head off.

Corran saw himsdf in the scene. He saw no trangition,

no arriva. Hejust wasthere, knedling in the blood, sur-
rounded by burning bits of table. He held hisfather'sbody in
hisarms. He wiped the Quarren ichor from hisfather'sface
with aborrowed rag, dl thewhilewilling hisfather to open
his eyes and announce he would befine,

The two blackened holesin hisfather's chest staed up

at him. At firgt they reminded him of aviper'sfang marks,
then they blinked. One became an icy blue and the other a
volcanic red. Theworld blurred for amoment, then dl the
colorsflowed together and became solid white, asthey did
when hewas in hyperspace.

Then hereverted and found himsdlf standing before

Y sanne Isard in a predominately white room.

She frowned. "It fascinates me how al of our interroga

tion sessions with you end up coming back to your father's
death. There are countless psychiatric advocates who would
find your preoccupation with your father's degth to be grand

judtification for adherence to disciplines as usdess as Jedi
training. | do not."

Corran blinked his eyes. He couldn't recall going from

the corridor to the interrogation chamber, nor being bound
to the man-form that held him upright. The straps &t his
shoulders, and across his chest, waist, wrists, and ankles al
pinched and chafed in such away that he knew held beenin
restraintsfor quite some time. He couldn't remember any-
thing but seeing hisfather die again, yet histhroat felt raw
enough that he knew he had to have been speaking or shout-
ing or screaming.

Isard turned, presenting him her profile, and nodded to
unseen minions beyond amirrored wall. "What | have
learned so far isagreat dedl of gossip that might be suitable
for embarrassing the Cordlian Diktat, but that sort of infor-
mation is hardly in short supply. Y ou have not ensconced
yoursdlf highly enough in the councils of the Rebellionto be
of useto me--at least, | do not believe you have. It isentirdly
possible you have managed to resist interrogation in certain
aress.”

Corran shook hishead. "Y ou got the wrong guy.”



"Then | will just have to make you into the right guy,

won't I”?' Her eyes narrowed with irritation as she faced him
again. "Had Gil Bastranot sent you to the outlier worlds,
you would have become part and parcel of the Rebellion.

Y ou would have found yourself in General Cracken's confi-
dence and | would have found you very useful in that regard.
Then again, it is possible that he set you in Rogue Squadron
s0 you could watch Tycho Celchu and uncover histiesto
me"

"No.'

"No? Cracken must have donethat. Y ou were his agent,
yes?'

Cotran shook his head adamantly. "No. | wasn't aspy

for Cracken."

"Werel inclined to believe anything, | might beinclined

to believe you in this case. Unfortunately | need proof.” She
stepped aside as the Trandoshan whedled in adevice that
bristled with probes and danced with the colorful illumina-

tion of an ever-changing light array. The probes had been
fitted on a concave surface that could easily close over him
and the rack to which he was bound. Corran caught the stink
of ozone as the Trandoshan brought the device closer. He
didn't likethe fact that he heard aclick down at hisfeet
when the lizard-man findly nudged the deviceinto place.
Isard smiled in amanner that made Corran want to

drivel upand die "Thisisavariant on adesgn Darth Vader
created to torture, among others, Han Solo at Bespin. Asyou
know, humans have anumber of different types of neura
receptors. Thisdeviceis designed to stimulate three of
them--the original only worked on the pain receptors. | have
found that adding stimulation for the heat and cold receptors
ismost effective in getting what | want out of those | interro-
gete.”

Corran wanted to snap off some quip, but fatigue and
anxiety prevented him from mustering the required concen-
tration.

"S0, now we begin, Lieutenant Horn. Just tell mewhat |
want to know ... "

"...and | won't have to ask the court to let metreat you
likeahogtilewitness."

ldlaWessiri dmost felt sorry for Eris Dlarit asHalla

Ettyk tried to coax cooperation out of her. In going over the
depositions before the trid opened, Iellaand Halahad
agreed that members of Rogue Squadron would be hostile
and resistant to anything that made them spesk againgt
Tycho Celchu. Hallahad decided, therefore, to bring them
up first and get them out of the way before she brought in the
investigators and other witnesses who could attest to Tycho's
involvement with the Empire. Hallahad pointed out that



NawaraY en would probably end up caling dl the Rogues
back to the stand, but by the time he did that, their positive
affirmations about Tycho would sound hollow and unsup-
ported to the Tribund.

"Hight Officer Dlarit, how did you come to be on Co-
ruscant two weeks ago?"'

Eris brought her chin up and her blue eyes flashed defi-
antly. "Corran Horn and | were inserted into Coruscant un-
der the guise of being aKuati telbun and his mistress. For the
entire journey to Coruscant and the subsequent week, we
were together almost congtantly. We were good friends and
talked agreat ded."

Halla Ettyk nodded. " So you were confidants?"

"We shared confidences, yes." The black-haired woman
amiled politely. "It isdifficult to keep secretswhen you are
living in such dose proximity with someone.”

"And Corran Horn felt free to discuss thingswith you?'
"Objection rlevance.”

leilaglanced over a NawaraVen. Thetwitching of his
braintails betrayed some nervousness, but the Twi'lek was
objecting at dl the places Halahad predicted he would. She
said he had talent. She didn't think he could win the case,
and his decison not to cross-examine Cracken wasn't what
Hallahad anticipated.

Hallalooked up at Admira Ackbar. "Thisisfounda

tiond, Admird. Shewasliving with Corran Horn for acon-
Sderable portion of the lagt part of hislife. | would suggest
thiswould qudify her to give opinions on his demeanor.”
"Overruled.”

Erig frowned briefly. "We discussed many things rather
openly and frankly."

"How would you characterize the conditions under

which you spent time with Lieutenant Horn?'

The Thyferran pilot shrugged. "1 saw him in combat,

during which hewas cadm and aleader. A hero. | saw himin
regular circumstances aswell. He could be funny and com-
passionate and, well, attractive. | saw himinal different
ways and Stuations.”

"On the night Coruscant fell, how would you character-
izehim?'

"Anxious and agitated."

"And what was the source of hisirritation?"

Eris chewed her lower lip for amoment. "Corran

sd..."

"Objection.” NawaraVen stood. "Thisis hearsay.”

Halla Ettyk took astep forward. ! would ask for an



excited outburst exception, your honor. She has dready tes-
tified that Horn was anxious and agitated."

The Twi'lek stepped up besde Halla. "My learned col-
league certainly understands that being agitated and saying
something in no way makesit subject to the excited outburst
exception.”

"Sudtained.”

Nawarasmiled dightly as he returned to his bench, but
Halla's expression just darkened. "Very wel. Hight Officer
Dlarit, did you speak with Lieutenant Horn before you took
off on themisson that evening?'

Yes"

"Y ou stated he seenled anxious and agitated. Did you

find his sate of mind unusud?'

"Ohbjection, counsd isleading the witness."

"Rephrase the question, Commander.”

"Hight Officer Dlarit, how did Lieutenant Horn's sate

of mind gtrikeyou a thetime?'

Eris tugged a awisp of hair behind her left ear. "Anxi

ety | could understand. We were al anxiousto get going and
to seeif the mission would succeed or not."

"And hisagitation?'

"That wasn't like Corran.”

"Had you seen or heard anything that, in your mind,
explained his agitation”?’

The witness hesitated. "'l saw Corran speaking with

Captain Celchu. 1 couldn't hear what they were saying, but |
saw them speaking together. Then Corran came over and
spoke with me"

"And you concluded?"

"Something in their conversation had set Corran off."
lellaglanced down at the datapad on the prosecution

table. Hallahad gotten out of Erig al she expected the wit-
ness to admit--testimony showing Corran to be out of sorts
asaresault of his conversation with Captain Celchu. When
they had deposed Eris they had learned the nature of her
conversation with Corran. While Hallawould have loved to
get that testimony in, hearsay prevented it. The excited out-

burst exception wasn't something she had expected to suc-
ceed.

Hallasmiled & Nawara ™Y our witness."

The Twi'lek stood. "Hight Officer Dlarit, how long was

it between the time you reported speaking to Corran and the
previoustime you had spoken to him?' "An hour."

"Now, you just testified that you saw Corran speak with
Captain Celchu. Did you see Lieutenant Horn speak with
anyone el se before speaking with Captain Celchu?”



"No."

Nawaras head came up asif her answer surprised him.
"Y ou didn't see Lieutenant Horn speak with Mirax Terrik?!
Eris shrugged her shoulders. "I suppose| did. | saw
them standing near each other and saw her run off, but |
don't recdl any conversation.”

"But you do concede that they may have spoken to each
other?"

Y es

"S0, as nearly asyou know, Lieutenant Horn might

have had multiple conversationsthat could have set him
off?'

"l suppose s0." Erig blinked a couple of times. " That
could beit."

The Twi'lek bowed his head. "Thank you, Flight Of -
ricer, that'sal | havefor you."

Corran fet likeablock of burning ice caught in alightning
gorm. Hisflesh felt on fire while his bones seemed chilled to
absolute zero. Every pain receptor in his body strobed on
and off on anear-constant basis. The pain would start at his
feet and move up in awave, or descend on him likearain
shower, or pummel him with randomly delivered jolts.

He would have welcomed death but for the horror of
spending eternity with the memory of such pain so fresh.

He heard ahiss, and the rack retracted from what he

hed taken to cdling the Inducer. Corran hung limp from the
restraining straps and welcomed the congtant, unrelenting,

unshifting pain the strgps caused asthey sank into hisflesh.
Sweat poured down over hisface and stung fiercely where he
managed to bite through his lower lip, but even that sensa-
tion wasarelief from what he had just been through.

Y sanne |sard entered the interrogation chamber and

waved the Trandoshan out. "'l would find you fascinating if
you knew more, Horn." She glanced at the mirrored panel
onthewal. "Your tolerance for pain isremarkable."

Corran would have shrugged, but every ounce of energy

in hisbody had been exhausted in screaming answersto the
questionsfired a him during the sesson. He couldn't re-
member what he had said. He recalled that in those few
moments of lucidity which he could touch between pul ses of
agony, he had tried to focus on the cold or hest. Locking into
those sensations had seemed to dull the pain somehow. Now,
in the absence of pain, he doubted that observation was cor-
rect, but it had been a sanctuary into which he had retreated,
and that was avery smdl victory.

She posted her fistson her hips. "Y ou present a problem

for me. Y ou don't know enough to be useful, and your pos-
tion within the Rebdlion isso low that you are hardly vitd.

If I return you to them, they will likely treat you much as



they are treating Celchu now. Y ou won't have even the free-
dom he had before hisarrest. This does not incline meto
send you back.

"On the other hand, you would be perfect to mold into

my own avenger. Y our resistance to pain will make your
rehabilitation into aright-thinking Imperid time-consuming,
but not impossible. Y our core discomfort with the unlawful
nture of the Rebdllion isafoundation onwhich | can build
you anew into thetool | need. | can form an Avenger Squad-
ron around you that will go after and destroy Rogue Squad-
ron. Using a Rogue to destroy Rogues, that would be
ddicious”

Corran summoned strength from reserves he didn't

know he had and smiled. "Y ou won't live long enough to see
me turn on my friends."

"Good, anger directed a me, excellent." She politely
gpplauded him. "Hate me al you want. I'll turn your hatred

for meinto hatred for those who haven't saved you from me.
Y ou won't be the first broken that way, and you'll not be the
lest."

"l won't break."

"Ah, but you will. They dl do." She nodded solemnly as

the rack hissed and dowly lowered him toward the Inducer.
"And when you break, | will put you back together again,
and in gratitude you will do al | ask, without question or
regard for |loydties you once held dear.”

15

It was probably in aplace like this that Rogue Squadron
plotted the conquest of Imperia Center. Kirtan Loor ducked
his head beneath a series of moist, moldy pipes and followed
his guide deeper into the rusted-out bowels of Imperia Cen-
ter. Loor had been driven deeper into the planet-wide city
than he thought possible, then had gone severd kilometers
farther through a hot, wet labyrinth that had him imagining
he'd passed through the core of the world and was now
working hisway up and out the other side.

The Specid Intelligence operative leading him through

the maze cut to the left and through an ova opening hacked
through the wall of the access tunnd. The opening seemed,

at first glance, asif it was chopped through the wall; but
when Loor grabbed its edges as he climbed through the hole,
the Striations he felt made him wonder if it hadn't been nib-
bled out of the ferrocrete. Unless | can find away to useit, |
don't want to know what chewed thishole.

Thelow, wide areainto which Loor stepped stank of



rust, stagnant water, and mildew. The few standing puddies
had an aily dick on them that phosphoresced dightly. The
wesek light supplemented the temporary floodlights the oper-
atives had arranged to display their motley collection of air-

speeders. All in al the tableau was unremarkable and
unlikely to attract attention from anyone save atruly desper-
ate airgpeeder thief.

And wouldn't he be surprised at what he got.

The dented and dinged airspeeders, which were of ava
riety of years and makes, had been carefully worked over by
the operatives and transformed into a half-dozen flying
bombs. The hollow spacesin the chassis had been filled with
explosives. Designed to be flown by remote from a compan-
ion arspeeder, they would be driven like proton torpedoes
into the various bacta storage facilities around the world.

An operative came waking over to Loor, unable to keep
asmirk from his square face. "Asyou can see, we are pre-
pared to go a any time. We have completed our initial €lec-
tronic sweep of the target Stes and have found them negative
for counter-remote tactics or equipment.”

"Very good.” The Empire had long ago perfected pre-
cautionary measures to take against bombs that might be set
to detonate by remote. The easiest of these was to broadcast
strong sgnadson avariety of comlink frequencies of the sort
used by Rebe terrorists to detonate such bombs, causing a
premature detonation while the bombs were ill in the at-
tackers keeping. Broadcasting from patrolling airspeedersin
hostile areas had even detonated explosivesin bomb facto-
riesthat Intelligence had suspected existed, but had not been
ableto pinpoint for amore surgica strike. The harm doneto
innocentsin the areawhen the bombs went off had been seen
asjust punishment for the failure of the people to report the
Rebesworking intheir area.

Although they had been unable to detect smilar
counter-remote tactics in the bacta storage areas, Loor's peo-
ple had decided against detonating the bombs by remote.
Getting an airspeeder into position and leaving it there long
enough for the setup team to get away provided awindow
for discovery and desctivation. Even though that window
would be small, it wasfdlt to be too risky; they intended to
hit anumber of Stesin rapid succession, and if the Rebel
forces discovered one bomb and sent out awarning, it would
make hitting the othersfar more difficult. Moreover, thefact

that they could not detect anti-remote equipment in their
reconnai ssance sweeps could have been explained by nothing
more sinister than someone forgetting to turn the deviceson



that day.

The planthey h ad hit on was actudly fairly smple.
Commercid speeder-ferry vehicles were not an uncommon
sght on Imperia Center, hauling broken air- and land-
Speedersto repair shops. Using atractor beam and asmple
remote-dave hookup, repair techs regularly flew speeders
throughout the city. Using a speeder-ferry to haul avehicleto
the right area, then having someonefly it by remoteinto the
building, was seen as aclean way to deliver the bombs. Since
the remote-dave hookup was in common use by these sorts
of vehicles, it couldn't be jammed without causing dozens of
legitimate disasters, so Loor knew their ddlivery method was
safefrom interference.

Contact detonators had been rigged in the various

panels and bumpers on each vehicle. The explosives would
be triggered when the detonators were compressed with the
force of an airgpeeder damming into abuilding. Whilea
head-on collison with another airgpeeder at significant ve-
locity could cause the bomb to go off, the chances of that
happening were rdatively small. Regardless, the amount of
explosives packed into the vehicles meant that any explosion
inthe generd vicinity of the target would do substantia
damage and, if not destroy the store of bacta, at least make
itsdigtribution difficult.

The operative looked up at Loor expectantly. "When

will we be giventhe sgnd to go?'

Loor looked at hiswrist chronometer. "Rumor hasit

that Mon Mothma s going to announce the particulars of

the bacta distribution plan gpproved by the Provisiona
Council in fourteen hours or so. | am debating whether we
should use these vehicles to punctuate her speech, or let pub-
lic anticipation build for aday or so before striking.”

Loor kept histonelight, asif the decision to be made

was of little consequence. He preferred going off sooner
rather than waiting, but he wasfairly certain that Y sanne
Isard would want him to wait. So far he had gotten no word

back from her on this plan--or on any of my plans. This
meant the decison wastruly up to him, but he knew it didn't
have to be made until an hour or two before the assault
would take place.

The Intelligence agent frowned. "' Contact me on a secure
frequency three hours before the scheduled start of Mon
Mothmals speech. Assume the operation will go off during
her speech. When you call me, | will elther cancel the assault
and reschedule, or let you go. If you do not reach me, you are
on?

"Very good, Sr." The operative waved a hand toward



the airspeeders. "If you care to ingpect our handiwork?*
Loor shook hishead. "Y ou have ever been efficient be-
fore, Captain. | see no reason to doubt your preparedness
now?

"Thank you."

"Of course." Loor smiled dowly. "And, spesking of effi-
ciency, your people dedt with Nartlo, yes?'

"Asyou ordered, sir."

"BExcdlent.”

"Yes, gr. I'll have someone conduct you back now, sir.”
The operative waved another of hisplainly clothed men

over and Loor followed that operative out through another
exit from the underground bunker. Loor found thisroute less
odious, and the use of aseries of turbolifts meant it took less
timeto get back into more hospitable regions of the city.
After taking leave of the operative, Loor worked hisway up
and through the city. He congtantly checked his surround-
ings and back-trail for sign of pursuit, but found none.

The prospect of destroying the Rebels bacta supply

pleased him, but not for the reasons most Rebelswould
ascribe to him. Hetook no delight in the fact that the de-
Struction of the bactawould cause the degths of millions,
even hillions. Asodd asit seemed, evento him, ther lives
meant nothing. Since he did not know them, they were num-
bers, and Kirtan Loor had never been oneto beterribly emo-
tional about numbers.

Destroying the bactawould be avictory in the war he

was waging againgt the Rebellion. He and his people were
outnumbered, out-gunned, and under-resourced, but they
werewinning. So far they had struck when and where they
wished. Just the fact that they were able to assemble an ar-
mada of bombs on Imperial Center without detection wasa
triumph in their battle againgt Generd Cracken and his
forces.

Oddly enough, L oor redlized that he was playing agame

to sudden death, and it was more likely to be his degth than
that of hisfoes. Still, he now understood the secret thrill that
kept the Rebels going. They had been the insects repeatedly
ginging the bumbling giant that wasthe Empire. Yes, the
giant had swatted them and, in some cases, had hurt them
badly, but it could never kill dl of them. The defiance they
showed the Empire now burned in hisveins, and whileit did
not make him think hewasimmorta or unstoppable, it did
drive him with adesire to do more and more to torment his
enamy.

He aso knew that his efforts would not reestablish the
Empire. That was not the god Y sanne Isard had in mind
when she set him up on Imperia Center asthe leader of a
pro-Pal patine movement. What he was doing would weaken
the Rebdllion and alow other forcesto tear it apart. Whether



those other forcesincluded awarlord like Zsinj blasting his
way into Imperia Center and taking it over, or the product
of some other scheme | ceheart was undoubtedly planning,
did not matter. | sard wanted to destroy the Rebdllion, and
that wasthe goa he intended to help her reach.

He smiled. He had been given agreet responsihbility, and

his success would create a power vacuum at the heart of the
Empire. Isard maintained her goa was not the resurrection
of the Empire, but the destruction of the Rebellion; ill, it
seemed obvious to him that the recreation of the Empire was
anatura consequence of diminating the Rebdllion. When
the Rebdlion collapsed, if he did thingswell, hewould bein
position to help restore the Empire. While he knew better
than to make himself adirect rival to Iceheart, he also knew
shewouldn't liveforever.

Nor will I, but if I live longer than she does, the Em-

peror's throne might well be open to me. Loor smiled and
sniffed proudly, but the scent of the city'slower reachestar-
nished hisfantasy. He glanced down at hisfeet and saw a
glistening fungoid residue that seemed to shift colorsashe
watched it. Immediately desirous of returning to hiseyrie
and washing away the stink of Imperid Center's darker
reaches, he fished acomlink out of his pocket and called for
one of hisguardsto meet him with his airspeeder.

Loor did his best to scrape the goo off his shoes against

the sde of abuilding, but it clung tenacioudy. He chuckled
to himsdlf, thinking of it astrue Rebel scum. He made no
headway in his battlewith it and wondered if alightsaber
would be able to damage it. Hed concluded it would not by
thetime hisairgpeeder did up to the curb and the rear gull's-
wing door swung up.

Loor started into the passenger compartment, then

caught himself. Insde, nestled in the corner, asmallish,
white-haired man pointed a blaster pistol a him. "Sorry,
wrong speeder. My mistake."

"No mistake. Get in." Theman sghed. "Get in or my

other peoplewill shoveyou in.”

Given no choice, Loor entered the vehicle and folded
himself into one of the jumpseats. The door closed behind
him, leaving the two of them aone in the speeder's darkened
interior. Loor raised his hands and clutched the safety straps.
"|sthere any purposein my putting these on, Moff Vorru?'
Fliry Vorru nodded hishead gracioudy. "Very good,

Agent Loor. Yes, by al means, strap yoursdf in. | do not
anticipate thisbeing arough ride, but things can get turbu-
lent here on Imperid Center.” "So | have noticed.”

"I'm certain you have." Vorru set the blaster pistol on



the seat beside him, then tugged at the grey cuffson his
midnight-bluejacket. "And I'm no longer amoff, merdy a
colond in the Imperial Center Peoples Militia"

"Natty uniform. I'm sureit will show you off at your

best when you hold a news conference and announce my

capture.” Loor tried to force asmile on hisface, but it hardly
seemed worth the effort. "Quite the coup for you."

"Indeed, it could be." Vorru yawned in an exaggerated
fashion. "The question remains as to whether or not that is
necessary."

"Excuse me?'

"Y ou present me with a problem, Agent Loor. Y our

Pd patine Counter-insurgency Front is one of the reasons my
militiawas created. Aslong asyou are athreet, the Provi-
sona Council needs me. Without you, dl wecandoisgo
after petty black marketeers and other criminals.”

"All of whom you currently control anyway."

"Y ou overestimate my abilities”

Loor raised an eyebrow. "Do 1?'Y ou found me quickly
enough.”

Vorru shrugged. "More by happenstance than anything

ese. | wasin the process of consolidating my hold on the
black market in bacta and had Nartlo under observation,
since he had asource | could not isolate. My people had your
people under observation when they visited him last night.
We continued watching and were led to thisvehicle. Y our
people are good at disguising themsdves--by the way, the
blond hair and goatee redlly do distance your appearance
from that of Tarkin. Changing the appearance of avehicleis
not assmple.”

Thelittle man smiled. "I had no ideawho we had found

until we checked the records on this vehicle. The registration
is utterly benign and ordinary, with no sign of dicing onthe
datafile at dl. That indicated to methat the registration had
made it into the computers through legitimate means, and

that meant Imperia Intelligence. Since you had turned Zekka
Thyne againgt me, | had made it my businessto learn about
you then, surprise, surprise, hereyou are.” "1 hope | don't disappoint you."
"It'spossible, but we'll see” Vorru frowned. "Normally

I'd not have picked you up so early, but Nartlo indicated that
he'd given you the locations of the Republic's bacta reposito-
ries. | immediately became suspicious—-he maintained you
were just abactadedler, but those containment centers just

acheto be hit by the PCF. | tried to determine if Nartlo was
lying to me, but you had anticipated I'd do that."
Loor smiled. "Y ou used skirtopanol on him."



"Y es, and the convulsons were rather hideous."
"Convulsons? Hmmm. We gave him asupply of lo-
tiramine and told him it would prevent him from getting the
Krytosvirus. | included gtrict dosing ingtructions. If he went
into convulsions he must have taken four times the recom-
mended amount.”

"Some people assumethat if one pill isgood, moreis
better.”

"Hedied?'

"Cerebrd hemorrhage.”

"Hewas useful, whichiswhy we didn't just kill him
outright. The 1otiramine would have made interrogation dif-
ficult for the Rebels, and some of the information he had
about my operation would have had them baring off in all
sorts of wrong directions.”

Vorru nodded. "Though he claimed no knowledge of a
planned assault on the bacta stores, that iswhat you are
planning, yes?'

Loor looked around the passenger compartment. "l

would have thought Genera Cracken would resort to more
professond methods of interrogation.”

"He would, and will, if you do not choose to cooperate
with me." Vorru crossed hislegs and plucked at the creasein
hisdacks. "If | don't get answersfromyou, | will tell
Cracken | have uncovered a plot to assault the current cen-
ters. Hell put precautionsinto place that will prevent your
success while moving the bactato new locations. Y ou will
loseand | will win."

"And you have aplan that will result in some other
outcome?’

Vorru smiled. Y ou will now beworking for me. You

will hit targets| give you and you will hit them when | want
them hit. I am not unsympathetic to your war againgt the
Rebdlion, | just wishto kill yet one more mynock with a
snglelaser-blagt.”

Of coursg, it should have been obvious. Loor nodded.

"Y ou would do what Prince Xizor could not."

"Xizor relied too much on his persond abilities and not
enough on the ability to read others.”

"Having made Black Sun over into the Peoples Militia,
you'l bein postion to assume power if the Rebdlion fa-
ters”

"But | have no desireto seethe Rebdlionfail. | just want
to seethe Rebdllion'sleadership fail. Manipulate the Bothans
and gppease them, frustrate the Alderaanians until they
dienate the other humanswith their constant reminders of
how their world was martyred for the Rebdllion, let the
black market bankrupt the Republic so someone who has
monetary reserves can comein and bail things out--"
"That being you."



"Of course." Vorru nodded. "Y sanne Isard may have
injected the Krytosvirusinto Imperia Center, but the Rebels
injected amore deadly virusinto Imperial Center before that
me. They saw me as someone who could be a brake on the
predations of the underworld here, but they forgot the Em-
peror himself had seen me asariva for power once upon a
time. What they forgot, | never have. Now the Emperor is
dead and | am here on hisworld.

"The question for you, Agent Loor, isthis how do you

want to destroy the Rebellion? Do you want to blast it apart,
or digtract it until it, too, Sickens and dies? What you will
find growing up initsplace, | can assure you, will beto your
liking."

The Intelligence agent pressed hislipstogether in athin

line. My refusal to go along will mean my death, so my
choiceisobvious. And, aswith Y sanneIsard, Fliry Vorru will
not liveforever.

Loor nodded dowly. "What do you want?"

"l want you to hit only one of the Six repogitories at this
time--the one just south of the Senate district. My people
have dready managed to steal most of that supply anyway,
S0 your attack will cover our tracks and |leave usto profit
from the spike in black market pricing. | will give you other
targets aswe go aong to further my ams."

"Condder it done. Tonight, during Mon Mothmas

Speech?’

Vorru's face blossomed in abroad smile. "Ah, you have
atastefor irony. Splendid. I think our aliance will be most
profitable for the both of us. | anticipate doing businesswith
you, Agent Loor, will be an ongoing pleasure.”

16

lellaWessiri smiled at Diric as she seitled into the witness
chair. Diric wasin the court for thefirst time and actualy
looked excited by the crush of people. The bailiffs had let
him sit right behind the prosecution table because that put
him in close proximity to where she sat when shewasn't on
the stand.

The ashen hue of Diric'sflesh betrayed hisfatigue, but
thetria had piqued hisinterest. If not for the fire that put
into hisbrown eyes, shewould have remained adamantly
againg hisattending thetrid. Shefdt thetrid had to be on
the Pal patine Counter-insurgency Front'slist of targets, and
shedidn't want Diric exposed to their violence. The sheer
savagery of their strike at a bacta containment facility the
previous night had left her shaken and, secretly, pleased to



have Diric where she could see him.

HdlaEttyk stood. "ldlaWessiri, could you pleasetdl

the court about your persona employment history over the
lagt eight years?"

"I joined the Corellian Security Force just about astan-

dard year before the Emperor dissolved the Senate. | worked
there for Sx years, moving up into the Smuggling Interdic-
tion divison, where| partnered for two yearswith Corran

Horn. Approximately two years ago Corran, Gil Bastra, my
husband Diric, and | al fled Corelliabefore our divison's
Imperid Liaison officer, Kirtan Loor, could trump up
chargesand arrest us. From CorélliaDiric and | cameto
Coruscant and remained in hiding for ayear. We had enough
money that we didn't need jobs, so | did nothing during that
first year here. Subsequent to my husband's disappearance,
about ayear ago, | joined the Alliance organization here on
Coruscant and ailded Rogue Squadron in bringing the shields
down. Since then, for the past two weeks, I've been assigned
to your office as chief investigator on this case."

The prosecutor nodded. " So, you worked with Corran

Horn for two years."

"| partnered with him for two years."

"Describe what you mean by partnering.”

leilashrugged dightly. "It'sakin to being married to

someone in that you have to trust them completely. Your life
isinyour partner's handsin dangerous Situations. The only
way you can build up that level of trust is by getting to know
one another. The job means you're together agreat deal--in
any given week you could easily see more of your partner
than you do your own family. Some partners get to know
each other so well that they amogt get this Gotal-sense of
being able to read each other's moods and react in Situations
without aword being spoken.”

"Describefor us, please, your relationship with Corran
Horn."

"We were close, very close. About Six months after |

started working with him, Corran's father was murdered.
That event crushed Corran and | helped him through it. Hed
been an only child and his mother had died previoudy, so he
felt done. Thefact that Kirtan Loor freed hisfather's mur-
derer had Corran burning for vengeance, but Loor's Imperia
ties meant Corran couldn't do anything, and that frustrated
him. Gil and | worked a caming him down, and he came
around. The point isthat when you help someone through
such adifficult time, you get to see hisheart and get to know
himvery wdl."



Halla Ettyk glanced at her datapad. "How well did you
know Kirtan Loor?"

"He became our Imperid Liaison about ayear beforel

was partnered up with Corran. | found him to be doof and
distant. We didn't socidize--he made no effort to get to
know therest of us after work and didn't socidize during
office celebrations. He seemed to ddlight in frugtrating inves-
tigations. In the three years | worked in the same office with
him, I got to know him well enough to avoid him as much as
possble”

"Did you become good at avoiding him?”*

"Yes. He'sfairly easy to spot, especialy because of his
height, and if he became too obnoxious, | could dwaysre-
tregt to the female officers refresher station and held not
follow me”

"Y ou mention his height. How would you characterize

his appearance overal?"

"Rather digtinctive." |ellabrushed her light brown hair

away from the sde of her neck. "He prided himsdlf on look-
ing like ayounger, tdler Grand Moff Tarkin, and he wasn't
far wrong in that. He definitely stood out in acrowd.”
"Would you say Corran Horn knew Kirtan Loor aswell
asyou did?'

"Ohbjection, counsd isleading the witness."

"Sustained. Rephrase the question, Commander.”

"Yes, Admird. How well could you say Corran Horn

knew Kirtan Loor?"

"Objection. That cdlsfor speculation.”

"I'll dlow it. Overruled.” Admira Ackbar nodded

toward lella ™Y ou may answer the question.”

"I'd say Corran knew Loor aswell as | did. Corran

seemed to know where Loor would be before Loor did, and
he programmed Whigtler to give himasign if Loor was
around and he'd not noticed yet."

"Thank you." Again Ettyk checked her datapad. "Please
describe for usthe kinds of materials you have reviewed dur-
ing your invedtigation.”

ldlagtarted ticking things off on her fingers. "l have
interviewed witnesses, | have listened to comlink recordings

and read transcripts of same, | have looked at physical evi-
dence and reviewed reports prepared by forensics concerning
same, and I've reviewed thefile evidence available.”

"What sorts of thi ngsarein that file evidence?!

"Reports by Commander Antilles, Lieutenant Horn, and
Captain Celchu about their time here on Coruscant.”

Halahit two buttons on her datapad. "I've now

downloaded into the court's evidentiary computer areport



by Lieutenant Corran Horn that | would like entered into
evidence as Peoples exhibit 34. Y ou have reviewed thisre-
port?"

"l have

"What doesit say concerning Kirtan Loor?"

lellalooked straight at Halla Ettyk. "In it Lieutenant

Horn reports that he saw Captain Celchu in conversation
with Kirtan Loor a a cantina caled the Headquarters."
"Based on your experience as Corran's partner, how
would you characterize the nature of this report?”
"Typical Corran concisg, to the point, and unequivocal

in his statement of facts."

"And, based on your experience, how would you char-
acterize Corran'sidentification of Kirtan Loor?"

"He was absolutely certain held seen Captain Celchu
taking with Loor."

Ettyk smiled. " So there was nothing in the report, noth-
ing in your experience that would lead you to question Lieu-
tenant Horn'sidentification of Kirtan Loor?!
ldlahesitated. "Actudly, thereis onelittle detail about
which | do have aquestion.”

Surprise flashed across Hallas face, but she smothered it
quickly. "Move to strike as nonresponsive, your Honor."
The Mort Calamari's barbel s twitched beneath an open
mouth. "No, Commander, you asked one more question
than you should have, and now you haveto live with the
consequences. Do you have anything else for thiswitness?!
"Atthistime, no gr, but | reservetheright to recal

her."

"Understood. Y our witness, Counselor Men."
ldlagtraightened up in the witness box and tried to cam

hersdf, but shefet her guts begin to knot up asthe Twi'lek
stood. Her heart started pounding a bit faster. She'd never
liked being cross-examined, and she expected no mercy from
NawaraVen, especidly after Hallamade her mistake.
"Agent Wessift, in your time with the Corellian Security
Force, have you ever performed an investigation into amat-
ter of treason?"

"No, but | have worked murder cases before.”

"I know. Y ou've worked many murder cases, haven't

you?"

"y es"

"And some have been easier to investigate than thisone,
haven't they?'

lellanodded. "Yes." Though NawaraVen kept hisvoice

low and his demeanor easy, she didn't like the way he started
nibbling in around the edges. He was projecting an aura of
cam control, running thetria, and she knew that was bad.
Once he got into arhythm and she started moving aong

with him, he could turn and surprise her, and get admissions



out of her that would give the wrong impression to the Tri-
bund.

"How long would you say the average murder investiga:
tion you worked lasted?!

"Y ou'd have to be more specific.”

"How long before an arrest?”

lellashrugged. "Lessthan aweek. If you don't havea
suspect in custody by that timethetrail can get very cold.”
"Theinvedtigation itsdf, though, might go on longer

than that, correct?' "Sure.”

"Because there are detail s to check, lab reportsto read
and analyze, witnesses to depose, more facts to be checked,
and thelike, correct?’

"y es"

The Twi'lek amiled. "That takesalong timeto do,

doesnt it?'

"That depends.”

"Say youwanttodoit right.”

"l dwayswant to do it right.”

"Of course, but haste can make for doppy work, can't

it?'

"y es"

"So ahagty invedtigation is potentially adoppy one?’

"Yes"

Nawara Ven nodded. " So would you characterize two
weeks from murder to trial asfast, in your experience?’
lelanodded reluctantly. "It's fagter than most trias.”

"Have you ever been involved in acase that went to trid
asquickly asthis?'

She shook her head. "No."

The Twi'lek looked back at the datapad on histable.
lelasaw lightsflicker acrossthefront panel on Whidtler,
then Nawara nodded and looped a braintail back over his
shoulder. "I want to cal your attention to People's 34. How
long after the incident described was the report made?”
lellaglanced at the small datapad monitor in the corner

of the witness box. "There is atwo-week gap between the
incident and the filing of the report.”

"Now, in your experience as Corran Horn's partner,

would you say hewas usudly prompt infiling his reports?’
"Yes" ldlaglared at Whidtler. "But sometimesthere

were delays, and the two weeks you mention werefairly
"Isthat the only reason, being busy, that you believe
Lieutenant Horn delayed filing hisreport?’ "Objection, calsfor speculation.”
"Counsdlor Ven isasking the witnesswhat she believes,
not what she thinksthe victim thought. I'll allow it. Over-



ruled.”

"Because we believed Captain Celchu was dead on No-
quivzor, there seemed no way the report could be true, so
there would have been no reason tofileit.” Iellaleaned for-
ward in her seat. "However, the minute Corran learned Cap-
tain Celchu was dive, he made that report.”

"| understand that." The Twi'lek flashed her agmilefull

of pointy teeth. "In your time as his partner, had you ever
known Corran Horn to make a mistake?"

"Hewas only human.”

Ven's expression darkened. " Perhaps you can expand on
that answer for those of uswho are not human.”
lellablushed and glanced down at the floor. What a

thing to say, especialy here and now! "I mean, yes, hedid
make mistakes."

"Thank you. Now, you aluded to something in there-

port that |eft aquestion in your mind about the veracity of
Lieutenant Horn'sidentification of Kirtan Loor. What was
thet?'

Her ssomach folded in on itsdlf. "Corran describes Loor
aswearing ahooded cloak and following Captain Celchu out
the back of the cantinaas Corran entered it. Corran recog-
nized Loor from hisheight and his gait, but he never actudly
saw hisface

"And as good as Corran was, you think that his making

an identification without seeing the individud'sface leaves
room for him to be mistaken?' "Yes"

The Twi'lek nodded. "Thank you for your candor.

Nothing further."

Ackbar looked at the prosecutor. "Redirect?"

"No, Admird."

The Mon Calamari nodded down at Iella. "Y ou are ex-
cused, Agent Wesdiri. | am going to recessthe court at this
time. The Provisond Council ismeeting to discuss anumber
of problemsand | must bethere. | may, in fact, recessthe
trial for aweek. | assume, from the question you asked ear-
lier, Counsdlor Ven, you would not mind having the extra
timefor investigation of the case?'

lella, returning to her place at the prosecution bench,
watched Nawaras grey profile as he nodded. | welcomethe
time to continue to prepare my defense.”

"Commander Ettyk, you have no objectionsto adelay?'
"No, gr."

"Very good, court stands adjourned for one week."

leilaentered Halla Ettyk's office. "Diric'sin the outer office,
lying down. | hope you don't mind. The crush of people



leaving the court was abit much, but the bailiffs didn't seem
to want to let him catch his breath. In fact, they weren't too
interested in letting me bring him dong with me hereto the
office”

The black-haired prosecutor shook her head. "Not a
problem, but get him aspecia vistor'sidentification badge.”
lelafrowned as she dipped into anerfhide chair in front

of Halastransparisted desk. "What's going on?"

Halaset acomlink down on her desk. "l just heard

from Admira Ackbar'saide, Commander Sirlul. Thereason
for the abrupt adjournment was more than aroutine meeting
of the Provisona Council. It appears, in the wake of the PCF
assault on that bacta storage site, we've had abomb threat
here. They aren't sure who made the threat or how redl it is,
but they want aweek to reinforce the courthouse complex.”
" e

Hdlanodded solemnly. "Just aswdl--it givesme a

week to shore up my case.”

lellawinced. "I'm sorry for what | said inthere. | don't
want to have Corran'skiller get off, but--"

"Not your fault. Admira Ackbar was right--1 asked one
more question than | should have. | tried to make sure there
was no question that Corran had been right, and | was too
smart for my own good.” She shrugged. "At least nothing
got said about the Duros that Captain Celchu says he was
mesting with that night. Right now the Tribund just knows
that Corran might have been mistaken about hisidentifica:
tion. If the Durosis brought in, they'll be free to wonder how
much Kirtan Loor in acloak looks like aDurosin acloak.”
lellas eyes narrowed. "We dl knew Celchu claimed he

met aDurosthat night.”

"So it seems, but all those stories get traced back to

Celchu himsdf, so anyone dse bringing it up getsit stricken
because of the hearsay rule. The only way that comesinisif
Tycho takes the stand.”

"What if the Durostegtifies?'

"What'sthelikelihood of that happening? Therésno
evidence La Nootka ever was on Coruscant, as nearly aswe
can tell. Moreover, there was some history between Corran

and Nootka--Corran got him out of an Imperid prison on
Garqi, wherever that is. Why would Nootka run from the
man who saved hislife?’

lellaopened her hands. "Maybe he was just following
Tycho."

"Fine. Let's assume that meeting was asinnocent as

Tycho hastried to make it out to be. It doesn't make the least
little bit of difference. The bribe datadoneis enough to

show he wasworking for the Empire. Corran believed Tycho
had met with Kirtan Loor; histhreet to dig into Tycho's



background because of that belief is our motive for the mur-
"But why kill Corran when you can show he'swrong

about the meeting just by producing Lai Nootka?' leila
frowned. "Tycho adways seemed confident of hisinnocence,
which meant he either had Nootka where he could ddliver
him, blowing apart the foundation of Corran's threstened
investigation, or---"

"Or he could be innocent?" Hallashook her head.

"Don't plot acourseinto that black hole."

"But that black hole might bethetruth.”

"Sure, but we're not the triers of fact in this case, the
Tribuna membersare. We just have to present to them the
best case we can muster, and the defense has to knock it
gpart." Halla's brown eyes narrowed. ™Y ou're not going to
gtart in on me about wanting to make sure your partner's
killer redly is caught, because HI tell you weve got him
beyond a reasonable doubt."

lellashrugged. "And if | don't want to be reasonable?’
Hallawinced, then sat back in her white high-backed

chair. "ldedlists should not bein this business, you know."
"And your point is?'

"The Duros thing has bothered me, too. | can grant that
Tycho might have pulled that name from Corran'sfilejust to
annoy him, but that would be very risky for himto do. The
trail Tycho hasleft has shown himto be very careful, so |
don't see him throwing out that sort of taunt. Therefore | can
imaginethat he redly did meet with Lai Nootka. And if

that'strue, | have to wonder about our inability to find
Nootka or any record of his presence here on Coruscant.”
"So even though you believe Tycho was working for the
Empire, you think Nootka's disappearance may be evidence
of someone making sure Tycho's perfidy isobvious?' Idla
frowned. "Who? Why?'

"Good, obstruction-of-justice questions to answer."
Hallasighed. "Y ou want to find Nootka, right?" "If you don't mind."
Halla sat forward and fingered asmall black wafer of
dlicon. "Doit. And take this—-it'sacode chip that will let
you bring your airspeeder into the upper-level security ga-
rage. Y ou can take the turbolift down to the court from
there. It'l save Diric from having to go in and out with the
courtroom crowds from now on."

lellaaccepted it from her and smiled. "Things are just
going to continue getting crazier, aren't they?"

"I'm afraid 0." Hdlavisbly shivered. "I'm very much
afrad s0."
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Aided by the Trandoshan's hedlthy shove, Corran flew
through the darkened doorway. Unable to see anything, he
curled himsdlf into aball and hoped he didn't land on his
head. He smashed his shinsinto something hard, then
bounced down onto hisright shoulder before continuing his
roll. He hit more things, most of which cried out, and dl of
which gave way, then came to an abrupt stop against some-
thing very solid.

Corran opened his eyes and in the dim light made out

the smiling, bearded face of apositively huge man. HEd
cometo rest againg the man's shin and thigh--clearly the
man had dropped to one knee to stop Corran'stumble
through the room. Back along hisflight path Corran heard
the muttered curses of people he'd knocked down.

The bearded man stood and dragged Corran to hisfeet.
"Quite the entrance.”

"l had help in making it." Corran plucked at the shoul-
dersof histan canvastunic and tried to settleit in place. The
bulky garment extended al the way to hisknees. The deeves
ran to mid-forearm, but that was because the shoulder seam
started well below the curve of his deltoids. Naked benegth
it, Corran fdt alittle uncomfortable. He knew that was part

of the psychologica war waged by Isard on him and the
other prisoners--deny them human clothing and you deny
them alittle piece of their humanity.

The big man nodded. "The Trandoshan doesn't like any-
one. I'm Urlor Sette." He offered Corran his hand. Sette was
missing the last two fingers of hisright hand but didn't seem
bashful or embarrassed about it.

Corran met the man'sfirm grip with asolid one of his

own. "Corran Horn."

"Glad to make your acquaintance.” Sette pointed off to
theleft. "Comeon, I'll take you to the Old Man." The big
man's voice carried with it equal measures of respect and
affection, reminding Cotran of how he'd often called Gil
Badtra"the Old Man."

Must be the nomina leader among the prisoners here.
Corran realized that hisbeing thrust into the generd
Lusankya population could have been another ploy by Isard
to get him to reved information held not given up during
interrogation. Because he did not have a clear memory of
what he had actudly said while being chemically debriefed,
he didn't know what she might be looking to confirm or
uncover. For al | know, thisis an elaborate charade. | will
have to be on my guard.



Urlor led Corran out of the area near the doorway and
deeper into the cell complex. It appeared to have been
ground and drilled out of solid rock. Thick dust coated the
floor and hung in Urlor's wake like ground-covering fog. The
irregular rock walsand celling had pockets of luminous
lichen clinging to them. Their lime-green light gave the dust

an eerie glow, and greyed out the flesh of those standing
about.

Corran followed Urlor into aside chamber with an en-
trance low enough that even he had to duck his head. Beyond
the threshold the big man straightened up and moved aside.
On the opposite side of the circular room, barely Six meters
from the entrance, an older, white-haired and bearded man
sat up and hung hislegs over the edge of ahammock braided
together from darkened strips of tunic canvas. Corran imme-
diately had a vague sense that he'd seen the man before, or a

holograph of him, but if S0, it wasalong time ago, and he
couldn't place him.

"Sir, thisis Corran Horn. They just ddivered him to

us"

The older man stood and straightened histunic, then

peered closely at Corran. He felt asif under the scrutiny of
hisfirst drill instructor at the Corellian Security Force Acad-
emy. The effect was not wholly unpleasant in that it rein-
forced the leadership role into which the old man had been
cast. "Come here, son, let me see you close up.”

Corran closed the gap between them and felt Urlor drop

in behind him, ready to prevent him from doing any harm to
the old man. "I'm with Rogue Squadron, alieutenant.”

"Y ou have thelook of apilot about you--size, anyway.

Y ou've got agood leader in Antilles--assuming Skywalker's
not back in charge there.”

"Nogr, heign't. Wedge Antillesis till in charge, and is
acommander now."

The older man nodded, then squinted at Corran'sface.
"Yourefrom Corellia?' "Yes, gr."

"Did | know your grandfather?"

Corran shrugged. "Hisnameis Rostek Horn. He was

with CorSec.”

The old man shook his head and straightened up again.
"No, | wasthinking of someone ese, from the CloneWars. |
don't recall Rostek Horn, though | might have met him once
or twice. It'spossible.”

Though the man qudified his satement, Corran felt he

was being polite instead of indecisve. Although hisage had
given him white hair and wrinkled skin, clearly the man's
menta faculties were not suffering from the ravages of age.
The old man knew exactly who it was he thought Corran
looked like, and he a so knew that he'd never met Corran's
grandfather. That clarity of mind impressed Corran, asdid



the mannerly qudification of hisfirmly voiced denid.
The old man extended his hand to Corran. "My name's
Jan." Hisdark eyesflicked up toward Urlor. "Despite what

hewill tell you, thereé's no rank here. That was for whenwe
were people. Now were just here."

