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Somehow the dead of night amplified the lightsaber's hiss, dlowing it tofill

the room. The blade's silvery light frosted the furniture and gave birth to
impenetrable shadows. The blade drifted back and forth, prompting the shadowsto
waver and shift asif fleeing from thelight.

Much as crimindswould flee from the light.

Corran Horn stared at the blade, finding the argent energy shaft neither harsh

nor painful to hiseyes. Helazily wove the blade through joined infinity loops,

then, with theflick of hisright wrist, snapped it up into aguard that

protected him from forehead to waist. Relic of abygone era, it still can

conjure up images and fedings.

He hit the black button under his thumb twice, and the blade died, again

plunging the room into darkness. The lightsaber did conjure up images and
fedingsin him, but Corran doubted they were at dl theimages and fedings
commonly felt by most others on Coruscant. To everyone, including Corran, Luke
Skywalker was a hero and was welcomed as heir to the Jedi tradition. His efforts
at rebuilding the Jedi order were roundly applauded, and no one, save those who
dreaded the return of law and order to the galaxy, wished L uke anything but the
greatest successin his heroic quest.

Asdo . Corran frowned. Still, my decision has been made.

Hed fdt it the greatest of honorsto be asked by Luke Skywalker to leave Rogue
Squadron and train to become a Jedi. Skywalker had told him that his grandfather
Neaa Halcyon had been a Jedi Master who had been dain in the Clone Wars. The
lightsaber Corran had discovered in the Galactic Museum had belonged to Ngjaa
and had been presented to Corran as hisrightful inheritance. Mineisthe

heritage of a Jedi Knight.

But that was a heritage he had only heard of from Skywalker. He did not doubt
the Jedi wastelling the truth, but it was not the whole truth. At least not the

whole of the truth with which | grew up.

Throughout hislife Corran Horn had cometo bdieve his grandfather was Rostek
Horn, avalued and highly placed member of the Corellian Security Force. His
father, Hal Horn, likewise was with CorSec. When it cametimefor Corran to
choose a career, there was redly no choice at dl. He continued the Horn

tradition of serving CorSec. His grandfather had aways admitted to having
known a Jedi who died in the Clone Wars, but that acquaintance had been given no
more weight than having once met Imperia Moff Firy Vorru or having visited
Imperia Center, as Coruscant had been known under the Empiresrule.

Corran found it no great surprise that Rostek Horn and his father had downplayed
their tiesto NgaaHalcyon. Halcyon had died in the Clone Wars; and Rostek had
comforted, grown close with, and married Halcyon's widow. He a so adopted
Halcyon's son, Vdin, who grew up asHa Horn. When the Emperor began his
extermination of the Jedi order, Rostek had used his position at CorSec to
destroy al traces of the Halcyon family, insulating hiswife and adopted son

from investigation by Imperia authorities.

Since exhibiting any interest in the Jedi Knights could invite scrutiny and my
family would be very vulnerableif its secret were discovered, | probably heard
less about the Jedi Knights than most other kids my age. If not for various



holodramas that painted the Jedi Knights asvillainsand later

reminiscences by his grandfather about the Clone Wars, Corran would have known
little or nothing about the Jedi. Like most other children, he found them

vaguely romantic and al too much sinigter, but they were distant and remote
whilewhat hisfather and grandfather did wasimmediate and exciting.

Heraised ahand and pressed it to the golden Jedi medallion he wore around his
neck. It had been akeepsake hisfather had carried and Corran inherited after
his father's death. Corran had taken it as alucky charm of sorts, never

redizing hisfather had kept it because it bore the image of his own father,
NegaaHacyon. Wearing it had been my father'sway of honoring hisfather and
defying the Empire. Likewise, | woreit to honor him, not redlizing | was doing
more through that act.

Skywa ker's explanation to him of what his relationship to Ngaa Ha cyon was
opened new vistas and opportunitiesfor him. In joining CorSec he had chosen to
dedicate hislifeto amisson that paraleled the Jedi mission making the

gaaxy safefor others. As Luke had explained, by becoming a Jedi, Corran could
do what he had aways done but on alarger scale. That idea, that opportunity,
was seductive, and clearly all of his squadron-mates had expected him to jump at
it.

Corran smiled. / thought Councilor Borsk Fey'lyawas going to diewhen | turned
down the offer. In many ways| wish he had.

He shook his head, redlizing that thought was unworthy of himself and redly
wasted on Borsk Fey'lya. Corran was certain that, on some leve, the Bothan
Councilor believed henot Corranwas right and his actions were vitd to

sustain the New Republic. Re-creating the Jedi order would help provide a
cohesive force to bind the Republic together and to drapeit in the nostalgic
mantle of the Old Republic. Just as having various members of nation-states
placed in Rogue Squadron had helped pull the Republic together, having a
Corellian become anew Jedi might influence the Diktat into tresting the New
Republic in amore hospitable manner.

Skywaker had asked him to, and Fey'lya had assumed he

would, join the Jedi order, but that was because neither of them knew of or
redlized that his persond obligations and promises exerted more influence with
him than any gdactic cause. While Corran realized that doing the greatest good
for the greatest number was probably better for everyonein thelong run, he had
short-term debts he wanted to repay, and time was of the essence in doing so.
The remnants of the Empire had captured, tortured, and imprisoned him at
Lusankya, which he later cameto redize wasredly a Super Star Destroyer
buried beneath the surface of Coruscant. He had escaped from therea feat never
before successfully accomplishedbut had gotten away only with the aid of other
prisoners. He had vowed to them that he would return and liberate them, and he
fully intended to keep his promise. The fact that they were imprisoned in the
belly of the SSD that now orbited Thyferramade that task more difficult, but
long odds against success had never stopped him before. I'm a Corellian. What
use have | for odds?