"Peased to meet you, Sr." Corran shook the man's

hand and found his grip firm even though hishandswerea
bit bony.

Jan sat back in the hammock. "Y ou say Antilles has

finally accepted apromotion?' "Yes, ar."

"He dways seemed leve-headed. Good officer materid.
And who's commanding the fleet?"

Corran hesitated. "1'm not sure how much of that you

want meto discuss, Sir.”

A smile spread across Jan'sface. "Very good, my boy. If
you'rein hereit's because Isard has sucked you dry like the
spider sheis, but caution isgood." He glanced down. "It's
just that some of us have beenin heresince Y avin and, well,
we wonder about how the war is going. We've had others
through here who have told us alot. We know, for example,
that the Emperor is dead and with him another Deeth Star.
And we know about the Ss-ruuk. But news has been pretty
gparein thelast year and ahaf--you're thefirst military

man who's not an Imp who has ended up here for about that
long. Thefew civilianswho've been here have been interest
ing, but their knowledge of how the Rebellion isgoing has
been filtered through Imp news sources.”

Urlor landed ahand heavily on Corransright shoulder.
"Imps would have us believe Rogue Squadron is dead and
gone. Died at aplace cdled Borleias"

"Sure, in somelmp'slum dream.” Corran turned, dip-

ping from beneath Urlor's grip, so he could see both men at
the same time. "Rogue Squadron did get hit hard at Borleias,
but that was more the product of bad intdl going in than it
was anything the Imps actually did to us. Thefact is, though,
that insde a month after we got bloodied, we were back and
took Borleias away from the Imps. And, from there, we
staged for theinvasion of Coruscant.”

Hissmile grew broad as pride swelled insde him.

"Rogue Squadron went into Coruscant and managed to
bring the shilds down. | don't remember much, but | know

our fleet arrived and | was evacuated by Isard as she fled the
planet, so | haveto figure the New Republic now rules Co-
rnscant. It's ours.”

"It isyours because we gaveit to you."

Corran looked to hisright, toward the doorway, and



saw an obese man squeezing hisway through it. Thetunic,
which was black like the man'sthinning hair, could barely
contain the man's bulk. Anger filled the man's brown eyes
for asecond, then melted away as he straightened up and
tugged at the hem of hisdeeves. "Y ou inherited asck world,
adyingworld."

Jan bowed his head in the heavy man'sdirection. "This
isGenerad Evir Derricote, late of Imperid service. Heisthe
ranking Imperid here among us.”

Corran immediately redlized that a secondary reason for
the lack of titles among the Rebel prisonerswasto dlow
them to further differentiate themselves from the Impsin
Lusankya. "I'm Corran, and | was at Borleias."

"Then you saw me smash the little invasion fleet you

sent againg me.”

"Yeah, | did, and | lost friends at that battle.” Corran
balled afist and arced it toward Derricote's bullet head, but
it never landed. Urlor lunged forward, grabbed the collar of
Corran'stunic, and hauled him backward. Corran'sfeet |eft
the floor and the canvas rasped against the flesh of hisarm-
pits asthe big man held him up. "Hey! That hurtg"

Urlor kept hisvoice even. "Theresarule--if we beat up

on Imps, the aff here beats up on the Old Man."

What | dmost did. Corran's mouth hung open asif to

let the twisting sensation in his scomach a chance to escape.
He nodded once and Urlor put him back down. Corran
turned to Jan and bowed his head. "'l won't let it happen
agan."

"Spirit isgood, Corran, very good." Jan coughed lightly
into hishand. "The generd here was the one who told us of
Rogue Squadron's defeat at Borleias. He left out your appar-
ent return and victory."

Derricote sniffed. "Had | ill been on Borlelasthere

would have been more Rebel blood shed.”

"Not likely. We pinpointed the power generator at the
Alderaan Bioticsfacility and severed the conduit that sent the
auxiliary power to your shield generators and ion cannons. A
handful of TIEs survived our second raid, and those pilots
surrendered when they flew home and found their basein
our hands." Corran shrugged. "And as for Coruscant, the
fact that you use the word 'inherit' to describe what we did,
well, it meansthat the world is ours now. It might be sick,
but it's better off in our handsthan it ever wasin yours."

"| doubt the dying think that.”

"| doubt the dying blame the Rebe s for their problems.”
Derricote shrugged, and ashiver ran through the layer

of fat around hismiddle. "It does not matter to me who they



blame. When the histories are written, this shall be but a
momentary disturbance in the Empiresepic.”

Jan rocked to hisfeet. "That will be up to the historians

to determine, won't it, Generd ?"

"When | get out and put together my memoirs, you will
farewell, Jan." Derricote ducked his head and did his body
back out through the doorway. He paused hafway through,
and Corran thought for amoment he might have been stuck,
but the fat man turned to look at Jan again. "Before | forget
what | came herefor, abatch isready."

"Thank you. I'll have Urlor organize aparty to help you
decant it." Jan nodded at Urlor and the large man stooped to
force Derricote from the doorway, then followed him out.
The older man smiled. "The genera isarecent addition to
our population, but he has proved himsdf useful in that he's
good with biotics. He's managed to ferment arelatively mild
ae here, providing uswith aforbidden pleasure that many of
us had forgotten.”

"Youtrust himand drink it?

Jan shrugged. "He drinks enough of it that if it were

letha, held have long since been dead. Despite being proud
of hisImperid service, he seems somewhat perplexed by his
imprisonment here. He thought he had fulfilled the parame-
ters of aproject for Iceheart, but she disagreed and he's
here"

Corran nodded. "I can understand his confusion. | don't
know why I'm here either.”

"It may betemporary. We get alot of transentswho are
transferred out in bulk. Traffic into and out of Lusankya
seemsto berdaivey rare.”

"That's not good news. If this place istruly abackwater
planet, the chances of our being found by the Alliance are
tiny."

Jan fingered the knots in the braided canvas cord that
gathered his hair into a ponytail. "I've been herefor, as
nearly as| can determine, seven years, and no one has found
meyet." Hislaugh came warm and natural, not tinged with
the sort of madness Corran had heard in Derricote's laugh.
"Theres dwaystomorrow."

"Right." Corran sighed and looked around the smdll
chamber. "Urlor's acquainted me with onerule. Arethere
others?’

"We do what we're told when we'retold to do it. Ra:
tionsare not great but are not sarvation fare, either. Pro-
duceis seasond but not so peculiar asto let us pinpoint
wherewe are. | think there's an agrocombine maintained to
supply us, though none of us down here ever seeit. Weas-
sumethere are lower grade prisoners who are used to main-
tanit, but we'rein the deepest level, which hasthe highest
security. At least that's where we think we are. Could be



there's something more stringent, but I've not seenit.”
"What do they have usdo?'

"Hard |abor make-work." The old man sghed. "Big
rocks are madeinto little rocks, little rocks are made into
gravel, and gravel ismoved from one point to ancther. Itis
painfully and mind-numbingly boring, designed to crush
hope and make the days meld oneinto another. It drives
some of themeninsane”

Corran lowered hisvoice. "Anyone ever escape?’

"Not quite that insane, son."

"No one hastried?'

"Few havetried, no one has madeit.”

"To your knowledge."

Jan's mouth opened, then he shut it and nodded. "To my

knowledge--you are correct. At any rate, no one has made it
snce I've been here”

Corran frowned. "Those who havetried, they get

brought back here?"

"Parts of them, anyway." The old man pointed vaguely

off deeper into the caverns. "The Imps have achamber
where they keep the skulls and other relics of their dead. We
smuggle oursinto the mines where we work and bury them.”
"So escapeisimpossible?”

Jan winked at him as he dropped his voice into a con-
gpiratorid whisper. "l never saidimpossible, | just sad it
hadn't been done successfully.”

Corran laughed quietly. "I'm with Rogue Squadron. Im-
possibleisour stock in trade, and successiswhat we de-
liver.

Jan dapped him on the shoulder. "Now I'm thinking it's
apity | didn't know your grandfather. With agrandson like
you, I'm sure we would have gotten along famoudy.”

"l have afeding you'reright, sir." Corran nodded sol-
emnly. "And being hisgrandson, I'm going to do everything

| canto get out of and off of thisrock."

The old man smiled. "From the moment | saw you, Cor-

ran Horn, | somehow expected nothing less.”

18

Wedge felt more trapped by wearing adress uniform and
being in the witness box than he ever had in action against
tile Empire. He didn't see Halla Ettyk as asimulacrum of

Y sanne Isard or an enemy warrior with whom he would be
doing combat. The pleasant expression on her face belied
either of those descriptions. Moreover, Wedge knew he had
entered her arena--for him to think about defesting her here



was asfoolish asfor her toimagine she could best himina
dogfight.

Thisisdl about surviva--mine and Tycho's surviva

The prosecutor looked up from her datapad. "Com-
mander Antilles, how did you come to be on Coruscant be-
fore our forces had taken possession of it?'

"My sguadron and | were inserted into Coruscant in a
pathfinder capacity. We were here to evaluate the world from
anumber of points of view to determineif, how, and when
the Alliance might want to attempt to takeit."

"l see. What was the security classification on this oper-
aion?'

"The highest. If it had been known that we were coming

or that we were here, we would have been dead.”

Hallanodded sagely. "In preparation for sending your
sguadron out, what role did Captain Celchu play?'

Wedge shook his head. "He played no part.”

"Why not?'

"Objection."” Nawarastood at the defense table. "Calls

for aconcluson.”

"It goesto the witnesss state of mind, Admird."

Admira Ackbar shook his head. "Counselor Ven, please
do not object to questions calling for answers that Captain
Céchu's commanding officer should know. Overruled. You
may answer the question, Commander.”

Wedge nodded. " Captain Celchu was seen as a security
risk by General Cracken, so hewas not involved in the prep-
ardion for themission.”

"Then how did Captain Celchu end up on Coruscant?'
Thisisnot going to sound good. Wedge sighed. "I do

not like covert missons. The things you don't know aways
seem to be the things that get you into trouble. If any of our
people got picked up on the mission, it would belogical for
the Imps to conclude there were more of us present, and hunt
us down. | wanted someone on Coruscant whom | could
trust to get me out of difficult Stuations.”

"So you chose someone that Alliance Intelligence did not
trug.”

"I chose Tycho for anumber of very good reasons, Com-
mander Ettyk. He had been to Coruscant before and knew
hisway around."

"But he was captured on Coruscant, correct?”’

"Yes"

"And imprisoned in aplace the Empire usesto cregte
covert operatives, correct?' "So | have been told.”
Halasmiled dightly and gave him adight nod. Wedge

felt it wasthe sort of saute one pilot might toss another for a
good shot--the sort of salute that came with the promise of
destruction on the next pass. A wave of heat washed over



him and he wanted to loosen the collar of hisdark green
jacket. Can't. Don't want to let her know she's beginning to
gettome.

"Commander Antilles, why did you fed you needed

your own person operating independently on Coruscant?’
"If things went bad and some or dl of Genera

Cracken's operation here on Coruscant was uncovered, we
would bein dire graits”

"Did you have areason to suppose there was a chance
the operation would be compromised?”’

"Tm not certain | understand the question.”

"What reasons did you have to fear your operation

might be compromised to Imperia Intelligence?!
"Thereisdwaysarisk of such betraya with any covert
operation. Certainly the fact that we were going to beon
Coruscant had to suggest that was a possibility.”

"And you knew, asyou just told us, that Captain Celchu
had been captured on Coruscant, so that was certainly in
your mind, yes?'

Wedge frowned. Whereis she going with this?"Yes"
"And there were other incidents involving Rogue Squad-
ron where betraya had been previoudy mentioned, cor-
rect?"

"l am not certain | understand what you mean by that."
"Please characterize for the court the first misson to
Borleias™

"It was an unmitigated disater. | lost people, the Alli-
ance lost people, and we didn't take the planet.”

Halla glanced down at her datapad. "And therewas an
investigation conducted upon your return to determine if
your mission had been betrayed to the enemy, wasthere
not?"

"Y es, but Tycho was never implicated, never under sus-
picion.”

"I know---dtill, your mission to Coruscant was staging
from Noquivzor, which was where the misson to Borleias
staged from, wasit not?"

"Yes"

" So the spectre of a chance that whoever might have
betrayed your first misson to Borleias could betray your mis-
sion to Coruscant certainly existed, did it not?"

"y es"

"Hence your precaution.”

"Y%"

"And yet you would tell usthat you had no causeto
sugpect Captain Celchu of collusion with the enemy?!



Wedge blinked as Halla shifted her aim to anew target.

"I had no reasons to suspect Tycho of anything.”

The prosecutor's head came up. "Y ou did not find the
circumstances of Bror Jace's death the least bit suspicious?”
Hallafolded her arms across her chest. "I believe, Com-
mander Antilles, you were present in the courtroom for the
testimony of Captain Uwllalillor in regard to the misson to
capture Bror Jace. At the time of his death did you not con-
Sder the possibility that news of histravel to Thyferrahad
been lesked to the Empire?”

"No."

"Not at dl?'

"Well, not in any subgtantive way, and certainly not

with Tycho being the source of the leak."

Halla narrowed her eyes. "Who obtained the permis-
sonsand filed the flight plan for Bror Jacestrip to
Thyferra?'

"Tycho did, by my order.”

"Did you gpprove theflight plan?’

Wedge hesitated as he felt pressure building up in him-

sf. "No."

"Did you know theflight plan?"

"No."

"To the best of your knowledge, did anyonein your
sguadron outside of Captain Celchu and Bror Jace know that
flight plan?'

Wedge's hands pulsed into figts. "No."

"Captain lillor testified that her ship, the Black Asp, had
been given specific orders as to where to go and when to be
there to encounter Bror Jace. How could they have gotten
that information, do you think?'

"A spy, | suppose. | don't know. Espionageis not really
my stock in trade.”

"So you would have adifficult time determining if some-
onewas aspy or not?'

Wedge glanced down. "Y ou're good &t twisting my

words, Commander. | know Tycho wasn't working for the
Empire”

Hallas eyes narrowed. "Y ou may have fdt that, Com-
mander Antilles, but tell me truthfully, when Corran Horn
told you held seen Captain Celchu speaking to an Imperid
Intelligence operative, tell meyou didn't wonder, just for a
heartbedt, if everything General Cracken and others had said
about Tycho Celchu wasn't true.”

Wedge closed his eyes. When Corran had cometo him

on Coruscant and reported what he had seen, Wedge had
been unable to cover hisshock. | said to him, "That'simpos-
sble, Corran." | followed up with the explanation about
Warlord Zsnj having attacked Noquivzor, but thefirst thing



out of my mouth had been adenia of what | feared might be
true. Just for asecond | allowed mysdalf to accept what he
sad. | refused to let myself believe what he had said, but |
knew | could not prove his statement to be absolutely false.
The leader of Rogue Squadron nodded and refrained

from looking over a Tycho. "Yes, for aheartbest, | did a-
low mysdlf to consider what Lieutenant Horn said. | rgjected
it just that quickly."

"Onwhat grounds?'

"I knew Tycho wasn't aspy.”

Halaraised an eyebrow. "Y ou didn't know Zekka

Thyne wasworking for the Empire, did you?' "No, but | never truly trusted him."
"Y our opinion of him and his treacherous nature was
based on what?"

"Hishigtory and . . ." Wedge caught himsdif.

"And?

"His demeanor when! saw him.”

Halla Ettyk opened her hands. "Were there no other
factorsin your forming your opinion of Thyne?"

Ven stood. " Objection, relevancy, your Honor."
Admira Ackbar looked down at the prosecutor. "Corn-

mander, this does seem abit far afield from where you
darted.”

"Itisrelevant, your Honor. I'm closing in on my point.”
"Proceed, but be aware | will srikethisline of inquiry if
you don't bring usto that point quickly.” "Yes, gr."

"The objectionisoverruled.”

Ettyk nodded toward Wedge. "Commander, were there
no other factorsin your forming your opinion of Thyne?'
"Not redly."

"Lieutenant Horn's opinion of Thyne was not important
toyou?'

"It was, and it was afactor, though Thyne's hogtility to
Corran was more indicative of trouble than anything ese.”
"But you felt your observations of Thynejudtified

Horn's opinion of the man?'

"y es"

"So, when Thyne turned out to be an Imperid plant you
had not detected, but whom Horn had warned you about,
didn't you haveto reconsider Captain Celchu's positionin
regard to what Horn thought about him?"

Wedge shook his head. "To be honest, Commander,

there was so much happening at the time Thyne wasreveded
to beatraitor, that | could only congider one thing getting
my mission done. We had just received word that we had to
bring the shields down so our fleet could invade. Mind you,
Tycho passed that message to me. If he were an Imperial



plant, he could have withheld that information and set atrap
for our fleet."

"So then, Commander Antilles, you are not of the opin-
ion that the Empire gave usthisworld, infected asit iswith
the Krytos virus, to destroy us?'

"I have no idea, Commander Ettyk, what wasin the

mind of Y sanne Isard at the time we took Coruscant.”

"| see" Halla Ettyk took adatadisk from leilaWessiri

and exchanged it for onein her datapad. "But you do not
discount that possihility, correct?' "I cannot discount it."
"And you cannot discount the possibility that Captain

Célchu wasworking for the Empirein helping give Corus-

cant to the New Republic.”

"Yes| can." Wedge nodded solemnly. "I know Tycho. !

know he'snot aspy. | trust him.”

"And you trusted Zekka Thyne until proved wrong

about him, didn't you, Commander?' "No, that's not the way it was."
"Perhaps not to you, Commander, but it wasto one

man." Halla Ettyk shrugged casudly. " Corran Horn. And

now he's dead.”

Outside the courtroom, Wedge dumped againgt the cold
stone wall. Nawaratried to rehabilitate me as awitness, but
the damage was done. | wanted to bein there and help
Tycbo, but | didn't. He hammered afist against thewall.
"Sthgpawn!”

He straightened up immediately as awoman closed to
within inches of him. She held up acomlink and nodded to a
holocam-carrying Ithorian. "Thisis Zaree Lolvanci, Kudti
Firgt Holo-News, and I'm standing here with Alliance hero,
Commander Wedge Antilles. How doesit fed, Commander,
to know that your testimony iswhat will convict Captain
Cdchu?'

Before Wedge could gather hiswits enough to answer, a
body diced between the holojournaist and him. Wedgefelt a
strong grip on hisupper arm and heard afirm voicereply to
the quegtion in hisplace. "Commander Antillessonly inter-
et in thismatter is seeing justice done. He has every confi-
dencethat hisfaith in Captain Celchu will be vindicated
when the defense presentsits case. Until then, any specula
tion on the outcome would be premature and possibly pregju-
dicid. And he has no further comment.”

Wedge let Diric Wessiri guide him past the Ithorian and

on through a security checkpoint, where two guards stopped
the reporter and her holographer. Diric Seered himto a
bench and sat beside him. " Odious people, the holoshills,
aren't they, Commander Antilles?’

"They don't make avery good first impresson. . ."



"No, but it tendsto last." The older man smiled at him.
"How areyou holding up?'

Wedge nodded. "1 think | will be able to recover. Just
need sometime." He regarded the dender man closdly.
Though hisflesh till seemed a bit ashen, spirit and fortitude
shonein hiseyes. "Thank you for saving me."

"l'amglad | wasableto hdp." Diric gave himasmile

that gppeared artificid only inthat it looked asif Diric had
to conscioudy work at remembering how to smile. "ldlawas
afraid something like that would happen. She sent me after
you."

"I'd have thought she was happy with the turn of events.
Commander Ettyk ate medive."

"No, shewasn't happy." Diric patted atunic pocket. "l
have a pass that can take us up to the secure parking area.
We can get in my airspeeder and leave here. Iellasaid she
would bewilling to join uslater for dinner, if you wish."

"I doubt | would be very good company.” Wedge

glanced back toward the courtroom. "l wanted to end
Tycho's persecution with my testimony, and dl | did was
leave theimpression that even | think he wasa spy."

"Not at al." Diric tapped Wedge's thigh with afinger.

"Firg of dl, the Tribuna judges know you and know how
difficult that wasfor you. All Commander Ettyk redly did
was establish that Tycho was on Coruscant a your request
and that the possibility of betrayad wasin your mind."

"Sure, but she lso made it sound like | wouldn't know
who was a spy and who wasn't.”

"Why would you?'

"Wha?"

Diric opened hishands. "Asyou said, ferreting out spies
isnot what you do. No one expects you to have been ableto
gpot him asaspy if hewas, and you certainly couldnt if he
wasn't. And, between you and me, | don't think heisaspy.”
"Thanks"

"None necessary. I've had anumber of conversations

with Cgptain Celchuinjail and | find him thoroughly lik-
able. If hesaspy, well, then dl of usare suspects.” Diric
held ahand up. "I would dso like to point out that | have

attended many trialsin my time, and you did no worse on

the stand than many people | have seen. Y ou see your perfor-
mance as hideous because you were hoping to put the state's
case away with onetelling shot. Unfortunately the case
againg Tycho isn't aDeath Star. It isn't going to go away

that easly. NawaraVen knows what he's doing, though, and
helll do agood job."

Wedge stared down at his hands. "I'd like to believe you,

but | fed theway | did & Y avin, when Luke told meto pull



up out of the trench on the Death Star. L uke wasright, there
wasn't anything else | could do, but to abandon the effort at
that point, it just didn't fed right.”

"I understand that, but L uke Skywalker was correct and

the Death Star was destroyed.”

"Y es, but Biggs Darklighter died. If I'd stayed in there,
maybe--"

"Maybe hewould have lived and you would have

died?" Diric shook hishead ruefully. "And you probably
think that if you had been flying the night Coruscant was
taken, Corran would il live?!

| hadn't thought about it, but, yes, that notion has been
bouncing around in the back of my mind. "It's not that |

have a death wish, you know."

"I know that very well, Wedge. | have seen this survi-
vor'squiltin Idla in Corran and hisfather, and in others.”
He pressed ahand to his own chest. "Even | have knownit.
We dl have friends and acquai ntances who meet with what
we see as an untimely death. With me, because | do nothing,
| wonder why it wasn't me who died. | wonder what | have
doneto survive. With you and others who actively oppose
evil, you wonder whét it isthat you could have doneto
prevent another person's death. Those questions have no an-
swers-at least none outside the philosophical relm. For me
they are apoint of departure for thought, but for you and my
wifethey arejust sources of frustration and regret.
"Thisiswhy, of course, my wifeisworking so hard to
uncover who caused Corran's death. That'sthe only way she
will be ableto defeat the frustration and assuage her fedings
of guilt. She hated what you were put through on the stand,

because you are her friend, but her loyalty to Corran de-
manded she St through it and help Commander Ettyk, if

need be." Diric shook his head. "Fortunately she did not
haveto help. Y ou two are enough alike that | imagineyou
can see how much that would have hurt her.”

"Yeah, | can seeit.” Wedge rubbed at histempleswith

both hands. "And | can understand the frutration. | haveto
wonder if there was away to prevent Corran's degth.”
"Undoubtedly there was, Wedge, but it was not open to

you. If Captain Celchu was a spy, then General Cracken and
Winter and lellaal missed thesgnsof it." "But Corran didn't.”
Diric'ssmile returned more naturdly. "Asmuch as|

vaued Corran asafriend, hewas not dwaysright." "So Whistler hasindicated.”
"And no one knew him better." Diric patted him on the

leg. "Maintain your faith in your friend. He deservesit.”
"Agan, thank you."

"No thanks are necessary. So, would you like meto take



you somewhere? We can egt or drink and leilacan join us."
Wedge thought for amoment, then shook his head.

"There should be another two hours of testimony today,
shouldn't there?*

"Y es. Winter was cdled after you were."

Watching Winter testify has got to be hard on leila. They
were even closer than leilaand | became, and with Winter
and Tycho being together . . ."lellawill need you there,
because Winter's testimony is going to be tougher on her
thanmine”

"But you shouldn't be oneright now."

"l won't be." Wedge jerked athumb toward the east.

"I'm going to go down alevel, then over to the Galactic
Museum viathewalkway. I'll spend sometimein the Crimi-
na Gallery, vigting old friends, then I'll come back here
when court is adjourned for the day and take you up on your
offer. | have afeding that when today isover, ldlaisnt
going to want to be done either. No matter how thisturns
out, | do consider her afriend, and | want to make sure she
has no reason to doubt that at al.”

19

Gavin shifted his shoulders uneasily and tugged & the cuffs
of hisdressjacket. | fed about as comfortable here as Com-
mander Antillesdid on the witness stand.

Asyr dipped her arm through his asthe tether-lift

stopped and the doors opened. "It's not going to be that bad,
Gavin. Liska Dan'kre, our hostess, isan old friend of mine.
We schooled together before | went off to the Academy.”
"If she's hiring a skyhook for this party, she must be

filthy rich."

Asyr purred contentedly. "Rich, yes, but you'l find

nothing filthy about her." Sheled Gavin from the lift box
onto the entry platform which overlooked the whole of the
skyhook'sdisk. "Impressive, isnt it?"

"Yeah." Thecircular skyhook actudly formed abowl

with severd pathways spirding down through forested
depthsto acentral courtyard. A kilometer in diameter, the
floating garden flew high over the mountain district of Co-
ruscant. Off to the northeast, beyond the Manara Moun-
tains, Gavin saw the top of the Imperia Paace. "I can't
believe I'm here”

Asyr looked up at him, puzzlement riding openly on her
face. "What'swrong?'

Where to begin? "Nothing, redlly, | suppose. It'sjust
that, well, on Tatooine we had no skyhooks. They weren't



deemed safe enough--one good dust storm blows up out of
the nastier regions and it would pull one of these skyhooks
fromthe sky."

The Bothan patted his hand. "The repulsorlift genera:

tors are more than sufficient for keeping this skyhook aoft.
Don't worry about that."

"Then therésthejungle." He gave her aweak smile.

"Y ou weren't with us on one of our duty stations, but it
looked alot likethis. | got shot there. My stomach is already
acting up because of it."

Asyr rubbed her hand over the faint trace of ascar on
hisbelly. "I've seen what the bactaleft you for a souvenir,
remember, love?'

Gavin blushed. "Yeeh."

"And | think you're not nervous about that as much as
you're nervous about being here among my people.” She
raised afinger and pressed it to hislipsto forestall acom-
ment. "l know you're not bigoted--if you were you'd not be
here--but you've even said yoursdlf that most of your life has
been spent among humans. It's not unusuad to be anxious
when outnumbered--I fed it whenever we go to places
where humans predominate.”

Gavin's shoulders sagged a centimeter or two. "1 should
haveredized. . . I'm sorry.”

"Don't be." Asyr smiled broadly. "Come on, let's make
animpressonon my friends."

Gavin brought his head up and smiled. "Asyou wish,

Asyr, o shdl it be"

Together they descended from the entry platform and
dtarted off on a path that took along, 1ooping spira down to
the centra courtyard. The guests at the party were mostly
Bothans, and dl of them Stared at the couple asthey walked
past. Gavin knew that had to be because of the high-necked,
deeveess gown Asyr wore. Woven of iridescent blue and
purplethread, the color shifted and shimmered with her ev-
ery movement. The garment clung tight to her dender body,
but the fact that the skirts had been dit from ankleto high on

her thigh meant she was not hampered while walking. Sheld
loosdly draped asmple blue stole, woven from the metallic
thread used in her dress, across her back and through her
elbows, completing the outfit.

Other Bothan femaes wore similar gowns, but none so
well. Though he was not wholly adept at reading Bothan
body language and facid expressions, therippling of fur on
necks and shoulders of those they passed by told him that
Asyr's gown was making quite an impression indeed. Gavin
thought he looked pretty sharp in his Rogue Squadron uni-
form, but he was a black hole compared with a supernova,
and quite content with that role.

Asthey reached the courtyard, alithe female Bothan



with black and tan markings excused hersdf from acircle of
individuaswho werelistening to Borsk Fey'lyaholding forth
on something. Shewore agown sSmilar in design to Asyr's,
though it had been made of cloth of gold and had been
accented with jet beadwork in the form of stripes. She
beamed broadly as she approached them. "Asyr Sal'lar, you
aeavison!"

Asyr gave her friend abig hug. "Thank you for the invi-
tation, Liska."

Liska pulled back and looked up a Gavin. "And you are
Asyr'sfriend.”

Gavin executed asemiforma bow. " Gavin Darklighter

of Rogue Squadron, pleased to make your acquaintance.”
Hetook her hand in hisand shook it gently.

Liskasighed contentedly, then smiled at Asyr. "So man-
nerly, no wonder you find him so attractive. How did you
megt him?'

Asyr hesitated for amoment. "I was part of an opera-

tion in Invisec before the liberation. We met then.”

Gavin smiled. "She wastrying to get me executed asan
exampleto the Imps."

"You dwaysdid play alittlerough, Asyr."

Asyr shrugged. "L uckily he had Nawara Ven defending
him, so the execution was delayed. Imps showed up, Gavin
saved my lifeand | hisin the ensuing firefight. Not much
moreto tell than that."

"Quitethe first date, Asyr. It'sawonder he dared go out
with you again." Liskalinked her arm through Asyr's. "Y ou
never seemed to get into this sort of trouble when I've been
there to keep you safe” "True enough.”

Liskalooked up a Gavin. "I'm going to stedl her away

for amoment or two, just to get caught up. Y ou don't mind,
doyou?'

Gavin gave her abig smile and shook hishead. "Not a
al--seeing you again isdl she'staked about sncetheinvi-
tation came. I'll just find myself something to drink."

Asyr reached out and gave hisright hand a squeeze.

"Won't be but aminute.”

"Havefun." Gavin waiched Liskalead her away, then
looked around, surveying his surroundings. Knots of individ-
uals-damost exclusvey Bothans---dominated the land-
scape. About the only place they were not predominant was
at one bar where a couple of humans, two Ithorians, and a
handful of other non-Bothan individuas seemed to have
taken up resdence. Gavin drifted off in that direction, keep-
ing his gtrides even and his head up even though something
in hisbelly made him want to hurry over there.



Helooked at the bartender. "Lominae, please.”

A short, balding man smiled over a him. "Y ou should

drink the expensive stuff--the Bothans are paying for it."
"Perhaps, but | likelomin-ale." Gavin accepted the

frothy green glass of de, Spped, then licked the foam off his
upper lip. The dewas good, though not nearly cold enough
for histastes. Bothans don't seem to like particularly cold
drinks, so that's not abig surprise, | guess.

The shorter man offered Gavin his hand. "Herrit

Gordon, Minigtry of State.”

"Gavin Darklighter, Rogue Squadron.”

Herrit shook hishand firmly. "Glad to meet you. | dida

tour of duty with the Diplomatic Corps on Bothawui, so they
felt they had to invite me." He pointed off toward awoman
who looked postively dowdy amid acircle of Bothan fe-
males. "That's my wife, Tatavan. She learned to spesk
Bothan, so she's quite popular among the Bothans.”

"A useful skill, | have no doubt. | only know afew

words." Gavin spped hisdeagain. "I camewith Asyr
Sai'lar. She'safriend of Liska Dan'kre."

"I know thefamily. | liaised with her father on

Bothawui. Minor nobles, but they have athriving trade busi-
ness to support them, so they wield abit more power than
might beimagined by their placein theformd hierarchy.”
"Powerful, redly?

"She was able to bring you, wasn't she?'

Gavin frowned and drank again, killing the need for an
immediate reply. | know she didn't bring me as atrophy--
shetold methat much and | believe her. ™Y ou makeit sound
asif she'strying to annoy some of the folks here.”

"Not theimpression | meant to make, I'm afraid. Asyr is
something of arenegade. She went to school with Liskaand
some of the others™

"l know. Shetold me."

"I'm sure she did. That school, however, was meant to
prepare her for alife asatrader or in agovernmental posi-
tion. Without her family's permission she transmitted an ap-
plication to the Bothan Martiad Academy and was accepted.
Shedid very well there, and her family isvery proud of her
accomplishments, but they wonder when she will abandon
what they see as adventurism and get ared career.”
Gavin'ssmilereturned to hisface. "1 doubt that will

happen very soon. Asyr seemsvery at home in the squad-
ron."

"Don't underestimate the pull of the Bothan family

gructure. Their families are very tightly bound together.”
"Nothing wrong with that."

Herrit nodded, then looked toward hiswife and paled.
Gavin followed his gaze and saw atrio of mae Bothans
approaching them. The leader stood astdl as Gavin, though



he did not have Gavin's bulk. Creamy white fur and golden
eyes contrasted with the black uniform he wore. His subordi-
nateswore smilar uniforms, but their fur wasamotley riot

of orange and black.

The lead Bothan stopped right in front of Gavin, but did

not offer ahand in greeting. "I am KarkaKrefey, grandson

of Generd Laryn Krefey. Y ou were with Rogue Squadron at
Borleias?'

"l was." Setting hisae on the bar, Gavin aped Karka's
stance by grasping his handstogether a the smal of his
back. "Isthere something | can do for you?"

"Reports on the assault suggest my grandfather was

poorly prepared for the assault and made foolish decisionsin
the battle."

"And?

The Bothan's golden eyes burned with anger. "'l would
know if you fedl these reports are correct.”

Gavin ignored the gasp from Herrit. "'In my opinion,

they are.”

Karka's open-handed dap arrived with no warning and
caught Gavin over theleft cheek, snapping his head around.
Gavin staggered back a step, but the bar kept him from going
down. He grabbed onto it with his hands, then straightened
up dowly. He wanted to shake hishead to kill theringingin
his ears, but he stopped himsalf and instead looked Karka
hard in the eyes.

"l understand your being upset over your grandfather's
desth."

"l am upset because you have besmirched his honor.”
"Bethat asit may, don't dgp meagain.”

"Or?

Herrit stepped forward. "Please, let's not have an alter-
cetion here.”

Gavin reached out and grabbed Herrit by the back of the
neck. He directed the diplomat back to his place at the bar.
"Weé're not going to have afight, ar.”

Karkaslip curled back in asnarl. "Y ou have sullied the
honor of the Krefey family. | challenge you to adud.”
Gavin shook hishead dowly. "No."

"Y ou refuse to accept?!

"1 will not fight you."

"Then you are acoward.”

Gavin laughed aoud. Just ayear previous hewould

have lesped on Karka and done his best to pumme him, but
his time with Rogue Squadron had changed him so that was

not an option. Actudly, it isan option, but not oneI'm



compelled to choose. In the last year Wedge and Corran and
even Tycho had impressed upon him the fact that what oth-
ersthought and said didn't matter---it was the person insde
and what he thought of himsdlf that mattered. That's what
alows Tycho to endure everything hel's going through. He's
got aquiet kind of courage that doesn't require boasts and
defenses becauseit's the courage that kicksin whenit'sredly
needed.

While part of him still wanted to know the satisfaction

of using hisfist to disassociate Karkas teeth from their sock-
ets, another part of him reveled in hisfreedom to ignore the
chalenge. Because hewould not alow himsdf to be aroused
by the Bothan's taunts, those taunts had no power. They
became pitiful in their efforts, and transparent. And ignoring
them hurts Karka more than any physical damage | could
inflict upon him.

Gavin met Karkas molten stare. "Call me acoward if

you wish, | don't care. Y ou are not my enemy. My enemy is
the Empire and its remnants. Maybe you can't seethat. Y our
grandfather could. Strikes methat you honor his memory
more by continuing his crusade than in trying to hide mis-
takes he may have made." He extended his right hand
toward the Bothan.

Karkastared at it asif it were asnake, then snarled and
spun on hished. His subordinates fell into step with him,
prompting asigh of relief from Herrit asthey departed.

The bartender plopped afresh lomin-ale on the bar for
Gavin. "Toyour hedth, ar."

Herrit dinked hislum mug againgt the glass. Y ou han-

dled that well. Sorry | got in your way."

"No blood, no report.” Gavin worked hisjaw around

and heard it pop. "I'll be fedling that tomorrow."

Asyr appeared at hisside. "What happened?’

Gavin shrugged. "Nothing, redly.”

Herrit smiled. " Just a couple of boys getting some exer-
ase”

Asyr looked up a Gavin. "Exercise?’

He smiled and nodded. "Y eah. | gave that maturity you
were talking about aworkout. Felt pretty good, too."

"If you want to leave, we can.”

Gavin shook hishead. "No, stay and see your friends.
Have fun. | don't think there's going to be any more excite-
ment tonight.”

Thefact that Borsk Fey'lyawas nowhere to be seen heart-
ened Admira Ackbar greatly as he entered Mon Mothmals
living quarters. The presence of Genera Cracken confirmed



that the reason he had been summoned was business, but
that everything would be conducted informaly. Whatever
action needed to bereferred to the Provisional Council
would bein its own good time.

Had he thought Mon Mothma possessed a Bothan's

sense of subtlety, he would have assumed the way her apart-
ments had been redecorated were designed to encourage a
sense of wdl-being in him. Digphanous blue and green
drapesrippled gently in front of the windows--the move-
ment being caused by the air conditioning, thoughiit did
suggest the windows behind the drapes were open. The car-
peting had arich aquamarine hueto it, and the tile pattern
used to decorate the lower half of thewall had anautical
motif. The upper part of the wall matched the carpet in

color, but the recessed oscillating lightsin the ceiling gently
picked up and sparkled from the rainbow pinpoints worked
into the paint.

Even the furnishings were moreto hisliking than most.
Painted in greens, browns, and blues, they had an organic
and flowing shape to them. They lacked the pure symmetry
that most humans seemed to prefer. Thetable in the center of
the room, for example, could have been water that had been
poured out on the ground, frozen, and then placed atop legs.
The lack of sharp edges and jagged corners somehow drained
tensgon from the room, and Ackbar felt himself relaxing.

Mon Mothmasmiled in warm welcome. "I thank you

for coming so quickly after | sent for you. | know thetrid is
your primary concern and is occupying much of your time."

"Thetrid isindeed aconcern of mine, but | congder it a
cove, when my real concern isthe ocean of security for the
New Republic." Ackbar opened hishands. "'l must compli-
ment you on the decor--I find it most pleasing. Y ou grew up
in one of Chandrilas port cities, did you not?"

"Y es, my mother was the governor there. | learned to
lovethe Silver Sea. | find that making my home over inthe
image of where| lived in better timesisgood for my sanity.”
"Y ou have done awonderful job." Ackbar |ooked

around theroom again. "It isapity to bring the discussion of
difficult timesinto such abeautiful place.

"There are dways compromises that become neces-

sary." Mon Mothmawaved Ackbar to afloating chair fash-
ioned after afan of blue seaweed. She seeted hersdf ina
smilar chair, and Genera Cracken joined them by dragging
over agreen cora chair. "There are somethings that have
come up that could require Council activity, but | think it
would be better to present them to the Council asfait accom-
pli."

Ackbar's barbels twitched. "Insulating the Council from
abacklash?'

"And preventing the chance for people to profit from



what we are going to be doing, materidly or paliticaly."
Mon Mothmasighed heavily. "Therearetimes! can see
glimmers of what made the Emperor decideto dissolvethe
Senate. | regject that course of action, but | can certainly fed
itsdlure. | especialy hate it when action that is necessary is
delayed so variousindividuals can set themsalves up to reap
the benefits of doing what they have no choice but to do. Not
the way it was when we had to dedl directly with the Em-
pire

"I have ridden the crest of that wave mysdlf, Mon

Mothma. Being arebdllion was much more smple than be-
ing agovernment.” Ackbar settled back into his chair and
folded hishandsinto hislap. "What isit you would have of
me?"

Mon Mothmalooked at Generd Cracken. Y ou might
want to givethe Admira some of the background on this.”
Cracken nodded. "Though the pro-Papatine terrorists

last struck ten days ago, that attack has had a chilling effect
on our bactadigtribution efforts. The Krytosvirusis begin-
ning to spread a bit more quickly than we projected when we
got the bactafrom Warlord Zsinj. People are balancingtheir
fear of the disease againgt their fear of being at ground zero
of aterrorist attack. Black market prices for bacta are begin-
ning to climb again because, in effect, the PCF attack has
made our bacta off-limitsto alot of people. The demand for
bacta from other sourcesisthusincreasing, and so are the
prices."

Ackbar gave Cracken awall-eyed stare. "Vorru and his
militia have not been ableto crack down on the black marke-
teers?'

"Vorru claims his people are concentrating on keeping

the PCF under wraps. They're reacting to every rumor they
get and, though we have not released thisinformation to the
public, they have uncovered a couple of bombs that our peo-
ple think were created by the PCF. | do not for aminute
think VVorru is playing everything entirdly straight, but his
people are maintaining order in asector we had no chance of
contralling.”

"And how doesthis concern me?”

Mon Mothmanodded. "Generd Cracken hasbeenin

charge of some ultra-secret researchesinto the Krytosvirus.
Details of them have been kept even from me, but their con-
tinuation requires aquantity of ryll."

The Mon Caamari pressed his hands together. "And

that will require an expeditionto Ryloth.”

"Precisaly. Asdefrom getting theryll, | think thiswill be

an excdlent opportunity for usto open some diplomatic



channdswiththe Twi'leks, evenif itisonly a avery low
levd."

"And you will want Counselor Vento go."

"Yes." Mon Mothmasmiled. "All of Rogue Squadron,

infact. Commander Antilles made quite an impression there
severa years ago, and the contribution of NawaraVen to the
taking of Coruscant has attracted alot of attention on

Ryloth. This notoriety will add weight to our negotiating

postion.”

"So you need meto delay thetrid and release Rogue
Squadron to thisduty."

The leader of the New Republic narrowed her eyes. "Is
there a problem with this? Surely you can find areason to
grant a continuancein the case."

Ackbar's mouth dropped open in aslent laugh. "Find a
reason? | could find aschool of them, Chief Councilor. |
applaud Genera Cracken's ability to uncover so much so
quickly about Cagptain Celchu'sinvolvement with the Em-
pire--the pace of discovery isremarkable. Thetrid ismov-
ing with such dacrity that there is no way the defense has
adequate time to prepare. Counselor Venisdoing his best,
but thisis clearly the most difficult assgnment he's been
given since joining Rogue Squadron.” "' So thisis not a problem?”
"No, though | suppose the continuance cannot be

granted on the grounds that Rogue Squadron is going off on
asecret mission to Ryloth?' When silence met his question,
Ackbar opened hismouth inasmile. "1 was being facetious.
It wasajoke."

Cracken laughed, but Mon Mothma just smiled. "For-
giveme, my friend, but as Generd Cracken will attest, | have
not heard many things that make melaugh of late."

"l understand.” Ackbar sat forward. "I will, of course,

clear Rogue Squadron for the mission. Will you be wanting
Erig Dlanit to fly that misson?'

"l should think so. Isthere areason we would not want

her onit?'

Ackbar shrugged. "Since sheisinvolved in pushing the
Xucphra corporation to sell usagreat ded of bacta, | would
think putting her in jeopardy on amisson would be contra-
indicative”

Mon Mothmalooked at her Inteligence director. "Is she
indanger on thisrun, Generd?'

Cracken frowned. "We anticipate no trouble.”

Ackbar blinked hiseyes. "And if the misson is betrayed

to the PCF?

"We have the Imperid spy, don't we? lsn't that why

Captain Cdchuisontrid?



"Yes, Chief Councilor." Cracken's dark eyes sharpened.
"What the Admiral is suggesting is that we cannot be certain
Captain Celchu wasthe only spy in service to the Empire.
The potentid for betraya does exist here and on the Ryloth
gdeof things. While sending her out might endanger her,
holding her back might be taken incorrectly by officidson
Thyferra, dooming thet dedl."

"But if shedies, that could dso hurt us™ Mon Mothma
shook her head. "The lack of clear-cut decisonsiswhat
makesthisjob so difficult. The Thyferrans seem to set great
store by Eris Dlarit's flying with Rogue Squadron. | suppose
wewill haveto let her go."

Ackbar nodded. "I concur. That isthe tide on which you
should sal."

"And you, Generd Cracken," Mon Mothmasaid, "will

have to make certain security around thismisson isnot
breached. We cannot afford to have the mission disrupted,
nor can we afford to lose Eris Dlarit.”

"Of this, | am aware." Genera Cracken nodded sol-

emnly. "l understand the gravity of the Stuation. If thereisa
leak, well find it--find it and eliminate it. The New Republic
can afford for usto do nothing less."

20

"l amfairly certain, Colond Vorru, that | do not likethis
turn of eventsat dl." Kirtan Loor peered down at the
gmaller man but clearly did not have quite the intimidating
effect on him that Loor wanted. "l invited you hereto inform
you of my plan asacourtesy, not to allow you to veto it."
Fliry Vorru shrugged. "Ah, but | have vetoed it."

No! "No! | cannot alow this." Loor's hands balled into
figs. "My agreement with you wasto let you select domestic
targets that help wesken the New Republic's government. |
have abided by your decisonsin any case where the target
was of that sort. Thisis not one of those cases.”

Loor stalked around his darkened office, flitting likea

moth around the circle of light that anointed Fliry Vorru and
made hiswhite hair shine brilliantly. "The destruction of
Rogue Squadron has been a priority with me since well be-
fore they took Imperia Center, and now, now they are
within my grasp. | have a squadron of X-wings hereon Im-
peria Center that | will useto attack Rogue Squadron's base
and destroy them on the ground. It will be perfect and will
dlow meto finish amission that hastaken far too long to
complete”

Vorru leaned back in Loor'stal chair and put his booted



feet up on the surface of the desk, scattering a stack of data-
cards. "What were once your priorities do not matter to me.
| deem this attack too risky. Cracken will suspect | leaked
information about Rogue Squadron'simpending mission to
you."

"No, no hewon't." Loor's fingersitched to be punching

data up on his datapad--or to be strangling you, Vorru. "l
uncovered evidence of arun to Ryloth based on fluctuations
in the secondary ryll-derivatives black market. | traced it
back to awoman in the medica corpswho's been making
extramoney producing her own brand of patent medicine.
It'smostly lure, with ryll and adrop or two of bactain it--
useless, of course, but she's begun to raise the price. It'sas-
sumed that when Rogue Squadron bringsthe rytl back to
Coruscant, its effectiveness againgt the viruswill be touted
and her medicinewill bein high demand. | can give her to
you and you can point her out asthe leak."

"Suggesting that a quack producing afolk remedy led

you to Rogue Squadron iswhat will get me implicated.”
"Nonsense." Loor dapped hishands againgt hishipsin
frustration. "Y ou know aswell as| do that Ryloth isas dark
aden of iniquity asexigsthissde of Varl. The Twi'leks have
not supported the Rebellion in any great numbers, so the
most prominent Twi'lek in the New Republic is NawaraVen.
The Republic hasto use him astheir negotiator and, o and
behold, the prosecution asks for and gets a continuance of
the case. That leaves plenty of time for Rogue Squadron to
make the trip to Ryloth and back. The only obvious assump-
tion isthat they're going to makethetrip.”

Loor shook his head. "I've known where Rogue Squad-

ron has been stationed for awhile now. Thisis my opportu-
nity to hit them right a atime when thefailure of their
mission will severdly hurt the New Republic.”

"Y our reasoning is flawless, Agent Loor, but that con-
cernsmenot at al." Vorru'sdark eyes glittered. "'l evenfind
your devotion toward the dimination of Rogue Squadron
admirable. However, your taking action against Rogue
Squadron does not suit me at thistime; therefore you cannot
launch your assault.”

"And if | chooseto ignore your advice?

Vorru twisted his head dightly sdeways. "Do you redly
want to test me, Kirtan Loor?!

Loor hegtated, losing his chance to snap back a defiant
answer. Anyone e se asking that question would havefilled
the words with impending doom, but VVorru asked it in an
easy tone, asif asking achild if she were certain she wanted
to do something that was obvioudy dangerous. His expres-
sion, his posture, bore no obvious menace, and yet Loor
found himsdlf more fearful of VVorru than hewould be of a



buzzadder coiled and ready to strike in his place.

"Tegting you would get naeither of usanywhere."

"| dways thought you were more than reasonable.”

Vorru swung hisfeet off the desk and swiveled the chair
around 0 he could stand. He withdrew a datacard from
ingde hismilitiatunic and tossed it on the desk. "Y ou and
your people have been good and have done nothing of im-
port for nearly two weeks. | have found you anew target."
Loor exchanged placeswith Vorru, spun the chair

around, and dropped into it. He pulled himsdlf around to
face the desk and saw Vorru's shadowed form standing op-
posite him. Loor shoved the datacard into his datapad,
punched up adirectory, then opened thefile labeled "tar-
get.die”" Thearchitectura renderings of abuilding showing
gress pointsfilled the smal screen.

The Intelligence agent looked up. "It'ssmdll. | don't see
bacta storage areas or barracksfacilities. What isit?' "A schoal.”
"School?* Loor frowned. "Y ou mean atraining acad-
emy?'

"No, aschool. For children.”

"Children of the Rebel leadership?’

"Hardly. They've been too busy to breed.” Vorru shook
hishead quickly. "Thisisjust anorma school, with normal
children--some diens, but mostly human." "Why?'

"Why? Because the students are drawn from the local

population.”

Loor's frown deegpened, and confusion made hisvoice
tenuous. "No, why hit aschool ?*

"Come now, Agent Loor, you didn't expect to get great
resultswithout inflicting great pain, did you?' Vorru laughed
lightly. ™Y ou probably thought you could cling to some
shred of honor. By hitting factories and military facilitiesand
places where adults congregated, you could put fear into
them. By hitting bacta distribution centers, you could make
parents concerned about the welfare of their children, but it
would be the Krytos virusthat killed the children, not you. Is
thet it?"

"I...perhaps..."

"Perhaps nothing, that is exactly what you were think-

ing. And because of it, your efforts would have been for
naught.”" VVorru leaned forward, supporting his body on both
ams. Thelight from above hid hiseyesin black triangles.
"Threaten achild and you will unite the parents againg you.
Kill achild and those who have lost it will retreat in mourn-
ing. Those around them will fed their pain and likewise look
to their own families. They will keep their children closeand
out of schools. Thiswill shatter the Rebellion's ability to



indoctrinate the young. It also makes the Rebellion look un-
forgivably weak. People will demand things be done and it
will beleft to meto do them.”

And one of the thingsyou shal do is use me as a scape-

goat for your evil. Theilluson of control over hisown Stua
tion evaporated in a heartbeat. To Loor hisfuture was clear
Hewould carry out more and more heinous missionsfor
Colond Vorru; then, eventualy, Vorru would betray him. He
would remain dive and free until VVorru had no further use
for him, then he would be broken and displayed as proof of
Vorru'svirtue,

It struck Loor asamost comical that he could see
Vorru'sdesireto strike at aschool asevil, yet hisdesireto hit
Rogue Squadron was nothing more than duty. The differ-
ence, ultimately, wasthat the strike at Rogue Squadron
would advance the cause of the Empire, while the strike at
the school would only strengthen Vorru's position. We are

not asfar apart as! would like to think, but neither are we as
closeasVorru seesus.

Nor am | asstupid as hethinks | am. Loor hit abutton

on the datapad and reaed the list of materials needed to un-
dertake the operation. "When?"

"A week. Therewill have been no newsof thetrid in

that time, so thiswill redlly attract attention.”

Loor's head came up. "Will you need meto sacrifice
someof my mento your militia?'

"Not immediately.” A shadowed smile spread acrossthe
amdl man'sface. "'l have severa troublesomeindividuals
who need to diein an airspeeder explosion. The chemical
compoasition of the explosives will match thosein the school
bombing. That will send Cracken's people off inadirection |
want and leave you free to operate.”

"Will you be sdlecting another target for us?'

Vorru straightened up, retresting into shadow. "No.

Just go ahead and pick out a half-dozen targets you want to
hit and I'll pick one or two from your ligt. I'll usethem as
testsfor my subordinatesto seeif they can figure out how we
can profit from these things. Competition will kegp them
sharp.”

"l would imeagine.”

"I'm certain you would, Agent Loor." Vorru sketched a
mock salute. "l ook forward to the results of your handi-
work."

Wedge looked around the lab set deep in the bowels of the
Imperid Palace complex. "So thisiswhere the Krytosvirus
was developed?!

Genera Cracken nodded. ™Y ou noticed, when you came

in, that the place is kept under negative pressure. If the sedls
are breached, air flowsin, not out. It precludesthe possibility



of pathogens getting out."

Wedge frowned. "But | thought the Krytos virus could

not be spread by air, only by fluid contact--in drinking wa-
ter or when someone came in contact with bodily fluid from
an infected person.”

"That's absolutely true, but in thislab they were manu-
facturing avirusthat had never existed before. They wanted
something that would mutate relatively quickly so it could
spread between species. With that sort of thing the chance of
a spontaneous mutation that would let it become airborne
and ill remain infectiousis one that must be guarded
againg." Cracken led him on through athrong of white-
coated |lab assistants to a back room where Qlaern was using
its hands to enter information into a datapad. A number of
droids worked in and around the room, apparently orches-
trated by aVerpine droid that looked much like ametal
avatar of the Vratix.

Qlaern drew its hands back to itsthorax as Wedge en-
tered the room. "Commander Antilles, we are pleased to see
you." The Vratix'sright hand came out and gently brushed
Wedge's cheek.

Wedge stroked the Vratix'sarm in return. "The honor is
mine. Y ou know, | expect, that my squadron will beleading
the expedition to Ryloth.”

"Yes, of thiswe are aware. We also know that Mirax

will betraveing with you."

"Right." Thetrip to Ryloth from Imperiad Center would

take five days, and that was a bit long to be trapped in the
cockpit of an X-wing. Ten of the squadron’'s X-wingswould
be |oaded aboard amodified Rebel Transport, the Courage
of Sullust. Wedge would travel with Mirax in the Pulsar
Skate, with his X-wing ensconced in the cargo bay that
would, if thingswent as planned, befilled with ryll for the
return trip. The X-wingswould fly escort out of Ryloth; then
they would be loaded aboard another transport after the first
leg of the journey, for therest of the trip to Coruscant.

Airen Cracken patted the Vratix on the shoulder. "As

you asked, | have brought Commander Antilles. Y ou have
something totdl him?”!

"Yes, of course." Qlaern rested both hands on Wedge's
shoulders. "We have andyzed the virus and various medici-
na preparations. Ryl will have some effect againgt the virus.
Its efficacy varieswiddy. We have been pursuing the reason
for this. We have been advised that ryll isclassfied ina

number of different grades by the Twi'leks. Most of theryll
available off Ryloth isof the lowest grade.”



"They don't export the best, | can understand that.”

"Good. Therarest grade of ryll isknown asryll kor. It
makes up approximately three percent of dl ryll. The com-
pound containsin it trace e ements that appear to work
againg the virus, but exactly how and why we are not cer-
tain. We need as much ryll kor aswe can get.”

Wedge nodded and patted the backs of the Vratix's

hands. "How will I know it?"

"Theryll kor tastes.. . ." Qlaern stopped. "Y ou would

not be ableto differentiate the taste, we think."

"Probably not."

"Kor absorbs light except in the ultraviolet range.”

Wedge glanced at Cracken. "Meaning?'

"It looks black, like charcoal, except to someone who

can seeinthe UV range." Cracken smiled. "I have some gear
that will be ableto sort kor from ryll that's dyed black. Y ou
might check, though, perhaps your Gand can seein the ultra-
violet range.”

Wouldn't surprise me. He doesn't bregthe or deep and

can regenerate severed limbs. "I'll ask Ooryl if he can help
mein that capacity." Helooked back at Qlaern. "HI get you
your kor."

"Do that, Wedge Antilles, and we shall curethe dis-

cae”

And then I'll be bound by my promise to represent you

to the Provisond Council. Wedge smiled and brought
Qlaern'sright hand up to fed hisface. "Well be back before
you know it, | promise. And you know | keep my promises.”

21

Corran Horn shuffled along in line with the other prisoners,
He affected the dull-eyed, hopel ess stare most of them dis-
played for their guards. He moved when told to move and
stopped when told to stop. In no way should any of the
guardsin stormtrooper armor conducting them to the mines
have noticed anything out of the ordinary about him. To
them he should have appeared to bejust like dl the other
prisoners being herded to the mines.

He hoped against hope the facade he put forward fooled
them, because as dull and soporific as he might seem on the
outside, he was seething and anxious on the insde. After
only aweek in the general population he had decided to
make hisfirgt stab at escape. He had briefly discussed his
plan with Jan and found the man'sinsghts useful, but he had
ignored Jan's entreaties to put off his attempt.

The prospect of being killed in hisfirst try did daunt

Corran, but not as much as he thought it should have. He



had a hunch that he wouldn't be killed if he was captured.

He knew that was foolish, and that he had no factual basis
for making that judgment, but it fdt right. During his career
with CorSec, and as a pilot with Rogue Squadron, hed gone
with gut fedlings before, and won more timesthan held logt.

Although he did not have any factsto support hisfed-

ings about escape, he did have some circumstantial evidence
that made him optimidtic. First and foremost wasthe fact

that he wasn't dead yet. He couldn't imagine Y sanne Isard
keeping him or anyone & se around unlessthey were ussful.
Aslong ashedid not prove to be more of abother than he
was worth to Iceheart and her plans, he'd be kept dive.
Second, and it was arather bizarre fact, was the method

of return for the unsuccessful escapees. Most of them came
back asfire-blackened skeletons, or parts thereof. The only
way to match them up with the people who had escaped
would be through genetic testing. Since that was unavailable
to the prisoners, they had to assume the bodies were, in fact,
those of the escapees. However, since confirmation wasim-
possible, Isard could have smply picked a prisoner out of the
less secure prison levels, and had him burned beyond recog-
nition and dumped in the high security area. Aslong asshe
could identify who had escaped, returning a close match
would be pretty easy, and the high-security prisoners would
be | eft imagining escape wasimpossible.

Third and findly, Corran saw that Jan redlly did carefor

the men under his control. Hisfear for Corran's safety was
genuine, and not based in any fear of retribution against
himsdlf. Asthe leader of the Rebel contingent, Jan felt re-
sponsible for the other Alliance prisoners. HEd seen enough
people diein the fight against the Empire that he wanted to
prevent people from throwing their lives away needlesdy. He
clearly believed that some day, that day being sooner rather
than |ater, the Alliance would find them and free them, and
he wanted as many of his people alive on that day as poss-
ble.

Aswonderful as Jan's care and concern was, it also tor-
tured the older man. Corran could clearly see Y sanne lsard's
fine hand in that. By |etting Jan take responghbility for dl the
Rebel prisoners, she created dozens and dozens of avenuesto
attack him. With each one of them who went away or died, a
little piece of Jan died. How he had endured that much pain
for so long Corran could not imagine, but he hoped, by

taking responsibility for himsdf, he could ease the burden on
Jan's shoulders.
Seventy paces from the cave mouth they passed the



opening to the latrine. Thefixturesin it were rudimentary,

but did include awater spigot so aminimum of hygiene

could be observed. Thirty paces beyond it, about halfway to
the mine complex, the line of prisoners passed through a
barred gateway that was locked closed at night. Corran
thought its presence was unnecessary, since the Imps had
placed infrared detection units at both ends of the corridors.
Then again, those units aren't redlly that hard to defest, es-
pecidly if the people monitoring them are as dert asthe
guards marching through the dust with us.

A full 203 paces from the mouth of the cavern complex,
Corran passed through what had once been a ship's hatch-
way and into the prisoners workstation. Rumor among the
prisoners had it that L usankya dated from before the Clone
Wars and incorporated parts from various ships that had
been blasted to piecesin anava action beyond the atmo-
sphere. The scavenged hatch and the condition of the old,
worn tools did suggest a certain amount of antiquity to the
facility, but that conclusion came so easily that Corran was
disnclined to trust it. If that's what 1sard wants usto think
about ber Lusankya, then | don't want to think it.

Beyond the hatch they proceeded down a steep grade to
along rectangular cavern that had five tunnels shooting off it
likefingersoff the pam of ahand. All thefingersended in
doorsthat were cobbled together from ship bulkhead panels
and held closed by chainsand locks. Thetunnelswere big
enough to dlow asmal mining droid to pass through them,
but the doors were always shut when the prisoners came into
the room, so Corran never saw the droids digging out the ore
they processed.

At thefar end of the chamber from the entryway sat

severd piles of huge boulders. Men would work on them
with heavy dedgehammers, bit by bit breaking them down
into smaller rocks. Other prisonerswould carry those
gmaller rocks to the middle of the chamber, where more pris-
onerswould smash them with smaller dedges. Y et more pris-

onerswith shovels and screenswould sift the debris, pitching
back the larger stones. The resulting gravel would then be
hauled in buckets to aconveyor belt that carried the gravel
up and away. At the top of the conveyor belt the gravel
disappeared through aheavy sted grate.

No one knew much about what lay beyond the grate.

They knew air was blowing out of it becausethey could seea
fair amount of dust blown back into the air around the con-
veyor belt. Most of the prisoners assumed the belt led to a
blast furnace where the gravel was melted down, or amixing
container where it was being made into ferrocrete. Corran
argued that it was just aslikely that the gravel was being
dumped into hovertrucks and taken out to pave wakwaysin
some Moff's garden, and if that wastrue, the grate was al



that stood between them and freedom.

All of the prisoners knew what they were doing was

smply make-work, but the Imps had taken the precautions
necessary to prevent work stoppages. ]'he conveyor belt's
workings had been sunk into the ground so the prisoners
couldn't get access to the motor and sabotageit. Stedl fibers
had been woven into the length of the belt to keep it strong
and had been tightened so virtualy no dack appeared in the
belt on itsreturn trip to the depths of the minesfloor. A
railing had even been set up to prevent prisoners from acci-
dentdly faling onto the belt or getting caught in the mecha:
nism.

Corran dumped his bucket of gravel into the maw of the
container bolted on the conveyor belt. Hunnning avay
loudly, the belt started the gravel on its twenty-meter journey
to the grate. Corran watched it go for asecond, then alowed
the next man in line to bump him out of the way.

Heading back to where Urlor was shoveling gravd into
buckets, Corran took aquick inventory of the guards watch-
ing over them. A full squad of men in stormtrooper armor
guarded them, providing one trooper for every ten of the
eighty prisonersin thework detail. Six of the troopers car-
ried blaster carbines. The other two crewed an E-Web set up
just insde the hatchway, making any attempt to rush out of
the mine suicidal. The sharp dope up which the prisoners

would have to charge would dow them enough that the two-
man heavy blaster would cut them al down. Though none of
the guards were as big as stormtroopers, nor seemed as well
disciplined as the Empire's shock troops, even they would
have been enough to quell a prisoner revolt.

Urlor tossed a shovelful of gravel toward Corran's

bucket but missed with hdf of it. "Don't do this, Corran.”
He kept hisvoice low enough thet the rattling chuffof gravel
pouring through ascreen hid it from outsders. "Wait. Learn
more."

"Thisislearning." Hewinked at the bigger man.

"Guards havetheir blasters selected for stun.”

Jan looked over from the end of the screen he was hold-
ing. "Youll risk your life on theflick of athumb?"

Corran tapped himself on the chest. "Rogue Squadron,
remember.”

"Cordlian, morelike." Jan shook his head. "None of

you have any respect for odds."

"Why respect what you haveto beat?' Corran gave

each of them anod. "Trust me, | have to make thisrun.”
Urlor dumped afind shovel'sworth in the bucket.

"May the Force be with you."



"Thanks." Corran, |etting the bucket dangle down be-
tween his| egs, sarted the awkward, hunched-over Rybet-
walk back toward the conveyor bdlt. His plan wassmple
he'd dump his bucket, then hop over therailing and ride the
belt up to the grate. Up there, a least as viewed from the
work floor, there appeared to be enough shadowed space to
conced him. If he could then get down through the grate, or
find a hidden passageway out, he'd befree. "Y ou there."
Cotran looked over at the guard pointing at him. "Me?!
"Come here"

Why me? Cotran shuffled over toward the man. "Sir?'
"Don't question me, prisoner.” The guard, clad inthe

lighter weight scout version of the armor, loomed over him.
"Asfor thereason | picked you, you're new and need a
lesson.”

Without warning the guard brought the blaster carbine

up and around in aone-handed backhand stroke that caught
Corran over theright ear. Stars exploded before his eyes and
the clank of metal on skull started afierceringingin hisears.
A flange on the barrdl cut his ear and split hisscadp, whilethe
force of the blow spun Corran around to the lft.

Pain overrode panic. As Corran whirled he held on tight

to the bucket, brought it up, and let it fly when histormentor
cameinto view again. The grave-filled container smashed
into the guard's faceplate. The man's head snapped back as
the blow knocked him from his feet. He sumbled backward
asthe bucket flew on comet-like, spraying out agravd tail.
Corran's vision cleared and seconds seemed to take
hoursto pass. The guard's carbine, the muzzle glistening
with hisblood, hung in the air. Corran knew he could snatch
it beforeit hit the ground and burn down the two closest
guardsin a heartbeat. Half the guardsin the detail would
have been accounted for. Getting the rest would be difficuilt,
but the other prisoners could swvarm them. They'd take the
guards weaponsand . . .

And dietrying to clear the E-Web. Or dietrying to fight

our way out of the belly of thisprison. All of themwill die,
and their deathswill be on my heed, if | grab that gun.

He heard the whine of a blaster and saw something blue
shoot past him. All the prisoners dove for thefloor. They
shrank into ahuddled carpet of dirty armsand legs, ducking
their headsto avoid recognition, yet peeking out to see what
would happen.

All of them went down save for one.

Jan.

Eyesfilled with horror and pride, he nodded to Corran.
Cotran, understanding, nodded back.

The stun-bolt caught Corran square in the middle of his
chest. It did to his nervous system what anion-bolt didto a
machine. In oneingtant every nervein Corran's body fired,



ingantly wracking him with pain, burning him up, shak-

ing, crushing, and freezing him. All of hismuscles con-
tracted, bowing hisback, grinding histeeth, and kicking him
up into the air with alittle hop. Hislimp body'simpact on
the ground probably hurt, but his nervous system couldn't

route reportsto hisbrain properly, so heredly didn't know
how hefdt.

Except it's not good.

He saw Jan crouching over him. "I'll seethey get you

hdp."

Corran wanted to nod, wanted to blink, wanted to do
something to let Jan know he heard him, but he couldn't.
About half thetime held been hit with astun-bolt before--in
training exercises and a couple of timeswith CorSecin the
field--he'd lost consciousness. The times he hadn't, heldd
wished he had, because the fedling of hel plessness created by
being trapped inside a body that didn't work was worse than
any pain.

The medica team caled for by the guards arrived rather
quickly, bringing with them arepulsorlift Sretcher. After

they loaded their unconscious comrade on it, they reluctantly
draped Corran over the man'slegs, leaving Corran's head
dangling and his hands and feet scraping aong the ground as
they hauled the two individuas out of the mine.

Staring down at the floor, he couldn't see much on the

trip out. The medtechs wrestled the Stretcher into allift, and
the oneto theright of the door, at the foot of the stretcher,
punched a button and started the box ascending. Corran
heard three tones, which he took to mean they had ascended
threefloors, then thelift stopped and the medtechs again
struggled to get the stretcher out of thellift.

They floated Corran on through corridors that appeared
much more modern and maintained, if floor tile was any
indication, than the rest of thefacility. Finaly they brought
the stretcher to astop in aplace where he caught the familiar
scent of bacta, and unceremoniously dumped him to the
floor. Herolled onto hisleft Sde, his cheek pressed againgt
the cold flooring.

He caught snatches of the conversation between the
medtechs and the Emdee droid that would be caring for the
guard, but theringing in hisright ear made it difficult for him
to catch everything. Moreover, he wasn't certain he could
trust any sensory inputs, because what he was hearing
through hisleft ear was Smply impossible.

Starting from above his head and continuing on down
toward hisfeset, he heard the dopplered sound of storm-



troopers--real, well-disciplined stormtroopers--marching
aong. That was not remarkablein and of itsalf except in that
if they had been there, they'd have been marching over him,
and as messed up as he was, he wasfairly certain held have
noticed that. The only other alternative was that they werein
aroom below him, marching on the ceiling, and whet that
meant was, at that time, well and truly beyond his ability to
comprehend.

22

Wedge thumbed his comlink on. "What do you need,
Mirax?"

"Coming up on the Kalauun Starport, Wedge. | thought
you might like to be up here on the bridge aswe comein. It's
quitethesght.”

"On my way." He glanced around the cargo hold and
nodded at his R5 unit. "Hang on, Mynock, we're amost
there. Keep a scanner on these cratesfor me, will you?”
The cylinder-headed droid beeped affirmatively. The RS
unit then exchanged some softer tones with the Pulsar
Skate's V erpine maintenance droid.

No, they can't be taking about me. Wedge laughed at
hisflash of paranoia and stepped out of the hold. The doors
crunched shut behind him. Letting ahand trail dong the
corridor's celling, he made hisway aong the spine of the
ship to the bridge. He thought he might have been imagining
things, but heat from the atmosphere aready appeared to be
bleeding in through the ship's hull. Scant wonder there are
Twi'leksthat think of Tatooine as a suitable placeto fleeto
during the hot season here.

He stepped down into the bridge and dropped into a

seet behind Mirax. "1'd forgotten how impressive thisis.”

Thetortured surface of Ryloth spread out before them

like the shams of a shattered earthenware vase. Black basalt
mountainsthrust up into adusky red sky. Centermost in
their view of the planet sood amassive mountain with a
huge tunnel cored into the interior at itsbase. The smaler
holes dotting the face of the mountain would have appeared
to be natura openings except for the regularity with which
they were arranged.

Because the planet rotated on its axis once per year, the
same side of Ryloth dways faced the sun. Kalauun existed
near the terminus line--where day and night met--making it
one of the cooler sunside locations. Because of Ryloth'sellip-
tica orhit, the planet did have seasons, though most humans
could not tell the difference between summer and the cool



season since both were unbearably hot.

"Y egh, impressive and impressively treacherous. Lid,
watch the crosswinds as we enter the tunnd.”

The Sullugtan pilot chittered angrily at her.

"I know you can't misstherocks out there, | just want

to make sure we misstherocks." Mirax smiled. "No heat
storm activity today, it seems, but the currents can il be
tricky."

"Right."

Liat Tevv took the Pulsar Skate down into the canyon

that led to the tunnel. Harsh winds had smoothed the stone
to the consistency of polished glassin some spots, and had
torn away huge dagger-like dabsin others. Smaler areas of
damage to the rocks--some graced with a splash of paint or
metallic debris--gave mute testimony to the need for carein
negotiating the approach to Kaauun.

The Pulsar Skate dipped into the approach tunnd with
plenty of room to spare on al sdes. Liat flicked on the ship's
externd running lights and floods, filling the dark tunnel

with jagged shadows. Up ahead amassive portcullisdowly
roseinto the tunne's ceiling. Asthey flew past it Wedge
guessed it was at least thirty metersthick and would require
alot of pounding before it admitted unwanted visitors.
Mirax glanced back a him. "Ever get the feding that the

portcullisisas much for keeping folksin asit isfor kegping
them out?'

"Only when I'montheingde of it." Threeyearshad

passed since hisfirst and last trip to Kalauun, when he and
the rest of Rogue Squadron had arrived unbidden and in
pursuit of a Twi'lek. The circumstances of thistrip were cer-
tainly more favorable. Even so, just to make certain there
were no grudges being borne againgt him, held put Emtrey's
scavenging abilitiesto good use and had him round up a
plethoraof giftsfor the Twi'leks.

Mirax nodded. "Kaauun isthe one place my father

figures he didn't make out like abandit. The Twi'leks are
tough negotiators.”

"I hope that kill holdsfor Nawards efforts on behdf of
Tycho."

Mirax's brown eyes narrowed. "I hope so, too, | think. |
know you believe Tycho had nothing to do with Corran's
death, but | can't be so sure. | wish | could, redlly, because
Tycho helped me save Corran at Borleias."

"Don't forget that Tycho saved me and the rest of the
Squadron on Coruscant.”

"I've not forgotten that, but while he wa s saving you,
Corran and | were saving each other from the Empire and



thetraitor in Fliry Vorru's organization." She patted Wedge
on the knee. "Weve been over thisadozen timesand I'm
getting better about it, | really am. | don't cry nearly asmuch
right now as| did."

Wedge tipped her face up with hisleft hand and brushed
atear from her cheek with histhumb. "Hey, being sad
doesnt reflect badly onyou at al."

"Thanks." Mirax sniffed alittle. "It'sjust thet it ssems

o ridiculous sometimes. Wed not even dated. We didn't
know each other that well. For his desth to hurt this much
we should have been alot closer.”

"That'sthetrick of it, Mirax, you were alot closer than

you imagine. The two of you shared alot of the same qudi-
ties" Wedge smiled. "Y our father and Corran's father were
mortd enemies. Why? Because they were alot aike, too.
Both of you had strong relationships with your fathers,

which isreflected in how you turned out. Under different
circumstances old Booster and Hal Horn probably could
have been friends. Y ou and Corran became friends because
you met under those different circumstances.”

Shefrowned for amoment. "Y ou are probably right. |

could dso help mysdf get over this, | think, if I could just
finally accept the fact that Corran's dead. Listening to the
comlink cal when hewent in, that was pretty nasty, but we
never found abody. | know it's stupid to make anything of
that, what with the building coming down on him and dl,

but my father dways said that if you don't see abody, don't
count on someone being dead. He did once--"

"And it cost him hiseye. | remember the story.” Wedge
laughed lightly. "Now | remember it. That explainsalot.”
"What do you mean?"

"Biggs, Porkins, Corran, my parents--I never saw their
dead bodies. Partly because of your father's story, | suspect,
and just human stubbornness, | find mysalf sometimes ex-
pecting to see them walk into my office.

Mirax'sface brightened. "Or you think you see them
walking dong in acrowd. Y ou catch aglimpse of them." She
glanced down. "Part of me thinks that we see them because
we don't truly believe they're dead. Maybe the barrier that
separates the living from the dead is permeable aslong as
there is someone who doesn't accept death. Sithspawn, listen
tome. I'mtaking likeaglitbiter."

"That's not aproblem, Mirax, | understand.” Wedge

leaned forward and kissed her on the forehead. "And | don't
think your theory isal that wrong. | don't imaginewe can
bring people back to life by hoping, but letting their memo-
riesliveoninsdeusisnot abad thingtodo at all.”

The Sullustan cheebled something a Mirax, prompting

her to spin around in her command chair. She hit severd
switches above her head, then punched a button on the con-



sole. "Landing gear deployed, repul sorlift drives engaged.
Kill thrust and set her down gently.”

Liat's melodic grumble accompanied the delicate thun-

der of the Pulsar Skate'slanding. Mirax dapped abutton on
the command console and Wedge immediately felt arush of

warm air asthe ship's gangway lowered itself. Mirax nodded
toward the aft and the opening. "After you, Commander
Antilles”

"Thank you, Captain Terrik."

Mirax smiled. "By theway, | think you look dicker than
aHutt'sdimetrail in that native garb.”

"Thanks." Since the misson was diplomatic in nature,
Rogue Squadron had been supplied with clotheslike those
their counterparts on Ryloth would wear. Because of the
planet's oppressive hest, the natives tended to wear loose,
bulky, hooded cloaks over their other garments. The nature
of the clothes they wore beneath the cloaks depended upon
their occupation. Twi'lek warriorstended to becladina
loincloth, wrapped leggingsto the knee, fingerless gloves,
and a highly decorative bandoleer that did still serve amar-
tid function. Their cloaks aso tended to be abbreviated, asif
their whole costume was meant to show they were tough
enough to endure even the harshest of conditions on the
planet.

Wedge's attire varied only dightly from that Twi'lek
warriorswore. His brown boots came up to his knees and
beige trousers had been tucked into them. To that he added
an emerad green loincloth and abandoleer of the same
color. All of his battle ribbons and awards had been embroi-
dered on the bandoleer, starting with two Death Star repre-
sentations a hisright shoulder and ending with asymbol
representing Coruscant near hisleft hip. The crests of the
Alliance and Rogue Squadron stood side by side over his
heart. His cloak was adarker green than his bandoleer and
had been lined with a shiny red fabric that formed two red
wings when hefolded the cloak back behind his shoulders.
He descended the gangway and |ooked up. Kdauun
Starport occupied a colossa cavern which had been hol-
lowed out of the heart of the mountain that sheltered it.
Above hishead lay level upon leve of Twi'lek clan warrens,
comprising theliving quarters and work areas of over
100,000 Twi'leks. He could only guess at what the warrens
looked like--according to Nawara, few were the non-

Twi'lekswho ever saw them, and those individuas were peo-
ple aclan had acknowledged as afriend.
The Courage of SuUust had landed off the Skate's star-



board wing. Nawara Ven disembarked and came walking
over toward Wedge. They wore smilar clothes, though
Nawarasloincloth, bandoleer, and cloak were al adeep
shade of purple. His cloak had been lined with agrey that
was dightly darker than his skin tone. "Are you ready, Com-
mander?'

Wedge nodded. "L ead theway."

Nawaradid, and Wedge followed a step behind him and
oneto hisleft. "It looks like our welcoming party. Isthe
Shak clan till the Head-clan here?”

One of Nawards braintails ran back along his spine.
Thetip of it jerked up and down in what Wedge had been
told wasthe Twi'lek equivaent of anod. "Koh'shak isill
the master of the starport. It would appear, from the colors
of theindividua next to him, that someone from the Olan
clan has chosen to greet usaswell." "Cazné'olan, perhgps?”’
Nawara shrugged. "Possibly. | don't know him. The

Olan dlan and mine do not mix much--no animosity, just
little association with each other. His presence here could be
good or could be very bad."

Wedge smiled, stepping up beside Nawara asthey both
stopped before their hosts. Nawara Ven bowed deeply,
bringing both his braintails down to dangle limp by his
knees. Wedge aped his bow, then opened his hands and
pressed their backs againgt histhighs. The gesture was
dightly awkward but was meant to symbolize exactly what
the limp braintailsdid alack of negative fedingsand
thoughts about the peoplein front of him. Without braintails
he had to rely on the universally peaceful symbolism of an
empty, open hand to make hisintent clear.

Wedge and Nawara straightened up at the sametime,

then their hosts bowed to them. Scarlet cloth swathed the
corpulent Koh'shak. The gold badges of his office and clan
held his outer cloak closed at histhroat, though hisround
middle poked through the central opening. Wedge got an

eyeful of Koh'shak's red robe and awide cloth of gold sash
pressed into the double duty' of containing his girth and sup-
porting apair of Sevari flashpistals.

Cazne'olan would have seemed thickset except by com-
parison with Koh'shak. His black cloak covered abright
yellow robe and blue sash. The gold office and clan badges
he wore were smdler than Koh'shak's, but the craftsmanship
on them seemed more ddlicate and |ess overpowering.
Cazne'olan held his bow for a second longer than Koh'shak,
but straightened up with less effort.

The heavier Twi'lek opened black-taloned hands. "In

the name of Kaauun's Clans, | bid you welcome,



Nawar'aven."

"In the name of my clan, | am pleased to be accepted at
Kaauun." Nawaraturned to hisleft. "I am pleased to pre-
sent to the Clans of Kaauun my commanding officer ...."
Cazné'olan stepped forward between Nawaraand
Koh'shak, extending his hand to Wedge. "Nawar'aven, you
have no need to introduce Wedgan'tilles to us. We remember
him from his last adventure on our world."

Wedge smiled and shook Cazne'olan's hand. "Good to
seeyou agan.”

"And you." Cazne'olan took a step back and paused for
asecond before his headtails began to twitch up and down.
"Y ou have done much and learned much in thetime since we
have seen each other. Not the least of which islearning how
to dress.”

Nawara glanced over at Wedge. "Commander, | did not
redize--"

"No reason you should have Nawar .... "Wedge

hitched amoment. The way the Twi'leks ran Nawaras name
together, he couldn't be certain exactly what Nawara's clan
name was. When in doubt, go with indigenous custom.

"... Nawar'aven. It was an adventure the squadron had

well beforeyou joined it. Sufficeit to say it was resolved to
the satisfaction of dl interested parties.”

"It wasindeed, Wedgan'tiiles." Koh'shak stretched the

last syllable of Wedge's name into awhole sibilant phrase of

itsown. "And now you are come here seeking satisfaction of
another kind."

"Quitetrue, Koh'shak." Wedge half-turned and pointed
back at the two Alliance ships. "We have for you some won-
drous things drawn from the various worlds of the New
Republic.” Asheturned back to face the starport's master,
he noticed Nawara and Cazne'olan speaking to each other in
low tones, with their braintails convulsing wildly.

Koh'shak closed his pinkish eyes and settled interlaced
fingersover thebulgein hismiddle. "'l am certain what you
have brought will be impressive. Shdl we begin our negotia-
tions?'

His offer seemed a bit abrupt to Wedge, and the sur-

prised look on Nawara's face indicated he aso thought
something was amiss. What's going on here?

Before Wedge could venture areply, Nawara gently
grabbed Wedgesright forearm. "While the Commander ap-
plauds your aacrity in seeing to his needs, we have been
traveling for daysto get here. He choosesto invoke
twifjanii."

Koh'shak's eyes popped open with the speed Wedge
would have expected if the starport master had felt agun
being jammed againgt aspine. "'! welcome Wedgan'tillesand
would have granted him twi'janii without reservetion if | felt



he did not find our climate oppressive.”

"Open your eyesyet wider, Koh'shak." Caznéolan ges-
tured toward Wedge. "Heisawarrior in truth aswell as
dress. Even in the hot season he would not be discomfitted.”
"Y our courtesy in reminding me of that is appreciated,
Caznéolan." Koh'shak's words came out light and even, but
the violent twitching of hisbraintails seemed to beliethe
benign tone of the reply. "Wedgan'rilles, you and your peo-
ple areto consider yoursalves our guests. We will seeto your
pleasure, then to our business."

"You aremost kind," Wedge said, believing Koh'shak to

be anything but. I don't know what he hasin mind as our
pleasure, but I'm certain hiswill be business, and | don't
anticipate that being much fun at al.
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Elbows planted on either side of the datatermind’s key-
board, |eilaleaned forward and rubbed her hands over her
face. Thejolt of excitement she had expected had come, but
it faded far too quickly. Fatigue and an unfocused fear
flooded through her initswake. She could fed herself begin-
ning to dow down, but she refused to surrender.

No, no giving up now. | won this one. She pressed her
fingersagaing her eydids. | think.

She had begun her quest to locate the Duros captain, Lai
Nootka, in amost organized and methodical way. She pulled
as much as she could about him from Imperid and Alliance
sources and compiled aprofile of him based on that informa-
tion. The most complete Imperial record came from a planet
named Gargi where Nootka and his crew had been impris-
oned for severd months on charges of smuggling for the
Alliance. Nootka's presence on the planet had been well doc-
umented, and the Prefect Barris, Nootka's Imperia adver-
sary, had paid dearly for his brush with the Alliance.

Gargi was where Corran met Nootka.

Alliance fileswere far more generousin the amount of
information they provided. Nootka had indeed moved ship-
mentsfor the Alliance, but he acted on their behdf only

when it suited him. He didn't appear to have firm tiesto the
Alliance--not even asfirm asthose Mirax Terrik had.
Nootkas distance from the Alliance, yet willingnessto work
withiit, certainly put himin agrey areathat might have been
why Tycho choseto trade with him.

ldlasinquiries then went off in severd directions at the
sametime. She arted a search for any records pertaining to
any of the aliases and various ship identification codes she



could find for the Star's Delight. Shewas lessinterested in
the Alliance materid than she wasthe Imperid records, but
she did note that Nootka had not been off on missionsfor
the Alliance at the time Tycho said he met with him on Co-
ruscan.

She a so dug deeper into the person who was Lai

Nootka himself. The Duros were arace of tdl, dender, blue-
skinned beings whose facia expressions seemed, to most hu-
mans, to be entirely dour. They remained aoof, and it was
often said that they lacked noses because they were disin-
clined to stick their nosesinto businessthat did not concern
them. Most Duros remained neutral concerning the Rebel-
lion, but afew braveindividualslike La Nootka dared trade
with the Rebels. Only in thisdid Lai Nootka appear to be
different from the mgjority of his people, which madere-
searching him much eesier.

lellds greatest triumph wasin locating the series of
young-adult Duros novels from which Nootkadrew inspira:
tion for hisvarious diases and the new names of hisship. He
had mixed and matched first and family names of characters
to create aliases for himsdlf, and then for each dias, gave his
ship aname that was not associated with the corresponding
charactersin the books, but everything had indeed come
from that pool of names. When none of the diases she al-
ready had for him turned up an Imperial record, shetried
inventing additiona diases, using the process sheimagined
Nootka himsalf had used to cregte his new identities. She
gtarted pumping these possible diases through the Imperia
computer and hoping for the best.

The computer had reported back alot of misses, but

findly she got ahit. Just four days before Tycho's meeting

with La Nootka, amodified Corelli Space Gymsnor-3
freighter named Novachild entered the Coruscant system. A
Duros named Hes Glillto had been listed asthe captain of
record. No departure for that ship or captain had been re-
corded, but thisdidn't surpriseleila. The one record provid-
ing the information about hisarriva wasin aduty log filed
by Lieutenant Virar Needa of Orbitd Solar Energy Transfer
Satellite 1127 after Coruscant had fallen to the Alliance and
after Tycho Celchu had been taken into custody.

Though officidly part of their duty, OSF;FS officers sa-
dom maintained or filed such logs, but from what she could
see Needa had been obsessive about it. The log had data
concerning incoming and outgoing shipsthat traveled in-
system during Needa's watches on the station. The lack of a
departure record for Novachild could have meant nothing
more snister than that the ship had left while Needawas



deeping, but Idlafet in her gut that was unlikely.

She sat back in her chair and looked at the data on the
screen again. Thefact that no other Imperia records men-
tioned the Novachild or Hes Glillto told | eila the records had
been ddliberately purged. And anyone with the access needed
to purge those records could easily manufacture and enter
the data that shows Tycho wasin Imperia Intelligence's pay.
Or, Tycho himsdlf could have doctored thingsto make it
look asif he had been framed.

Ielladowly shook her head. The information she had
wasintriguing but essentially usdless. She could not prove
La Nootkaand Hes Glillto were the same person. The
Novachild'sarrival put it on Coruscant a couple of days
before the meeting Corran had witnessed, but she couldn't
exclude the possibility that the ship had departed before the
date of the meeting. Unless she could definitively place
Nootkaon Coruscant at that time, she couldn't prove Tycho
wastdling thetruth.

And I'm not so sure| want to do that. She sighed. Diric

had told her about some of the conversations held had with
Tycho. He was more convinced than ever of Tycho'sinno-
cence, and hisopinion did carry alot of weight in her mind.
Even 0, if Tycho had caused Corran's death, Ielladidn't

want him to be able to get away withiit. | owe Corran that

A familiar hoot brought her back to the present and
gparked asmile on her face. "Whidtler!”

The smal green and white R2 beeped happily. Behind
him, tortling along, came Rogue Squadron's black, clam-
shell-headed M-3PO unit. "Good morning, Mistress.”
"Morning?' leilaglanced at the chronographic readout

at the top of her datapad's screen. "I don't believeit. I've
been hereeight hours. Diric will kill me"

Emitrey's head canted to the left. "I would hope not,
Midresslela That would be a crime and--"

"I was spesking metaphorically, Emtrey, not literaly."
leilafrowned a the droid. "I meant that he would be upset
withme"

"Ah, | see

leilapatted Whistler gently on hisdomed heaed. "So

what are you two doing herein the computer center?'
Whistler warbled nonchaantly.

"We can 0 tell her, Whigtler." Emtrey's head righted
itsdf and thrust forward, giving lellaagood view of the gold
eyesburning in the hollow of hisface. "Y ou do want the
truth to triumph, don't you?"

leilanodded dowly. "Every day it seems|'m hearing less
and less of it. What have you got?'

Emtrey pointed toward her datatermina’s 1/O port.
"Whigtler, hook in there and show her what we found.”



Whistler squawked rudely--a sound leilarecognized as
one she'd often heard the droid use to chasten Corran. Her
throat thickened as melancholy tried to suck thelife out of
her, but she shook her head. She looked up at Emtrey and
forced words out past the lump in her throat. "What have
you been doing?'

"We have finished the tasks Master Ven st for us before
he eft with the others, so we started going over transcripts
and noticed an underlying assumption everyone seemsto
have made concerning the conquest of Coruscant.” "And that is?'
"It isassumed that Y sanne Isard | et us have the world

because she wanted usto haveit, infected as it was with the
Krytosvirus. The stresses possessing it has put on the Alli-
ance certainly are great, and the assumption is probably
vdid, but thereis no straight-line correlation between her
desreto let us have the planet and actions taken in the find
days”

"I'm not certain, at this hour, | follow what you're say-

ing." Iellarubbed at her burning eyes with her left hand.

"Can you bresk it down and be more specific?’

"Certainly." Emtrey glanced down a the R2 unit.

"Show her the current disease case grid.”

Whistler chirped happily. The dataon thetermind’s

screen vanished beneath a graph that plotted incidences of
scknessover timeinred. A thick blood-red line quickly blos-
somed into atriangle with a steep hypotenuse, then leveled
out into arectangle that began to flare upward again over the
last ten days. The disease had spread quickly at first, but had
plateauedmuntil recently.

lellanodded. " The plateau indicates the period when the
disease stopped spreading because bacta therapy managed to
keep it under control.”

"Exactly. Thegraph of fatditieshasasgmilar profile”

"l canimagine. Thisispretty horrible

"True, Migtress. Whigtler, now run the plus-six graph.”
"Pus-sax?'

"The projected disease report graph we would have seen

if the planet had fdlen to the Alliance just Six dayslater than
it did." The new graph exploded from the starting point and
spiked quickly off thetop of the screen. "Projected fatdities
inthismodel are 85 percent of afflicted populations.”

lelas jaw dropped open. "Whole dien populations

would have been wiped off Coruscant.”

"Exactly. Thismodel, when broken down by species,

shows a complete depopul ation of Gamorreans, Quarren,
Twi'leks, SuUustans, and Trandoshans. The chances of the
disease traveling off-world are incalculable, but the potentia



for galaxy-wide extermination of some species cannot be dis-
counted.”

She blinked and rubbed at her eyes again. "Why are the
modes so different?’

Silvery highlights flashed from the edges of Emtrey's

black carapace as he raised his hands. "One reason is highly
Speculdive. Firg, it ssemsthat in boiling off areservoir to
create the storm that brought down the planet's shields, our
efforts destroyed alarge amount of the virus present in the
planetary water system. Second, and far more germaneto
our discussion, isthe abbreviated incubation period our ar-
rival gave the disease. Had the Alliance arrived just aweek
later, we would already have had awave of desthsand a
whole new round of infections because of contact with
bodily fluidsfrom the victims and the virusin the water
sysgem.”

lellanodded dowly. "If we had been just aweek later in
liberating the planet, there would have been no way to save
it. Non-human members of the Alliance would havefled,
dooming their own populations. Without non-human sup-
port, the Alliance would have foundered.” "That seems probable, Mistress.”
"Yeah." Idlds brown eyestightened. " So the reason the
Imps stopped our initia effort to shut down the shieldswas
to keep us from taking over the world too soon. For Iceheart
it wasn't amatter of if but when we'd take the world. And
since Tycho's contribution to our efforts were what enabled
usto bring the shields down before the time that would have
been optimal for |ceheart, we can suppose he wasn't working
for her.”

Emtrey nodded and Whistler trumpeted triumphantly.
"Unless, of course, that's exactly what | ceheart wants us

to think." Iellashook her head. "Not bad work, you two,

but it's about as helpful aswhat | found on La Nootka. | can
put someone who ought to be him flying something that
ought to be his ship here about the time Tycho said he met
with Nootka, but | can't proveit. I'd dearly like to believe
Tycho isbeing framed, but | don't see agood reason why
Isard would be devoting so many resources to getting some-
onewhoisredly not that important.”

Whistler reeled off aseries of sharp bleats.

"Yes, | will tell her." Emtrey looked down at Iella

"Whistler says discrediting Tycho will discredit Rogue
Squadron. If Tycho is convicted, Commander Antilleswill be
digtracted. Tycho's conviction could also cause aninquiry
into the events of the first assault on Borleias. He could be
blamed for the disagter, absolving the Bothan Generd of his
mistake, and that might make the Bothans fed they can grab
for more power."



"| can follow that, but it'stoo risky areturn for |ceheart
totake an interest in it. There hasto be something else.”
"Thereis, MistressWessiri." Emtrey lowered his hands

to near hiships. "Whigtler says' Y sanne Isard would do it
because she's crud.”

That idealanded in lella's gut and sat there like one of
Hoth's frozen continents. "Y ou know, Whistler, you may
have something there. Toying with an innocent man like that
isexactly what she would do, especidly when it meant that
the Alliance was dancing to atune she called. Of course,
that doesn't prove Tycho isinnocent, but thwarting her is
enough to make sure | keep digging until | learn what'sredlly
going on, oneway or another.”
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Corran scratched at hisright ear, flaking off some crusted
flesh. "Yeah, | know it soundsasif | got hit harder than | did,
but I'm convinced I'm right.” He looked &t Jan. "l think it'sa
good shot at getting out of here, or at least onethat hasto be
explored.”

"l agree.”

Urlor shook hishead. "Too far-fetched.”

"Whichiswhy | want to test my theory when we're
downinthemine”

Urlor's massveleft hand stroked his beard. "Will you
givethisfoolishness up if your experiment fails?'

Jan raised an eyebrow and glanced a Corran. "Will

you?'

Corran hesitated before answering. Though he had not
blacked out, the Emdee droid had kept him in the infirmary
overnight for observation--at least Corran assumed it was
overnight, having had no way of judging the passage of time.
Corran had gone over in his mind what had happened and
cameto two conclusions. Thefirst, which no one doubted,
was that the guard had singled him out because someone had
mentioned his desire to escape. Though Corran hadn't men-
tioned it to anyone other than Jan and Urlor, the questions

he had asked of the inmates would have been enough to dert
even the mogt dense of individualsto hisplans.

The second thing he had concluded, and had spent the

last week attempting to convince Jan and Urlor wastrue,
was that they were dl upside down. The technology for cre-
ating and negating artificial and redl gravity was ancient.
Shipsof dl sizesand stripes could generate their own gravity.
Reversng the gravity in the complex would lead any escap-
eesto assumethat by going up they'd be getting closer to the



surface and freedom when, in fact, they'd be getting farther
from it and killing their chances of escape. If Corran had
heard troopers marching past, any escapee would runfull on
into at least one level occupied by soldiers. Evenif hedidn't
get captured, by the time he redlized what had happened,
he'd have along way to go just to get back to the prison
level, much less go beyond it to freedom.

He shook hishead. "No, I'll still go even if my experi-

ment is unsuccessful. | have no doubt that I'm right--the
experiment isjust to convinceyou I'm right.”

Urlor folded hisarms across his chest. "Why do you care

if webelieveyou?'

"If I'm right, you can come with me."

Thebig man held up hisruined right hand. "Y ou'd find
acripple of little useto you. I've learned to become patient.
I'll wait for you to come back."

"Yourewrong there." Corran looked at Jan. "How

about you?'

The older man sat slently on hishillet for amoment,

then shook his head rather firmly. "Forgive me. Thereisno
way | cango, but | dlowed mysdf to indulgein the fantasy.”
"Y ou're strong. Y ou could makeit."

"| gppreciate your assessment of me, Corran, but it is
overgenerous.” Jan shrugged. "Besides, just asadesireto
keep me safe prevents our people from harming our Imperia
compatriots, o adesire to keep our people safe prevents me
fromjoining you. If | escape, Iceheart will kill thelot of us.
I'll remain here and keep them safe until you can bring help
back."

Corran frowned. "So neither of you will go?*

"No." Urlor shook hishead. "Y ou'll be on your own."
Unspoken in that sentence was the conviction there was no
way to guarantee that the Imps didn't have spies among the
Alliance prisoners.

And my traveling done meansthat if I'maspy, | won't

be taking anyone e se with me. "Don't worry, I'm no Tycho
Cechu, nor will I let mysdlf be betrayed by one another
time"

Jan's eyes narrowed. "Tycho Celchu? He was here once
for savera months. They caled him out one day and he
vanished. Washe atraitor?'

"He'sthe reason I'm here. He gave the Imps override

code data on a Headhunter | was flying. They took control
and I'm here." Corran forced his balled fists open. "Isard
told me Tychoisontria for my murder, o justice does
preval.”"

Urior scratched at hisjaw. " Celchu was a deeper, wasn't
he?'

Asmuch as Corran hated Tycho, that description sent a
shiver down his spine. Within the prisoner population were



individuals who were suffering severe shock from their inter-
rogations. Most were ambulatory, but not much beyond

that. In the brief time hed been in the generd population

he'd seen one or two of them recover to a certain extent, but
their attention spans and short-term memory were short and
shot respectively. They did seem to get better, but only grad-
udly.

"| believed hewas, but that must have been an act. If

you think about it, being a deeper meant many people would
gpeak in front of him. When he recovered held have folks
trying to help him with hismemory." Jan shook his head.
"When he got to the point where he should have been better,
they pulled him out and debriefed him. He had me fooled.”
"He had alot of people fooled, Wedge Antillesin-

cluded." Corran nodded firmly. "He's not fooling folks any
longer, though. Just goes to show the Empire doesn't win
them all, not by along shot. And if my experiment works,
well give them one morelossto account for."

In some ways Wedge was surprised by his reaction to the
display of hospitality Koh'shak put on for his benefit. He
found it both barbaric and somehow naive. An area had
been cleared near the Alliance ships. Opa escent glow-
stones--technologica lamps designed to look like natura
stones--had been brought out from homesand arranged in a
circular pattern. While red and gold highlights played
through them, the illumination they produced was coldly

blue and white. It made the humansinto pale ghosts and
rendered the Twi'leks as cyanotic ice creatures.

Rogue Squadron and the ships crews had been invited

to the celebration. Thevigtors arrayed themsdvesinacircle
that put them five meters from the outer edge of the glow-
gone circle. Twi'leks from various clans interspersed them-
selves among the visitors, with one who spoke passable Basic
acting asinterpreter for two or three others. Wedge harbored
no illusions about what was going on--his people were being
interrogated, abeit politely. Their storieswould be com-
pared at Twi'lek councils, and decisions would be made
about the future of Ryloth based on what the Twi'leks
learned.

Servants passed around the outside of the circle, offering
thevidtorsfood, drink, and gifts. The musicianswho had
been assembled opposite him played avariety of string and
wind instruments producing notes that ran up and down on
athirteen-note scale. Wedge found the music only margindly
painful, while Liat Tsayv and Aril Nunb seemed to be mov-
ing in sync with notes he couldn't hear. Out behind the cold
gpectrd light cast by the glowstones, life continued as usua



in Kaauun. People walking by gawked for amoment or
two, and many braintails--or lekku, as Wedge had |earned
they were cdled in Rylothean--twitched with silent messages
about the assembly.

Wedge didn't redlly have eyesfor much of what was
happening outside the vigitors circle, primarily because of
what was going on & its heart. A lithe, petite Twi'lek femde
dancer spun and legped through the air. Her tattooed |ekku
lashed out like whips, then whirled down and enfolded her
likeivy. Thetalsof theloincloth shewore smilarly clung to

her body, diding awvay as shewhirled, to reved slken flesh
over taut and powerful muscles. She gave Wedge a pixie-
wink, prompting asmile from him, then shetwirled off to
charm another of the visitors.

Cazneolan draped abraintail over Wedge's shoulder.
"Siennrhaisthe only postive thing Bib Fortuna ever accom-
plished. He stole her from her darkside family and meant to
present her to Jabbathe Hutt. In preparation for that he had
her taught to dance as well as she does. She was saved from
Jabba by your Lukesky'waker. She always dances wonder-
fully, but this night she approaches perfection because of the
graitude shefedsto the Alliance."

"Sheis spectacular.” Wedge could not deny that he

found her dance exciting and even stimulating, but that both-
ered him just abit. By seeing her as being so seductive and
beautiful, and reacting to her on aphysiologica levd, it was
very easy for him to forget shewasaliving, thinking crea
ture. That made it deceptively smple for him to see how the
Imperiasfound objectifying and dehumanizing other races
judtifiable--if they seem like animals or gpped to you on an
animd levd, clearly they areanimals.

Caznéolan tapped him on the shoulder. "It would be
possible for a private dance to be arranged for you, my
friend.”

"| gppreciate the offer, but . . ."

Cazneolan's voice dropped to awhisper. "Sienn'rha

asked meto convey that suggestion to you, on her behalf.
Sheiswdl aware of your history and considersyou quite a
hero."

"l see." Wedge consdered for amoment all the offer
implied and felt sorely tempted. Sienn'rha's sensuous beality,
from her full lipsand dark eyesto her fluid and athletic
grace, hinted at pleasures hed not had timeto enjoy for . . .
If | can't remember off the top of my head, it's been well and
nigh too long. But is here and now, with Sienn'rha, thetime
to change that?

Wedge smiled at Cazneolan. "Convey to her my pro-
found appreciation of her offer, and my sincereregret at
having to refuse. Ultimately | am here as arepresentative of



the Alliance. Perhaps sometimewhen | am merely here as
mysdf ...."

"Shewill undergtand, | think."

"l hope s0." Wedge frowned for amoment. "I havea
guestion to ask you about something you said amoment

A lek twitched. "Ask."

"Y ou pronounce my name as Wedgan'tillesand Nawara
Ven's name as Nawar'aven, running them together. When
you mentioned Bib Fortuna, you digtinctly broke his name
up. Why?'

Cazne'olan nodded dowly and let hisiekku dip from
Wedge's shoulder. "Bib Fortunawas amember of the Una
clan. Because of his predations on his own people, he was
cast out. Thejoining of persond and clan namesis, anong
us, asign of belonging. Breaking the names apart isa State-
ment of the distance between that person and his people.”
Wedge nodded. "How do you decide what aname will
become? Nawarais amember of the Ven clan, but you make
his surnameinto 'aven’ when you pronounceit.”

"And | know your surnameisAntilles, but | bresk itin
twO."

"Exadly.”

The Twi'lek laughed lightly. "Naming conventionsare
determined by avenerable set of rules--superdtitions a-
mogt-that transform names into auspicious omens. Ven, for
example, trandatesinto Basic as'slver. Nawarawould
trandate roughly as 'speaker’ or ‘tongue,’ either of which
suggests a gifted negotiator. However, if his name were pro-
nounced as Nawaraven, because of peculiaritiesin
Rylothean, his name would mean 'tarnished slver.' By
changing the pronunciation dightly we retain the correct
meaning.”

"I'm impressed.” Wedge smiled openly. " So, what does

my name mean, the way you pronounce it?"'

The Twi'lek shrugged. "Thereisno good, direct tranda
tion of foreign names, but Wedgan'illes comescloseto
'dayer of sars.™

"l likeit."

"It ismuch to be preferred to the dternative suggested
by the Basic pronunciation." "Whichis?'

"Difficult to trandeate”

"Givemearoughgoat it."

Cazneolan's braintails twitched sharply. "Being gener-
ous, it is'One so foul he could induce vomiting in aran-
cot."!

Wedge shuddered. "I prefer your pronunciation, |



think."

A gentle vibration running through the ground fore-

ddled further lessons about Twi'lek culture. He assumed the
vibration was produced by the raising of the portcullis, so he
looked off toward where the tunnel entered the Kaauun
cavern. Bailing up out of it, in three pairs, came ahaf-dozen
Uglies. The X-wing fighter's digtinctive Sfailsjutted out
from the Sdes of a TIE fighter'sball cockpit. The stabilizers
had been fastened to a collar that surrounded the cockpit,
and asthe fighters maneuvered and cavorted in the air above
the assembly, he saw the Soils rotating around the cockpit,
making the design similar in principle to that of the B-wing
fighter in service with the Alliance.

Never seen those before. Must be ahomegrown Twi'lek
design. The Soils collgpsed into asinglewing on either Sde
of the cockpit, then landing skids extended from the bottom
of the collar and the peculiar ships descended. They landed
inarough semicircle facing the Alliance ships, easly menac-
ing dl thevigtors

One of the cockpit hatches opened and ahuge Twi'lek

pilot emerged from the top of the sphere. He wore ablack
Imperid flight suit, but a scarlet loincloth and cloak had

been added to make it seem closer to native warrior attire.
Hislekku had been tattooed with avariety of Snuous and
serpentine shapes which Wedge supposed were Ryl othean
glyphs, but he could not even guess at their significance.
Asthewarrior strode over to the circle, themusic died

and the servants shrank back. Sienn'rha stopped her dance
and retreated into Wedge's shadow. Wedge stood, with
Cazne'olan on one side and the grest, lumpish Koh'shak on

the other. Asthe warrior came closer, Wedge saw he was
positively huge, eesily forty centimeterstaler than Wedge
and massing at least another thirty kilos. How he actudly
managed to jam himsdf into the TIE cockpit Wedge couldn't
imagine

Thewarrior stepped through aquickly widening gap in

the circle, then stopped five meters from Wedge. "I am
Td'dirg, first among Twi'lek warriors. Y ou, the lekku-less
who wears the clothes of awarrior, you are Wedge Antilles?"
Wedge did hisbest to ignore the faint retching sound
Td'diramade in the back of histhroat as he pronounced
Wedge'sname. 'l am Wedgan'tilles."

The Twi'lek warrior raised an eyebrow at Wedge'sreply.
"And you have come herefor ryll?’

"I have comefor ryll kor." Wedge's reply won agasp

from Koh'shak and a!ekku-twitching from Ta'dira. "Is
there aproblem?’



"None, Wedge Antilles, if--" Ta'diradrew apair of

dender vibroblades from sheaths hidden in his bandoleer,
"--you arewilling to fight to prove you areawarrior. A
warrior should dedl with warriors. Win the fight and the kor
shdl beyours."

Wedge's ssomach tightened and his heart began to

pound. Asapilat, in his X-wing, he had no doubt at al that
he'd be ableto vape Tal'diraand his X-bal. In avibroblade
fight, though . . . Asmuch as hewould have preferred to
avoid fighting, he knew heredlly didn't have any choicein
the matter. The kor was vita to stopping the Krytosvirus. If
| haveto carvethis Twi'lek behemoth up to get it, | will.
Hehdd out hisright hand. "I will fight."

Td'diratossed him one of the vibroblades. "A warrior
should ded with awarrior." "My thoughts exactly.”
Thewarrior's lekku writhed up and down once affirma
tively. "Good."

Wedge flicked the blade on with histhumb. "Come on.

I'm reedy.”

"You are, but your opponent isn't.”" Td'diralooked

around, studying each of the Rogues. They al wore Twi'lek

warrior garb, and the disdainful expression on Td'dirasface
suggested he found something wrong with that. He openly
appraised them, looking each of them up and down before
passing from one to the next.

Will he pick one of them as my foe? Wedge felt his ssom-
ach begintoimplode. ! know Twi'leks can be cruel Ishe
going to force me to day one of my own people because of
some affront weve given him?

Ta'diralooked back at Wedge. "I have made my choice.
Prepare yoursdlf."

Wedge nodded. "I'm till ready.”

"Good." Thewarrior casualy tossed the vibroblade to
Koh'shak. "I chooseyou.”

The starport master's eyes ball ooned as he bounced the
inert vibroblade from hand to hand. It dipped from hisgrasp
and ricocheted off his scomach before tumbling toward the
ground. The obese Twi'lek began to bend over, thick fingers
wriggling dothfully in avain attempt to catch the blade be-
foreit could hit the ground.

In one flowing motion that nearly shamed Sienn'rhas
performance, Ta'dira swooped forward and plucked the
blade out of the air. It hummed to life and with one deft cut,
split the brooch holding Koh'shak's cloak closed. The gar-
ment puddled around Koh'shak's feet and a stiff-arm blow to
the chest dropped the starport master on top of it.
Td'diragrabbed one of Koh'shak's braintails and

yanked none too gently on it, then pressed the vibroblade to
the Twi'lek'sthroat. "Warriors should ded with warriors,
Kohsh'ak! Wedgan'tilles cameto usasawarrior, leading a



band of warriors, including our own Nawar'aven. Y ou knew
of thismisson to Ryloth but hid that knowledge from me so
you could profit from the gifts our visitorswould bring. That
isfitting conduct for amerchant, but not awarrior,
Kohsh'ak!"

Td'dirds ddivered the altered pronunciation of the

garport magter's name harshly, filling it with scorn. Wedge
had no idea of what it meant, but hewas glad Td'diras
anger wasn't directed at him.

Td'dirareleased Koh'shak and turned the vibroblade

off. He resheathed it, then turned toward Wedge. "The blade
you possessis my gift to you, Wedgan'illes. Thiskor you
want will be ddlivered to you, a gift between warriors. It is
happily given in the hopesit can hed those who have been
touched by treachery and cowardly action. All | ask in return
isyour forgivenessfor this breach of etiquette.”

Wedge turned his vibroblade off and tucked it into the

top of hisright boot. "A warrior does not hold another war-
rior respons ble for the actions of amerchant.” He turned
and pointed to the Alliance shipswith hisleft hand. "On
those ships| have giftsfrom my warriorsto yours, offered in
Spirit shared by warriors."

Td'diraclapped Wedge on both shoulders. "Thereis

much honor in you, Wedgantilles, and in your Rogue Squad-
ron. | will be most pleased if, while the merchants scurry
about unloading and loading our ships, you will continueto
joinmein Twi'janii." Looping alekku over Wedge's shoul-
ders, Td'dirapointed a the musicians. "Play for our guests,
play the best you ever have. Y ou are playing for the pleasure
of warriors now, and nothing less than the best will do."
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Corran's mouth felt like adesert, and it wasn't just because
of the dust created by working the grater. He'd been plan-
ning hislittle experiment so he could test histheory about
the prison's orientation for the last two days, and wasfairly
certain that what he had in mind would work perfectly. De-
spite his confidence, hed hesitated, tdling himsdlf hedd wait
for therock that would work the best.

He'd found the rock on the grate. It had something of a
clamshd| shagpe--momentarily reminding him of Emtrey's
head. It fit easly in his pam and would fly wdll. It had
enough massto it to make histhrow possble, and yet had a
narrow enough cross-section and dark enough color that it
wouldn't easly be seenin the cavern.

His mouth was dry because thefear coilingin hisbely



was sucking dl the moisture out of him. He couldn't think of
what he had to be afraid of . Hislife couldn't get any worse.
He was locked in the highest security prison the Empire had
ever known. Most people had never even heard of Lusankya,
and most of those who had thought it was arumor. Even
during histime on the Corellian Security Force hed only
heard passing referencesto it. Beyond believing that it ex-
isted and was not agood place, hed known nothing about it.

Corran caught other prisonersin hiswork group look-

ing a him, and in their expectant glances he found the source
of hisfear. I'm afraid of being wrong and disgppointing
them. Only Jan and Urlor knew what he intended to do, but
anumber of other prisoners had been recruited to stage the
digtraction that would alow him to act. They had figured

out he was going to be doing something related to escape,
but they had no clue what it was, nor did they expect to be
told. Despite their ignorance, they were al enthused with the
ideaof helping him out. Hopes they had long since aban-
doned were being revived by his escape attempt.

Corran closed hisfist around the stone. This had better
work.

Helooked over at Urlor who, in turn, nodded to two

men working with the smaler dedgehammers. One of them
brought his dedgehammer down on the ground hard, then
loosened his grip so thetool cartwhedled away. The handle
grazed another man, who screamed, clutched at his shin, and
gtarted hopping around madly, al the while svearing he was
going to kill the clumsy oaf who let go of the hammer. The
workers backed away from the careening hammer and the
two men, then started shouting encouragement to themin
hopes of goading thein into afight.

Corran retreated aong with the others, then stopped

when Urlor and aknot of three prisoners screened him from
the guards. He looked at the rock, gaveit akiss, then hauled
back and hurled it up toward the apex of the ceiling, thirty
meters away. Come on, come on!

Corran'stheory had been smple. If the prison was ori-
ented upside-down, then gravity generators would be operat-
ing beneath hisfeet to keep himin place. The generators
were clearly strong enough at this surfaceto hold himtoit,
but the farther he got from them, the wesker their grasp
would be. I, in fact, the cavern's celling was actualy closer
to the core of the planet than where he stood, the planer's
natural gravity would be strong there.

If that weretrue, if histheory was correct, the rock

would hit and hold.



Down on hisleve the guards began shooting into the

crowd. Stunned prisoners began to collapse in waves.

Up above, the stone clipped agtaactite. Deflected, it
continued to travel upward, but now at an angle. As Corran
watched, the stone seemed to dow and begin to stall.

All around him blue stun-bolts dropped prisoners. Two

of the men screening him went down. Then Urlor twitched
and fell to the ground. Down to the ground. The stone fdl up!
The stone rattled up in between two stalactites and nes-

tled there safdly. Asit settled into place, two tiny pointson it
twinkled, and Corran imagined it was Emirey's head and
held just gotten confirmation of histheory from thedroid. |
wasright! Thereisaway to escape!

The stun-boWs blue agony played over Corran. Once
again every nervein hisbody fired, every muscletightened,
and every joint creaked. Wracked by pain, he collapsed with
the others and rolled onto his back. Theworld swam in and
out of focus and he knew, thistime, he was going to black
out. That should havefilled him with dread, but when he
could see clearly, Emtrey looked at him from afar.

And looking at the stone, he knew he was looking down,
which meant thingsfor him were definitely looking up.

Evir Derricote, daving with the other Imperia prisonersat
thefar end of the cavern, turned to look at the commotion
the Rebels were causing, but he did not hurry to do so. It
would have been beneath him to let them think their squab-
bleswere of interest to him. Affecting an air of nonchaance,
he turned and watched them disinterestedly. Then he saw Corran Horn.
The diminutive Rebel had irked him thefirst time they

had met, then had compounded his error by gloating over his
part in taking Borlelas. Asthe Rebel reared back to throw
something, Derricote amost called out awarning to the
guards, but something forestailed him. He watched Corran
make histhrow and saw asmall missile shoot up toward the

ceiling.

Derricote logt it in the shadows above and began to

wonder what Horn was up to. The rock he had thrown
clearly wasinsufficient to didodge astdactite or trigger a
collgpse of the ceiling. As unwise and annoying as Horn had
appeared to be, Derricote never would have classed him as
suicidd, yet if hewas successful in an effort to didodge abig
piece of rock, it would drop straight down on him and the
carpet of stunned prisoners covering the cavern floor.

The Imperid General saw Horn go down. Thelittle fool

will likely be bit by therock hethrew. Serveshimright.
Derricote almost turned away, but stopped to seeif hispre-



diction would cometrue. It did not.

He did not see the stone fall back to the earth.

This started Generd Derricote thinking. He prided him-

sdf on being intdlligent. He had, after dl, created the Krytos
virus. It was not hisfault that Y sanne |sard's expectations
for it were unredlistic. He had done his best, but that was not
good enough for her, so he ended up in her private prison,
subject to her whims. The whims that imprisoned me can
dsofreeme

Derricote could think of dozens of explanationsfor why

the stone did not fall back to the cavern floor. The smplest
explanation was that it had become lodged between stalac-
tites. However, for that to happen, Horn would have to be
incredibly lucky. He doubted the prisoners would have
staged the sort of charade that shielded Horn's effort just so
he could test hisluck in aplace that, ultimately, housed those
who were utterly without luck.

One by one Derricote examined and discarded explana
tionsfor the rock remaining on the ceiling and, &t lagt, hit
upon the only one that seemed to make sense. Iceheart has us
standing on our heads. Any fool who triesto escapeto the
surface will just go deeper and deeper into her prison. Horn
discovered thisfact, tested his hypothesis, and has hisresult.
And, just as obvioudy, he meansto useit to escape.

The general dowly smiled. He could easily et the guards
know Horn was planning to escape, but doing that would
meake him nothing more than an informant. Informing was

weak and would not be rewarded by Y sanne Isard. She
wanted action. She wanted him to do something to atone for
hisfailure. To please her he would have to act, because tak-
ing action was strong.

ThisHorn will bear watching. When he moves, | will be
ready. Derricote tugged at the abbreviated deeves of histu-
nic. Hewill become the source of my redemption and | will
once again know the glory of serviceto the Empire!

26

"Thank you, Admird, | do have questionsfor Tsllin Wd."
Nawara Ven sorted through his set of datacards, then fed one
into his datapad. On thelong journey to and from Ryloth

he'd read Wel's depositions and had formulated a series of
guestionsto ask her. Thereredly waslittleto disputein

what she had to say, but he needed to make certain the Tri-
bunal understood the limitations of what she had testified to.
In direct testimony the Quarren had seemed a bit testy,

and Admiral Ackbar had admonished her to be cooperative.



If needed, Nawara knew he could exacerbate that natural
Mon Caamari-Quarren enmity and completely discredit her
testimony in Ackbar's eyes. Generals Sdm and Madine, on
the other hand, might react negatively if he provoked her.
Combat piloting is often much easier than this.
Nawaralooped alekku over his shoulder. "Agent We,
according to your earlier testimony, you've been auditing
Imperid expendituresfor years, isthat correct?'

The Quarren'sfacid tentacles quivered. "I have said

this yes"

"And the purpose for studying these expenditures wasto
estimate how much money the Empire was pouring into anti-
Rebd activities, correct?’

"Yes"
"This means you were looking for evidence of expenses
that were hidden--black projects, so to speak, that did not
gopear on any officid Imperid budget.”

The Quarren nodded. "Budgets for such things are regu-
larly hidden within other programs. A terra-forming budget
might, for example, have miscellaneous expenseslinked to it
that cover the cost of military development projects. Prior to
our taking of Coruscant | would compare known expenses
with the budget expenditures and create a picture of what
the Empire was spending.”

"t see" Nawara glanced down at his datapad. "Now,

you havetold the court that my client, Captain Celchu, was
paid approximately fifteen million credits over the past two
years. Thiswould be the amount of time that has passed
since hisescape from Imperia custody. Isthat afair summa:
rization of your testimony?"

The Quarren'sturquoise eyes glinted wetly. "I indicated

that fifteen million creditsis al we have been ableto un-
cover. Themoney islocated in six different accounts. There
could be more."

"But you are uncertain of that?'

"Counsdlor Ven, since the occupation of Coruscant |

have been working night and day andyzing Intelligence ac-
counts. There areliterdly millions of accounts. | fed fortu-
nate to have uncovered the sx we have found so far."
Nawara pressed his hands together. "But these Six ac-
counts are not the only accounts you have looked at, cor-
rect?"

"No, | have reviewed thousands of accounts mysdlf, and
my staff hasreviewed nearly amillion.”

" So the accounts you have linked with my client are not
remarkable?'

"l don't understand the question.”

"Allow meto rephraseit.” Nawarasmiled. "How many
Imperid agents have you found that have fundsin numerous
accounts ?'



A tranducent membrane nictitated up over Tsllin Wel's
eyes. "A few."

"A few what? Dozen? Hundred? Thousand?"

"Dozen."

"And how many of thoseindividuas have six ac-

counts?'

The Quarren shifted dightly in the witnesschair. "So

far, none, but we have agreat deal of work to do yet."
Nawara nodded. "Now, discovering the links between
these filesand an agent isnot easy work, isit?'

"No."

"Isone of the difficultiesthat Imperid Intelligence took
painsto makeit difficult to locate the identities of their
agents?'

"Yes"

"Do they encrypt data?'

"Yes"

"Do the encryption routines vary in difficulty depending
upon the vaue of the agent?"

"Objection.” HalaEttyk stood. "Calsfor speculation

on the part of thewitness."

"Admird, Agent Wd isoverseeing an Inteligence divi-
son that has been at war with Imperid Intelligencefor years.
Clearly she would be familiar with the degree of security the
Empire used to protect its assets and hide information.”
"Overruled. Y ou may answer the question as best you
aedble”

We'sfacid tentaclesrolled up and dowly unfurled.
"Encryption does become more difficult the more valugble
the asset. The methods used to hide Captain Celchu'siden-
tity show him to be of middling importance to the Empire.”
Nawara smiled. "So you have uncovered other agentson
the sameleved of importance ashim?' "Dozens. Hundreds."
"And each of them had fifteen million credits paid out?'
The Quarren hesitated. "No."

"No? How much were they paid?’

"Thousands.”

"So you're saying that while Captain Celchu was pro-
tected like an agent of little value, he was paid out of dl

proportion with his apparent worth to Imperid Intelli-
gence?"

"That is one conclusion that could be drawn from the

accounts.”

"Isthe other perhapsthat he was set up to look like a
vauable agent as part of aframe-up?' "Objection. Speculation.”
"Withdrawn." Nawara nodded to Commander Ettyk.



"Agent Wel, how much money has Captain Celchu taken
from his accounts?"

Wd's tentacleswrithed. "None."

"To your knowledge, isthere any evidence that Tycho
Celchu knew the accounts existed?"

"No.'

Perfect. " So these accounts could have been set up and
madeto look asif Captain Celchu was an Imperial agent
without hisknowledge, specificaly to discredit himin atrid
likethis?'

Yes"

Nawaralet hissmile blossom fully. "And in your experi-
ence, has Imperid Intelligence ever set up such accountsto
attempt to make the Alliance think someoneisan agent in
their employ?"

The Quarren glanced down at her hands. "Yes. At least
once."

"And who was that?"

Tsllin Wel glanced up at the bearded man sitting at Ad-
mira Ackbar'sleft. "Generd Crix Madine. | found the ac-
counts and aso proved they werefdse.”

"And you have diligently applied yourself to proving the
accounts you have linked to Captain Celchu are fse aswell,
correct?"

The Quarren shook her head. "That isnot part of my

job."

"So you just manufacture evidence for the state. Truth
meansnothing.”

"Objection.”

"Sustained.” Admira Ackbar looked down at Nawara.

"Y ou have made your point, Counsdlor Ven. Thereis noth-
ing moreyou can gain onthisline.”

"Yes, Admird." Newerareturned to the defense bench.
"No further questions.”

In the holding cell, Nawara rubbed some warmth back into
thetip of hisright lekku. "No, you'reright, Captain, we did
score pointstoday. | think General Madinewill question
whether or not you're being paid off.”

Tycho smiled over a him. "That's good, yes?'

"Inaway, yes"

"What do you mean?"

Nawara shrugged. "Theideathat you're an agent who

was being paid by the Empire isn't supposed to impressthe
Tribunal--it's meant to impress the public. It's only one of
three motives that would explain your actions. It does pro-
vide the prosecution with an embarrassment of riches. Greed



isthe easiest thing for mogt folks to understand, especialy
when you'retaking that much in the way of credits.”

Tycho's binders clicked againgt the edge of the table as

he did hishandsfrom it and held them againgt his chest.
"Corran's threatening to expose me is another motive.
Whét'sthe last one?’

"Lusankya." Neware opened hishands. "The Tribund,

at thispoint, has achoice. If they assume you betrayed the
sguadron because you were being paid or because you feared
what Corran would uncover, they can convict you of murder
and treason without any problem. Everyone will understand
what happened and there won't be any messy detailsto deal
with. If they decide, on the other hand, that you did what
you did because of Imperial brainwashing at Lusankya, then
they would be bound to find you innocent by reason of di-
minished sapience. In that case you'd be placed into a hospi-
tal and treated for your affliction, to be released whenever
you are cured.”

Tycho stared down at his hands. "Which could be

never."

"That'syour nightmare. Their nightmare isthat some

Emdee-oh droid with a Cognitive Matrix analyss package
will unscramble your brain and declare you cured in aweek
or two. They'd haveto let you go free, which would make
the justice system seem impotent.”

Tycho's head came up and the bright blue of hiseyes
aurprised Neware with itsintengity. "What you're saying is
that the sabacc cards have been programmed against me."
"It'sworse than you know." Neware jerked athumb
toward the exterior wall. "The day we got back from Ryloth,
the Pal patine Counter-insurgency Front blew up a school.
It's been thirty-six hours and they've il not found al the
bodies. Some were vaporized in the explosion, unrecover-
able-just like Corran's. Both humansand non died in the
blast. Someone claiming responsibility said that such acts of
terror would continue until the state's sham tria of you, an
obvioudy innocent man, was ended and you were st free”
"What?' Tycho shook his head. "In court you showed

that the Imps had planted the information to frame me, and
now you'retelling me that they're saying I've been framed?
What'sgoing on?"

"Your trid isdivisve. Thegovernmentisusing it to

show they, unlike the Empire, can handle thingsin an open
manner. Imperia agents, on the other hand, are making it
look like evidenceis being trumped up againgt you. It makes
humans think you're a sacrifice being offered up to keep the
Alliance together. The non-human population aready thinks
you're guilty and somehow responsible for the Krytos vi-
rus-it doesn't matter that you had nothing to do with it."
Tycho leaned forward and dapped his hands on the ta-



ble. "Nawara, you haveto let me testify on my own behalf. |
can convince them I'm innocent.”

The Twi'lek sat back. ™Y ou've been talking to Diric

again, haven't you?'

Tycho nodded. "He visited me while you and Wedge

were gone. Asde from Winter, hewas my only visitor. He
saysthat taking to me has him convinced I'm innocent.”
"That's great for him, but he was also an Imperid pris-

oner, s0 hefedsasense of kinship to you. Most other folks
don't have that bond."

Tycho raised an eyebrow. "Y ou endured Imperid dis-
crimination againgt non-humans. Can you redly say you
weren't an Imperid prisoner?”

Nawara hesitated for amoment. The greatest thing for

him about joining the Rebdlion had been having the weight
of oppression lifted from him. Asanon-human he was
treated asinconsequentia by the Empire. Imperid magis-
trateswould ignore him and his objections, or they would
overrule him and thresten him with contempt for wasting the
court'stime by bringing up points of law. He knew that at
any moment he could be gathered up in some Intelligence
sweep and incarcerated for whatever was|left of hislife, and
no onewould know.

Fear was once a congtant factor in hislife. Then he

joined the Alliance, and while he didn't fully leave fear be-
hind, he was given control over it. Now, with the Empirein
retrest, that same control had been extended to others. Even
the most despised individualsin the Empire now knew free-
dom.

And ill have ataste for revenge againgt their oppres-

ors.

"Yes, | could say |, too, wastheir prisoner, Captain, but
that doesn't matter. Thefact isthat if you testify, Com-
mander Ettyk will destroy you on cross-examination.”
"How?"

"Shelll go back through your lifeand makeitinto a

mockery of what it's been." Nawaras eyes narrowed to
bloody crescents. " Shell point out that you volunteered for
the Imperial Academy and were a successful TIE fighter pilot.
Shelll suggest you were so callous that you were speaking to
your family and fianc& viathe holonet at the precise mo-
ment Alderaan was destroyed--all because you had learned,
being as you have dways been an Imperid Intelligence agent,
when your world's destruction would take place.

Tycho's jaw shot open. "But that's preposterous.”

"You and | know it's preposterous, but there are count-

less people out there who would bdlieveit. Y ou've beento



the Galactic Museum. Y ou've seen how the exhibits about
the Emperor twist factsinto lies. It's no surprise that such

twigting can take place. Thefact is, though, that people be-
lieved the Emperor died at Endor destroying a Rebd Degth
Star. 1t will bevery easy for those same peopleto believe the
worgt of you."

Nawara hooked ataloned hand over Tycho's binders.

"Y ou don't remember your time at Lusankya, but she will
make your amnesiasound likelying. And she's good, very
good. Shelll have you saying things you don't want to say.
Damage will be done and we won't be able to recover from
it

Tycho dumped back in hischair, dragging his handsinto
hislap. "Weveredly got nothing to prove my innocence, do
we?'

"We have testimony about al you have donethat is
postive and good. Whistler and Emtrey came up with an
andyssof the Krytosvirusinfection pattern and | can get
experts up to show how your actions actualy made it much
milder than it could have been. And we're till looking for
La Nootka."

"So you'reteling methat we need amiracle?'
Nawaranodded. "1'd take one if you had oneto offer,

but then again, | wouldn't worry too much. Winning this
tria ismerdly impossible, and we're Rogues. Well get it
done."

Tycho sghed. "Or dietrying."
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"Ah, Commander Antilles, welcome." Admiral Ackbar

stood as the man entered his office. "1 apologize for the short
notice, but timerollsaway asthetide.”

"l came asquickly as| could, Admird." Wedge gavethe
Mon Cdamari afriendly smile. "It must beimportant.”

"Itis. You'rethefirst person outside the Provisiona

Council to hear this"" The Mon Caamari opened his mouth
in the closest gpproximation of ahuman amile he could mus-
ter, hoping to put hisvisitor at ease. "The Xucphrafaction

on Thyferra has agreed to send us asubstantia shipment of
bacta. Y our squadron--all of whom were called back to duty
and are currently under acommunications quarantine--will
be sent out to meet the freighter convoy and bring it back
here to Coruscant.”

"l see" Wedge's face took on a suitably grim expres-

son. "Aren't we abit smdl to be protecting a convoy of,
what, thirty ships?'



"Twenty, actudly. Most are smal ships, like the Skate.

We have afew larger ones going, but our hauling resources
have never been abundant." Ackbar's chin fringeswriggled.
"We are having to rely on stealth and secrecy to safeguard

the shipment--and not by my choice. The whole matter of
negotiations about al this bacta have become very delicate.”
Wedge raised an eyebrow. "How s0?"

"We never expected your vist to Ryloth would be kept
secret, but the news of it traveled more quickly than we ex-
pected. Apparently the Thyferrans know we obtained ryll
from Ryloth. Some of the Thyferrans wanted to cut us off
from bacta completely, pointing to your trip as an attempt to
circumvent them. Cooler heads prevailed, so we're getting
this shipment, but it isbarely sufficient to keep peopledive.
If the basic combinationswith ryll work, we might double
the effective strength of what we have, but that's till not
going to be enough to effect afind cure of the Krytosvirus."
Ackbar sghed as weariness washed over him. "While
Xucphraofficids are willing to send us the bacta to keep us
paying them credits, they are very wary of advertisng the
fact that they're working with the New Republic. They only
benefit from dl thisif they are ableto sdll bactato dl Sdesin
the conflict. They want this convoy to appear to be aprivate
enterprise--it was suggested that Mirax Terrik could take
credit for it and profit fromit. They will get the shipsto our
rendezvous point, then we take over. You'll ostlensibly be on
atraining mission and offer the escort as a courtesy.”

Wedge frowned. "Rogue Squadron is ahigh-profile out-

fit. We're bound to be watched. Why use us?’

"You haveaThyferran." The Mon Cdamari'slip
fringestwitched. "It has been suggested that having Eris and
Rogue Squadron present to guide the ships back hereto Co-
ruscant would prove to the Thyferrans that we appreciate the
risksthey aretaking.”

"Do | sense Borsk Fey'lyasfurred hand in this?'

"Y ou do, though he was not aloneinit." The Council
meeting where this plan was floated seemed more difficult
than any of the battles I've fought againgt the Empire. "The
possibility of having our bacta supply cut off is causing peo-
pleto take whatever steps they can think of to appease the
Thyferrans

Wedge's eyes narrowed. "The big problem we have with
the Thyferransisthat they could cut us off a any time."

"They have the monopoly, so they can do that. The fact
that ryll kor might make bacta more effective againg this
virus does not diminish our need for bacta. Before the Em-



pire aided the Xucphraand Zatin corporationsin monopo-
lizing the bactatrade, we might have been able to find other
sources of bacta. Now we have no choice but to trade with
them. While we could manufacture our own bacta, the sart-
up costsfor afacility that could produce what we need
would--well, | can't say it would bankrupt us, because the
New Republic may dready be over that line. And you didn't
hear that fromme." "No, gr."

"So, Commander, you see our dilemma. We are depen-
dent on the bacta cartel, yet our supply is shaky. Steps taken
to secure our supply could anger the cartel--if those steps do
not include them--or could anger our enemies enough that
they drike at the cartel itself. Warlord Zsinj'sIron Fist could
put achill on convoy traffic and cause us significant trou-
ble"

"But they would stop shipping him bacta, too."

"True, but hisneed for it isnot as great or urgent asours

is"

"Point taken."

Ackbar shrugged. "As smugglers put it, we have al our
gpicein one freighter, and other solutionsto the problem
seem impossible. | know Rogue Squadron pridesitself on
doing theimpossible, but 1 think this bacta problem is be-
yond even your capabilities.” "Perhaps, gr."

Wedge's curious reply seemed tinged with deception, but
Ackbar found it hard to believe Wedge would be involved in
plotting. He has been spending acertain amount of timein
Genera Cracke n's company, and Cracken's reportage to the
Provisiond Council has been handled by subordinates of
late, but to combine those thingsinto a plot would be legping
to aconclusion of Borskean proportions. Even so, it does
seem rather plausible. "Do | takeit you disagree with my
assessment, Commander?!

Wedge's shoulders shifted uneasly. "I would have to say

| think you're probably correct, sir, but Rogue Squadron has
done many thingsin the past that were thought impossible.”
Ackbar nodded. "Y ou redize that anything you might
dointhisregard could have catastrophic resultsif the
Thyferrans disapprove.”

"If I wereinvolved in anything, Sir, that would be fore-

maogt in my mind."

"Very good." Whatever you are doing, | wish you grand
success. "Genera Cracken will be briefing your people. May
the Force be with you--in al you do." Wedge smiled. "Thank you, Sir.”
Ackbar hesitated, then his eyes shrank to demi-lunes.

"Be careful, Commander. Billions of lives hang in the bal-
ance. If something goeswrong, | doubt if even your status as
the Conqueror of Coruscant will save you from becoming
more reviled than Tycho Celchu.”
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Kirtan Loor stared at the glowing holographic text hanging
intheair infront of him and found himsalf poised between
unbridled terror and unbound eation. The message offered
him away out from benesath Hiry Vorru'sthumb, but only if
he took stepsthat could easily anger Y sanne Isard. Doing
that could destroy him. But doing nothing clearly will de-
sroy me.

Thetext, after it had been decrypted and decoded, car-

ried asmple yet explosive message. Twenty ships-New Re-
public and privately owned freighters-would be traveling
from Thyferrawith a shipment of bacta bound for Imperid
Center. Rogue Squadron was to meet them in the Alderaan
sysem--asif dl the bactain the gadlaxy could hed that
wound--and guide them in on the return trip to Imperia
Center. The message contained the times and coordinates,
eadly dlowing for theinterception of the convoy.

If he destroyed the convoy, he would advance the Impe-

rial cause beyond even Y sanne Isard'swildest dreams. He
had the meansto do just that at hisdisposal. Hisegiier plans
to substitute alook-alike group of fighters for Rogue Squad-
ron and have them strafe the squadron's base required him
to put together afull dozen X-wing fighters. They would be

hawk-bats among granite dugsif he set them on the freight-
ers. He was more than willing to do that, blasting every
single freighter from the Pulsar Skate to the Rebels Pride
into free-floating atoms.

He had only one problem he wasn't supposed to know

what the message said.

Imperia spiesin service to the Rebellion had been given
avariety of waysto make contact with their superiors. Cer-
tain public terminds, for example, had specid coding that
routed messages aong secure lines to specific destinations. A
datadisk could be recorded and Ieft in any number of blind-
dropsfor pickup by agents. Face-to-face meetings could be
and had been arranged, even with the highest profile agents
around. Whatever was necessary to move information would
be done.

The Rebels were not without countermeasures, and they
were effective when they wanted to stop information from
getting out. Fortunately Coruscant was still more of an Impe-
rial world than it was a Rebel one. While Rebd computer
code experts had gone through the planetary computer sys-
tem and shut down many of the most obvious stedthways
into it, they had not found them dl. The Rebelswould

clearly have preferred to avoid using the Imperiad computers



at dl, but running Coruscant without them wasimpossible,

SO compromises were made.

The Imperia agent in Rogue Squadron had resorted to

one of the most smple gedthwaysin the system to get the
message out. A coded message was created and saved as
usua, then deleted. The command used to delete the message
was a batch command, one commonly used to purge a
month'sworth of old messages at atime. When the com-
puter asked for adate from which to begin the purge, the
agent gave it the date and time, down to the second, the
message had been created. The ending date for the purge was
the same date and time.

The ddetion routine in the system took that information

and began specia processing. A copy of the message was
whisked away to arandomly chosen memory sector and
there encrypted. At the origina memory location wherethe

message had been stored, zeroes were written to erase dl
traces of the message, then corrupted copies of other docu-
ments were written into its place. A scan of fileswould show
documents and programsin the normal process of being
overwritten.

No trace of the coded messagewas left initsorigind
location. The agent was safe.

The encrypted message was transferred through a series

of accounts and finally ended up on adatadisk that was
dumped into a blind-drop. One of Loor's Specia Intelligence
operativesretrieved it and brought it to him. Loor himsdlf
decrypted and decoded it. He told himsalf he did so because
messages from that agent had normally traveled directly to

Y sanne Isard. Thefact that he had ended up with a copy
meant the normal channels of communication were closed
and he wanted to make certain delays did not prevent action
from being taken to capitaize on the information.

Had | forwarded it to Iceheart blindly | would not be

caugbt in this trap. Because the rendezvous would take place
in less than three days, there was an open question asto
whether the message would reach Isard in timefor her to do
anything about it. Loor felt fairly confident she would act to
destroy the convoy, and his own squadron had enough fire-
power to chew up the twenty-ship convoy with little prob-
lem. A pair of proton torpedoes would destroy most of the
freighters, which meant afull dozen could dieinthefirst

pass. Another volley of torpedoeswould cripple or kill the
others, and the X-wings could follow up with lasersto finish
off the survivors.

Probably not flasby enougb for ber, but if my X-wings

were marked up to be Rogue Squadron ships--and the news-



nets bare been full of examplestbat making last-minute
cbanges to match the paint jobs will be easy enougb--1 can
sow more discord and distrust between the people and the
Rebd government. Icebeart would like that.

The problem with doing just that, however, was that the
operation did not help him eiminate Vorru as athredt. If,
instead of destroying the convoy, he hijacked it to another
system, hewould have control of avery large shipment of a

vital commodity. While Vorru had asolid lock on the bacta
black market on Imperia Center, there were other worlds
clamoring for the medicine. If he used his supply correctly he
could enrich himsdlf. He would betray Vorru to the Rebels--
not to the government on Imperial Center, but to the congtit-
uent governments on the various Rebel homeworlds, thereby
increasing distrust between them and the rulers on Imperid
Center.

Or | can enrich mysdlf, buy aworld al my own, and put
Boba Fett on retainer to day my enemies. That thought
brought asmileto Loor'sface. Thelist would not belong,
but it would not be an easy one to complete. A fitting cha-
lengefor aman with hisskills.

Loor closed his eyes and gently massaged them benegath
hiseydids. Assatisfying asenriching himsalf would be, he
redlized he had to be very careful. Killing Vorru and Isard
would provide him short-term pleasure, but he had to be
looking at hislong-term position. Hisfirst step wasto guar-
antee hissurvivad, his second to maximize his potentia for
power. Hijacking the bactaworked just aswell to hurt the
Rebdlion asdid destroying it, but it left him vulnerableto
accusations by Isard that he wasn't devoting himsdlf to his
duty of destroying the Rebellion. She could easily seethe
hijacking as amove to make him independent of her, and she
would not like that.

| can aways argue that | wanted to get out from under
Vorru'sinfluence and nothing more. He doubted that such
an argument would insulate him from her anger and retribu-
tion when she found out what he had done. And he knew she
would find out--it was a question how much time he had
until shedid. If he could keep her in the dark for amonth,
either he would have gained enough power that he did not
need to fear her, or she will have had mekilled.

He redlized once again that only by escaping her could

he possibly survive. Thisgives me no choice.

He carefully began to compose amessage. Hetold her of
hisintent to use the duplicate Rogue Squadron to "elimi-
nate" the convoy. He would later argue that he would have
said "degtroy” if that'swhat he had meant to do. Time being



of the essence, | can't give her thewhole plan, | can merdly
let her know | am dedling with the problem.

He scanned his message, then prepared it for sending.
Hedmost sent it immediatdy, then hesitated. No, ifl send it
now, she could possibly countermand my orders. I'll give her
aday'swarning. By the time she consders what will happen,
itwill al bedone.

And Kirtan Loor would be one giant step closer to being
free.
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Four minutes to reversion to realspace. Nawara Ven began a
quick systems check on his X-wing. Lasers were powered up
and linked for offsdefiring in pairs. He had six proton tor-
pedoes, and had configured that weapon system to shoot
them one a atime. Fuel was good; acceleration compensator
was st .05 off full, giving him afed for his postion in space,
and hislife-support systems checked out--including the
heated stockings into which hefit hislekku to protect them if
he got blasted out of his cockpit.

He shivered. Hed been shot out of an X-wing during the

firgt battle of Borleias. The concussion of gecting had
stunned him. Hed floated in space, helpless, inthe midst of a
roiling dogfight. Cold nibbled away a hisfingers, toes, and
lek-tips, while alittle chronographic indicator flashing onthe
ingde of his helmet's evac-visor counted down the minutes
until hisair supply quit. Watching the seconds dip away,

hed fet timewas moving alot fagter than it should have.

I knew | was going to die. He shook his head. Then

Captain Celchu showed up and saved me. He didn't haveto
dothat. Infact, hewasinsaneto do that. After he pulled me
to safety, therewas no way | could ever think hewas an
Imperid agent.

A beep from his R5 unit marked 30 secondsto rever-

son. "Thanks. Even up my shields forward and back. | don't
expect trouble, but | want to be ready.”

The droid complied with the request and Nawara pre-

pared himself for the rendezvous with the bacta convoy.
Rogue Squadron's Two flight, led by Lieutenant Pash
Cracken and including Gavin and Shiel aswell asNawara,
was supposed to break off and head sunward to cover the
tail end of the convoy. Thelast ship wasto be the Pulsar
Skate, so they'd form up on it. Oneflight, with Wedgein the
lead, would take the head of the convoy, and Threeflight,
which was sill one pilot short, wasto orient itself toward



any trouble.

Not that there should be any. The shards of Alderaan
formed an asteroid field commonly known asthe Graveyard.
The mgority of traffic into the sector came from Alderaanian
expatriots returning to see the sun beneath which they were
born one more time and to leave grave-gifts among the aster-
oids. Others came to plunder those grave-gifts, and some
even claimed to have seen amassive armory ship named An-
other Chance among the planet's ruins--though Nawara
thought that ship as much alegend asthe fabled Katana flet.
| wanted to ask Tycho if he wanted meto leave anything

for him, but | wasn't alowed any contact with him after |

was briefed. Nawara had recorded amessage and saved it in
the computer for Tycho in case he didn't make it back, but
the mission was supposed to be little more than ceremonidl.
Asgdefrom ther timetable dipping by three quarters of an
hour because of afuel pump failure that delayed their take-
off, the mission had gone exactly as advertised. But it'sthe
onesthat are supposed to be easy that hurt the most.
Thewhite tunnel through which his ship had been hur-

tling exploded into amillion separate pinpricks of fire. Some
of those pinpricks resolved themselvesinto distant stars,
while othersrefused to shrink. Green darts stabbed into
some of the brighter pointsin the system, then those points
exploded. " Sithgpawn!”

"S+ailsinto attack postion." Wedge's voice came

through the helmet comm unit strong and coal. "Twelve, get
me afull scan of the sector. One and Two flights, on me."
Nawarareached up with hisright hand and flicked the
switch that split his stabilizer foilsinto the cross pattern that
gavethefighter its name. Nudging his stick to port, he
brought hisfighter in on Pash's starboard flank with a
fighter-length separating them. "I've got you, Five."
"Thanks, Sx."

Aril Nunb broke into the comm channel with her report.
"Caught aflash of something big heading out--a Super Star
Dedtroyer. It'sgone, but in system we have two dozen eye-
balls, two lambs, and a Strike Cruiser designated Terma-
gant."

"What about the freighters?’

"Wejust saw the last one explode.”

Nawaras stomach folded in onitself. "Gone? They're

al gone?'

"AnImperia SSD wouldn't leave much behind." Fear

and revulson filled Rhysati's voice, and Nawara could eesily
visuaize the hard ook in her hazd eyes. "Weregoingin,
right, Rogue L eader?'

"Twelve, any sgn of the Skate?!

"No, Commander."

"Nothing &t al? No beacon?"



"There's no beacon from half the hulks | have on my
scan." Aril'svoice softened abit. "A Super Star Destroyer
has enough power to completely vape any of the shipsin the
convoy."

"Right, right." Wedge's voicetrailed off and no one
spoketofill thevoid. "Blagtit! All right, listen up. Were
going in, and we're going in hot. The Strike Cruiser isour
primary target. Proton torps, dud-fire. | want it down and
out immediatdy.”

Erig's voice crackled through the comm unit. "That
meansthe T1Eswill have no way to get out of here."

The edge in Wedge's voice came through unadulterated.
"Isthat aproblem?"

"Not for me, Lead."

Nawara keyed his comm unit. "What about the lambs?*

The two Lambda-class shuttles carried weapons and could
be tougher than TIEs to handle because they aso sported
shidds

"We give them one chanceto run. After that, they can go
away, too."

Aril again spoke. "1'm downloading tac-datato every-

one. Termagant isn't draight Imp, it'sdlied with Zsnj."
"Wasadlied with Zsinj." Wedge's ship began to lengthen
itslead over the others. "Come on, Rogues. Warlord Zsinj
apparently wanted the Alliance's attention. Heré's where we
make him pay for that mistake.”

Following Wedge, the squadron sped in toward Zsinj's
forces and the convoy debris. The convoy had been am-
bushed out beyond the Graveyard and a bit below the sys-
tem's orbital plane. Rogue Squadron had comein on the
other side of the orbital plane. Because of this, and because
of the way Zsinj'sforces chose to orient themsealves respec-
tiveto the system, by flying down to them, Rogue Squadron
was, from their perspective flying in up & their bellies.
Nawarawatched histactica screen. Becausethe TIES
were making strafing runs on what were left of the freighters,
they had no unit cohesion. With the enormous amount of
debrisin and around where they were flying, Nawarawould
have been surprised if they had any clue about Rogue Squad-
ron's gpproach. So the ambusbers get ambushed. How fit-
ting.

With theflick of histhumb he brought hisweapons-

control over to proton torpedoes. Another touch of a button
and helinked both launching tubes. Range to the Termagant
stood at 4.5 kilometers. The X-wings closed fast as Wedge
led them down and around the freighter debrisfield, then
over and in at the Strike Cruiser. Nawara's head's-up display



went from green to yelow asthe cruiser filled hissghts, then
blazed red as his RSs keening wail announced he had a
target lock.

"Rogues, launch now!"

On Wedge's command the squadron fired their proton
torpedoes in near-perfect unison. Twenty-two torpedoes
streaked in at the lozenge-shaped Strike Cruiser, coming up

toward the ventra hull. Thefirst couple detonated brilliantly
white againgt the ship's shields, but the rest pushed on
through. Severa exploded againgt the hull, shredding and
blackening armor plating, while ill more burst insdethe
ship. Argent fire gushed from the ragged holein the ship's
hull, then geysered out of several smaller openings on the
upper part of the ship.

The Strike Cruisers, asaclass of ship, had been highly
lauded because of their unique congtruction. Built around a
central skeleton that bound the bridge to the engines, their
other components were completely modular. A cruiser con-
figured to carry troops could, after ashort stay in some
spaceyard, emergea TIE carrier like Termagant. Strike Cruis-
ersalowed the Empire to change the makeup of the Imperia
fleet without building entirdly new ships.

That strength is Termagant's weakness. Asthe torpedoes
exploded ingde the ship, the ship itself began to break apart.
The prow drifted upward asif the ship had runinto an
invisblewall. Armored hull plates shattered where they had
covered the seam between the bow and the starboard TIE
hangar. The forward part of the hangar started twisting asit
ripped free of the skeleton. The cruiser began to roll, then the
whole front haf of the ship spun off asthe ship'swast
evaporated in the inferno the torpedoes caused.

"The eyes of the Warlord are upon us," Gavin quipped.
"TIEsinbound."

Nawaraflipped back to his lasers and broke to port with
Pash. Coming up over the top, they climbed toward the in-
coming eyebdls. He punched al power to hisforward shield
and prepared for a head-to-head pass. He dropped his
crosshairs on the growing speck that was an approaching
TIE starfighter. He watched the range close, then popped a
quick shot off. A pair of laser-bolts glanced off the eyebdi's
port pand, imparting aspin to the ship. Nawara started to
dive after it, but with his speed, he overshot it. "I got the other half of it, Six."
"Thanks, Gavin." Nawaraevened out his shields and

pulled back up. Inverting his ship, he completed abig loop
and followed the rest of squadron back into thefray. Inthe

boiling cloud of fighters, friend and foe flashed past s0



quickly that it wasimpossible to account for everyone's posi-
tion. Nawaraknew anumber of the other pilotsin the
squadron had a"stuationa awareness' that was superior to
his own, but he figured this battle had to be taxing even

them.

And if you takelong enoughtolineupashot ... The

hiss of lasers gnawing away at hisaft shield completed his
thought and sent ajolt through him. "'l have one on my tail.
I'm going to try to shake him.”

Nawarahit the right rudder pedd, swinging the

X-wing's aft to port. He kicked the ship up onto the star-
board S-fail, then pulled the stick back and curled down into
acorkscrew dive. He throttled back abit, hoping his pursuer
would overshoot him, but the aft scan showed the pilot pull-
ing atwigting roll and dive that covered more distance, keep-
ing him in behind Nawara

The Twi'lek punched thet hrottle forward and enlarged

the gap between them, then broke hard to port and started to
climb again. Maybe that will get rid of him.

Lasarshissng on hisaft shiddsagain told him thetactic
hadn't worked. Nawara rocked the X-wing back and forth
and bounced it up and down, making it atough target to hit,
but the TIE pilot stayed with him.

I have to do something. Sweet formed on hisupper lip

and lesked in at the corners of his mouth, coating histongue
with the taste of copper. Hislekku twitched in their fabric
prisons. Maybeif | runinto the Graveyard . . .

He started to pull up and head for the asteroids, when
something behind him exploded. He glanced at his aft moni-
tor and saw no TIE there. "Thanks."

"My pleasure, Six." Eris seemed pleased with hersdlf.

"My wing would be distraught if you were hurt."

"I owe you, Four, for the both of us."

"Acknowledged, Six."

Aril Nunb's voice broke in on the comm channd.
"Lambsarerunning.”

"Thanks, Twelve, let them go." Wedge's voice lacked

none of itsearlier vehemence. "We've got plenty to do here”

Nawara brought his X-wing up and evened out the

shields. Trailing Eris back in toward the fight, he saw two or
three TIEs explode. Another came shooting out of the dog-
fight, then barrdl-rolled in on Eris for abroadside shot at
her.

"Four, break up!" Nawara snapped hisfighter up on the
port Sfoail, then climbed. He swooped in on the eyeball,
stayed with it asthe pilot juked down, then hit histrigger.
Thefirg pair of laser-bolts only melted holesin the starboard
solar pandl, but the second hit the ball cockpit dead on. The
TIE began to spin out of control, then exploded in acloud of
brilliant incandescent gas. Debris sparked off hisforward



shield as he flew past the outer edges of thefireball.

"Lead, Five here. The TIEs are breaking off. They're
heading for the Graveyard."

"I copy, Five. Rogue Squadron, let them go."

"You can't be serious, Lead."

"I am, Gavin."

"But whet they did--"

"Doesn't matter right now. They're dead and they know

it. | don't want any of us getting dead. Regroup in your
flightsand stand by." A momentary squed ended Wedge's
transmission, telling Nawara that the commander was shift-
ing over to adifferent comm unit frequency.

Nawararolled hisfighter and dove down to where Pash

and the other two members of Two flight were orbiting. Peer-
ing out through his cockpit canopy, he got the first good look
at the remains of the convoy. If humans can bring themsalves
to do thisto aconvoy of shipshauling bacta, | am glad I'm
not human.

A few of the freighterswere still recognizable as such.

Hull compartments had been blown open by explosions.
Bactathat had geysered out through the holes had flash-
frozen into monumentsto the terror the ships crews must
have felt. Fires burned deep in the hearts of severd ships,
consuming the last remnants of atmosphere. Pieces of other
ships drifted through the area, damming into one ancther,
breaking up yet further to careen into other dead hulks.
Theworst image Nawara saw was of one smdl ship--

one barely bigger than the Skate--that appeared, from the
prow to midships, to be intact. Back of that point the ship
did not redly exist--at least, nothing recognizable as aship.
Turbolaser fire had hit so fast that the latter half of the

ship had been liquified. An amorphous blob of meta fringed
with condensed metal mig, like the down from asilvery bird,
trailed in the ship'swake.

The sheer violence of the attack that had destroyed that

ship shook Nawara. The transparisted cockpit panels on the
ship had blown out. He redlized the Super Star Destroyer's
turbol asers would have superheated the atmospherein the
ship. The crew would have been cooked inside and out in the
blink of an eye. They would have been dead before they
knew what had happened to them, but their last moments
must have been full of terror because of the SSD's presence.
Nawara keyed his comm unit. "Hypothetica question

you're part of aconvoy with minima arms and you come

out of hyperspace in the shadow of a Super Star Destroyer
and a Strike Cruiser that's deployed its TIEs. Do you pro-
voke an attack?'



"Ooryl cannot see how anyone would be that suicidd.”
"Right, so you'd surrender and tell the SSD that you're
hauling bacta, which is currently very valuable." Nawara
frowned. "It makes no sensefor anyone to have killed the
convoy."

"That'swhy to know Warlord Zsinj isto wonder about

his sanity." Disgust filled Pash's voice. "He's definitely some-
onewho needsalot of killing."

"Count mein."

"Me, too."

A squed came through the comm unit, then Wedge

spoke. "I've just had word with the TIES. They'regiving
up---they were uneasy with the misson and they don't like
the fact that we showed up. They're going to recon the han-
gar sections of Termagant and seeif they can reboard.”
"Why, that hulk's not going anywhere? The engines are

in the other haf and it's headed for the Graveyard.”

"I noticed, Four. They're going to check for survivors

and try to pick up enough oxygen to survive for aslong as

they can. Pash, ! want you to take Two flight out of here and
make for Tatooine. It's about eight hours out, give or take.
Gavin can guideyou into Mos Eidey. Refud thereand hirea
freighter that can carry adozen TIEs. Get it here and haul the
pilots clear. I'm sure your father would like to debrief them,
s0 you should probably bring them to Coruscant with you."
"Asordered. Wefly cover for the freighter in case our
friends have any ideas abouit trying to commandeer it?"
"Right, though | don't think you'l find much oppos-

tion.”

"How 07"

"Scan the debris. Therésalot of TIE parts out there

and--"

Nawaralooked at the readout his R5 scrolled up his

screen. "X-wing debris. But we didn't lose anyone.™

"No, we didn't." Some of the anger drained from

Wedge's vaice. "Of course, that's not what Zsinj's people
say. They say they dready killed off Rogue Squadron, right
here, defending the convoy the way it was supposed to. Then
we arrived and showed them we were tougher to kill the
second time around.”

Nawarablinked. "But that makes no more sense than
attacking the convoy in thefirgt place.”

"No it doesn't, but theré's no timeto try to figure it out

now. Y ou get to Tatooine. Well check for survivors here,
then head back to Coruscant and report. Seeyou thereina
day or s0." Wedge sighed. "If by then you come up with any
brilliant thoughts on what's happened here, | know I, for

one, will be morethan willing to listen to them.”
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Kirtan Loor would have been trembling with outrage, but

the lethargy of despair had ahigher priority. He knew his
days were numbered, and he wouldn't have bet on double
digitseven if given thelongest of odds. He freely assumed the
only reason he till lived was because Y sanne Isard enjoyed
the thought of him cowering in fear, dreading each new day.

Y et even facing certain desth a her hands, Loor did

greatly admire how Isard had gotten him and Warlord Zsinj
and the New Republic in one smple set of maneuvers. Rogue
Squadron would also have been caught in the trap had their
operation not fallen behind schedule--and if ! had not been
playing my game.

Within 24 hours of the ambush at Alderaan, Zsinj had

sent amessage to Coruscant viawhat was left of the Imperid
HoloNet system, indicating he and his people had attacked
the bacta convoy because, according to his sources, the bacta
was tainted and would have exacerbated the Krytos virus
problem. He further claimed that Rogue Squadron had been
present, had indicated they knew the bacta was tainted, and
had fully intended that it should be distributed on Coruscant
to "get rid of the xeno-trash” the Empire had |eft behind. He
said he had no choice but to destroy the convoy and Rogue

Squadron, then beseeched people to overthrow the New Re-
public's government and flock to his banner.

The only problem with his message, which was broad-

cast worldwide, isthet it followed by roughly six hoursa
report about the attack on the convoy. This attack report
had been delivered by the government and included ho-
lographic images created by and with commentary from
members of Rogue Squadron. Zsinj's claim that he had de-
stroyed the unit were proved false, and helped make the rest
of his comments appear likewise untrustworthy.

Loor shook his head. Y sanne Isard had clearly lesked to
Zsinj the information about the convoy. Hisreport that he
was sending a Rogue Squadron of hisown to diminate the
convoy clearly would have arrived too late for her to get it to
Zsinj. Loor had only given her 16 hours notice of what he
was doing, yet thetiming of Zsinj's message to Coruscant
suggested strongly that it took him at least aday to make it
to Alderaan from wherever the Iron Fist had been.

All of this meant the message that had been routed to

Loor and warned of the squadron’s mission had aso, some-
how, made itsway to Isard. She had acted based on that
origina message, then got Loor's follow-up message later.
The appearance of his Rogue Squadron meant that Zsinj
didn't wait around for the genuine unit to put in an appear-



ance--he just struck and destroyed them all. Rogue Squad-
ron had embarrassed him in the past, and thiswas his chance
to get back at them, which hetruly believed he had. The
tainted bactastory clearly was an afterthought to mollify
those people who might be upset by his destruction of so
much bacta.

Theloss of the bacta had struck quite ablow to the

hopes of people on Coruscant. Coupled with that was are-
port from agovernmenta accounting office that indicated
therewaslessryll av allable than previoudy thought. Severd
Provisond Council members suggested it had been stolen,
but statiticians showed how the shortage was actualy an
artifact of good digtribution. The previous supply, which had
been supposed to last for two months, was down to seven
weeks because more was getting out to more people.

It struck Loor as amusing that the goverment was il
fightitg the Emperor's ghogt; it was the Empire's doing that
had pronpted everyone to look for the truth behind goveri1-
ment satements. The fact that the Republic might betellig
its citizens everything therewasto tell did not stop people
from thinking thereilight be smething nlore to the sory.
Teaching trust isalong process; learing it isaeven longer
one.

And Ysadnelsard has, in short order, learzed she calz no
lollger trust me.

Had he done nothing and smply relayed the message to

her when he got it, her plot would have discredited Zsinj,
resulted in the loss of the bacta, and caused the destruction
of Rogue Squadron. While stle had no proof that he intended
to stedl the bactaand useit for hiso'il gain, he knew she
didn't need proof to condemn hinl. She knew he was smart
enough to see how powerful that bacta could have made
him. If he had succeeded he would have amassed end)ugh
power to begin to play on her level. Now hewasjust afailure.
And failures, asfar assheis cozcerned, are worthless.
Shewould discard him as solon asthe optimal usefor him
arose. Wlich meds| must find somethiltg to do with myself
befcre she does.

Loor alowed himsdf to laugh and banish some of the

fear. He had plansto make, big plans. Plansfor the future
and plasto get meto thefuture.

Gavin l)arklighter cleared histhroat and rapped geitly on
the dot)rjamp of Conlinander Antilless office. "Excuse me,
ar”

Wedge looked up from his desk, abit haggard and
bleary-eyed. "What can | do for you, Gavin?'



"I'd liketo speak to y()uif | might. In private, Sir."

Wedge straightened up in hischair, then nodded and
waved Gavin to the seat in front of the Sk. A couple of
keystrokeskilled the holographic lists of numbers hanging in
the air above Wedge's holopad. They looked like quarter-

master reportsto Gavin, but he couldn't be certain, since he
was reading them from the back side (f the hologram.

"What isit, Gavin?'

How to begin? Gavin seated himselL then looked down

at hishands. "Ah, sr, we, the squadron that is, have been
discussing the Situation at Alderaan. 1t was redlly preuy bad.
| mean, those of usin Two flight got to seeit asecond time
when we went to get the TIE pilots, and the destruction
seemed even worse than we'd thought.”

Wedge nodded and rubbed hiseyes. "'l know. | helped

edit and narrate the government's report on the ambush.
Warlord Zsnj'sIro Figt did afirst-classjob of ripping the
convoy up from one end to the other.”

Gavin frowned. "When ! talked to the others, they said
you've been preuy quiet about al that--about Mirax dying
and dl. | mean, | didn't know her nearly aswell asyou did,
of course. | got to know her on the run into Coruscant when
we camein secret, and | liked her. Not romanticaly, you
know---not that there was anything wrong with her, but even
| could see shewasinterested in Corran. Anyway, | remem-
ber you coming to talk to me about L ujayne Forge when the
Impskilled her, and how much it helped and | thought--"

"Y ou thought it w(uld help meto let my grief show?'

"Well, your best friends aren't here for you. Captain
Celchuisinjail, Princess Leiahas dropped out of sight, and
you and Mirax wereclose, 0. . ."

Wedge smiled and sighed, then leaned back in his chair.

"| gppreciate this, Gavin, more than you know. | guess, with
Mirax, I'm il in shock. There was no trace of her or the
Pulsar Skate, so part of me wants to believe she had an astro-
gation error and jumped someplace el se, that she wasn't
thereat dl."

"| think wed dl liketo believethat, Sr.”

"It'sridiculus, of course, but that's part of the reason

I'm not ready to let her go, you know.” Wedge frowned. "It
seemsasif everyonel know, dl the friends| make, are get-
ting ground up by the Empire or some malignant little off-
shoot of it. Fighting againgt the Death Stars--well, sonleone
dying there somehow had meaning. The convoy, though,

they were just bringing bactato asick world. Even though
their desths have catalyzed the Provisond Council into
making a decison concerning Warlord Zsinj, their liveswere
wasted, and | guessI'm tired of that sort of waste."



Gavin looked up. "Were going after Zsinj?'

Wedge tapped his datapad. "1 was going over informa-

tion concerning our suppliesfor deployment againgt him. |
don't know many details, and couldn't tell you any of them if
| did, but this convoy hit has made Zsinj abig target. Admi-
ral Ackbar wantsthis datarather quickly, so | redly should
get back to it."

"If you say o, Sr.”

Wedge leaned forward on his elbows. "L ook, Gavin, |
gppreciate your coming here and talking to me about Mirax.
| don't think I'm ready to go into thisall the way right now,
but I'm coping. It hurts, but I'm coping.”

Gavin nodded. "Yes, ar." Wdling it avay just ddays
things. "If you ever decide you want someone to talk to--"
"Youll bethefirg person | call." Wedge smiled and
sketched Gavin abrief saute. "Go get yoursalf some rest--
and that goesfor the rest of the squadron. If we're going to
be going after Zsinj, | want us ready to move asfast as

possible”

Borsk Fey'lya stood behind his desk and smoothed the
creamy fur around hisface. "Please, Asyr Sai'lar, do comein.
| am honored that Rogue Squadron's newest ace hastimeto
vigtwithme"

The black-and-white-furred Bothan bowed her head re-
spectfully, then stood at attention as the door closed behind
her. "I am honored amember of the Provisona Council
noticed me."

"Noticed you? My dear, you are quiteimpossible to

refrain from noticing. Aside from your performancein the
sguadron, you were positively stunning a the Dan'kre party
the other evening. Please, be seated. No need for formality
here, isthere?' Fey'iyaremained standing until she had
taken her seat. She moved with an ease and strength here-

caled possessing in his youth. Though he was not that long
past hisphysical pesk, he could aready see how much he
had lost from when he was her age.

Borsk Fey'lyaaso realized that had he been her age

again, hewould have been lovestalking her. He found her
quite attractive, freely acknowledging that the white blazes
in her fur gave her adangerouslook. Thefirein her violet
eyes likewise threstened to seduce him, but with maturity--
unlike humans--he had moved away from persond vanity.
Whereas aman might take amistress her ageto prove his
continued virility, for Fey'lyathat choice would prove he had
not yet sufficiently focused himsdlf on what wastruly impor-
tantinlife

The pursuit of power.

"I wish to communicate to you, Asyr, the congratula-

tions and adulation of the people of Bothawui. Y ou are well



on your way to taking your placein the constellations of
Bothan heroes like the Martyrs and even your predecessor in
Rogue Squadron, Peshk Vri'syk. Y ou liberated Coruscant
and now fly with the New Republic's most famous fighter
squadron. Y our parents are very proud of you, and other
Bothan parents everywhere have virtudly no reservations
when it comesto their children choosing you asarole
"Thank you, Councilor."” Asyr'sviolet eyesblinked. |

would think parents could find far better role modelsfor
their childrenthanme.”

"Perhaps, but | should not be concerned about your liai-

son with the human, Gaen." Fey'lya purposdy misidentified
her lover and was rewarded by aflash of anger rippling the
filr of her neck and head. " Xenophiliais not unknown
among us, and your daliance adds ahint of romance to your
image. Y our Gaen seemsvery cgpable of handling himsdlf in
awide variety of dtuations--casein point being theway he
defused the Kreffey problem. Moreover, you are quite dis-
creet--admirably discreet, actudly.”

"Hisnameis Gavin, Gavin Darklighter. Hiscousn was

one of thosewho died destroying thefirst Desth Star.”

"And our Martyrs died to enable the Alliance to destroy

the second Deeth Star. It isfitting that heirsto two heroic
traditions should find comfort together." Fey'lyaraised a
hand to calm her. "Please, forgive meif this mention of your
persond affairs angered you. | did not mean to cause you
any discomfort. | fully understand the sort of bondsthat can
be forged between people who endure adversity together.
Others are not so accepting of thingsthey see asdifferent.”
"Thank you, Councilor.” Asyr frowned heavily. "Some
other members of the Bothan community here are postively
imperid in their xenophobic attitudes.”

"That isnot good a al. If you will permit me, perhaps|

can help you with this problem. | have ample opportunity to
gpeak with various groups--Bothan and other--here and
back on Bothawui. It does no one any good for you to be
persecuted for thingsthat redly are beyond your contral. |
was young once. | know how hot one's blood can be. | will
use my influenceto get attitudesto change.” "That would be most kind."
"I'm glad to be of service" Fey'lyasmiled. "Infact, |

had hoped to be of serviceto youwhen | invited you here,
but thiswas not the subject | wanted to address." Asyr met his gaze unflinchingly. "Yes, sr?"
"Y ou were part of the mission to Alderaan, as| recall,

yes?”

"Yes. | flew wing for Commander Antilles. | got thekills

| did because he hung back and covered me."



"l see.” Fey'lyapressed his hands together, fingertip to
fingertip. "Thetiming of your arrivd inthe Alderaan sysem
has become a point of interest for those conspiratorially-
minded individua s within the government and without. Y ou
were late and the convoy was destroyed.”

The younger Bothan's eyes narrowed. "If we had been

on time, we would have been destroyed, just like the con-
voy."

"Quite s0, quite so, and it isagood thing you were
ddayed. Still, you redlize that tests on the samples of bacta
ice that were brought back to Coruscant do show the bacta
to be tainted and spoiled--in accord with Warlord Zsinj's
dlegaions”

"Forgive me, Sir, but those samples were blown up,
flash-boiled, and peppered with debris. That they show up
contaminated and usdessisredly no surprise.”

"Under normd circumstances | would agree with you."
"What do you find unusua about these circumstances?’
Fey'lyagave her an indulgent smile. "Clearly the con-
voy'stimetable was leaked to Warlord Zsinj. Since the Xuc-
phrafaction on Thyferra has seen fit to send bactato the
New Republic, it is safeto assumeit wastherival Zatin
faction that tipped Zsnj about the shipment. Even so, we
cannot rule out the possibility that members of thisgovern-
ment sabotaged the effort to bring bactato Coruscant.”

"Y ou can't be serious. That would make Mon Mothma

or others out to be monsters who had sunk to Y sanne Isard's
level or below."

"Of course | don't believethat isthe case, but the prob-
lemisthat othersdo think it possible. | am afraid that you
could become implicated in dl this because of your member-
ship in Rogue Squadron.” He pressed his handsflat on his
desk and leaned forward. "'l want to insulate you from any
possible disaster coming down theline” "Disaster?!

"Rogue Squadron will be sent out with the task force

being used to punish Warlord Zsinj. It could very well be that
this Alderaan incident means certain superior officersin the
military see Rogue Squadron as aproblem. Committing you
in an action that destroys the squadron would eiminate that
problem. I'm not saying thisiswhat will happen, of course,
but it could and | would like to put some insurance in place
that prevents thisfrom coming to pass.”

Asyr's head came up. "What kind of insurance?"

Fey'lya gestured toward her with opened hands. "l

would like you to prepare areport that indicatesthe delay in
Rogue Squadron's arrival was a product of human error.”
"Such areport could be used to strengthen the conspir-

acy theory."

"If | wereto useit in such acapacity, yes, it could, but |
would never do that."



"Never?' Asyr raised an eyebrow. "Y ou know the

Bothan saying--'Never meansthe right opportunity has not
yet arisen.”

"Then | should amend my statement--1 would never use

it except if | deemed it necessary to curb human excesses.
Y ou know--and the Krytos virusis but one example--man-
kind's capacity for crudty to itsown isinfinite. The human
members of the Alliance have not turned on us or on Rogue
Squadron, but that's not to say they will never do that."
Fey'lyatapped his desktop with atalon. ™Y ou are a Bothan.
Y ou were born with obligations and respongbilities. Writing
thisreport isjust one of them.”

Asyr nodded. "l undergtand, sir.”

"Good. I'll want that report within 72 hours. Don't fall

me"

"No, sr." Asyr rose from her chair and bowed her head

to him. "I understand the price of failure, sir, and | have no
intention of incurring that debt.”

31

It'stoo easy. Though everything was going absolutely ac-
cording to his plan, Corran Horn felt some unmitigated di-
sagter was lurking ahead of him. The Imps who hung out
near the mouth of the cavern hadn't bothered to make com-
ments as he and Urlor headed off down the dark corridor
toward the latrines. They walked close together, letting the
infrared images of their bodies merge into one, cregting a
sngleimagefor the IR monitors a either end of the corridor.
Onceingdethe latrine area, Corran had doffed histunic

and soaked it in the single sink, then pulled the clammy gar-
ment back on. He likewise soaked his head, then smiled up a
Urlor through the water running down hisface. "I'm s&t."
Urlor raised abushy eyebrow.

Corran nodded. Yes, | haveto go. | have no choice.

Corran dapped him on the arm, then headed to the entrance.
Urlor followed, patted him on the back, then walked back
toward the billet cavern, weaving dightly from sdeto Sdeto
widen hisIR image. Thanks, my friend.

Corran, still sodden, turned to the left and walked on

toward the mine. He kept his pace dow and turned sideways
to present anarrow profile to the IR monitor near the gate.
Hewaan't certain that thiswould reglly minimize his heet



image, but it wasworth atry. Hiswet hair and tunic would
be more effectivein that department. Urlor's effortsto pre-
sent abig target farther up the corridor might aso help eimi-
nate him from notice.

Thirty paces beyond the latrines he reached the double-

gate. In the darkness he groped aong the flimsy metal sur-
face for the lock and chain. Hisfingers gently brushed across
the number pad on the lock, but he resisted the temptation to
try random combinations. He didn't know if afailure would
st off an darm somewhere or not, but he did know that
trying to figure out the right combination would take enough
time to make him drier than a Tusken Raider. Unless| got
lucky, and no oneisthat lucky.

From the lock to the opposite door Corran counted six-
teen links and winced. Seventeen links had provided him a
tight squeeze two nights previoudy. Corran gripped the gate-
halves, pulled them asfar gpart as possible, then tucked his
right shoulder through the opening. He exhded as much as
he could, worked aleg through, then pushed and pulled him-
sdf the rest of theway to the other side.

He squatted on the other side of the gate and rubbed at

his chest. Just aswell none of the others wanted to try to get
out. Aside from some of the older prisonersand afew of the
sck ones, no one could havefit through there. Staying low,
he worked his way forward. When he reached the entrance
to the mine corridor, heturned into it and alowed himsdf a
quiet Sgh.

| can't believe how stupid they've been. Corran redlized

his criticiam of the guardswas not fair, primarily because
their lack of security seemed deficient only inlight of his
theory about the orientation of the prison itself. No prisoner
in hisright mind would attempt to escape and head deeper
into the bowels of the planet. The laxity in securing the path
to the mines served as a strong clue that the mines did not
offer away out--if they did, they would be more secure.
Security is predicated on two things the odd orientation

of the prison and the fact that even if someone gets out of the
prison, getting off whatever world we're onisby no means
assured. Corran shivered. If werein the depths of Hoth, or

in the desert of Tatooine or on the back side of Kessd, this
escape attempt will end quickly enough.

Despite those inauspicious thoughts, which sparked new
fedings of uneasein him, Corran pushed on. He reached the
hatchway leading into the caverns and found it open. Well,
perhaps | am lucky, just abit. He would have felt luckier if
he had alight of his own, but the prisoners had no accessto
anything more technologically sophisticated than ashovel.
To navigate through the darkness dl he had to guide him was
thefaint glow from the amber ready-lights at the base of the
floodlights they used when working in the mine. Corran hed



mentally mapped them the way an astronomer mapped con-
sellations, and he knew exactly where to head to get to the
gravel loader. Having oriented himself toward hisgod, he
stood straight and started to make hisway down the dope.
Pain exploded across the middle of hisback, nhumbing
hislegs. He pitched forward and tried to tuck into aball, but
hislegsignored him. He knew from the pain in his back and
knees, asthey aternately struck the sone dopein histum-
ble, that his spine hadn't been severed. While thiswas good
news, it paled within the larger context of his having been
attacked in the mines.

He hit bottom and skidded to a hdt on his back. He

could fed the burning tingle of sensation returning to his

legs, but they felt likelead and had no strength in them. The
poor footing provided by the gravel combined with the
wesknessin hislegsto keep him down, which he saw asa
distinct problem asamassive, bulky shadow eclipsed severa
of the amber lights. The orange glow, though very week,
clearly illuminated the edge of the upraised shovel the man
held.

"Nothing persond, Horn, but you're my way out of

here"

Derricote? "How did you get past the gate? Y ou

couldn't have squeezed through.”

The shove remained at the top of the arc for an over-

head blow. "1 have money hidden away, in numbered ac-
counts. | bribed a guard for the combination to the gate lock,
same as| bribe them for ingredients for my nectar.”

Apped to hisvanity. Buy yourself timeto be ableto

move. "Very clever, Generd."

"And too clever to let you recover. Good-bye. . ."

The shovel began to fdl. Corran rolled to the left and

felt the shovel bounce off hisright shoulder. He expected
another blow, but instead heard Derricote gurgle and the
shove clatter to the ground. Gravel hissed asthe Imp's bulk
twisted around into Corran'sline of sght. He heard someone
grunt, then the sound of afaling body, but Derricotes sil-
houette remained upright.

Reaching back with hisright hand, Corran grabbed the
shovd's shaft, twisted his grip, and whipped the meta end
around. He caught the Imp in the back of hislegs, upending
him. Gravel sprayed Corran as Derricote hit the ground.
Rolling up onto his knees, Corran smashed the shovel down
on the man's stomach, and when Derricote's hands dropped
to cover hisbelly, Corran caught him with ablow to the
head.

Derricote went limp.



"Ishe dead?"

Corran looked over to where the voice had come from.
"7

YVes"

"How?"

The older man came close enough that Corran could

hear the wet rustle of histunic. "I noticed Derricote wasn't
around--he'stoo big not to see. Urlor told me you were off. |
assumed he wasinforming on you, so | cameto stop youl.
When | saw him standing over you, | had to do something.”
Corran reached out to check Derricote for a carotid

pulse and found the braided cord Jan used to tie his hair back
wrapped around the man's neck. He handed it back to .Jan,
then checked Derricote's pulse. "Wesak and thready. ! must
have broken hisskull.”

"Leave him. They'll think hefell trying to escape. We

can get back before they notice.”

Corran shook hishead. "Can't doiit. If they find him

here, they'll know we know Lusankya's secret. Well never
get out." He grabbed the upper part of Jan'sright arm.

"Come with me. We can drag the body off and deposit it
somewhere. They'll never find it until werelong gone.”

The older man laughed lightly. "Oh, they will noticemy
departure more quickly than anyone elsg's. | can't go for that
reason."

"And because they'll kill the others.”

"Yes"

"I'm going to come back for you, you know. Whenever |

get clear, I'm going to have Wedge bring the squadron in and
well get you out.”

"I know that, son. I'm counting onit." Jan clapped him

on the shoulders. "1 might never have known your grandfa-
ther, but I'm certain he'd be proud of you. | am. May the
Force bewith you." "And you, Sr."

"TU clear away signs of the struggle. If you drag Der-
ricotewith you, I'll give you ahead start and then I'll report
helsmissing. They'll be searching for him, but they'll not be
looking in the places where you could hide. WEell cover for
you aslong as possible, but anything more than twelve hours
isoptimigtic.”

"I copy, Jan." Corran got up and began to drag Der-
ricote's body by one arm toward the gravel loader. Jan
grabbed the Imp's other arm and hel ped. Together they
hefted him up on the safety railing. Corran checked Der-
ricote's neck for apulse. "Nothing. Hes gone.”

"Someday, perhaps, no one esewill needto diein ser-
viceto the Empire.”

"Agreed.” They upended the man and let him fall.

Though Corran couldn't see Derricote hit, he did hear a
crunch.



"Again, Corran, may the Force bewith you."

"Thanks. Until we meet again." Corran shook Jan's

hand, then climbed therailing and dowly lowered himsdlf
into the darkness. He stepped on Derricote's body, then
crouched and scuttled under the conveyor belt. Beneath the
belt itsdlf, whereit fed back into the drive-engine compart-
ment, Corran felt around the outline of aholein the sheet

ged lining the pit. HEd first seen it aweek earlier when
shoveling gravel out of the pit, and knew it waswhat he
wanted in the way of an escape tunndl.

Now, if only Derricote will fit. Corran wrestled the fat

man's body over to the 60-centimeter-wide hole and stuffed
him through. He heard another muffled impact, then dipped
into the hole himsdlf. Thishas got to work.

Corran had previously noticed that there was no access
pand for the drive-engine compartment. If the engine broke
down, it had to be accessed from another point entirely,
which meant there was another way into the compartment.
Downingdeit Corran found himsdlf on asted-grate cat-
walk. He crawled around, reconnoitering by touch. Finaly,
off to the left Side of the compartment near an access batch,
he found alight switch and punched it on. One dim pand
provided the illumination for the chamber. Corran quickly
dragged Derricote over to the closed hatchway, then he
turned thelight off again.

He listened at the metal hatch but heard nothing. His

mouth dry, his nogtrilsfilled with gravel dust, Corran took
hold of the hatch'sinternal handle and eased it back. The
latch system squeaked just a bit and rasped some, too, al of
which sounded to Corran like the soundsissuing from an
Imperia torture chamber. Certain he had derted dl Imperia
forcesin thefacility to his presence, Corran carefully opened
the access hatch.

The rectangular room on the other side of the opening

was empty. Corran let out his breath--not redlizing until

that point he had been holding it. Just to be on the safe Side,
before he entered the room himself, he dragged Derricote's
body over and shoved it through the hatchway. So far he's
been agood point man.

Derricote fell to thefloor of the room, and Corran did
eadly through the hatch after him. He closed the hatch be-
hind him and dragged Derricote's body to the doorway. Be-
yond it lay acylindrica corridor roughly three metersin
diameter. A red stripe of tiles spiraled down through it, sart-
ing a the center of Corran's Side and ending up on the celling

fifteen feet away. Decorations! And who saysthe Impsare



al gloomy?

Corran gtarted off into the corridor and found himsalf
stumbling to hisleft. To make mattersworse, Derricote's
body did in the same direction. Waves of dizziness dammed
through Corran as he tried to walk the corridor straight
through. Hefindly lost his balance and fdl, ending up with
his spine pressed to the red line about a meter into the corri-
dor.

Oddly enough, lying therefdt normal, even though he

could see he waslying firmly against one of thetunnel'sside
walls. He shook hishead asif that would clear up the prob-
lem, then helet hishead dip back and rest on thered tiles.
Of course! Thishasto beatrangtiond corridor. Gravity is
directly oriented on the red strip. It takes you from upside-
down to rightside-up.

With reason thus injected back into hisworld, Corran
scrambled to hisfeet and started hauling Derricote adong.
His shoulders ached from the exertion, but he had no inten-
tion of leaving the man behind. Finding a place where Der-
ricote's body could be hidden, or alowed to fal from a
height before being discovered, would provide the Imp
searchers with what they wanted and buy Corran timeto
complete his escape. Aslong asthey're looking for afat man,
they won't be looking for me.

At thefar end of the tunnel Corran straightened up. The
room hefound himsdlf in, though dimly lit, appeared to bea
utility room. He saw pandls dedling with climate control as
well as electrica power and other conveniences he had so
recently lived without. From the number of different zones
on the climate control pand, he knew the facility beyond the
door wasfairly large. He listened at the fiberplast door, but
heard nothing from beyond it.

He drew in a deep breath, then hit the door release and
crouched in the shadows as the door cracked open. The
doorway provided accessto afairly opulent halway which
reminded him, rather faintly, of images held seen of the Im-
perid Palace. Greet, | escape aprison to find myself in some

Imperid Moff's pdace. It's certainly better than the hole |
just got out of, but getting out of here unnoticed is not going
to be that easy.

He shrugged. But easy isn't the object of this exercise--

escapeis. Escape| will.
32

NawaraVen traced ataon through the ring of moisture left
behind on the table by hismug of 1lomin-ae. | shouldn't be



here. Thisis madness. He drank more of the bitter and spicy
de Thisisinsane.

By rights he shouldn't have been anywhere near atap-

caf, much lessadim, smoke-choked place like the Hutt
Haven. The prosecution had rested its case and had | eft
Nawarain aserious bind. While the evidence presented had
been, for alarge part, circumgtantia, it was amountain of
circumstance. He had character witnesses, but nothing to
refute the basic facts upon which the prosecution was basing
its case, which meant he ultimatdly had nothing.
Whichiswhy I'm here. Two hours earlier he had re-

celved amessage requesting the meeting. He would haveig-
nored it, but it had been sgned "Hes Glillto,” the name Lai
Nootka had assumed on hislast trip to Coruscant. Whistler
had gotten the name from lella, and that had prompted the
droid to flag the message when it came through to Nawara.
Whistler also reported there was no way to trace it back to
the sender--it had come through a public termind.

It'snot agood thing when alawyer is given to meetings
with mystery witnessesto bolster his case. If the person he

was to meet wasredly Lai Nootka, the Sate's case againgt
Tycho would fal apart faster than a Jawa-fixed droid.
Nootka could prove held met with Tycho on the night Cor-
ran said he saw Tycho meseting with Kirtan Loor. Once that
fact was established it showed Tycho had nothing to fear
from Corran and, hence, had no reason to want him dead.
Of course, I've got no reason to supposeit will be

Nootka. Probably will just be some giltbiter 1ookbg to make
money in return for some rumor. Nawararaised hisglassto
finishit, but before he could swalow theliquid, he saw atdl,
dender figure enter the tapeaf. The figure wore ahooded
cloak that hid him entirdly. It's just the way Nootka ap-
peared in Corran's description of him. Nawara straightened
up asthefigure cut through the crowd, then dipped into the
booth's other seat.

Nawaraoffered hishand. "NawaraVen."

A pair of long-fingered human hands came out from

beneath the cloak and pressed flat against thetable. "I know
who you are.”

"And you're not Lai Nootka." Nawaras e yes narrowed.
"Areyou going to take meto him?"

"No. | would apologize for the deception, but | am not
sorry. Lai Nootkawill not be coming. Heisdead.”

"What? Can you prove that?"

"He'sdead, and | cannot proveit.” The man'svoice

came low but strong from within the shadowed hollow of
the cloak's hood. "I can, however, prove your client was not



mesting with Kirtan Loor on the night Corran Horn saw
him"

Nawaras lekku writhed as dishdlief flooded his voice.

"Y ou deceive me and then expect meto believe you? How
can you prove that?'

The man tugged the hood back far enough to admit

some light, and Nawarafelt his heart ache. He looks like the
ghost of Grand Moff Tarkin.

"I can proveit, NawaraVen, because | am Kirtan Loor
and | was nowhere near Tycho Celchu that night. In fact, |
have never met him."

"And you can verify where you were?'

"Yes. | have evidence enough to satisfy you." Loor

smiled dowly. "And evidence about spies throughout the
New Republic that will satisfy even Generd Cracken."
What! Thisistoo good to betrue. This can't be happen-
ing. Nawarasjaw shot open. "You'relying. You can't be
who you say you are.”

"I canand | am. | will testify on your client's behalf

provided the New Republic iswilling to offer me immunity
from prosecution for any activity | have undertaken on be-
haf of the Empire. They will pay meamillion credits, creste
anew identity for me, and get me off Coruscant. | will tell
them everything they want to know, and then some. Every
Imperid agent on Coruscant will be exposed. It isthat Sm-
ple”

"But..." Nawaras mind wasreding. Theimplica

tions of what Loor had said were staggering. "How canwe
besure...?

Loor grabbed Nawaras hand and impaled hisown pam

on one of Nawarastaons. A bead of blood bubbled up.
Nawara heard the sound of cloth tearing, then saw Loor blot
the blood with atrip torn out of histunic. He tossed the
bloodied cloth to Nawara, then tore another strip from his
shirt and bound his hand.

"Take the cloth to Commander Ettyk. Have her dupli-

cate my Imperid file, then runaDNA comparison between
the duplicate and the sample. She must run it againgt adupli-
cate of thefile-if sherunsit againg thefileitsdf, others
might discover you're checking me out. Once you're certain |
amwho | say | am, you will broker the ded for me. Itisa
take-it-or-leave-it deal, no negotiation. Once you have the
deal made, you will hold a press conference. At one point
during tile conference, whenever you wish, you will say 'l am
very confident, supremely confident, that wewill win.' |

don't think I've heard you say that so far in the proceedings,
S0 that will bethesgnd.”

"No, | don't think I've said that. | know | haven't felt

it

"When you givethesignd, | will send you another mes-



sage to arrange pickup. At that time you and lellaWessiri

will get me. | don't want to see anyone else, just you and her.
You | haveto trugt, her | know well enough to trust. Y ou
can't betray me and shewon't. Anyone el se, anything fancy,
and no onewill benefit from my information. Got it?
Nawaranodded dowly. "I understand.”

"Good. Y ou havefive hours”

"Fivehourd That's not much time, especiadly starting a
midnight." Nawarafrowned. He amost added that he
couldn't call apress conference at two or three in the morn-
ing, but the media operated in afrenzied enough atmosphere
that he could tell them to meet him on Kessdl at noon and
they'd find away to bethere. "I need moretime.”

"You don't haveit." Loor nodded once and the hood

did forward to again hide hisface. "I don't haveit. Thisdl
happens on my timetable. If it doesnt, if thereistrouble, a
lot of peoplewill be sorry. | can give freedom to your client
and Coruscant to the New Republic, for which | am asking
so little. Seethat it getsdone.”
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Corran squeezed himself back in the corner of thelibrary's
cabinet and waited. He decided it was just aswell that he
didn't have achronometer, because he would have con-
stantly been looking at it. It seemed asif hed been hidden
away for years, though he knew it had hardly been more
than fifteen minutes. | can only hope that some of the crimi-
nas| hunted felt like | do now while ssormtroopers are
hunting me.

Corran had been able to make abasic scouting run on

the facility where he found himsdlf and had concluded two
things. Firg, the utter lack of windows suggested that this
facility was underground. Given the generd taste for grand
vistas and high towers held seen in Imperid architecture on
Coruscant, thisled him to believe that whatever the planet's
surface looked like was not worth seeing. This, in turn, made
him think the surface was inhospitable and, therefore, not a
place he wanted to travel without proper equipment.
Second, he concluded there had to be a secret exit from

the facility. Asdefrom the tunnel back to the prison, the
only visble means of leaving was alift that had akeypad and
clearly required a code for operation. While he assumed the
Moff who owned the place would have had the code for the



lift, he couldn't imagine the Moff did not dso have aprivate
bolt-hole. Unfortunately his hurried survey of the areahadn't
given him any obvious candidates for itslocation.

One thing he had found was a garbage disposa chute.

He dragged Derricote's body to it and dumped it in. He
digtinctly heard a splash; then adisgusting odor wafted back
up, SO0 he closed the hatch. It was only when he realized that
he didn't smell much better himsdlf that he decided, if things
got tight, he'd go through the chute and take his chances
Qgetting out that way.

The Imperid facility had alayout that wasalot likea

TIE starfighter's cross-section. Thellift, garbage chute, and
utility areaformed acentra core through which ran along
corridor. It intersected two corridors at right angles, one at
each end. All of the corridors had high ceilings and doors
running off them every seven metersor so.

Hisfirst impression of opulence had not been diminished

in hissurvey of thefacility. The entire place had been deco-
rated with golden-brown wooden panels and hand-carved
trim. Not being often treated to the lifestyle of therich, Cor-
ran couldn't identify thewood, but he wasfairly certain the
faint rose scent filling the air came from it. He made a menta
note to ask Eris what kind of wood it was, since he assumed
she would know.

More impressive than the wooden furnishings were the

huge xenoscapes that took up whole wallsin some of the
rooms. Some were filled with water and had brightly colored
fish swimming through them. Others contained dense, foggy
atmospheres or boggy environmentsin which things flapped
and dithered. Each room had its own private xenoscape and
while most of the creatures looked harmless, a couple looked
postively lethd.

Despite getting frightened by the sudden appearances of
severd luminous beasts dong the wall of adarkened room,
Corran was glad for the xenoscapes presence. Some speci-
menswere large enough that lifeform scanning equipment
might have trouble differentiating him from them, frustrat-
ing asearch. In his experience that sort of equipment was
most valuable in determining where lifeforms were not, so

that searches could be confined to the places where they were
found. He assumed that if searchers were forced to go over
theleve carefully, he could dude them in adeadly game of
hide-and-seek.

But then, heldd not been counting on the methodical na

ture of stormtroopers and how they did their work. During

his scouting run a squad of eight came up through the tur-
balift and immediately posted two men in thefacility core.

The remaining six broke up into two teams of three and
proceeded to go through each wing room by room. Once



they finished in aroom they closed the doors and used a
datapad to set the locks and seal the room.

Hed fled from them as carefully as he could, but they

pushed on. Findly hed found himself herded into whet, in
the golden glow of the large aquatic xenoscape dong one
wall, appeared to be avery nicelibrary. The shelveson three
wallswere lined with box after box of datacards. Both desks
in the room had tabl etop datapads with holoplates that

could provide afully tri-dimensond data-scanning experi-
ence. The chairsdl seemed comfortable, and had the room
not been built on an immense Imperid scale, Corran could
have consdered it cozy.

It had its quirks, though. In ssumbling about he stepped

into acircular design on the floor. He would have thought it
acontinuation of theinlaid wooden pattern, but it felt cold
and synthetic to his bare feet. He had barely stepped into it
when a holographic image was projected down from the ceil-
ing and filled the circle. Corran legped back and raised his
handsto protect himself.

Ten feet tall, an image of the Emperor stared down at

him. The figure looked strong and dmost mgestic--not at

al theimage of the twisted, malignant man who had over-
thrown the Old Republic and created the Empire. The
hooded and cloaked figure stood there, then dowly raised his
hands toward the celling. They returned to hisside, vanish-
ing asthe cloak did closed, then the figure shrank to more
human proportions and melted away through the circle.

That digplay so unnerved Corran that he immediately

sought cover. He noticed along low row of cabinets beneath

the xenoscape. He opened one of the cabinet doors but
found he couldn't see much inside. The space smelled
cramped and close; it reeked of mildew and reminded him of
the location Tycho had found for the Roguesto hide while
they prepared to liberat e Coruscant. Had there been another
choice he would have taken it, but the crisp click of bootson
the floor outside the door told him histime had run out.

He crawled over some smdl boxes and into the narrow
space, then pulled the door closed. The cabinet had been
compartmentaized--he found himself in acubicle bardy a
meter high and wide, though it did extend back nearly two
meters from the door. A thick metal crossbeam framework
supported the weight of the transparisteel xenoscape above
him and the water it contained. Fiberplast panelslined the
compartment on al sdesand felt as solid asrock asfar ashis
buttocks and spine were concerned. He pulled himself
through the crossheams and into the compartment's back
half. He arranged the boxes and canitersin the front of the



cabinet to shield him, but he knew even a cursory look
would reved his presence.

| hope they have anice place in the shrine down there

for my head. Stomach acid burbled up into histhroat, but he
choked it back down and endured the burning. Probably
doesn't hurt as much as blaster-boltswill. Hetried to recall
the pain from the times he'd gotten shot--at Tdasea, and in
the minesrebut sensation seemed distant, and unrelated to
what he knew he would befedling in short order.

He heard muffled voices from the other sSde of the cabi-

net door. Clicks and hisses accompanied them. What can
they be discussing? Despite the ache in his spine and the
burning in histhroat, Corran smiled. Maybe one of them
decided searching these cabinetsis stupid because there's no
way Derricote could be hiding in here.

Then, through the soles of hisfest, hefelt adight vibra-

tion shake the cabinet framing. If searching the cabinetswas
what they were arguing about, my team lost, which means
I'velost. Another cabinet door closed, this one closer if
judged by the strength of the vibration. Then hefdlt the

quiver of acabinet being opened, followed by a strong
tremor when it was shut.

That'sit. He's getting frustrated. No oneisin the cabi-

nets. No one can be in the cabinets. They'retoo smdl to hide
anyone, much too smdl. Corran pulled hislegsupto his
chest and wrapped his hands around hisknees. He actudly
heard the cabinet next to his open. A comlink clicked. He
thought he heard the word, "Clear."

Then he definitely felt the cabinet dam shuit.

Corran pressed himsdlf back into the corner. Thereés no
onein here. Therés nothing to see here. No oneishidingin
here. It'sal clear.

The door opened.

There'sno one here. Thiscabinet isempty.

A light flashed in. It started at the far end.

Empty, empty, empty. All clear.

The light swept acrosstoward him.

What awaste of time searching this cabinet. It's empty.
There'sno one here.

The light snapped off beforeit hit hisface. The sorm-
trooper helmet, which had taken on the proportions and
ugliness of aHutt's ghost in Corran's sight, pulled back. "It's
empty. Ther€'s no one here."

Corran clutched hisknees more tightly to prevent his

heart from pounding itsway out of hischest. "Are you sure?'
Despair exploded in Corran. What sort of anidiot

would trgp himself in these cabinets?

The door dammed shut and bounced back gar when the
magnetic latch failed to catch. Corran caught part of a
heated exchange between stormtroopers. He missed theini-



tiad comment, but the sharp reply came through loud and
clear.

"If he's stupid enough to try to escape, he's stupid

enough to hide in those cabinets. Finish checking those last
two cabinets, then seal theroom. Thisleve isclear, sowe
moveup.”

Corran heard the other cabinets open and close, but it

was the thunder of a storm that had passed him by. He dared

not relax, and bumped his head against the top of the cabinet
when a stormtrooper reshut the door to his compartment.
The burning in hislungs matched thet in histhroat, then he
dowly exhaled and drew in anew bresth. He wanted to
jump out of the cabinet, escape its coffinlike confines, but he
didn't know if the stormtroopers had |eft the room yet.
Again hewaited. He knew he had gotten lucky, but he

was able to convince himsdlf that it wasn't just luck that had
saved him. In histime with the Cordlian Security Force he
hed participated in countless searches for suspects. There
came apoint where he knew, in his gut, that the suspect had
fled and his attention flagged. From what one of the storm-
troopers had said, he concluded the library was the last room
to be searched on that levd; if so, the stormtrooper checking
the cabinets was probably bored out of hismind.

Because he was bored, be got doppy. Corran smiled and
gtarted bresthing more normaly. Good thing be had his hel-
met on, otherwise be would have been able to smel me.
Hewaited alittle longer, even beyond the point where

he wanted to crawl out of his skin. He fought against the
panicrignginhisheart. If | panic, | die. Cool. Cam. You've
been in tighter stuations before. Takeit easy. He concen-
trated on breathing and waited for his pulse rate to go down,
then dipped from the cabinet.

Hefound himsdf doneinthelibrary. Thelightsin the
xenoscape provided him ampleillumination to find hisway
around, but he gtill wasn't certain what he was looking for.
He assumed it was too much to ask for any of the boxed
datacard setsto contain plansthat would dlow himto es-
cape the room. Still, he'd conducted enough searches of crim-
ind strongholdsto find it easy to imagine that one box of
datacards might be adummy that, when pulled out or tipped
up on edge, would open the door to a secret hiding place or,
better yet, the Moff's bolt-hole.

It would have to be something obscure--something no
onewould ever choose to look at on purpose. With that as
his search parameter, he found alot of choices. The sheer
variety of datacard collectionsimpressed him. But each box
he tried contained the appropriate datacards. At least | can



improve my mind while trapped here. Given enough time, |
could become the gdlaxy's expert in dl sortsof things, in-
cluding worlds I've never heard of, like this CorvisMinor.
He pulled the dim box labeled The Complete History of
Corvis Minor off the shelf and was disappointed when no
secret door opened up. He was about to put it back when he
noticed the weight didn't seem quite right. He opened the
box and dumped a compact holdout blaster into his hand./f
ablaster is consdered the complete history of Coryis Minor,
I'm thinking it's not a vacation pot.

He put the box away and checked the blaster's power

pack. A haf-dozen shots. It probably won't get through
stormtrooper armor, but it can make them dive for cover.
Keeping the blagter in his hand, he continued his survey

of thelibrary. He found no more surprises and gave up hop-
ing there was ahistory of Corvis Mg or that would contain
something more substantid in terms of wegponry. Likean
X-wing.

Frustrated by the lack of success of his search, he turned

his attention to the datapads. He wasn't sure the computers
would be much more help than the library'sinventory had
been, but he assumed he could get some basic information to
help him out. Most dedi cated datapads included basic infor-
mation about their surroundings. Something assmpleasa
map showing the evacuation routein case of fire or rebel
invasion would point him toward exits.

Provided | can get into the system. Had Whistler been

with him, the droid could have diced into the system with
ease. While he did know afew things about codedicing him-
sdf, hed rdied on Whistler's skills so much that he could
only perform rudimentary assaults on asystem./f thereésa
password for gaining access to the system, I'm blocked right
there.

At the smdler of the desks heflicked the holopad on. He
opened some of the drawers, looking for the sort of datacard
that might contain password information, when aword ap-
peared suspended above the holopad

[INQUIRY]

Corran's smile blossomed. Whoever had last used the
datapad had finished by turning off the holopad instead of
logging off the computer. Thisdeep in asecret Imperia facil-
ity, the chances of an Alliance spy getting to that termind
were dender, and if the security procedure for getting access
was laborious enough, merdly shutting the holopad down
could seem like atempting, if unsecured, dternative to mak-



ing the system secure. Whatever the reason, | don't mind.
Corran cdlled up asystem catalog and shifted to the
Lusankya database. Hundreds of names scrolled past too fast
for him to read, so at the next prompt he called up hisown
record. It seemed fairly complete and decidedly up-to-date
on data about him since hisjoining Rogue Squadron.
Tycho's doing, no doubt. He highlighted adatalink |abeled
Lusankyaand saw abrief history of hisstay in the prison.
Comparing the date given for hisarrival with the dateline on
the bottom of the holographic image, he realized held beenin
captivity for Sx standard weeks. That was longer than he'd
been able to count, but hisinterrogation had been full of lost
and warped days.

He highlighted another datalink. Next to the legend
"CStatus' wasthe code "RI." Corran choseit and got a
quick explanation floating above the desk.

RI Resgtant in primary phase.

Notes The subject could not beinduced to fire

upon positive icons despite being subjected to their
hogtileintent in Smulation. Hisresstancein the

second round of testing occurred sooner than in the
previous round. Subject is unsuitable for conver-

son.

Corran stared at the green words burning in the air

above the desk. When he had thought about it, he had as-
sumed the smulat or flights he had taken werejust part of an
interrogative technique. Thetechniquelet him fly, which
made him feel good. If things were done correctly, that good
fedling could be transferred to the Imps, then held tell them
what they wanted to know. He could imagine it working just
that way with any number of folks--they'd be seduced into

giving up information without redlizing what they were do-
ing.

Clearly that was not what Isard had been trying to do

with him. She wastrying to make me over into amongter,
just like Tycho. She wanted me to become atool she could
use againg the Alliance. He shivered and wished he could
somehow open his skull and scrape the memories of what he
endured from hisbrain.

His eyes narrowed. Well, your conditioning didn't work.

I'm not your tool. I'm your enemy, and when | get out of
here, I'm going to hurt you.

He got back to an inquiry prompt and caled up Tycho
Cdchu'sfile. Findly, I'll have prooft Corran summoned up
the Lusankya dataand had highlighted the "CStatus' code
before he redlly looked at the value listed there. R1. No way.
That was my code. He called up the data and sat back,
sunned.



RI Resgtant in primary phase.

Notes Though the subject'sinitial regponseto
Imperid iconswas positive, this appeared to be an
artifact of hisyears spent at the Imperid Academy.
It did not last long. Subject aggressively attacked
Imperia icons. When thoseicons were overlaid
with Alliance datastreams, the contradiction caused
the subject to become catatonic. Subject is unsuit-
ablefor converson.

But that's not possible. Tycho'saspy. | know it! Anger

tore through Corran and immolated his brain. He wanted to
believe that Y sanne | sard had planted thisinformation so
he'd not believe Tycho was a spy, but she had no way of
knowing held get where he wasto seeit. Besides, hishaving
that knowledge would serve no purpose to her benefit. Even
supposing Tycho werekilled by the Republic and Corran
were alowed to escape and point out that Tycho had been
innocent that would cause gtrife in the New Republic, but
how much? Wasit worth the elaborate charade of |etting him
escape?

Corran got up from the chair and began to pace around

the room. Isard had fed his hatred of Tycho and supported
his conviction that Tycho had been aspy. That made no
sense. From hisfile she would have known that held have
been far more tortured inside by being told that held been
wrong, and that his mistake was the foundation for Tycho's
treason and murder trial. His own sense of persona honor
would have esten him up inside when he redlized an innocent
man was going to be convicted of acrime because of his
mistake.

Lost in histhoughts, he stepped into the circlein the

middle of the floor. The Emperor descended upon him and
Corran jumped back. He snarled up at theimage and
marched on through it. "Quite the mess you created with
your Empire, you know."

Corran redlized that |sard's actions made no sense to

him because she was coming at things with an Imperia sense
of ethics-ethicsthat frightened him. She fed his hatred of
Tycho because it gave her abutton to which she knew he
would react. His hatred was unthinking, and she didn't want
him thinking at al. Once she got me reacting through emo-
tions, she could manipulate me. The problem was that my
fedingsin favor of the other members of Rogue Squadron
overrode my hatred for Tycho. And, maybe, just maybe,
somewhere deep down | didn't doubt him.

However, thereis evidence of aspy being connected



with Rogue Squadron. He returned to the datapad and
punched in the names of dl the personnd in the unit or
support staff. They al came up blank. Fedling abit frus-
trated, he caled up Tycho'sfile again and read over the parts
concerning histime a Lusankya. The details were pretty
much in kegping with what Tycho had told him he didn't
remember much of histimethere, then he wastransferred to
Akrittar. The Lusankyafile made reference to his escape
from that facility and included a couple of notes about
Tycho'slife ance then, but didn't include much detail until
data started flowing from the Rogue Squadron source.
Pacing again, Corran began to work thingsout in his

mind. If Tycho was not an Imperia spy, then he wouldn't
have been meeting with Kirtan Loor. As much as Corran was

certain he had seen Loor that night, he admitted that having
seen the man earlier in the day at the Imperial Palace had
rattled him, and could easily have made him misdentify a
Durosin ahooded cloak as Loor.

Bits and pieces of things began to drop into placefor

him. By asimple process of dimination he narrowed down
thelist of possble spies, and one name rose quickly to the
top of thelist. No doubt about it--but then, that's what |
thought about Tycho. | haveto get clear of here and check
somethingsout. | can't afford to be wrong thistime.

He looked up as the Emperor towered above him. Cor-

ran stepped back. "Y ou know, the sheer ego it takesto plant
your imagein your own facility isunbdlievable. Thisdisplay
does nothing but take up space.” It struck him as another
useless bit of Imperid ostentation. Then it occurred to him
that just as the cabinets hid the structure that supported the
xenoscape, the hoiograph did do more than one thing. It stops people from standing on this pot.
Corran stepped forward and oriented himsdlf to facein

the same direction as the Emperor. The world hazed out
dightly asthe hologram settled down over him, but out of
the corner of hisleft eye he caught the momentary red spark
of alow-grade spotting laser being shot at him. It flickered
on and off afew more times, then the Emperor's hologram
collapsed around him. Asit did so, the circle shifted and
began to descend beneath the level of thefloor.

The cylindrica hole closed over thetop of him, thena
man-sized pand did openin front of him. Through it he saw
the entry porta to aluxurious private tunnd-shuttle. Smilar
to what we used to move prisoners from the detention center
to court on Corellia, though thisis much, much nicer.

The panel closed and the circular platform began to as-
cend again. Corran found himsdf once morein thelibrary
and smiled. He went to the datapad, got back to the prompt
hed found initidly, then shut the holopad off. Picking up the
holdout blaster, he inserted himself again into the Emperor's
image. Thelift again took him down and he entered the



tunnd-shuttle,
In the forward compartment he found akeypad and

controls, but he had no idea how to program destinations.
Up at the top he saw ared button marked "Return” and
poised his hand aboveit. | don't know where thiswill take
me, or how long it will take for meto get there, but any-
whereis better than here. He hit the button and sat back in
the hope he'd enjoy theride.
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That'sit, then. Loor smiled and killed the sound accompany-
ing the holographic images of Nawara Ven's press confer-
ence. The Twi'lek had said the phrase. The New Republic
would become Loor's new home. It'sjust aswell Corran
Horn is dead--our being on the same side would have killed
him anyway.

Loor folded up asmall transportable datapad and

dipped it into his pocket. Once hel€eft his office he would use
apublic access steto plug in and send the directions for his
pickup to NawaraVen. Sending it from his office would have
been easier, but would have increased the probability that a
copy of the message would fal into Isard's hands. Though he
planned to be hidden well away by the Rebels by thetime she
discovered he was missing, he wanted as much timefor his
disappearance to take place as possible.

At hisdesk he copied files from his desktop datapad to a
datacard. "Helvan, come here."

One of his Specid Intelligence operative cell leaders en-
tered hisoffice. "Sir."

Loor held the datacard out to him. "There hasjust been

an announcement concerning the Celchu trid that leads me

to believe therewill be afair amount of attention centered on

the proceedings today. We shall take advantage of that.
These are the plans and authorization for astrike at the
largest of the Republic's bacta storage areas, the onein In-
visec!"

"The one guarded by Vorru's militia?"

"Isthere aproblem with that?"

"No, g, the target is no more secure than any other

Rebd facility. It isjust that we have refrained from hitting
targetsheisguarding sofar .... "

"Indeed.” Loor shrugged. "An oversight on my part.



Vorru thought himsdf immuneto our wrath. He learns now
he waswrong."

A smiletried to squirmitsway into the SIO man'sface,

but failed to do more than tug at the corners of his mouth.
"Sir, when do we strike?"

"Court begins early in the morning. Timethe striketo

occur with the first witness. That gives you approximately
five hours™

"It'sdone, Sr."

"Very good, Helvan. Y ou make me proud.”

"Thank you, Sr."

The SIO man turned and practically ran from the office.
Loor would have laughed, but he feared that might have
betrayed histrue intentions. The attack he had designed
would cal for astrike force of thirty SI operatives-three
cells worth. He designated a bacta facility asthe target be-
cause he knew |sard would approve of it and might set aside,
even for amoment, her fears about him. He chose Vorru asa
target both to strike a the man's vanity and so be could hurt
the man personaly before he sold him out to the Rebels.
Stick the vibroblade in and modulate the oscillation rate.
Loor prepared the plansfor transmission to Isard by

adding a note stating he intended to persondly supervisethe
operation, and then sent them. He shut down his datap ad,
then took onelast look out the window of his sanctuary at
the brilliant galaxy of synthetic sarsbek)w him. Therewill
be other towers and other chancesto rise to such heights.
Onawhim heturned on dl of hislightsand left them
burning like abeacon in the night as he abandoned his office

and set out on the most dangerous mission he had ever un-
dertaken.

Rubbing deep from her eyes, lellaWessiri entered Halla Et-
tyk'soffice. "You look ashaggard as| fed."

Hallalooked up at her with bloodshot eyes. Y ou don't
know the hdf of it. NawaraVen cdled mejust past mid-
night. |'ve spent two hours meeting with him and various
Provo Council members. Thisisal madness.” "Why tractor-beam meinto it?'
Halla smiled. "Because you've been the one who's har-
bored little doubts about Tycho Celchu's guilt. Weve got a
witness now who can confirm hisinnocence. We haveto
bring himin, and you're going to help Nawara do the job."
leilablinked her eyes. " A witness? Lai Nootka came
forward?"

"Nope." Halasat back and mischievouslight played
through her brown eyes. " Someone who demanded your
presence. Said heldd only trust you to bring himin."

Who could that be? Idlas eyes narrowed. "Give me a
name."

"Can't. Thisofficeisn't secure enough.” Halla pointed



toward the office window and the drapes drawn over it.
""Someone you knew well, once upon atime.”
leilafrowiled. Drapes? Curtains? tter jaw dropped

open. Kirtan Loor?"It can't be."

"It is. Code nameis Behemoth."

"Right." He'sthe biggest Intelligence agent weve

brought in so far. "What'sthe drill?

Hallayawned. "Sorry. Nawarajust gave hislittle media
conference so Behemoth knowsthe dedl is set. Nawarawill
be coming here and will be waiting until Behemoth can get
him a message about pickup. I've arranged for you to get an
armored airsgpeeder. Y ou'll take Behemoth to a safe house,
Nawara Vel will depose him, then you'll pack him up and
bring him herein timefor court. We want himin and out
fast--we're counting on secrecy because he should have

enough information about Imperia opsthat dmost anyone
could want him deed.”

lellanodded. "Y ou're not afraid I'll kill him?"

"Not before he clears Celchu of Horn's murder, no, I'm
not. Cracken will want him after that, but my only concernis
hisimpact on thistrid." Hallashrugged, then blew alock of
black hair from in front of her face. "I've dready told you he
cut animmunity dedl, so the only judtice that will be donein
this caseis getting Celchu off. Y ou know how these dedl's
work."

"Y eah, they stink worse than Hurt-swest, but you give
something to get something.” lellasighed. "Don't worry, Il
bringhiminssfey.”

"Never wasworried about it."

Iella pointed to the hololink on the office's other desk. "I
need to speak with Diric."

Halafrowned. "Not agood idea.”

"If | don't, helll wait up. He dways has, but he'sredlly

not that strong anymore.”

"No detalls, right?"

"Right."

"Go ahead." Hala stood and smoothed the wrinklesin

her skirt. "1'm going down the hal to brew up something
hot, dark, and stimulating. Can | bring you some?"
"Please.” ldlla sat down at the desk and entered her

home link number. She smiled reflexively when Diric an-
swered. "It'sme.”

"Soitis, andwithagmile" Diric gifled ayawn with his
hand. "Forgive me. How are you? Isthere anything you
need?| canrunit over."

"No, no, I'mfine, redly." Sheforced her amileto

broaden. "I just caled to let you know I'm not going to be



coming back home thismorning.”

"Anything wrong?' Irritation washed over Diric'sface.

"No, can't beif you're smiling. Something good, then?"
"Work, work | can't tell you about. You'll find it fasci-
natingwhen | can."

"l can't wait. Sounds asif you have abig day ahead of
you." He glanced off to the side for amoment, then nodded.

Tl get somefruit and put it together with your lunch so you
can snack on it if thereisabreak. Will that work?"

"That'll be perfect, darling.” Iellatouched the hololink's
screen and caressed her husband'sface. "It really isgoing to
be abig day tomorrow. You'll ssewhy | can't say anything.”
"1 understand. Thank you for letting me know you're

safe. | cantry to get back to deep now.”

"Please do, Diric. Get dl the degp you can--enough for
both of us."

TIl do my best." He amiled at her. "Be careful. | love

yOou."

"I loveyou, too." leilahit abutton and broke the con-
nection. She sat back and sighed deeply. It's very strange to
find myself having to safeguard a hated enemy so he can
exonerate aman in the murder of agood friend. I'm not sure
Corran would appreciate the irony of the Situation, but | do
know he wouldn't want an innocent man imprisoned for a
crime he didn't commit. | think that's as close to peace of
mind as I'm going to get out of this. | just hopeit's enough
when dl issaid and done.
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Never, in al the time he had secretly worked for Y sanne
Isard, had he gotten amessage that revealed her to being
closeto panic. The messages she had sent concerning the
remnants of Rogue Squadron and the need for their eimina
tion had been more controlled and confident. Even &fter the
Alliance took Coruscant and she disappeared, her messages
hed revealed a core of confidence that her activitieswould
bring about the destruction of the New Republic.

He had to admit that she had not been far wrong in her
beliefsin that regard. The Krytos virus had crested such a
demand for bacta that the New Republic had al but bank-
rupted itsdlf trying to meet the minimum demand for the
lifesaving liquid. They had been desperate enough to strike a
ded for ryli with the Twi'leks, agamblethat could have
caused angry Thyferransto cut off the bacta supply com-
pletdy.

Confidence in the government had begun to erode be-



cause of the bactacriss. Warlord Zsinj's predationson a
bacta convoy had dedlt the public's bdlief in the government
aserious blow from which they would attempt to recover by
sending atask force under Han Solo's leadership to kil
Zsn). Infact, however, the moreingdious damage to the

government had been done by the government itsdf with the
Cdchutrid. Origindly Tycho Celchu had been held up asan
example of the evil perpetrated by the Empire, but Nawara
Ven's spirited defense had pointed out that the evidence
againg Celchu was circumstantia and probably manufac-
tured. The obvious displeasure expressed by Rogue Squad-
ron's cherished heroes at Celchu'striad helped underscore the
weak foundation for the government's case.

He neither knew nor cared if Celchu wasinnocent. Isard

was very cgpable of arranging it so an innocent man ap-
peared to be guilty or vice versa. He did know shewasusing
thetrid to hurt the government, and her efforts clearly were
succeeding--which iswhy the tenor of the note surprised

him.

In addition to summoning him to amesting place, the

note directed him to digpatch teams of his peopleto various
stesin the Imperia Pdace and Senate Hill aress. They were
to go armed and shoot on sight theindividua whosefile
she'd gppended to the message. Many of the locations would
be dl but impossibleto get to at this hour aforty-third floor
foyer inthe Imperia Palace, an tinused area of the Galactic
Museum, an old Imperia Senate subcommittee room. More-
over, it struck him that the only place shewasn't asking him
to send his men was the Imperial Courthouse. Since she
wanted everyone in place before court could open, and since
the target apparently possessed information she didn't want
revesdled, he assumed she had the Courthouse covered her-
of.

Fliry Vorru frowned. She should have gotten Loor to

send people out to these other Sites, too, not just the Court-
house. He flicked on his datapad and caled up the reports
from the people he had monitoring the activities of Loor and
his operatives. Of Loor there was no report within the last
hour, when he left histower. Loor had gotten much better at
eluding surveillance over the past several weeks, but he a-
ways showed tip again in places that made re-acquiring him
panfully essy.

The reports on some of Loor's operatives, on the other

hand, sparked Vorru'sinterest. Threeteams, afull thirty in-

dividuais, had congregated at the warehouse facility Loor
used to store his heavy weaponry. That makes for abig oper-



ation, and I've given Loor no targetsfor such an operation.
Hiry Vorru redized that one of hisfacilitieswas going to

be the target of that operation. Isard's orders were scattering
his troops so he couldn't defend against the assaullt. It hasto
be coming against the bacta storage facility--that's the only
target | control which she would see as vauable. She wants
to take it down to hurt the Republic, but hitting any of the
otherswould make as much sense. The only thing thisgives
her isaterrorist strike againgt me, which strengthens my
cover and distances me from association with her.

Ordering him to bein amesting place a a specifictime

was meant to get him out of the bacta storage area so held
not bekilled. If she confided in him the reason she wanted
him out, he'd refuse to do what she wanted, choosing instead
to protect his bacta and the profits he could reap by sdlling
the "wastage" that occurred with each shipment. Aswell as
the other loot | have stored there.

Despite the fact that her summons was meant to save his

life, hetook littlejoy init. If thingswent asthey had previ-
oudy, she would appear in hologram and berate him for
what he had or had not done for her cause. She used the fact
that she could betray him to the Rebels asabludgeo n, and he
cringed suitably when she did so, which seemed to satisfy her
need to see him under her control. As nervous as her message
suggested she was, he expected quite a beating.

What she does not understand, what she has never un-
derstood, isthat | don't fear her at al. The Emperor consid-
ered meariva. Sheisnothing compared to him. | work for
her because her goas and mine coincide. | can play her off
againg the Republic and benefit in the meantime.

Fliry Vorru smiled. He prepared orders dispatching mili-
tiateamsto the Sites she wanted, though he reduced her
request for adozen people at each location to three. The rest
he ordered summoned to his bacta storage facility. He
planned to have them moving as much bacta and other loot
as possible to the various storage facilities he had scattered
al over Imperid Center.

When she wantsto know why | evacuated my facility,

I'll tell her the Alliance tipped meto astrike. And to make
that seem true. ..

Vorru switched his comlink to asecure frequency and
initiated acdl. He dlowed the deepy individua on the op-
posite end of the link to awaken enough to understand Basic,
then he spoke dowly and carefully. "Forgive the hour of this
cal, Councilor Fey'lya, but 1 knew not wheredseto turn. |
have learned of an impending PCF dtrike at a bacta storage
fecility. If we act quickly, agresat tragedy can be averted.”

All Wedge could see of Emtrey in the darknesswasthe
droid'sglowing gold eyes. "What isit, Emtrey?'



"Forgive the intrusion, Commander, but we have just
gotten an urgent message from Admiral Ackbar. Thereare
terrorists about and we have to stop them.”

Wedge shook hishead to clear it. "Terrorists here, in our
area?'

"No, gr. They're going to hit a bacta storage site. Y ou're
to fly cover for our troops opposing them.”

The bedsheet did down around Wedge's waist as he
pulled himself tp and pressed his back against the head-
board. "Cdl in the squadron.”

"l have, dr. They'redl coming in except for Master

Ven. He's not answering hiscomlink.”

"Keep trying. When you get him, | want to speak with
him. Get to Zraii and sart pre-flight on our X-wings. Tell
him | want no fueling ddaysthistime.”

"Done, Sr." Emtrey pointed at the datapad on the desk
in Wedge'sroom. "The primary briefing document has a-
ready been downloaded for your review."

Wedge smiled. "Thanks." He threw back the coversand
stepped out of bed. " Caf, K)ts of it, for me and for the ready
room. | have afeding thismissonisnot onewecanfly in
our deep.”
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A tone brought Corran awake. A jolt of fear ran through him
when he couldn't recognize his surroundings. He knew he
wasn't in Lusankya anymore, or &t least he hoped that was
the case, but the thought that his whole escape might have
been some el aborate charade staged by Isard to break him
down gnawed a his spirit.

He hauled himsdlf off the very comfortable bantha-hide
divan. Hed not intended to fall adeep, but the tunnel-
shuttle's appointments were plush and seductive, especidly
in comparison with what he had endured in Lusankya. This
ismore impressive than the Hotel Imperid. The shuttlehad a
gmall refresher station which had allowed Corran to take his
first shower since his capture. The Lusankyadiet had not
been very high in protein content, so his hair, beard, and
fingernails had not grown much during his captivity; till, he
could have used ashave. Then again, in thistunic, I'm hardly
presentable. He laughed. If it wereredly that luxurious,
there would have been a closet with afull wardrobe on
board.

Holdout blaster in hand, Corran walked over to the

egress hatch and opened it. Waiting for him was what |ooked
like aprivatelift. The box, paneled with dark greel wood,



was otherwise featureless. This made Corran alittle appre-
hensive; without controls, he had to assumeit was pro-
grammed to go to a specific place. ! don't know if | want to
be there, but | suspect it will be better for me than here. He
entered thelift and the doors closed behind him.

The car ascended quickly and quietly. Corran shook the
lees of degp from his head. He squeezed himsdlf into the
corner of the car just left of the doors, out of direct linewith
the opening. Blaster in hisright hand, he was ready to pivot
on hisleft foot, duck low, and come out shooting if he had
tO.

The lift dowed, then stopped.

The doors opened whisper-quiet.

The musty scent of staeair rolled into the lift. Corran
brought the neck of histunic up over his nose, then dropped
it again, redlizing it smelled dightly worse than the chamber
beyond the doorway. He peeked out quickly and beyond a
gauzy wall of spider webs saw agrey room and shadowy
figures scattered about it. He ducked back, then looked out
agan.

No oneis moving. Aside from the spiders and whatever
they snack on, therés nothing living in here,

He diced theweb-wall in haf with hisleft hand, then
stepped into the long, rectangular room. Dust billowed up
around hisfeet and coated his soles. Slender, dust-laden web-
strands hung down from the celling like vinesin aforest.
Some of them attached themsealvesto the figuresin the room,
asif etheric umbilica cords maintaining thefiguresintheir
twilight exisence.

Corran had no ideawhere he was, but thetaint of evil in

the room threatened to overwhelm him. That surprised him
because he saw no active threat and didn't fed directly men-
aced. The sensation reminded him of his days back in Cor-
Sec, when he entered the scene of aparticularly violent
massacre of gpice runnerswho had angered Durgathe Huitt.
It was dl destruction, but not wanton--it was completely
calculated and deliberate.

Thefigures he saw were dl statues and mannequins. As

he approached the first one, alittle light flashed onin the

gpace before it and resolved into ahologram of the head and
shoulders of aman. A voice from the base of the Statue said,
"Avan Pogt, Jedi Master from Chandrila, served with distinc-
tioninthe Clone Wars"

Corran looked up at the head of the white marble statue

to seeif it matched the hologram, but the face on the Satue
had been destroyed. The stone had melted back to the level
of the ears and streamed down over the figure's torso. Noth-



ing else about the statue's shape enabled Corran to figure out
if it was Pogt or not. Then again, why would the bologram of
Post be connected to this statueif itisn't him?

Corran frowned. And why remove hisface?

Corran moved deegper into the room. The muted illumi-
nation came from glowtiles set near floor level and enabled
Corran to pick out two darkened doorways set into one of
the longer walls, but he didn't feel compelled to head out and
explore the area beyond them. He couldn't explain it, but he
had a hunch there was something important in the room,
something he had to find. Whileintdllectualy he knew run-
ning far and fast was the best thing for him, hisfather had
aways encouraged him to follow his hunches. Doing that

has kept me dive. No reason to change now, especially now.
As he moved through the chamber it became obvious

that the statues and display caseswere dl exhibitsin some
sort of museum. A Jedi museum. Everything pertained in one
way or another to Jedi Knights and Masters, with the vast
majority of them having served in the Clone Wars. Just over
forty years ago, dl of these people were dive.

Without fail, whether the representation was astatic ho-
logram with little mementos, or alife-gze statue, or aman-
nequin dressed as the person it represented, the Jedi'simage
had been ruined. Some statues lay in pieces on the ground.
Some of the mannequins had limbs missing or holes pounded
through the torsos. All of them had been defaced--most lit-
erdly, though some had only had their eyes carved out. He
could not discern a pattern to the damage--beyond the fact
that dl the faces were maimed in one way or another--but
Corran knew there was one, keyed to the mind of the person
who had doneit.

Discarding his prison tunic, Corran pulled some clothes
from one of the broken dummies and got into them. The
rough-spun brown trousers and pale pull-over tunic itched
againg his bare flesh and threatened to drive him crazy.
From what | remember of Jedi stories, a Jedi would have
chosen such clothes just to force himsdlf to learn to ignore
the physicd sensations digtracting him--his clothes become
an exercise in concentration. He couldn't remember where
he'd heard that--it had to have been from his grandfather or
father, because the Jedi were extinct by the time Corran had
learned they had existed, and people who wanted to avoid
Imperia scrutiny didn't display much interest in the Jedi
Knightsof old.

Corran's hand went to histhroat to touch the medallion

he'd worn since hel inherited it from his father--a medal-
lion hed left with Whidtler for safekeeping before hismission
to Coruscant. Mirax Terrik had identified it as Jedi Credit, a
medadlion issued in limited numbersto mark a Cordlian
Jedi's dlevation from Knight to Magter. | guess carrying it



around was my father'sway of covertly defying the Empire.
Corran pulled on a Jedi's brown cloak and fastened it at
histhroat. He swirled it around himsdlf, sending lint-nerfs
scurrying across the floor and legping from thetop of adis-
play case. A glint of gold in that case caught Corran'seye. He
stepped closer and swept dust from the glass with his hands.
His mouth went dry. That meddlion, it'sjust likethe

one | wore, save for the way the eyes have been gouged out
of it. Whoisthat? Irritated that the holographic legend

didn't play, Corran jiggled the case. A hologram began to
glow , cresting an image of adender man hovering abovethe
glass, about twenty centimeters high. A voice, arting low
and dow, then speeding up into a soprano, accompanied the
display. "NgaaHalcyon, aJedi Master from Corellia, died
inthe Clone Wars"

Thelight from the holographic projection bled below

into agtatic hologram. It showed Ha cyon standing with a
boy. The Basic legend running down the edge of theimage
read, "Nejaa Halcyon and an apprentice.” The projection

snapped off and the hologram went dark, but it took Corran
severa seconds to become cognizant of that fact.

That boy. That was my father .... HEd seen ho-

logramsof hisfather asachild, and the boy in theimage
looked very much like Hal Horn had at that age. He even
looked ahit like me. But that can't he, can it?

Corran frowned mightily. Mirax had told him that the
commemorative meddlionswere given to family, friends,
students, and Masters by the Knight who appeared on them.
If my father had been his apprentice, that would explain how
he got the coin, but he never said anything about knowing a
Jedi or training with him. My grandfather did, but he never
mentioned this Halcyon. That hologram hasto bewrong, !
have to have seen it wrong.

Hejiggled the case again, but the projection did not

return. He stepped back and up to it again without resuilts.
He jogged and then shook the case, but that only moved the
medadlion around and tipped over the hologram. | need light
to seewho'sredly in that hologram.

Swaddling hisleft figt in his Lusankyatunic, Corran
hammered it againgt the display case. The glass shattered
into hundreds of sparkling shards. Looking around ner-
voudy, waiting for some darm system to start blaring, Cor-
ran shook the canvas wrap off hishand and cast it asde. He
carefully plucked out the medallion and put it in his pocket.
To it he added the hologram and would have walked over to
one of thefootlightsto examineit, but the third memento of
NeaaHalcyon attracted his attention.



Shifting his blaster to hisleft hand, Corran reached into

the case and pulled out athirty-centimeter-long sivery cylin-
der. A concave dish capped it, athickened knob served asthe
pommel, and a black button rode in arecessed niche pre-
cisely where hisright thumb naturaly rested. Pointing the
cup away from himsalf, Corran hit the button.

A slvery-white shaft of light just over ameter inlength
hissed tolife. It hummed low and mournfully asits cold
illumination turned dl the Jedi imagesinto ghogs. Corran
twigted hiswrist around, bringing the energy blade through a
et of interlocked loops. The sound quickened dightly asthe

blade transformed a strand of webbing into adrifting tendril
of smoke.

Corran turned, thinking to sweep the lightsaber blade
through one of the mannequins, but stopped before he
struck. Theseimages have endured enough abuse. | won't
add to it. He knew he was correct not to contribute to the
further despoiling of the monuments. Moreover, there had
seemed to be a subtle pressure, a hidden malevolencein the
room, that encouraged and condoned the destruction.
Corran felt good defying it.

He hit the button under his thumb once to shut the blade

off. It remained lit. Corran frowned for amoment, then hit
the button twice in quick succession, and the blade vanished.
The double hit to turn it off guaranteesit won't go downin
combet if the button is hit accidentaly.

As shadows reconguered the room, Corran shivered.
Trying to integrate this storehouse of Jedi memorabiliawith
Lusankyawas enough to make his brain hurt. I'd probably
have a better chance of figuring out what al of thisstuff is
doing hereif | had aclue asto wherel was. It'sgood to have
clothes and equipment, but somehow | doubt disguising my-
sdf asaJedi Knight isaway to become less conspicuousin
making my escape. And that's still my first priority--getting
out of here.

Corran smiled and let the lightsaber roll back and forth
acrossthe pam of hishand. "I bet you'll make awonderful
door opener.”

Suddenly ashort, sharp pop echoed through the com-

plex of rooms. A shockwave started dust swirling through
the room, centered on adoorway back along thewall to the
right. Sounds like someone e seisfinding novel waysto open
doors. Thisroom istoo open, nowhereto bide.

Three figures dressed in black moved into and through

the doorway. They paused there and swept the room with
the harsh white beams of the glowrods fixed to the barrels of
their blaster carbines.

Having no other option, Corran frozein place. The
lightsflashed over him, lingering only aslong asthey had on
the other unmoving figuresin the room.



"Nothing here"

Thetallest of them nodded. "Then wewait." Hisvoice
trailed off for asecond. "Hey, there was something funny
about one of the dummies over here.”

He played hislight over Corran again and hisfriends
likewise brought thelr lightsto bear on him. "Thisones got
aface”

"Yeah, | haveafaceand I'd liketo keepit." Corran
thumbed the lightsaber to life. "I hope that's not going to be
aproblem for anyone."
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Wedge waked over to the circular holopad sitting atop a
pedesta in the center of the briefing room. "Weve only got
timeto go through this once, so listen up." He hit a series of
keys on the holopad, causing a holographic map of the Pal-
ace digtrict and environsto spring to life. The whole scene
rotated up 90 degrees to give the pilots a chance to look
down through the network of towers, tunnels, and cause-
wayswhich clogged that section of the city. Degp inthe
lower reaches of the display ared square pulsed with life.
"We have areport that the Palpatine Counter-

insurgency Front isstaging from thislocation for astrike on
abactastorage facility in Invisec. We're flying cover for a
commando force that isgoing to go in. The fact isthat these
PCF folks are very dedicated to their jobs and are likely to
scatter when our forces hit. We expect speeder bikes,
swoops, and speeders to be heading out of there. Since they
used an airgpeeder bomb to hit an earlier Ste, we haveto
assumethat any and al such vehicles are moving bombs.
We'e going to take them down."

Wedge pointed to the empty seat beside Pash Cracken.
"Nawaraisn't here because our strikeis going to hit the PCF
about the same time Nawara normaly runs the gantlet of

holojourndigts. If he's not there on the day Jcho's defense

is supposed to open, they might think something isgoing
down and move too soon. Ooryl, you'll fly on Pash'swing.
Normad assgnmentsfor everyonedse.”

Pash glanced up at Wedge. "If we're going to be hawk-

ing targets through the city, isn't there agood chance well
lose some of them? There are places an X-wing might not fit,
but a speeder bike will."



"Y our father's getting us atracking feed from the secu-

rity office onboard the Emperor's skyhook, but thereisa
chance some might get away."

Eris'shand went up. "Therewill bealot of civilian

traffic up. How badly are these guys wanted? How much
collateral damage do we risk?"

Wedge winced. "If any of them get through to their tar-

oet, alot of peoplewill die. Thousands, perhaps even hun-
dreds of thousands. When we go in the municipa authorities
will issue a sector-wide emergency grounding call. Anyone
who ignoresthat call, especidly after we sart lighting the
areaup, ismaking avery big mistake. We don't want to
shoot civilians, but if you have apogtive ID on atarget, take
it. Shooting in the city isn't going to bered pretty, but letting
aPCF terrorigt get through is going to be worse."

Eris nodded. "What if the PCF people go to ground

with thecivilians?'

"Then they won't be blowing up a bacta storage facil-

ity." Wedge grinned grimly. "Well spot themand cdl in
someone who can help neutralize them.”

"Ooryl believesthisisamust-win, no-win scenario.”

Y ou have that right. Were busting open arat's nest and
hoping to kill al of them before they call do damage when
they escape. The chances of collateral damage are high, and
while a Cordlian usudly doesn't have any usefor odds, in
this case 1 wish they were much lower againgt us. "Thereis
no denying that the probable outcome of our exerciseisthe
loss of someinnocent folks on the ground or in abuilding.
We have to be careful but thorough. | can't tell you to shoot
with children on acauseway backstopping your shots. I'm

just going to trust that you'll be smart enough to avoid find-
ing yoursdf inthat Stuation.”

He sghed. "Y our astrogation droids have the map of the
Palace sector and Invisec. The bactafacility is protected and
you'll get awarning toneif you enter the excluson zone
around it. If you find yourself there, get out. They'll take
your target. Anything els=?"

Helooked around the room, but no one had any com-
ments or questions. "Grest. Hit the hangar and mount up.
Fly your best out there. We might not be up against a Deeth
Star, but thismissonisgill vita. And may the Force be with
you. Dismissed.”

The pilots Sarted to file out. Wedge noticed Asyr give
Gavin aquick kiss, then stroke his cheek with her left hand.
She said something to Gavin that Wedge couldn't hear, then
she turned toward him and held a hand up. " Commander, if
you have amoment.”

"Just amoment, Asyr."

Asyr nodded to Gavin and he departed. She gpproached
Wedge and the fur on the back of her neck rippled up and



down. "Do you recall aconversation we had six weeks ago?
About my having to make adecison?'

Wedge nodded. "1 told you there would come a point

where you had to choose between the squadron and your
dlegianceto the Bothan Martid Intelligence.”

"You sad a thetime that you trusted me, and wanted

to continueto trust me."

"Right. And | told you that if you choseto leavethe
sguadron, 1'd respect your decision.” Wedge shook his head.
"Of coursg, if you're doing that right now, I might not re-
gpect your choice of timing."

Her violet eyesflashed coldly for asecond as she looked

up at him. "l want you to continue to respect my decisions
and my timing. And | want you to continueto trust me." She
dug into the pocket of her flightsuit and pulled out a data-
card. "l was ordered to prepare a report about the bacta
massacre at Alderaan. It was felt adocument that suggested
our delay in getting there might, in some way, have been
deliberate and the result of human action. That datacard has

the only copy of said report. If anything happensto me,
you'l dispose of this correctly, | would hope.”

Wedge nodded. "And if you survive, what will you do

with the leport then”?”

"I'm amember of Rogue Squadron, Commander, which
means| only take orders from my superior officers.” Asyr
smiled. "What | do with that report, Sr, iswhatever you tell
me to do with that report.”

"Y ou'retaking abig step, cutting yoursdlf off from your
people.”

"I know that, and | know it won't be easy, but the
sguadron ismy home now. Y ou've only ever asked meto
fight and fly and possibly die. That I'll do for people | can
trust. Those who ask meto betray friends, well, they've
shown they don't want me to be trustworthy, so they clearly
aren't. Those facts don't make the choice any easier, just
moreimperative.”

Wedge tucked the datacard away in a pocket, then
clapped Asyr on the shoulders. " Glad you're with us and on
my wing. | dwayslikeflying with someonel can trug.”
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Though lellas eyes burned from fatigue, the adrendine
pumping through her system had her hyper-alert. She effort-
lesdy wove the armored airspeeder through the canyons and
chasms of Coruscant, dowly closing in on the Justice Court
building. NawaraVen and Kirtan Loor sat in the back, the



lawyer continuing to ask questions and Loor replying with
haughty disdain.

Seeing L oor again had been a shock for her. She recog-
nized him ingtantly, but not without difficult),. He had -
way's been lean and cadaverous, though now hisflesh had
greyed abit and tightened over his cheekbones and around
his eyes. He played himsdf up to be supremely confident, but
his clipped answers and terse comments clued her to hisfear.
leilahad no doubt that if Corran had been with them at

the safehouse where they deposed L oor, Loor would have
crumbled like stale ryshcate. Corran had aways had away
of zeroing in on a suspect's wesknesses. He would figure out
the thing about which they were lying, then push and push

on those points, pounce on incons stencies, then incresse the
pressure until the suspect confessed.

Loot had resisted giving them afull confesson. He pro-
duced a datacard on which, he said, he had encoded and

encrypted complete dossiers on the Empire's operatives
within the bureaucracy. He had dso guaranteed them that

on the stand he would reved theidentity of the traitor within
Rogue Squadron. After that, provided the other details of his
surrender deal were carried out, he would provide the key to
the datacard's encryption routine.

"Fine" sheld said, "but can you give us Corran's mur-

derer?'

Loor had smiled coldly. "Thetraitor set him up, and the
traitor | will give you. Corran's murderer, on the other hand,
was Y sannelsard. Her you'll haveto get yourself.”

And get her | will, somehow. lellachecked the advanced
scanning system on the airspeeder’'s console. The scanner
compared the profiles of al thetraffic it had encountered so
far againgt everything it was detecting asthe journey contin-
ued. Matches would indicate they were being followed, but
nothing had passed the computer's standards for a threst.
Good. We're clear, so far.

"Coming up on the parking facility. Were going into the
secure leve, then down into the Justice Court.” She wanted
to add that the next few seconds, as she dowed to enter the
building, were the most vulnerablein thewholeflight. A
single proton torpedo or concussion missile could destroy the
arrspeeder inthe blink of an eye. A timed or proximity war-
head could be launched from anywhere and catch them.

The airgpeeder did into the darkened tunnel and dowed.
Ahead a green holographic projection cycled through various
aphabets. Thewords "Facility is Full" appeared in Basic
above and beow whatever language was being displayed in
the middle. The green backlight illuminated agate that



barred further passage.

Iellahit abutton on the console keypad, then punched in

her security code. Instead of giving her anew security codeto
usein bringing Loor to court--the addition of which might
have derted Imperia agentsto strange goings-on--Halla Et-
tyk had just locked everyone else out with code that made
the lockout look like acomputer glitch.

The gate retracted into the floor. "We'rein."

Loor shifted in his seet in the back. "Doesit bother you,

Idla, to be shidding methisway?"

"No more now than it did the first time you asked the
question, Loor." She moved the vehicle forward into the
darkened parking area, and midway between the gate and
thelift doors, she dung it around, swapping it end for end, so
the nose pointed back out toward the exit. She let the speeder
drift to astop approximately twenty metersfrom the lift.
"Doesit bother you having to depend upon me?”

Loor shook hishead. "Not at al, my dear. You havea
facility for loyaty--I don't imagine you are wasting it on
me--and to your misson you will betrue. Your jobisto
deliver meto court, then watch me walk away, shedding my
crimeslikealY andoshan shedding skin."

"Reminding methat you let the Trandoshan who mur-

dered Corran'sfather go isn't the way to get meto feel good
about helping you."

"No, | supposeitisnt." Loor sighed nonchaantly. "I'11
haveto trust you'll want Corran's betrayer more than you
want me dead, won't 17"

"That you will." 1ellacracked her door open and

emerged from the speeder. She took aquick look around,
saw nothing, then rapped on the top of the car. "Come on
out. It'sclear.”

Asthe other two left the vehicle, lellapulled out her

blaster and checked the power cdll. Full charge, good. "Let's
go. We get to the lift, | input the code, we head down and
through the prosecutor's office. Smple, swift, and no one
will get hurt.”

Loor pulled up the hood on his cloak. "After you."
lellagrowled a him and moved toward the elevetor,

taking up aposition on theright side of the group. She held
her blaster in two hands, up by her face, with the barrel
pointing toward the ferrocrete ceiling. As she waked toward
the lift she kept looking about, backward, forward, and side
to Sde, trying to pick up on any movement, anything out of
the ordinary. Acrossfrom her, unarmed though he was,
Nawaralooked about vigilantly aswell.



Between them, his cloak billowing out to inflate hissil-
houette to the size of his code name, Loor strode confidently.
Though she could not see hisface, his stance and stride indi-
cated he was blithely amused by her caution. The grant of
immunity hasmade himfed invincible.

lellafelt the dick caress of astrand of webbing brush
againg her right cheek. She swegpt it away with her left hand
and heard it snap near her ear. That struck her as odd, then
gnigter, as she saw Nawara bat at asmilar thread with one
of hisbraintalls.

The lift doors, barely ten meters away, opened with little
more than awhisper.

Asthelift doors parted, Loor felt his pulse quicken. Time
dowed until nanoseconds took hoursto pass. His emotions
Spiked, fear braiding itsalf together with triumph. The fear
came from the redlization that he might die, for surely an
assassn or assassinslurked inthelift. | could well be dead
before those doors close again.

The triumph that wove in with the fear came from the
redization that Y sanne Isard saw him as enough of athreat
to kill him. She had aways dismissed him before, patronized
him, used him, and threatened to discard him. Now she saw
how truly powerful he was. The desperation that marked this
attempt on hislife gave full measure to her concern over
what he could do to destroy her.

Loor began to smile. In thisyou show me| have won!

leilabegan to turn toward the unlit box, her blaster coming
down as she squared her stance. Something black moved
within the lift, ashadow theat resolved itsdlf into the form of
aman dashing forth, ablazing blaster held in each hand.
"Die, Derricote, die!" he screamed.

Scarlet bolts of blaster energy burned toward thetrio.
One caught NawaraVen on theright hip. It spun him
around and flung him through the arr.

Before the Twi'lek could hit the ground, apair of

blaster-bolts lanced through Kirtan Loor's chest. Thefirgt,
which drilled him high on theleft Sde of hisbody, lifted him
from hisfeet. The second struck him high in the abdomen
and centered on hismidline, driving him back and down. He
landed beside Nawara VVen's tumbling body and did halfway
over to the airspeeder.

Y ears of training overrode consciousthought in lella. As
bolts began to track in her direction, she coolly triggered a
double-burst that stopped the n'scharge only astride
or two from thelift. The bolts stabbed deep into the man's
gut, snapping him forward. Blagter-bolts from his guns
traced pardléd lines down the ferrocrete as he hunched over,
dropped to hisknees, then fell forward on hisface. His



blaster pistols clattered down beside him, abandoned ashis
hands clutched a hisruined belly.

Keeping her blaster on hisform, sheran forward and

kicked the pistolsaway. The n made asound, alittle
moan, and it cut her legs out from under her. She sank to her
knees beside him and rolled him onto his back. Even before
she saw hisface, the sounds he made and the feding of his
bony shoulderstold her who he was. Intellect momentarily
overrode emotion, providing her the clues she needed to con-
firm hisidentity, then it retreated as pain and despair ex-
plodedin her.

She pulled his head into her lap and brushed strands of

har from hisface. "Why, Diric, why?' "Lusankya."

lellas breath caught in her throat. "No, no, that can't

he"

" She broke me. She made meinto one of her own. She

had me placed in Derricoteslab to watch him." Diric
winced fiercdly, and his body went rigid for amoment. "She
sent meto kill him before he could betray her. | had no
choice. That wasn't him, though.”

leilashook her head. "No. It was Kirtan Loor."

Diric managed awesk smile. "Good. | never liked him."

He reached a hand up toward her face, but it never got there.

Tmdying."

"No." Shefished for acomlink in her pocket. "1'11 get
emergency medical droids here."

"No, Iella, no. Isard made me what others accuse Tycho

of being. Heisn't. She had me reporting on him, too. From
what shedid, | cannot be saved." Histongue wet thin lips. "l
can't livein suspicion, asa puppet. It would makelife

too . .. boring."

"Diric, no, we can help you."

"It'sover. | love you. She wanted meto kill you. |

couldnt resst." He smiled weakly. "I could defy--thetrig-
ger that opened the lift was supposed to be linked to abomb.
| did what | could. So you could stop me from betraying
mysdf by killing you." Pain contorted hisface. "Thank you
for freeangme.”

With her hand, lellasmoothed the pain on hisfaceinto
peace, then redlized held dipped away. Her throat thick, her
eyeswdling with tears, she gently lowered his head to the
ferrocrete floor and kissed him onelast time.

Kirtan Loor lay on theferrocrete and could fed nothing. He
knew thiswas not good. That he was dying was an ines-
capable conclusion and it outraged him. Hetried to feed that
outrage as much fud as he could, but he smply ran out. The
anger and fury in him collgpsed in on itsdf, imploding into a
black void that sucked thelast bits of life from Kirtan Loor.



At the heart of that void existed one fact, the onetrue

thing that had marked hisentire life. Gil Bastrahad seenit.
Corran Horn and lellaWessiri had seenit. Y sannelsard had
seenit. Loor had done dl he could to combat it, but it was a
defect that was inborn and immutable. ! make assumptions.

| refuseto look beyond them for redity. | am defeated by
them.

He stared up at the ferrocrete ceiling, seeking in its hap-
hazard patterns some cosmic truth, but the only truth he
found ground away at him. She did not send an assassn to
kill me, shesent himtokill Derricote. | an dyinginhis

place, for his crimes. Isthere anything worse?

For some reason the image of Corran Horn cameto him.
Horn said there was nothing worse than dying alone. He
fought to dismissthat idea, but as darkness nibbled away at
the corners of hissight, he allowed as how that, just once,
Corran Horn had been right.

39

Despite hisfatigue, Wedge couldn't remember having felt
better. Strapped into the cockpit of his X-wing, with Mynock
behind him, Asyr on his starboard wing, and atmosphere
below hisfighter, Wedge felt asif the galaxy's reset button
had been hit. His mission was clear safeguard the forces
making arun on an Imperid terrorist cdll. He didn't know if
thiswas dl that was | eft of the Pl patine Counter-insurgency
Front, or if thiswasjust one tentacle of that foul kraken, but
he had no doubtsthey'd destroy it.

Gone were the ambiguities that had been forced on him.
Tycho'stria was politica. The run to Ryloth and the convoy
escort mission from Alderaan had both been palitical. Even
theraid on Zsnj's space station had been political. While he
redlized the whole Rebellion had, in essence, been political,
hisrolein it had been military. The targets we were given
were military, picked because of their military value, and the
mission parameters were onesthat could be fulfilled through
amilitary effort.

Wedge keyed hiscomm unit. "Hunter One, thisis Rogue
Lead. We are on-gation.”

"l copy, Rogue Lead. Stand by for tactical team direc-
tives"

"Asordered." Wedge glanced down at his scanner. The
squadron had broken itself down into five pairs of fighters.
Four of the pairs orbited the target district with 90 degrees of
separation between their positions. Thelast pair, Eris Dlarit



and Rhysati Y nr, flew high cover up around the leve of the
skyhooks. The lower fighters were meant to assist theraid
and pick up stragglers, while the high-orbit pair would cut
off any PCF terroriststhat made it out of the digtrict and in
toward their target.

"Rogue Lead, thisis Hunter One. We are taking heavy

fire from the western approach. Help is needed.”

"l copy. On theway." Wedge hit a button on his con-

sole, shifting the corem unit to the squadron'stactica chan-
nel. "Rogue Two, did you get that?'

"I copied, Lead." Asyr's voice betrayed no nervousness.
"After you."

"Five, you and Ten with the next call, then Seven'sele-
ment, then Twelveseement.” "As ordered.”

Wedge kicked his X-wing up on the port S-fail, then hit

the left rudder and pointed the fighter's nose at the ground.
He let thefighter succumb to gravity, then rolled it and pre-
pared to glide out onto the target. The Justice Court building
flashed past, then Wedge hauled back on the stick and leveled
out. Target isfive kilometers out and coming up fast.

Even in the distance he could see blagter fire spraying out

to cover the gpproaches on the west side of the building. As
he swooped in, he saw one smoking speeder-ferry dowly
drifting down toward the unseen ground. Wedge flicked his
lasers over to single fire and dropped the crosshairs on the
foca point for the blaster fire. Asrange dropped to akilome-
ter, he tightened down on the trigger and feathered the | eft
rudder pedal to keep hisfiretracking on target.

The X-wing'sfour lasersfired in sequence, peppering the
middleleve of the building with astaccato hail of energy
darts. They swept across the wide doorway, some of them
scattering half-hidden individuasinsde the warehouse.
Other laser-bolts shredded one of the two E-Web Heavy Re-

pesting Blastersjust insde the doorway, killing the soldiers
crewing the wesgpon.

Asyr's X-wing camein right behind Wedge's and re-

peated his strafing run. As she flew through the area, Wedge
chopped histhrust back, hit hisrudder, and turned his
fighter around. He punched the throttle, killing his momen-
tum, then cut his repulsorlift coilsin. Asyr sailed on past him
and pulled up to begin aloop, while Wedge goosed his
X-wing forward and brought it up in line with the ware-
house opening.

"They'rerunning!" Wedge hit the trigger and scythed

fire back and forth across the gaping warehouse entryway.
Two laser-balts caught asmall airspeeder inthe middieand
aft, dicing it into three equd parts. The piecesflew acrossthe



open areaand rebounded off a neighboring building, then
tumbled into the urban canyon depths.

Therest of his shots missed the legion of targets because
what he was trying to hit tended to be smal and moving very
fast. Speeder bikes with and without sidecars corkscrewed
fheir way out and down or up to elude him. One airspeeder
just sailed out and dropped like afreefaling Hutt, snking

out of sight before he could track it. Others banked hard and
flew fast to escape, though from corem unit chatter, each of
them had been tagged and had pursuit on itsway.

An ugly green light strobed through the warehouse.

Wedge nudged the X-wing forward, and saw boxy silhou-
ettes, each supported on twin pillars, bobbing up and down
in the warehouse. A shiver ran down his spine, then he keyed
his corem unit. " Scout walkers, three of them, with two com-
ing our way. I've got them.”

Wedge flicked his weapon's-control over to proton tor-
pedoes. Hisaiming reticle went from yellow to red asthe
targeting computer locked on. Mynock shrieked with alock-
tone and Wedge hit histrigger. A proton torpedo stresked
out, crossing the fifty meters between the X-wing and the
warehousein the blink of an eye.

The proton torpedo caught the rightmost AT-ST inthe
outside leg, just below the upper joint. The torpedo sheered
the leg off, and the impact spun the scout walker around. It

crashed into the walker next to it, then rebounded and
bounced to the ground. Ten meters behind it the proton tor-
pedo exploded, detonating the walker's concussion grenade
magazine.

The second walker, which had awkwardly skipped for-
ward after being bumped, ended up being dightly off balance
when the grenades went off. A burst of green light from
deeper within the warehouse outlined the upright walker as
the downed walker's good leg whipped around and caught it
across the ankles. The standing walker staggered asthe pilot
tried to widen its stance and remain upright. His efforts d-
most paid off and the walker had begun to straighten up,
when itsleft foot ran out of warehouse floor. The machine
wavered for amoment, then dowly keeled over in an un-
gainly plunge toward the ground.

The green light, from the last AT-ST'stwin blaster can-

non, again lit theinterior of the warehouse. What isit shoot-
ing a?Inthetimeit took himto form that questionin his
mind, he so came up with th e answer. No, can't | et that
happen.

He nudged the throttle forward and picked up some

gpeed. Flying into the warehouse, Wedge got to seethe
AT-ST fire onelast shot at the far wall, widening the breach.
An arspeeder--heavily laden, judging from the way the aft
end struck sparks asit dewed around the scout walker--shot



intoward the hole. The remaining walker squared off to face
him and protect the airspeeder.

The other vehicles were decoyst This oneisthe bomb.
Wedge hit enough |eft rudder to track the airspeeder, then
fired aproton torpedo. The projectile hit the ferrocrete deck-
ing and skipped off, rising quickly. Instead of passing be-
tween the AT-ST'slegs, it dammed full into the cockpit. The
exploson filled the end of the warehouse with afirestorm. A
black cloud billowed up with red-gold flame-claws dashing
their way clear of it, while pieces of debris and shrapnel
ricocheted and bounced throughout the warehouse.

Swirling tendrils of smoke curled out through the hole,

and Wedge knew ingtantly where the airspeeder had gone.
He guided the X-wing straight for the center of the hole the

scout walker had opened in the other side of the warehouse.
He made it through with centimeters to spare on both sides,
then cut the repulsorlift generators and dove.
"ThisisRogL, e Leader. Thewarehouseisclear. I'm out
the other sde.”

Hunter One sounded faintly amused. "We would have

let you come back out thisway, Rogue Leader.”

"Thanks, Hunter One, but I'm in pursuit of the bomb."
Deep below him he saw the airgpeeder leved off and head
toward Invisec. "L et the bacta storehouse know it'sincom-
ing, and so am |. With luck, only one of uswill get there."
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"He's not thefat guy,” said one of the three men facing
Corran.

"Doen't matter. Kill him anyway."

Corran pulled hisright arm back and whipped it for-

ward, Sdearming the lightsaber toward thetrio. The blade
spun through aflat arc. The men on ether sde of the group-
ing dovefor cover, but the center man's eyes grew wide and
glowedinthe blade'sicy light. He shot twice & the light-
saber, but missed with both bolts.

The lightsaber's slver shaft scythed through hismiddle

and dropped him in two partsto the ground. Two wet, megty
thumps swalowed the clatter of the blaster carbine against
the floor. The glowrod attached to the barrel flared, then
went out.

Corran doveto thel€eft, rolled, and came up in acrouch.

He tracked amoving cone of light and fired at its base. He
heard no scream to indicate he had hit histarget, then a
spray of blaster-bolts from the right forced him to duck
again. As he dipped back into the shadow of a statue, his



two foes extinguished their glowrods, leaving the footlights
asthe only illumination in the larger room.
Two assumptions | can makefirgt, they have comlinks

I

something solid thump againgt thewall be-
en before he heard the click of acomlink, he
Id and rose up on hisleft knee. Jamming the
againg thewall with hisright hand, he

raked it upward. It pulled free of thewadll at
arc, pitting and hissing as blood evaporated
sheft of light.

man on the other side of thewall fell across
ust as the third man, who had been approach-
from the opposite side, opened fire. The

,ht two bolts that would have killed Corran
in shifted aim and started tracking the light-
bolt singed the hair on the back of Corran's
rest passed by without hurting him.

left hand came up and he snapped off two
blaster carbine's muzzle flashes. Both hit.
crashed backward into adisplay case, then
angles. In thefootlight Corran could see
onceor twice, asif fill working thetrigger
that had fallen to the floor, then the man lay

tinguished the lightsaber, then clipped it to his
the belt around so the wespon hung at his
midn't bang against the bruised one. Pocketing
he crawled over to the body of thefirst
loosened the chinstrap on the hehnet and
Isdeit hefound acomlink inaclip. He pulled
for amoment to seeif other trooperswere
the comlink remained Slent.

the second man's blaster carbine and
glowrod. He played it over the dead men and
black uniformsweren't any sort of Imperid
seen before, and the men themsalves were
that he knew they weren't orm-

never seen astormtrooper without a helmet
see them looking quite thisordinary. Still, the
T, s0 he assumed the three dead

of alocd congtabulary force. Another
thought you were allies, but in CorSec we

and are going to be coordinating their attack. Second, they
can or have cdled for backup, which meansthey win the
waiting game. | haveto get out of here, and the only way to



do that isby going out the way they camein. He glanced
over at the doorway which the lightsaber's glow backlit.
They're moving out to surround me, SO now's the best time
to go.

Corran bobbed up and down twice, using the light-
saber'slight to slhouette the obstaclesin hisway. The path
looked fairly clear. He reached into his pocket and ran his
thumb over the ruined face of the Jedi medallion. Y ou're not
the one | used 7br hack, but here's hoping there was some | eft
in the dieswhen you were struck.

Hetook off at adead run, cutting around one statue and
then adisplay case before heading toward the doorway. Lit-
tle hologramsflickered to life behind him, drawing attention
fird to themselves, then to him. Thefirst few shotsfired at
him burned holesin his cloak, but then his assailants shifted
their aim and raked the doorway with blasterfire--blasterfire
that should have exploded his heart and reduced hislungsto
cinders.

And it would have except that the Jedi cloak caught the
corner of the display case. It yanked Corran from hisfedt,
then the throat clasp snapped. With his momentum thus
dackened but far from depleted, he flew through the door-
way feet firg, centimeters below theline of blagterfire. He hit
hard on hisright hip and cracked hisright knee on the gran-
itefloor, then did toward the middle of the room.

Hisright hand closed on the hilt of the lightsaber. He
switched it off and scrambled back toward the doorway
through which he had just flown. He hoped to find the dead
man's blaster carbine, but as he settled his back against the
wall beside the doorway he saw its outline two meters away
on the wrong side of the opening. Hopeless. Gotta get up.
gottarun for the exit--wherever it is. Even though he knew
running wasthe only viable plan, the siffening sensationin
hisknee and hip told him awesk limp was going to be the
best he could manage. And I'll get raped for the ef/rt. I'm
dead.

Then
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didn't shoot someone just because he wasn't the suspect we
were looking for.

Corran played the glowrod over the bottom of the com-
link and adjusted the frequency. Now to find out where we
are. While he had long detested the Empire, it did manageto
do some things with aremarkable amount of efficiency. One
of them was the establishment and maintenance of standard
measures. On each world broadcast stations had been set up
to provide the exact time, both local and in relation to Co-
ruscant. By tuning into that sgnd he could find out where he
was and what time it was. It occursto me I've not seen
outsdefor along time.

He hdld the comlink near his ear and dowly limped over

to the hole thetrio had blown in the wall on thefar side of
the chamber. "Must be ared backwater planet if they only
sent three guys to catch an escaped prisoner--even if they
thought | was Derricote. | wonder if | can ever get off it?'
Over the comlink he heard amechanicd voice an-

nounce, "8 hours, 45 minutes, Coordinated Gaactic Time."
"Gredt, I'm on aworld that's set its clocks to Coruscant
time, no matter what the locd Stuationis." He hefted the
blaster carbine, glanced at the power level indicator, then



played the light out through the hole into the next room.
Unlike the one he had found himself in, the room beyond the
hole was clean and orderly. Even better, thereisan open
doorway to the outside.

He was about to step through the wall when two irrec-
oncilableideas collided in hisbrain. It was rather clear that
he wasinsde some sort of storehousefilled with Jedi memo-
rabilia. The mansion from which he had escaped had obvi-
oudy been an Imperid Moff'sretreat, but what Imperia
Moff would risk his position by hoarding so much Jedi mate-
rid? The only Moff who could do that would be a powerful
one, and powerful Moffsweren't found on backwater
worlds.

Actudly, there were no Moffs so powerful that they

would have dared defy the Emperor and Vader by boarding
this stuff. Only the Emperor could have. . . Corran's jaw

dropped open. And the chck hereis set to Coruscant
time....

Corran dumped against thewall. It can't be. | can't be

on Coruscant. It makes no sense. | remember traveling on a
ship. Then again, | wasso doped up . . . Maybel amon
Coruscant and |sard just wanted meto think | wasn't on
Coruscant. He chuckled. It would explain why no one ever
found Lusankya-it was here dl thetime, which means she
is, too.

He glanced back at the dead men. And she has enough

pull with local authoritiesto have them out bunting Der-
rioore. | may be out of her dutches, but I'm not free, yet. He
glanced at the comlink and thought about tuning into the
military frequencies Rogue Squadron used, but rejected that
plan for two reasons. I'm not going to have the right scram-
bier codesto let me hear and speak with them, and eveniif |
did, there'sthe traitor to consider.

He shook hishead. 1 need someone | cantrust. It'sa

long shat, but it'sthe only one | have. He set the comlink
and opened achannd. "Thisis Corran Horn calling. I'm not
dead--I only fed likeit--and | could use some help returning
to theland of theliving."
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Wedge pulled back on the X-wing's stick and leveled out
approximately 300 meters behind and above the airspeeder.
He had to trim his speed back because even though the
X-wing could close fadt, the airspeeder could turn faster
within the close confines of the city. Part of Wedge knew
racing speeder bikes through the forests of Endor was safer



than doing what he was doing, but he had no choice. That
bomb has to be stopped.

"Mynock, make sure you're getting asolid tracking feed

on that airspeeder.”

The astromech droid shrilled out a confirmation of that
order. Wedge watched the tracking data get updated, then
rolled up on the right stabilizer foil and dove. He cruised
down below the speeder'sline of flight, entering alarge bou-
levard that sped him forward toward Invisec. If | can head
him off... "Mynock, plot dl hisroutesfrom hereto the
target.”

The droid shrieked like wind howling off the S-fails.
Wedge wove hisway through the undercity, cutting

around buildings, over walkways, and through tunnels, al
the while marveling at the intricate labyrinth that was Corus-
cant. Making hisway in and out, up and over or around

tested his skillsas apilot. While not much of the dawn'slight
penetrated that deeply in the city, he did have enough to
navigete by, but only just barely.

A shiver ran down his spine. Corran and the others were
flying out here at night when we took Coruscant. | never
redlly appreciated what they did until now.

Mynock hooted at him. Wedge glanced down at his
monitor and saw various schematics flash past. "Slower, My-
hock, I'm flying here, too." Wedge marked the location of
the airspeeder and compared it with the maps. Astheair-
speeder sank to hislevel and below it, something clicked in
the back of hismind. That'sit. I've got them.

"Give methe lowest route in you can find, Mynock."

Wedge banked starboard, chopped his thrust back, and
brought the repul sorlift coils online. He hovered and drifted
forward, remaining just outside the corridor described by the
map Mynock had brought up. As he watched he saw the
alrgpeeder move onto the route and begin to follow it in.
Wedge amiled. It struck sparks in the warehouse and
dropped like arock outside. It's still going down becauseit's
carrying too much weight. The speeder-ferry that was going
down when | firgt flew in must have been meant to haul this
bomb to a point whereit could head down in at the bacta
store. Now they have to go low because they don't have
enough power to go high.

He switched hisfire control over to lasersand linked dl

four to give him aquad burst. Ashedid so, the airspeeder
cruised through the thoroughfare. Wedge picked his speed up
and dropped straight in behind it. Someone in the speeder
spotted him and started shooting at him with a blagter rifle,
but the bolts harmlesdy impacted on Wedge's forward
shield. The pilot tried to make the airgpeeder juke, but every
Sdedip and turn just brought the vehicle lower and lower.
And into Wedge's sights.



He hit the trigger and sent a quartet of scarlet laser-bolts
to converge on the blocky vehicle. The lasers vaporized the
roof and filled the passenger compartment with fire. The
speeder began to fdl faster, with the aft end sagging down-

ward. Something exploded up front, starting the speeder into
abackward somersault. Two more quad bursts from the
X-wing reduced the large chunks of vehicleinto mist and
metd hall.

The vapor cloudamade up mostly of gaseous explo-
sves-ignited in aflash, momentarily blinding Wedge and
prompting a scream from Mynock. Wedge kept alight but
steady hand on the stick and rode out the shockwave. The
X-wing's shidds held, saving thefighter from damage. Ashis
vison cleared and he flew through the smoke, he saw no
trace of the airspeeder.

He amiled. " See that, Mynock? That mission wasn't so
tough."

The droid brayed in what Wedge took to be avaguely
triumphant manner.

"Rogue Leader here. The bomb is gone. Report.”

"Three here, Lead. We are over the Manarai Mountain
digtrict and have big anomalies out to the southwest. | have
TIEscomingin, &t least onewing."

"I copy, Three. On my way." Wedge hauled back on the
gtick and jammed histhrottle full forward. The X-wing rock-
eted sraight up. "Confirm thirty-sx TIES, Three"

"Confirm thirty-six, Lead, eyebdlsand squints. They're
coming thisway and theré's something else out there.”
Rhysati sounded shaken. "My sensors aren't picking it up at
al wdl."

"Standby, Three." Wedge punched his comm unit over

to another opchannd. "Antilles here. What's down there to
the southwest?'

"Palace digtrict control here, Rogue Leader. Were not
aure. Civilian 9deis reporting groundquakes and massive
destruction. Were just turning asatdlitein that direction.
Data coming up--I'll give you theraw feed."

"I copy, control." Wedge looked at the scan splaying

itself across his sensor monitor and felt his spirits inking as
low as Mynock's mournful whistle. "That can't be. It just
can't be"

"Y ou're getting what we're getting, Rogue Leader.”

Wedge flicked the comm unit back to the squadron's
tacticd frequency. "Three and Four, get back here. Now."
"What's out there, Lead?'

Wedge shivered. "It's something that shouldn't be there,



Three. IFF beacons report it's a Super Star Destroyer that
goes by the name Lusankya."
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Admird Ackbar took his seet at the high bench, with Gener-
asMadine and Sdm below and to the left and right respec-
tively. Hewaited for the defendant and prosecutor to be
seated, then he looked out over the sparsely populated court-
room. "Today's sesson will be abbreviated. Even the most
smple voyage can be ended by an unanticipated wave, and
the wave affecting us here wastitanic in proportions.”

He glanced down at Tycho Celchu and the two droids at
the defense table. "Captain Celchu, your lawyer isnot here
because approximately an hour ago he was shot and seri-
oudy wounded in the parking facility on the upper floors of
thisbuilding. The assassin has been killed, but we have
sedled the building for security reasons nonetheless. Nawara
Ven was shot while in the process of bringing to court a
withess who had recently surfaced to provide proof of your
innocence. The witness offered histestimony on your behalf
in return for anew identity and repatriation to another

world. He provided adatacard filled with encrypted infor-
mation that backed his claims concerning you aswell as
claims concerning the Imperia espionage net here on Corus-
cant.

"Unfortunately the nwho wounded Counselor

Ven succeeded in killing thiswitness." Ackbar looked over
toward where Airen Cracken sat on the prosecution side of
the court. "Genera Cracken has assured me he has people
working on the datacard to seeif they can dicetheinforma-
tion out, but thereisno telling if or when they will succeed.”
Tycho frowned. "Where does thisleave me?'

Halla Ettyk stood. "Admirad, the prosecution would be
amenable to a continuance until Counsdlor Ven has recov-
ered.”

"Granted.” Admira Ackbar raised agavel. "If thereis
nothing morewe will stand in recess until Counselor Venis
ableto continue.”

Tycho held ahand up. "Wait, please, isn't there some-
thing | can do? Isn't it possible for me to represent mysdlf in
his absence?’

"That has aways been your right, Captain Celchu.”
Hallalooked over at Tycho. "The admira is correct, but
redly thereisnothing you can do.”

"I can cdl and question awitness."

The prosecutor shook her head and pointed at her



datapad. "Not redly. | have before methelist of witnesses
Counsdlor Ven said you were going to cal. None of the
members of Rogue Squadron are here and available. The
DurosLa Nootkaisnot here and, unfortunately, is probably
dead. Y ou have no witnesses." Whistler tooted.

Emtrey's clamshell head came up. "Whistler sayswe do
have awitness."

Halafrowned. "Who?"

Tycho stood. "I can testify on my own behalf."

"It would be amistake to do so, Captain. | would rip

you gpart on cross.”

The R2 unit blatted rudely.

Tycho patted Whistler on the dome. "'l agree.”

Emtrey canted hishead to theside. "Ah, sr, Whistler

was agreeing with Commander Ettyk. Y ou're not hiswitness.
Y our testimony won't put thiswhole businessto rest.”

Halla shook her head. "The only witness who could do

that is dead.”

Whidtler trumpeted loudly, whirling his head full around
inacircle. The droid bounced excitedly and his tone became
apiercing shriek.

Ackbar's gaved cracked once, sharply, jerking Emtrey to
attention. "Tell Whistler to calm down or I'll have are-
graining bolt put on him."

Thelittle droid stopped and hummed mournfully.

"Now what was he talking about, Emtrey?'

Whistler answered.

Emtrey glanced sharply down a him and gavehima
good clout on the dome. "Make sense, Whidtler. They're
waiting."

Whistler repested his previous answer.

The 3PO unit raised itsarms and looked up at Ackbar.

"l am sorry, Sir, but he makes no sense. The stress--circuits
must have become polarized. He doesn't know what he's
sying."

Ackbar sighed. "Answer my question. Who is he saying
thiswitnessis?"

Before Emtrey could answer, aman spoke from the
court's open doorway. "Begging your pardon, Admira, 1
think Whistler intends for meto be caled asawitness”
Ackbar's barbel s twitched. From the black depths dll
manner of beasts can swim. "Thisisimpossible”

"It wasn't easy," Corran Horn smiled, "but asfor im-
possible, Admiral, you know impossibleiswhat Rogue
Squadron does best of al."
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Wedge snaprolled up on the port S-fail, then pulled the stick
back to the box over his breastbone. Herolled the X-wing
into adive, then came up and around to starboard in a hori-
zontal loop that brought him back head-to-head with the
pair of eyebalsthat had been bucking his exhaust. He spit-
ted one on his crosshairs and hit the trigger, filling it with
coherent light. The cockpit ingtantly combusted, and, trailing
thick black smoke, the TIE fighter corkscrewed down to dam
into aferrocrete tower.

The TIE'swingman tried to avenge his partner, but

Wedge never gave him achance. He hit the | eft rudder pedal,
pulling the aft end of the X-wing off to theright. The maneu-
ver skidded the fighter out of the TIE'sline of flight and fire.
The TIE pilot tried to match the stunt, but as he did so he
brought hisfighter's hexagona solar panel perpendicular to
the ship'sflight-line. In the vacuum of space that move
would have given him agood shot at Wedge, but in atmo-
gphere, it made the TIE jump and begin toroll.

Wedge brought the X-wing up on its port stabilizers and
dove after the TIE. Just asthe pilot began to regain control,
dowing his spin, Rogue Squadron's leader tightened up on
histrigger. A quad burst of laserfire blasted the port solar

pand off thefighter. The TIE began to tumble uncontrollably
toward the ground, but beforeit could descend into the
black bowels of Coruscant, it bounced off an aerial walkway
and exploded.

Pulling back on his stick, Wedge nosed hisfighter

toward the sky. He wanted to feel some remorsefor the
pilots hed just killed. He waited for concern to bubble up in
him for the people who could have been hurt when those
TIEsfdl into the city below. He wanted something other
than cold concentration filling him, but he didn't expect it to
come. Those thoughts and emotions are normd, but normal
doesn't exist at this place and time.

All around him TIEs and the X-wings of Rogue Squad-

ron swooped and climbed, rolled, dove, and looped. Laser-
bolts, green and red, filled the air asif each fighter wasa
renegade cloud spitting abbreviated lightning bolts at its ene-
mies. TIEs exploded with regularity, showering the cityscape
with haf-molten bits of metal and staining the sky with oily
black streaks that were the mortal remains of their pilots.
Asexciting and dramatic as the dogfight raging above

the mountain district was, Wedge remained cold and in
shock. Out there awhite needle stabbed skyward. The
Lusankya--a Super Star Destroyer eight kilometersin
length--laid waste to the area beneath which it had lain bur-



ied for years. Green turbolaser bolts pounded the cityscape,
freeing the ship from the ferrocrete and transparisted prison
inwhichit had laired.

Wedge knew Super Star Destroyers had only come into
sarvice after the Battle of Y avin, which meant the Lusankya
had to have been created and hidden on Coruscant before
the battle of Endor. Unlessthe constructor droidsjust built it
there, then built over it. The ideathat a hundred-square-
kilometer area of the planet could have been razed and re-
built to hide a Super Star Destroyer seemed beyond bdlief,
especialy with no one noticing the ship'sinsertion into the
hole. Could the Emperor's power through the dark side of
the Force have been sufficient to compel thousands or mil-
lions of peopleto forget having seen the Lusankyabeing
buried?

As hideous as that idea seemed, Wedge hoped it wasthe
truth. The likely dternative--that the Emperor had ordered
the desths of al the witnesses--seemed that much more hor-
rible

"Lead, you have asquint coming up from below."

"Thanks, Five." Wedge rolled to port, then doveinto a
looping roll that took him out and around the Interceptor's
attack vector. He let hisdive carry him down into the upper
reaches of the city. Using control telemetry from a skyhook
to keep track of the squint, he cut around one of the star-
raking spiresand came up &t it on anearly vertical run.

It started to roll to elude him, but alittle left rudder kept

his laserstracking. Half the quad burst missed, shooting past
the cockpit windscreen, but the other two bolts hid dead on.
They cored through the Interceptor's starboard solar panel
and pierced the cockpit. The squint continued itslazy roll,
then tightened it into aspin that sped the shipinan ugly,
squared-off tower.

Out to the south the Lusankyas aft came free of the

planet. The superstructure of the Super Star Destroyer and its
generd outline fit with what he remembered of Vader's Exec-
utor at Hoth and Endor, but the Lusankya hull appeared to
be resting on a massive platform made up of hexagond cdls.
It fit the bottom of the starship perfectly, with openingsin
the hexagonal field so wegpons could fire down at targets
below and TIE fighters could launch from the ship's belly.
Wedge frowned. What isthat? It reminds me of aHutt's
repulsor-lift couch, but the Lusankyaisawarship, not a
lounging crime boss. Suddenly he redlized his andogy wasn't
that far off. The Lusankyaisbuilt for spacetravel, not fight-
ing itsway free of aplanet. That must be alift-cradle de-
Sgned to get it up and out of the holein which it was
entombed.

W, th the prow stabbing up into the sky, the Lusankya's
thrustersignited. Searing blue plasma vaporized huge chunks



of cityscape beneath the ship's aft end. The destroyer began
to move forward and upward out of the column of smoke
that marked itsbirth. A ship that boasts a crew of over a

quarter of amillion individuals must have killed ten times
that many lifting off.

The massive ship turned its attention on a skyhook float-
ing off its starboard bow. Altering course dightly, the ship
gave more of its turbolasers and ion cannons a chance to
bear. A Super Star Destroyer possessed enough weaponry to
reduce acity to rubble from an orbital assault. At point-
blank range, the weaponless skyhook offered the gunnersa
delicioudy easy target.

The turbolaser batteriesin the bow started firing at the
skyhook asthey came into range, then the broadside assault
shifted to other weagpons as the ship did past. The verdant
laser-bolts came so fast and so close that whol e sheets of
energy seenled to pulse from the Lusankya to the skyhook.
In seconds what had once been an eegant disk with an
Ithorian jungle paradise at its heart became amelted demi-
lune with aforest fire crashing into the mountain district's
towers.

Asthe Lusankya picked up speed, the gunners shifted

their ampoints and began firing at the upper atmosphere.
Their shots hit and splashed color into the lower of the two
shield spheres encasing the planet. Created to stop starship
assaults from without, they proved just as powerful againgt
an attack from within. Even o, after twenty seconds of the
Lusankya's withering barrage, a hole opened in the lower
shidd.

The TIEsfighting Rogue Squadron turned and launched
themselves on an intercept course for the Super Star De-
stroyer. Because they were not capable of entering hyper-
gpace themsdlves, if they did not rendezvous with the
Lusankya, they would be stuck on Coruscant. Those who
weren't shot down would be taken prisoner. And if my ship
bad done that much damage heading out, I'd not be expect-
ing very gentle treetment at the hands of my enemies, either.
"Mynock, give metherangeto the Lusankya."

The droid centered an image of the Lusankyaon

Wedge's monitor, and the rangefinder showed it to be 25
kilometersdistant. And it still looksthat big. A shiver ran
down hisspine.

"Rogues, form up on me. We have three minutes at

speed before we're right on top of the SSD. Let's harvest
those remaining TIEs before she gets a chance to recover
them." Wedge waited afew seconds for the cries and shouts



of assent to die down. "Remember, that thing is bristling
with turbolasers, ion cannons, concusson missile launchers,
and tractor beams. When | call, you bresk off your attacks.
Got it?"

Wedge fed shield power into his engines, boosting his
speed. He saw Asyr pull up on his starboard stabilizer foil.
"No heroics, Flight Officer Sai'lar, | want to return that data
cadtoyou."

"Asordered, Commander.”

Wedge glanced a his monitor and then the TIE they

were closing on fast. "I have your back. HE'syours."
"Thank you, Commander." Asyr's X-wing pulled

ahead, then sidedipped down and to port. She stayed below
and behind the TIE fighter until she'd closed therangeto
within 250 meters, then she nosed her ship up into the eye-
bai's exhaust. The X-wing's lasersfired two dua offset
burgs. Thefirst grazed theinsde of the port solar pand,
burning two long streaks dong it. The second pair of bolts
stabbed in through the exhaust ports. The whole eyeball
shuddered, then silvery fire jetted out through the forward
cockpit canopy, killing the ship's momentum.

The dead TIE dropped from sight with the grace of a

Hurt in freefall.

"Nice shooting, Deuce.”

"Thanks, Lead."

Wedge glanced at the chronographic readout on his
monitor. "Two-point-five minutesto range. Mynock, give
meawarning & thirty seconds.”

The Lusankya continued to pour fireinto the planetary
shiddswhilewnhat little ground fire that came up at it
gplashed harmlesdy on it sshields. The midship and stern
gunsfought to keep the holein the lower shidld open while
the bow guns blasted away at the upper shield. The ship's
assaullt sent waves of RodJan green energy skittering along

the underside of the shidlds. The shiddsheld &t firgt, then
began to erode, and finally collapsed.

Cuitting his stick to the right, Wedge followed Asyr

through a banking turn that put her on apair of TIEs. "
have the |eader, Commander.”

"I copy. I'll pick up thetail, Deuce." He widened the
Separation between them, then cut back hard to port asthe
TIEs broke and Asyr came around in alooping turn that
dipped her in behind the lead TIE. Shefired and melted off a
third of the TIE's starboard solar panel. "Bresk |eft, Deuce!”
Asyr rolled to port asthe second TIE fired. Itsfirst shots
gplashed harmlesdy on the X-wing's aft shields, but the sub-
sequent ones went wide. The eyeball rolled to follow Asyr,



but as he leveled out he drifted straight into Wedge's sights.
One burst of scarlet laserfire and the eyebd| disntegrated
into onelong, flaming stresk in the sky.

Mynock gave Wedge the 30-second warning tone.

"Break off, Rogues. Therest arejust running.” It looked like
ahalf-dozen of the TIEs had survived the battle. As a screen-
ing force they'd done their jobs and kept local fighters off the
Lusankyawhileit emerged. Whileit was trapped benesth the
city 1 bet it couldn't power its shields up. Without them, a
concentrated volley of proton torpedoes might have been
ableto breech the hull, disable that lift shell, or destroy the
bridge.

Wedge glanced at his sensor display. "Four, thisis

Rogue Leader. Bregk off pursuit.”

"Just a couple seconds more.”

"Four, break off, now!"

"I'veamost got him, Lead.”

"Y ou'retoo close, Four. Bresk off immediately!"

Eris's X-wing fired aquad burst that caught an Inter-

ceptor on the starboard solar pandl and right side of the
cockpit. Something at the rear of the craft exploded, then
seconds later the whole Interceptor came apart. A huge
golden-red bal blossomed in front of Erig's X-wing, then
imploded into black smoke as she flew through it.

"Report, Four."

"l got him, Lead."

"And got crisped. Get back here.”

Fear injected itsdf into her voice. "Rudder's gone, stick's
duggsh.”

"Erig, you'retoo closeto the Lusankya. Get out of

there." Wedge brought his X-wing around to the leftina
long, orbiting loop. "Mynock, pull status datafrom her R5
unit, now." He keyed hiscomm unit. "Erig, roll and dive.
Gravity isyour friend."

"Asordered. No, wait." A wall asfrightening as any
Mynock had ever made shot through the corem unit. "They
have atractor beam on me. I'm at full thrust, but | can't
break loose. Help me, help mel™

Pulling back on the stick, Wedge came up and pointed

the nose of hisfighter at the Lusankya. The big ship hang
likeadlver of ice stabbed deep into the morning sky. He
thought he could see Eris's X-wing as alittle speck against
the Super Star Destroyer's bulk, but a sheet of turbolaser fire
heading back toward him eclipsed her.

Hugging the stick to his chest, Wedge brought the

X-wing over the top and pointed it back toward the planet.
"On me, Rogues. We're going home."

"But, Lead, we can't just leave her--"

"Euough, Gavin. That'sa Super Star Destroyer. It'sim-
possibleto stop if it doesn't want to be stopped.” "But impossibleis-"



"1 know, Rogues, | know." Wedge glanced at his moni-

tor and let the cold shiver running up his spine bleed into his
voice. "Impossbleiswhat Rogue Squadron does, but right
now that would cost ustoo much for too little gain. Just
because we can do the impossible doesn't mean we dways

win.
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Corran Horn mustered asmile in response to Admira
Ackbar's blinking expression of disbdief. "If someoneisin-
clined to call me asawitness, | think ! can shed somelight on
the murder charges againgt Captain Celchu.”

The Mon Calamari's mouth opened and closed acouple

of times, then he nodded toward the prosecution table. " Per-
haps, Commander Ettyk, the prosecution would like to re-
open its case?'

The dark-haired prosecutor nodded. "Thank you, Sir.
Wecdl Corran Horn."

Corran limped hisway up toward the front of the court.

He placed his blaster carbine on the prosecution table, then
turned and approached the defense table. He squatted down
beside Whistler and wiped a speck of dust from his optical
lens. "Thanksfor guiding mein here, Whigtler. Without you,
I've been logt."

The droid hooted softly, then opened the storage com-
partment in hisdome. Corran reached in and pulled out his
own unblemished Jedi medallion and the gold chain from
which it hung. Corran fastened it around his neck, then
fished the ruined medalion from his pocket and put it into

the storage compartment. "Not quite afair trade, my friend,
but I'll makeit up to you."

Coming up from his crouch, Corran looked over at

Tycho. He nodded and lowered hisvoice into awhisper. |
owe you an gpology, a huge apology, and adebt | can never
repay. All thisismy fault, and I'm sorry | caused you to go
throughit.”

"Y ou're wrong, Corran." Tycho shook hishead. "Y ou

were manipulated by the Empire. Sowas|, so was everyone
here. I'll accept your apology, but | won't acknowledge your
debt."

Tl still pay it, or at least make adown payment onit."
Tycho amiled. " Getting the murder charge removed

from theindictment isagood Sart.”

"| can do much better. Watch me." Corran nodded, then
dropped a hand on Emtrey's left shoulder. He bent in close
to the droid's aural sensors and kept hisvoice low. "Emtrey,



say nothing. Shut up. Shut up. Shut up.”

The droid's head swiveled around to look at him. "Sir, |
understood the first request. Quadruple redundancy in or-
dersishardly required in my case."

Fixed you, have they, Emtrey? That'sit, then, the last
piecefdlsinto place. Corran straightened up and shot Gen-
eral Cracken aquick nod. Turning back toward the front of
the courtroom, Corran bowed his head to the Tribuna. "My
apologiesto the court, but there were things that needed
sying."

Ackbar nodded. "Understood."

Generd SAm frowned. "Lieutenant Horn, | have to ask,
how did you get here?"

"| sarted, a least thismorning, from the Museum next
door. Big meta doors sealed the agrid tunnel between the
buildings, but, well," he said, brandishing the lightsaber,
"you'd be amazed how effective these thingsarein opening
doors. Y our security personnel were stationed at the more
accessible entry points, so | madeit here without any other
trouble”

Sdm frowned. "i appreciate the critique of our security,

but I meant the question in amore generd sense. You, ah,
are dead.”

Corran limped hisway into the witness box. "I think

you'll want me sworn before | answer that question. It won't
make the answer any more believable, but it'!! give you some
peace of mind."

A bailiff swore Corran in and Halla Ettyk approached

him cautioudy, asif hewereradioactive. "I hardly know
where to begin. Perhaps you can tell the court what hastran-
spired since you were reported dead.”

"Sure." Corran took a deep breath, then started. "I'm

certain General Cracken will debrief me, and some of what |
have to say probably shouldn't be said in open court, but I'll
try to keep it cogent and coherent.”

Ackbar nodded down at him. "Y our discretion is appre-
Ciated.”

"Yes, gr." Corran smiled at the prosecutor. "To answer

your question, Commander, | was captured by Imperia In-
telligence and taken to Lusankya. Y sanne Isard wanted to do
to mewhat shetried to do to Captain Celchu. make meinto
an agent who would do her bidding when and where she
wanted.”

Halafrowned. "Y ou said she wanted to do to you ‘what
shetried to do to Captain Celchu.’ Don't you mean she
wanted to do to you what she did to Captain Celchu?”
Corran blushed. "I thought, for thelongest time, that



she had programmed Captain Celchu and that his lack of
memory about Lusankyawas ablind to keep his Imperid
tieshidden. Thefact is, however, that his amnesia about
Lusankyais not uncommon among those who wash out of
Isard's indoctrination program. Other prisoners at Lusankya
remembered Captain Celchu as being adeeperstheir term
for someone who is rendered catatonic by the indoctrination
process. | didn't become adeeper. Later | had achanceto
access computer files about prisoners at Lusankya. | re-
viewed my own file and then | called up Captain Celchu's
file. | wanted it as proof that he was one of |sard's cregtures,
but he had the same susceptibility rating | did, whichisto say

that he had no susceptibility to her techniquesat dl. Asfar as
she was concerned, we were as dense as duracrete.”

"But hisfile could have been dtered and | eft there for

you to discover it."

"Possible, but not likely for two reasons.” Corran held

up two fingers. "Firgt, the datapad | used to accessthefiles
was in a secure area that provided me with accessto awork-
ing blaster and the meansto go from Lusankyato here.
Given the precautions | sard took to hide the location of
Lusankyawhen | went in, | doubt any prisoner was meant to
have accessto that area. Second, at the time | accessed the
files, Isard had no way of knowing | wasin aposition to
access them. She believed another prisoner had escaped, not
me, SO any ruse would have been designed to ensnare him,
not me."

Hdlahestated, concentration sinking her brown eyes

into shadow. "That notwithstanding, we have to take into
congderation the possibility that you might have been turned
and are here so that both you and Captain Celchu could be
put into positions o f trust in the future.”

"True, but the fact is that once the shadow of suspicion

was lifted from Tycho, | was able to diminate him as poss-
bly being thetraitor in the unit. If heistaken out of the
hologram, thereisonly one other logical candidate for that
postion.”

Before Corran could reved thetraitor'sidentity, a sol-

dier burst through the courtroom doors and ran over to Gen-
erd Cracken. Fie said something quickly and urgently to the
Alliance Intelligence chief. Cracken shot to hisfeet and
pointed at Corran. "Lieutenant Horn, | order you to say
nothing more at thistime. Admira Ackbar, we need to use
the adjoining jury room, now!"

Corran hesitated, then frowned. "1 wasn't going to re-

ved any of your secrets, Generd."

"Horn, shut up. That'san order.” Cracken walked

across the courtroom to the door in the southeast corner. He
opened it and swore. "This can't be happening.”

Corran vaulted from the witness box and followed on



Cracken's hedsinto the large, rectangular room. Transpari-

stedd made up the room's entire southern wal, with asmall
doorway cut in the middle of it to alow accessto abacony.
Cracken worked a set of controls on thewall, fading the
sequestration opaquing of the transparisted to nothingness.
Corran looked out to the south and felt his heart sink into his
bowels.

A colossa white wedge knifed itsway into the sky. A
fearsome broadside silhouetted a skyhook against agreen
background, then sent a smoking crescent crashing planet-
ward. The ship--Corran knew it had to be a Super Star
Destroyer because of the size--continued its upward flight
and turned its wegpons on the lower defense shield.

Corran found himsdlf drifting through the doorway and

onto the bacony with Admira Ackbar and the othersfrom
the court. Abovethe city TIE fighters and X-wingstangled
together in acomplicated dance punctuated with firebals
and underscored with laser light. Corran couldn't get an ac-
curate count on the X-wings, but he didn't see any of them
go down. That's gotta be Rogue Squadron up there.

The Super Star Destroyer moved up through the first
defense shield. The TIEs started to run back to the ship that
had launched them and the X-wings flew onin close pursuiit.
Corran smiled as more TIEs exploded or augured into the
planet, but that appeared as aminor bright spot in compari-
son to the damage the Imperia ship had doneto the defense
shidds

Corran frowned. "Where did that ship come from?"
Whistler popped asensor dish from hisdome and let it

spin around a couple of times before keening cautioudy. Em-
trey's head jerked up and down, from the ship to Whistler
and back again. "Sir, he saysthat ship's trangponders report
it to be the Lusankya"

Corran's jaw dropped open. The bulkhead doors closing

off accessto the gravel mine wasn't salvaged from aship, it
was part of aship. The turbolifts, too, were part of the ship.
Our whole complex must have been onetiny part of the ship
with bulkheads trimmed out with stone. The mines were out-
gdeit, but welived dl shugged up in the belly of an Imperid
Super Star Destroyer.

Cracken held acomlink up by hisear. "The ship appears

to have been buried beneath a portion of the cityscape south-
west of the Manarai Mountains. It came up firing. Freeing
itsdlf it devastated over ahundred square kilometers. Mil-
lions are missing, presumed dead.”

Corran pointed at the platform made of hexagons hug-



ging the ship'shull. "What's that below it, some new type of
amor?'

Whistler hooted sharply and Emtrey trandated. "Whis-

tler saysit appearsto be amassive collection of repul sorlift
cells grafted together to float the ship free of Coruscant.”
"Ah," said Cracken, "so that'swhat they did with the
lift-coils. Well before Endor, we uncovered an Imperid oper-
ation to collect an incredible number of repulsorlift compo-
nents. We feared they might be planning to produce some
new planetary assault vehicleswith them, but could never
trace the shipments. Now we know where they went."
Helooked over a Ackbar. "Canyou stop it?"

"Mogt of thefleetisstaging at . . . elsawherein prepa-
ration for the operation against Zsinj--to hunt down his
Super Star Destroyer. The rest of the fleet is on an assignment
for you. Can you get them here?"

Cracken shook hishead. "From Borleias? Not intime.”
"The Golan stations don't have enough power to bring
Lusankyadown, but they can hurt it.”

Emtrey's eyes dimmed. "We're defensdess.”

Generd Crix Madine shook hishead. "The Lusankya
dtarted inside our defense shields--the point assault forces
usually seeasagod. Thefact that the ship is headed out
means escape, not conquest, isitsgod.”

A Quarren aide dipped through the crowd to Admira
Ackbar's sde and handed him acomlink. The Mon Caamari
flicked it on. "Ackbar here."

"Antilles here, Admira. Weve broken off our pursuit of

the TIEs and are returning to base to refuel and get ready to
goout again.”

Hearing Wedge's voice again sent athrill through Cor-

ran. He smiled and saw Tycho mirror hisexpression. "Are
you thinking what I'm thinking?"

Tycho nodded. "If | had Rogue Squadron on my tail, I'd

be running, too, even in a Super Star Destroyer.”

Ackbar gave them awall-eyed stare. "' concur with your
plan, Commander, but you needn't have informed me of it at
thistime."

"Nosr, | know that." A cold edge crept into Wedge's
voice. "Thereason | cdledistotell youto let Tycho go. He
wasn't thetraitor. | know whoisand | can proveit.”
"What?" Ackbar's mouth hung open. "Who?"

Corran smiled. "Erid Dlarit."

"l was asking Commander Antilles”

"Who wasthat?' Wedge asked remotely. "How did he
know?'

Cracken made a quick adjustment to his own comlink.



"Commander, thisis Genera Cracken. Use no more names
on this opchan--it might not be secure.”

Ackbar shook his head. "How do you know who the

traitor is?'

Corran pointed at himsdlf. "Are you asking me?"

"No. Commander Antilles, please answer me."

"Simple. Because of Horn's death | had a subroutine

added to the unit's astromech droids allowing meto pull
diagnostic data from them. She reported damage over the
comm unit that her R5 didn't report. She clamed the
Lusankya had atractor beam on her and pulled her aboard
againg her will. Work back from there and it's obvious.”
Corran nodded. "Right. Shewasin apostion to fore-

warn the Imps about Bror Jace'sreturn to Thyferra--and
there was no love lost between them. | told her that when
we'd taken Coruscant | was going to search out the traitor in
our midst. She'd helped me check out my Headhunter so she
knew the codes, the same as Captain Celchu. She cornlinked
the datato Isard and | was taken."

General Sam shook his head. "Why would she do that?
Why work againgt us?'

Wedge provided an explanation. "The bacta cartelswere
formed under the Empire. She and her people might have
figured their monopoly would end if the New Republic suc-
ceeded in destroying the Empire.”

Tycho pointed toward the sky. "It's through the second
shidd and outbound.”

Bardly visble above them, the Lusankya exchanged fire
with a Golan Space Defense Station. Gouts of green energy
passed back and forth between them. The station's fire buck-
led the Lusankyas shield, collgpsing the energy sphere that
had kept the big ship safe. Explosions played dong the huge
ship'shull, but in their light Corran saw the Lusankya begin
to pull away from the station.

The Golan Station continued to blaze away at the Super
Star Destroyer, causing more explosions, but they seemed to
form awall between the station and the ship itsdlf. It took
Corran amoment to realize what was happening.

"They jettisoned the lift-cradle, sacrificing it so they

could escape.”

Cracken nodded. "Nothing to lose by doing that--the
Lusankyaisn't going to be trapped on aplanet again.”

"But it will betrgpped again." Corran nodded solemnly,
recalling his promise to Jan to return and free him and the
others. He glanced at Whistler. "Can you determine the
damage to the Lusankya?'

Whistler blatted negatively and retracted his sensor dish.
Corran squinted but couldn't see the Super Star De-

sroyer anymore. "Goneto lightspeed. | wouldn't liketo be
wherethat ship endsitsjourney.”



"Being where it started from was bad enough.” Cracken
shivered. "Isard was here al dong, and now she'sgone."
Haila Ettyk folded her arms across her chest. "'l takeit |
should assume the evidence againgt Captain Celchu was
largdy manufactured by her?!

"I'd say that's asafe bet." Corran nodded assuredly. "If
Captain Celchu had been convicted and executed, she would
have reveded the truth and made the New Republic look as
bad asthe Empire ever did. It probably wasn't the most
brilliant of her plans, but it didn't take much effort, either.”
Heturned and looked at Airen Cracken. "After dl, the
Genera here knew Tycho wasn't the spy al dong.”
Hallablinked. "Excuse me, what?'

Cracken dowly smiled. "Not bad for aman who's been

in prison for the past month and ahalf.”

Generd Sam glowered at the Intelligence chief. ™Y ou

mean you knew Tycho Celchu was not an Imperiad agent and
you let me put him through dl sorts of difficulties?”

Cracken shook hishead. "Horn'sright, | knew he

wasn't the spy in Rogue Squadron, but 1 did not know
whether or not Celchu was an Imperia agent.”

"Genera Cracken took precautionsto guard against

Tycho being aLusankya-style agent." Corran patted Emtrey
on the shoulder. "Genera Cracken had Emtrey assigned to
Rogue Squadron to monitor Captain Celchu. Emtrey had
some specid caircuitry and programming ingtalled in him that
transformed him into an invaluabletool for agpy. If Captain
Celchu had used him in that manner, Genera Cracken
would have known what was going on. For General Cracken
to have done anything lesswould have been grossly irrespon-
sbleon hispart.

"Because of Emtrey, Generd Cracken knew Captain

Celchu had not been meeting with Kirtan Loor the night |
saw him at the Headquarters. | suspect Captain Celchu's
prosecution was adlowed to go forward to ull the red spy
into afalse sense of security.”

"And to digtract Isard.” Cracken smiled briefly. "She

has dways enjoyed these little games."

Halastared at General Cracken. "But you made Cap-

tain Celchu into a pariah. People were likening him to Prince
Xizor and Darth Vader. What you did was unforgivable.”
"No, it was precisaly what had to be done." Cracken

looked over a Tycho. "I needed to use you to find out who
the spy in Rogue Squadron redlly was, true, but therewas a
sde benefit to you in dl this. Thefact that Isard would set
you up to be convicted and executed meansthat you were of
no greater useto her. If you were one of her Lusankya



agents, she would have framed someone else so you'd have
been absolved of guilt and trusted with greater responsibili-
ties. Shewould have fine-tuned you, not discarded you."

He turned back toward Halla Ettyk. "Asfor the nega-

tiveimage of Captain Celchu that has been created, | can
undo what has been done.”

"Never." Sam shook his head adamantly. "Imposs -

ble"

"Though | am not amember of Rogue Squadron, | think
itisquite possble." Cracken opened his hands. "We have a
public ceremony rewarding the efforts of Rogue Squadron
for their operations on behaf of the Republic. Welet it be
known that Captain Celchu was aware of the deception con-
cerning histrid ...."

Tycho smiled. "Things did seem arrayed rather well

agang me.

"... And hisrehabilitation will be complete.” Cracken
clagped hishands at the small of hisback. "That is pretty
much what | had intended al aong the way. Lieutenant
Horn's gppearance here merely makes Captain Celchu'sin-
nocence that much more obvious."

Hallalooked over at Admira Ackbar. "Sir, on behdf of
the New Republic Armed Forces, | withdraw al charges
againgt Captain Tycho Celchu.”

The Mon Cdamari opened hismouthinagamile. "It is

with greet pleasure, Captain Celchu, that | say thiscaseis
dismissed. You aretruly freeto go.”

45

Wedge Antilles kept hisface impassive as Mon Mothma
stepped up to the podium at the front of the dais on which
they stood. The ten days since the Lusankya's escape from
Coruscant had been grueling. Abandoned Palpatine Counter-
insurgency Front cells had begun to strike out anywhere and
everywhere. Rogue Sgquadron, reinforced by Corran and
Tycho, had flown numerous pursuit and cover missons,
which serioudy curtailed the PCFs ectivity.

Cracken's efforts to dice Loor's datacard had proven
fruitless until its existence had been mentioned during one of
Corran's debriefings. Corran noted that when Loor was
working asthe Imperid Intelligence Liaison with the Cordl-
lian Security Force, hed had atrick for creating his encryp-
tion keys he had memorized one day's listings of the

Imperial Stock Exchange and used stock listings and prices as
hiskeys. Corran had Whigtler give Cracken the date of the
listing Loor had used and they quickly discovered held keyed



the encryption with Xucphraslisting on that day. Theinfor-
mation on the decrypted datacard included alist of PCF
safehouses and warehouse facilities, which Rogue Squadron
and Cracken's people quickly destroyed.

Diric Wessiri'sfunera had been tougher on Wedge than

any of theflight missons. He found himsdlf going over ev-
erything Diric had ever said to him, searching for any clue
that would have reveded Diric's compelled serviceto the
Empire. Wedge couldn't get Diric's kind words after histesti-
mony &t thetrid out of hishead. That much compassion
should have earned him a different end.

leilabarely managed to hold herself together, and

Wedge thought only Corran's reappearance alowed her to
avoid atotal emotiond collapse. Shed mourned her husband
once, then she got him back and had to kill him. Corran,
having known her and Diric both, was ableto recall for her
the Diric of old. The pleasant memories seemed to soften the
horror of what had happened, but only just alittle and only
occasiondly.

Bright lights flashed on as a dozen holocams began re-
cording the New Republic's Chief Councilor. "Citizens of

the New Republic, it isagreat honor and privilege for meto
be speaking to you from Coruscant--a Coruscant that is
now safe and finaly free of the Empiresdirect and evil influ-
ence. | am here, now, in thefacility that is hometo Rogue
Squadron. You dl have heard of thislegendary unit--its pi-
lots have ever been in the thick of the war with the Empire.
Rogue Squadron won for us the opportunity to rescue Co-
ruscant from the Empire, and since then they have been the
bulwark that has preserved us from Imperid predation.

"In recognition of their effortsto defend the New Re-

public, the Provisona Council has crested and isawarding
to the unit and its members a medd intended to be the high-
est award our government can bestow upon military person-
nel. It isthe Coruscant Star of VVaor. The citation itself reeds,
'For service and bravery beyond the bounds of what can be
asked of acitizen by agovernment, and awillful commit-
ment to put the good of the many above their own personal
wefare, the Provisona Council unanimoudy and joyfully
awards to Rogue Squadron and its members, the Coruscant
Star of Vaor.™

AsMon Mothmaturned and looked back at him,

Wedge came forward and accepted atransparistedl plate into
which the citation had been etched. A hologram of the meda

itself had been embedded in the transparisted abovethe
words, and aghostly hologram of the unit's members had



been placed behind them.

Mon Mothmashook Wedge's hand. " Congratulations,
Commander. Y ou and your people deserve this even more
than | probably know." She then stepped back and waved
him toward the podium.

Wedge hesitated, then stepped up to the microphones.

He had been warned he'd be asked to say something, and a
number of people had made suggestions, but it was Admira
Ackbar's advice he decided to heed. Be brief, be said, and
remember al those who need to be remembered.
"Thiscitation isnot just for those of uswho stand here
behind me, but redly for al those who fought in Rogue
Squadron. None of them would have balked at making the
sacrificeswe have. All of us-everyone in Rogue Squadron
and inthe Alliance itsdf--have risked dl we areto defest a
government that took joy in the sorrow and terror of its
citizens. Winning this award, taking possession of Corus-
cant, these things are not endsin and of themsalves, but
blazes marking thetrail we must dl tread if the galaxy isever
to betruly free

Gentle gpplause from the dignitaries and guests gathered
beyond the dais accompanied Wedge's retreat back into line
with the other pilots. As Mon Mothmawalked past him, she
let her left hand brush againgt hisarm. He glanced & her and
shegave himaamile. | guess| didn't do that badly.

She resumed her place at the podium and began speak-

ing again. " Of the eventsthat have transpired over the last
year, there are many rumors and far fewer facts. Those ru-
mors could al be dispelled by having an exact chronology of
events created, and perhaps, in another generation or two,
such achronology could be made public. Whilewewerea
covert force fighting against the Empire, there was no ques-
tioning the need for stealth and secrecy. It waswhat kept us
aive and dlowed usto fight on againgt the Empire. Because
of this secrecy we have defeated them in battle after battle.”
Mon Mothmanodded in the direction of the holocam to

her right. "With the New Republic in possession of Corus-

cant, it might seem that the time for such secrecy is pagt, but
itisnot. The Empireisnot yet dead, and the dozens of petty
warlordstearing at it have aready and will continue to sudy
usfor signs of weakness. Their drive to restore the Empire,
with themsdlvesin Pal patineg's place, means we cannot reves
al of our secrets.

"We can, however, revea some of them. Doing so is hot
only avital necessty, for secrecy can breed arrogance and we
have al seen where that can lead, but a pleasure. It provides
me a chance to right a great wrong and prevent possible
futuretragedies.”

She turned and pointed toward Tycho. "Thisis Captain
Tycho Celchu, asloya ason of Alderaan and the New Re-



public asever lived. Hewillingly choseto subject himsdf toa
surrendering of hisbasic freedomsin order to bring the Em-
pire down. Because of suspicions about what the Empire
might have doneto him, it was felt he could not be trusted,
yet this man refused to | et those suspicions prevent him from
doing al he could to destroy the Empire. On numerous occa
sons he put hisown lifein jeopardy, flying unarmed into
combat zonesto rescue pilots who otherwise would have
died.

"Most recently you have dl seen him onftria for treason

and murder of other members of Rogue Squadron. Thistrid,
aspublic and asugly asit was, played acrucid partinan
Intelligence operation to uncover Imperia agentswithin the
New Republic. Despite being held up as an object of revul-
sion to the New Republic, Captain Celchu did not shirk his
duty. He alowed himsdlf to become such atarget because it
would mean that Imperid agentsfelt free to operate more
openly while Captain Celchu was the subject of suc hfierce
scrutiny. Imperid agents, in hel ping to manufacture evidence
againg Captain Celchu, reveded themsdvesto us.”

Mon Mothma opened her arms. "L et there be no citizen

of the New Republic who harbors suspicions about Tycho
Celchu. His devotion to the New Republic is unquestioned.
Hisreturn to active service with Rogue Squadron isajoyous
event for us, and an event that should be feared by those who
would attack the New Republic." Sheinitiated applause for

Tycho and everyone dsejoinedill, including Wedge once he
tucked the unit citation benegth hisleft arm.

Tycho bowed his head toward Mon Mothma, but de-

clined an invitation to speak with acurt shake of his head.
Mon Mothmanodded back at him, then resumed her

place at the podlure. "it is said of Rogue Squadron that do-
ing theimpossibleiswhat they do best, and another member
of the squadron has shown himself to be perhapsthe best of
the best at it. Isthere dlyone in the New Republic who has
not heard of Corran Horn? He was the pilot who flew
through the worst storm in Coruscant's recorded history to
bring the defense shields down, only to be dain through the
treachery of one of his comrades. It was astory that touched
al of usbecauseit spoketo the best in oneindividua and the
worst in another. We mourned Corran Horn because hisun-
timely death seemed yet one more tragedy caused by the
Empire a atime when the Empire should have been decid-
edly lessvirulent.

"We know of Captain Celchu'sinnocence because of a
number of things, greatest among them Corran Horn'sre-
turn from the grave. He was not killed on the last day the



Empire held Coruscant. He was captured instead. When

Y sanne Isard could not bresk him and transform himinto a
puppet, he was placed in a prison where she intended him to
live out therest of hislife. Though he had been told that a
failed escape attempt would result in his death, Corran Horn
risked hislife to win hisfreedom. He a one has gotten away
from Lusankya, and his escape precipitated Y sanne Isard's
own departure from Coruscant.”

Mon Mothma beckoned Corran forward, but he fol-

lowed Tycho'slead, acknowledging her gesture with adight
bow and asmile. That smileremained on hisface ashe
straightened up, though he did give Wedge a covert wink.
Wedge nodded in return, pleased that both men were content
with allowing the focus of the ceremony t remain on the
squadron instead of shifting it to themselves.

"Citizens, Y sanne |sard's flight from Coruscant and her
subsequent actions have given birth to more rumors than can
be counted. It istrue that with the resources available to her

shedid trave to Thyferraand support arevolution that put
the Xucphrafaction in charge of the bacta cartel. She does
now rule there and has effective control over the output of
the entire bacta cartel. Given that she introduced the Kt3tos
virusto Coruscant and directed covert Imperia operationsto
destroy bacta storage facilities here on Coruscant, thiswould
seem to place her in amaost powerful postion. Literdly, it
would appear that millionswill live or die depending upon
her whim."

Mon Mothma's voice took on amore serious tone. "Her
action would have caused a crisis except for two things over
which she had no control. Onewas adirect and unwitting
result of her own hastein taking action againgt us. When she
ordered the creation of the Krytosvirus, she wanted avirus
that would routate quickly and spread between species easily
Her scientists complied with her orders, but they failed to
take into account what would happen if the spread of the
virus was hampered. The Krytosviruswas vely deadly--in
fact, too deadly for her plan to succeed. Infected persons died
fast--in many cases too fast to be able to spread the disease
very far. Anillnessthat killstoo quickly runsitself out of
hosts and dies aong with them. Those individuaswho lasted
long enough to spread the virus did so only because, asthe
virus mutated, it becamelessvirulent. Sinceit did not kill
them so quickly, they had a chanceto passit on, but it was
no longer as deadly avirus as | ceheart wanted it to be.
"Thishigh rate of mutation also weekened the viruss
defenses. Andysis of thevirusdlowed aVratix verachen to
be able to synthesi ze a specific medication to combat the
virus by growing the dazhi component of bactain aryll-rich
environment. The resulting product, known asrylca, isnow
being produced in ahidden location by the New Republic.



More than enough to eradicate the virus will be available
here well before our bacta supply runsout.”

Mon Mothma glanced momentarily back toward Wedge
and he saw the glimmerings of asmile on her face. "Rogue
Squadron itslf did not produce the ryica, but they provided
support. for the product and were instrumenta in obtaining
both the ryll and the bacta used to create the rylca. Qlaern

Hirf isa Vratix verachen from Thyferraand isthe creator of
rylca Equaly instrumentd in the success of thiseffort isthe
woman who transported the components for the rylcaand
rescued the Vratix from the most dire of circumstances,
Mirax Terrik. Y ou may have heard that Mirax waskilled in
the ambush at Alderman, but it appears her long association
with Rogue Squadron alowed her to do theimpossible as
well and return from that tragedy to help us ded with the
Krytosvirus."

The New Republic's Chief Councilor led the assembly in
around of applause for both Qlaern and Mirax. The Vratix
seemed utterly nonplussed by the demonstration, but Mirax
blushed fiercely. She gave Wedge afearsome stare that he
recognized by virtue of having seen it many times before, and
he knew what it meant.

She'sright, itisal my fault that she's being embarrassed

by the atention, but I'm glad she'saiveto be blushing. As
nearly as Cracken and his Intelligence people could make
out, Eris had betrayed the bacta convoy to the Empirefor
two reasons. Thefirgt wasto diminate alot of bacta, dashing
hopes on Coruscant and driving the price yet higher. The
second reason was to get Mirax killed, since her Pulsar Skate
was one of the shipsin the convoy. Mirax recalled Eris
threstening her if Mirax continued her rdationship with
Corran, and the destruction of the convoy offered Eris a
way to kill her rival for Corran's affections. Given that ev-
eryone thought Corran was dead at the time, the act was
taken as areflection of Eris'svindictive and petty nature.
Then again, Isard might havetold Eris of Corran's sur-

viva and promised him to her asareward for her continued
loyalty. Wedge shivered at that thought. Luckily for Mirax,
the Pulsar Skate didn't go aong with thefina convoy jump.
Mirax had instead shipped but to Borleias, where the cap-
tured Alderaan Biotics Facility was put to use synthesizing
rylca. The plan had beenfor it to appear asif Mirax had just
stolen a portion of the bacta going to Coruscant--what
smuggler could have resisted taking such a prize? She would
have remained out of sight until the production of rylca
could dlow the New Republic the freedom to anger the



bacta cartel by announcing their possession of afacility that
could produce enough bactarlike products to break the car-
tel The death of the convoy provided an even better cover
for her operation, so she remained dead until an opportune
moment to reveal the deception.

Mon Mothmafaced tbe holocams one last time. " Citi-

zens of the New Republic, the last vestige of the Empire's evil
has been rooted out of Coruscant. What was once an Empire
isnow just acollection of bitter people clutching at whatever
power they can find to keep themsalves apart from those they
have hurt. What they do not redlize, and the reason they are
doomed to failure, isthat al power in the gdaxy comesfrom
the free and willful investing of power by one personin an-
other. Human and non-human, gendered or not, young, old,
hale or infirm, we can only give power, we cannot takeit.
Stolen power evaporates and when it does, the empires that
were built on it and of it collgpse, never torise again.”

46

Wedge found it mildly annoying that he was ableto resist the
generdly festive aimaosphere of the reception following the
awards ceremony. Various guests mixed and mingled with
members of the squadron while holocams made the most of
every holo-op. Theimages would be distributed throughout
the New Republic, winning asmall measure of the unit's
fame for the paliticians and other celebrities present.
Though hewasinclined to view such opportunism with
acynica eye, hedidn't condemn it. The Rebellion had won.
Hundreds and hundreds of worlds flocked to the New Re-
public's banner. The New Republic fleet was poised to go
after Warlord Zsinj in acampaign that would strike fear into
the hearts of dl the other petty warlordsin the galaxy. Even
Y sanne I sard had to know her days were numbered, since
there was no way the New Republic could et her remainin
control of the bacta supply. With the ingtdlation of FHiry
Vorru as Thyferras Minister of Trade, bacta prices had d-
ready started to climb, making that situation one that could
not be tolerated.

The reason the celebration failed to reach him went be-
yond his sense of mourning for lellaWessiri. She had de-
clined to accompany him to the reception, and he understood

why. No one saw Diric as anything but one more of
Iceheart's victims, but leila clearly thought she should have
been able to spot something, to have known Diric was under
| ceheart's control. The obviousimplication of that thinking
wasthat if she had been more vigilant she never would have



had to shoot him and the guilt over that act would be one
with which shewould wrestlefor t he rest of her life.
Ultimately Wedge's reservations about the celebration

came from the past. He remembered well the celebration on
Y avin 4 that followed thefirst Desth Star's destruction. Our
joy wasthis transparent, this unguarded. Then we evacuated
the base and began running from the Empire. 1 know it's
Stupid to associate avictory and celebration with impending
disaster, but . . .

Borsk Fey'lya cut through the milling crowd and nodded

his head toward Wedge. "1 wanted to congratul ate you,
Commander, on agamewell played." "I beg your pardon?'
The Bothan tapped claws againgt the barrdl of hislomin-
aemug. "Therewas areport concerning Rogue Squadron's
intervention at Alderaan. | understand it has been classified
as'Most Secret."

"Indeed it has." Wedge suppressed hisdesireto amile.

"It struck me that the information about the Situation at
Alderaan could have compromised our rylca operation. |
suggested that classfying the report that highly would be a
good thing."

Borsk Fey'lyas creamy fur rippled up the back of his

head. "Good for you."

"No, Councilor, good for you." Wedge let hisvoice

drop into alow growl. "Y ou would have found the report
less than satisfactory for your ends, which would have
prompted you to try to destroy one of my people. | can
assure you that would have caused problems.”

"If you want to play at politics, Antilles, | would wel-
comeyou onto my battlefield.”

"I don't want to play at anything, thank you. | didn't

join the Rebellion to play.” Wedge opened ahand and
pointed to the various members of the squadron. "My jobis

to make certain my people do their jobs and stay adive. What
| doisn't about me or garnering power, it's about people my
people and the people we defend by going after the Empire.”
"And doubtless you see politics as some dirty enterprise
beneath your notice."

Wedge arched an eyebrow at him. "And you can con-

vince me otherwise?'

"You'reintdligent enough, Commander Antilles, to

convince yoursdlf I'm right. Y ou dready know everything is
politica. Y ou know, for example, that what you have done
for the Rebellion has granted you power--power you might
well wish to use to advance your own plans and desires. You
have things that will require support to accomplish, and
building acodition of supportispaliticad.”



Wedge's brown eyes narrowed. | bad boped to advance
the Vratix case for joining the New Republic, and | tbougbt
Isard's taking of Thyferrawould make that job just tbat
much easier. IsBorsk Fey'lyatrying to suggest that some-
thing so obvioudy right and necessary mighbt lounder be-
causeI'm not going to play bisgame.e

Anger began to build in Wedge, but before he could give

it vent, he felt the weight of ahand on hisright shoulder. His
fury drained away as he turned from the Bothan and began
tosmile. "Asgarsliveand die! | didn't think you'd be here,
Luke"

The tow-headed Jedi Knight enfolded Wedgeshandina
firm grip, then he pulled Wedge forward into a backd apping
hug. "I wouldn't have missed it for dl the Tibannagas on
Bespin. | was abit late because, quite frankly, the Jedi exhib-
itsyour man found in the Galactic Museum are, well, ab-
sorbing. I've been chasing al over trying to locate traces of
other Jedi, then it turns out arepository of alot of stuff ison
the planet from which I've been basing my searches. While
very little of it deelswith training, thereisalot of materid
that lets me piece together some history.”

"Corran mentioned held found quite ahaul. He said it

was rather macabre.”

Luke Skywalker nodded solemnly as he stepped back

from Wedge. "Once the Emperor isolated those rooms, they

became his own private playground. Asthe Jedi in therewere
hunted down, the Emperor defaced their monuments.
There's enough evil there to be palpable, but | think things
can be st to fights again.”

Borsk Fey'lyacame around on Wedge'seft sde. "The
Council isdready discussng an approprigtion to alow for
the rehabilitation of those exhibits.” The Bothan extended

his hand to Luke. "Councilor Borsk Fey'lya, at your service."
At bisown service. Wedge caught amischievousglint in
Luk€eseyes, asif the Jedi Knight knew what he was thinking.
"It isan honor to meet you, Councilor. The efforts of

your peoplein eiminating the second Death Star and in lib-
erating Cornscant speak to the nobility in the Bothan spirit.”
"Y ou aremost kind, Jedi Skywalker."

Wedge laughed. "That's just because you're not awomp

rat scurrying down some canyon, Councilor.”

"No chance of hisbeing mistaken for that, Wedge."

"Ahem, thank you." Fe,lyasmoothed the fur at the

back of hishead. "Jedi Skywalker, you have made stridesin
reestablishing the Jedi ?'

"Some, though | hopefor more." Luke shrugged dmost
imperceptibly. "Progressis seldom measured in great leaps
except when viewed with hindsight.”

"It is much the same with nation-building."

"So | canimagine.” Luke nodded, then turned and ex-



tended his hand to the male haf of the couple walking up.
"Tycho, good to see you again, and now out from under
suspicion.”

Tycho shook hishand. "Thank you, Luke. | believeyou
know Winter?'

The Jedi Knight nodded and offered Winter his hand.

"My siger'sfriend and confidant? We are well acquainted. It
seems | spesk with her morethan | do Lela, especidly with
my sister off on her embassy to Hapes. How are you doing,
Winter?'

"Much better, now that Tychoisfree" Winter dipped

her hand from Luke's and again held Tycho's hand. "'l under-
stand you are spending most of your timein the Museum.”
"True. Thereisawedlth of materid there" Luke looked

over at Wedge. "1 was hoping you'd introduce meto this
Corran Horn."

"Gladly." Wedge looked around, caught Corran's eye,

and waved him over. Corran headed in their direction with
Mirax on hisarm and Qlaern Hirf following them likea
shadow. "L uke Skywalker, it isan honor to present to you
Lieutenant Corran Horn, Mirax Terrik, and Qlaern Hirf.
ThisisLuke Skywaker, Jedi Knight and founder of Rogue
Squadron.”

Corran smiled and shook Luke's hand. "'I'm very

pleased to meet you, Sir. One of thefirst things Commander
Antilles ever said to mewasthat | was 'no Luke Skywalker.'
Y ou st avery high standard for dl of usto shoot for."
"Not my intention, but I'm not averseto being used asa
motivationd tool." Luke smiled, then shook Mirax's hand.
"What you and Qlaern Hirf have done to saveliveshere on
Coruscant isworthy of much praise and even more thanks."
Mirax shrugged. "I'm strictly transport, sir, Qlaern did

the hard work."

Luke shot aglance back at Wedge. "A Corellian smug-
gler without an attitude?"

Wedge shrugged. " She's smarter than mogt.”

Mirax laughed. "No profit in bragging, only working."
"Indeed." The Jedi held ahand up and brushed it along

the Vratix's arm as Qlaern touched hisface. "Our thanksto
you for cregting rylca”

"Verachen iswhat we are. Our joy isin our success.”

"And your success will make many people very happy.”
Lukewithdrew hisarm--forestalling introductions to the
rest of the squadron as they crowded around--and, for a
moment, hisdark cloak closed around hisbody. When his
hands again emerged from beneath the garment, he extended
adender slver cylinder toward Corran. "Thisbelongsto



you, | believe”

"No, gr. | returned it to the Museum, and the Jedi
Credit, too." Corran tapped his breastbone. "I borrowed
them when escaping from there and returned them when
everything camed down."

"I know that, Lieutenant Horn." Luke's hand remained

halfway between them with thelightsaber held loosdly in his
grip. "What | mean isthat thislightsaber belongsto you.
They're often passed down from one family member to an-
other.”

Cotran frowned. "I think you're making amistake here.
That lightsaber belonged to a Jedi named NgjaaHa cyon. It
should goto hisfamily.”

"Soit shdl." Luke advanced it toward him. "NejaaHal-
cyon wasyour grandfather.”

What? Luke's remark, spoken in alow, cam voice, sur-
prised Wedge as much as it seemed to surprise Corran. " Cor-
ran, you never said anything about your grandfather being a
Jedi Knight."

"Hewasn't. My grandfather was Rostek Horn. He

worked for the Corellian Security Force. He wasn't a Jedi.
He once partnered with one--liaised with him so CorSec
could work with the Jedi on things on Corellia--but that was
it." Corran unfastened histunic at the neck and pulled out
the medallion he wore. He unclasped the gold chain and
gathered the Jedi medalionin hisright hand. "The Jedi on
this meda lion may have been hisfriend, but he wasn't my
grandfather.”

Luke'svoice remained even. "Y our father was Hal

Horn?'

Vs

"And hisgiven namewasVdin Horn."

"Yes, but everyone cdled him Hal." Corran blinked.

"Y ou don't think that was arhymefor part of hisname, do
you? Y ou think that was short for Hacyon, right?*

"What | think, Corran, isthat NgaaHalcyon died in the
Clone Wars, and hisfriend, Rostek Horn, was there to sup-
port Ngjaa's widow and son through the tragedy. Rostek
married your grandmother and adopted your father." Luke
frowned momentarily. "When the Emperor began to hunt
down the Jedi and kill them, Rostek Horn, given his position
in CorSec, managed to change records so that Nejaas family
was hidden from Imperid scrutiny. Youand | aredikein
that we come from familieswith astrong Jedi tradition, yet
neither of uswere aware of our heritage until later.”

L uke reached out and took Corran'sright hand in his



left. He pressed the lightsaber into it and closed Corran's
fingersaround the shaft. "Y ou may want to consder finding
thislightsaber a coincidence or luck, but theré's no such
thing. I'll have you know that of the other two-dozen light-
sabersin those rooms, only three worked without recharg-
ing, and thisone had lainin acase far longer than any of the
others.

"Y ou mean my grandfather wasn't my grandfather?"

"Oh, he was very much your grandfather. He accepted

the respongibility for directing you and your father into the
sort of life that would honor Negjaa Halcyon and insulate you
from the dark side of the Force. It was adifficult and coura-
geousthing for himto do, and clearly hedid it well." Luke
gmiled. "Infact, hedid it very well. Sowell, infact, | havean
offer to make you. For thirty generationsthe Jedi Knights
safeguarded the galaxy, and the Emperor was only ableto
succeed in our absence. | am dedicating my life to reestab-
lishing the Jedi Knights. | want you to join me. Comewith
me. Train and learn with me. Become a Jedi Knight."

Wedge felt something hollow open upinside hisgut in

the wake of the hushed gasps of the rest of the squadron. He
ingtantly recognized the void--I'm jeslous! That surprised
him for amoment, then he redlized how the emotion had
been born. Luke had always been agpecia friend, but as he
had grown into his heritage as a Jedi Knight, distance had
formed between them. They till got dong well and had a
great timein each other's company, but Wedge'sinability to
understand what it wasto be a Jedi aso forced them apart.
Now someone who does not know him aswell as| do,
someone he barely knows at all, is being offered the chance
to learn about aside of Luke | can never know.

Corran lifted thelightsaber up in front of hisface. "You
want me to become a Jedi Knight?*

"Y es. Together we can make certain no more Emperors
can rise up to endave agaaxy. Everything you wereraised to
do within CorSec you will be able to do in the whole of the
New Republic. The Empireis but one manifestation of the

Force's dark side and we will stand as a buffer between it and
good people everywhere."

Mirax hugged Corran'sleft am. "A Jedi Knight. Thisis
quite an honor."

Corran shook his head. "No."

Wedge nodded at him. "Oh, it is quite an honor, Cor-

ran, one | envy you."

"Y ou're not hearing what I'm saying.” Corran's head

cameup. "l redizeit'san honor to be asked to train and
become a Jedi Knight. Believe me | do, but my answer isno.”
Borsk Fey'lyas jaw dropped open. "No?'

"No." Corran frowned. "I havethings | haveto do. Eris

and |ceheart have crimesto pay for."



Luke's cloak closed around him and his face became
impassive. "Beware revenge, Corran. Such black emotions
open the way to the dark side of the Force."

"Thisisn't about revenge." Corran shook his head and

pain washed over hisface. "It's about obligations | haveto
people. People who helped me, other prisoners were on the
Lusankyawhen it blasted out of here. | promised them I'd
come back for them. Wdl, we know wherethey are
Thyferra. It'stime we go get them.”

Wedge nodded. "We clearly cannot leave Y sanne Isard

and Fliry Vorru in charge of the galaxy's bacta supply. We're
producing rylcanow and might be able to produce some
bacta later, but that'll never be enough. We're going to have
to go after Iceheart, and I'd prefer it to be sooner rather than
leter.”

Borsk Fey'lyasfur rippled. "But, in fact, Commander
Antilles, your quest will never take place.” "What?"

The Bothan clasped his hands together at hiswaist.

"The Provisond Council will never sanction an operation
againg Thyferra. We have your ordersto join the Mon
Remonda and head out after Warlord Zsinj."

"Those orders were issued before | ceheart escaped with
Eris and FHiry Vorru. It was before shetook Thyferra. We
can't be expected to follow those orders.” Wedge stared dis-
believing a the Bothan Councilor. "That's not right.”

"Oh, it isquite right, Commander. Remember, the peo-

ple of Thyferraoverthrew their own government and in-
ddled Ysanne Isard astheir leader. Thismakesthe
revolution there nothing more than a case of internd politi-
cd maneuvering.”

A cold chill ran down Wedge's spine. "And the Provi-
sona Council cannot dlow itsdf or itsagentsto interferein
theinternd politics of aworld, because that would frighten
off potential member states from joining the New Republic.”
"It might even convince some othersto leave and break
the New Republic apart.” Borsk Fey'lyaglanced at Corran
Horn. ™Y ou might aswell accept the Jedi's offer because
your unit can do nothing on Thyferra. Rogue Squadron has
other duties now."

Corran arched an eyebrow at the Bothan. "Okay, |

quit."

Thefur on the back of Fey'lyas neck rose like arocket.
"You cannot. Antilles, talk senseinto him."

Wedge snorted. "I've heard sense, and it's coming from
him." Fey'lyastone of voice had told Wedge there was no
way he could advance the Vratix case before the Council.
The Vratix were the backbone of the Ashern, the native inde-



pendence movement on Thyferraand Isard's only opposi-
tion. His proposing that the Provisiona Council back the
Vratix and their clamsto saf-determination would meet
with equa enthusiasm as any other ideaabout interfering
with Thyferran internd palitics. | promised Qlaern I'd do
what | could for its people, but the New Republic is prevent-
ing me from keeping that promise.

Wedge rubbed ahand dong hisjaw. "I joined thisRe-
bellion to fight the Empirestyranny. Just because we have
Coruscant doesn't mean it's ended. The New Republic might
not be ableto strike at Thyferra, but there are Rebels around
who can." Heamiled. "I quit, too."

Borsk Fey'lyaturned to hisleft. "It would appear, Cap-

tain Celchu, that Rogue Squadron is now your command.”

"I don't think so." Tycho shook his head. "It'sbeen a

long time since I've been acivillian. I'm out aswell."

Corran's Gand wingman rested a hand on Corran's
shoulder. "Ooryl resgns.”

"Nawaraand | areout,” Rhysati Y nr chimedin.

Gavin smiled. "l quit, too."

Aril Nunb, Inyri Forge, and Riv Shid dl nodded in
agreement. "We'reout."

Asyr Sai'lar dipped in under Gavin'sarm. "'l resgn.”

Borsk Fey'lyadtiffened. "Y ou're a Bothan. Y ou cannot.”
"I'maRogue. Itisdone."

The Bothan councilor snarled. "Y ou can't do this. You

have no ships.”

"Begging your pardon, Councilor, but | never sgned my
X-wing over to the Rebdlion. | have aship.”

"Very wel for you, Lieutenant Horn, but no one else

does." Borsk Fey'lyas amethyst eyes burned with fury. "The
rest of you have no resourcesfor getting ships. One X-wing
and some broken-down tramp freighter will take on a Super
Star Destroyer?'

Mirax shot him anasty glance. "The Skate isn't broken
down. They need ships, | can find them." "And pay for them with what?'
Tycho smiled. "Asl recdl, the New Republic made a

great deal of noise about a number of bank accounts belong-
ing to mewith asignificant amount of creditsin them.”

"That money was supplied by Isard to frame you.”

""'So much the better to useit againg her, wouldn't you

7"

"Thisisinsanity! You cannot do this" Borsk Fey'lya

raked hisfur back down into place. "Jedi Skywalker, con-
vincethem of their folly. They will fail if they try."

"Asmy magter told me, thereisno try one can only do

or do not." Luke nodded solemnly. "It seems, Wedge, those
areyour choices."

"No choiceat dl, Luke." Wedge smiled broadly.

"Were, ah, we were Rogue Squadron. We do."