His desire to save them had increased with a chance discovery that embarrassed
him mightily when he madeit. In Lusankyathe Rebel prisoners had been led by an
older man who smply caled himself Jan. Since his escape, Corran had caught a
holovision broadcast of adocumentary on the heroes of the Rebel Alliance.

First and foremost among them had been the generd who led the defense of Yavin
4 and planned the destruction of thefirst Death Star, Jan Dodonna. The



documentary said he'd been dain during the evacuation of Y avin 4, but Corran
had no doubt Dodonna had been a prisoner on Lusankya. If | hadn't thought him
dead, | might have recognized him, too. How stupid of me,

Dodonna's celebrity had nothing to do with Corran's desire to save him. Jan,

like Urlor Sette and others, had helped him escape. They had risked their lives

to give him a chance to get away. L eaving such brave people captives of someone
like Y sanne Isard not only failed to reward their courage but repaid them by
leaving them in savere jeopardy of desth or worseconversion into acovert
Imperid agent under Isard's direction.

"Couldn't degp?’

Corran started, then turned and smiled at the black-haired, dark-eyed woman
standing in the bedroom doorway. "I guess not, Mirax. I'm sorry | wokeyou."
"You didn't wake me. Y our absence awakened me." She wore adark blue robe,
belted a the waist with apae ydlow sash. Mirax raised ahand to hide ayawn
then pointed at the Slver cylinder in hisright hand. "Regretting your

decison?’'

"Which one? Refusing to join the Jedi Knights or*he smiled"or hooking up with
you?"

Sheraised an eyebrow. "1 wasthinking of the Jedi decison. If you have
reservations about the other decision, | can relearn how to deep done.”
Helaughed, and she joined him. "I regret neither. Y our father and my father may
have been mortal enemies, but | can't imagine having a better friend than you."

"Or lover.”

"Especidly lover.”

Mirax shrugged. "All you men who've just gotten out of prison say that.”

Corran frowned for amoment. "I imagine you're right, but how you came by that
information, | don't want to know."

Mirax blinked her eyes. "Y ou know, | don't think | want to know that, either.”
Corran laughed, then crossed the room and enfolded her in awarm hug. "After my
escape, Tycho expressed his regrets concerning your desth to me. He told me how
Warlord Zsinj had ambushed aconvoy at Alderaan and destroyed it, including
your Pulsar Skate. Everything inside of mejust collgpsed. Losing you just

ripped the emotiond skeleton out of me.”

"Now you know how | felt when | thought you'd been dain here on Coruscant.” She
kissed his|eft ear, then settled her chin on hisshoulder. "I hadn't redized

how much you had become part of my life until you were gone. The hole the
Lusankya created blasting her way out of Coruscant was nothing compared to the
void | had insde. It wasn't aquestion of wanting to die, but of knowing my
insdes were dead and wondering when the rest of me would catch up.”

"I had it luckier than you. When he got the chance, Gen-

eral Cracken pulled me aside and told me how you'd gone on a covert mission to
Borleiasto ddiver ryll kor, bacta, and aVratix verachen. Zsinj'sambush
conveniently covered your disappearance so the Thyferrans didn't know what you
were setting up on Borleias with their bacta.”

"Y eah, they would not have liked it if it were known we were using the Alderaan
Bioticsfacility there to make rylcaand, eventually, enough bactato dent their
monopoaly.” Mirax shivered. "l would have preferred the origind plan working,
because as much as| didn't look forward to being reviled and hunted down for
stedling bactafrom the convoy, | would have rather endured that than having dl
those other peoplekilled.”

"Nothing you could do about that.”



"Nor was there anything you could do about your fellow prisoners being whisked
away by Isard when she escaped in the Lusankya." Mirax backed up a half-step and
held Corran a arm's-length. "Y ou do redlize that, don't you?"

"Redlize, yes. Accept, no. Tolerate, noway." Corran narrowed his green eyes,
but the hint of asmiletugged at the corners of his mouth. ™Y ou know, if you

keep hanging around with me, you're going to get into alot of trouble.”
"Trouble?' Mirax batted her brown eyes. "Whatever do you mean, Lieutenant Horn?"
"Well, | precipitated the mass resignation of the New Republic's most celebrated
fighter squadron and vowed that wed liberate Thyferrafrom Y sanne Isard's
clutches. So far, toward that end, we have a squadron's worth of pilots, my
X-wing, and if you'reredly in thiswith us, your freighter.”

Mirax smiled. "Versusthree Imperia Star Destroyers and a Super Star Destroyer,
not to mention any sort of Thyferran military forcesthat might oppose us."

Corran nodded. "Right."

Mirax's grin broadened. "Okay, so get to the trouble part.”

"Mirax, be serious.”

"l am. Y ou forget, dear heart, that it was an X-wing and afreighter that lit up
thefirst Desth Star.."

"Thisisalittlebit different.”

"Not really." She reached out and tapped his forehead with afinger. "You and |,
Wedge and Tycho, and everyone else knows what it takes to defeat the Empire.
It's not amatter of equipment, but of having the heart to use that equipment.

The Empire was broken because, for the good of the galaxy, it had to be broken.
The Rebelswere given no choice, and because of that, they pushed themselves
further than the Imperias did. We know we can win and that we must win, and
Isard's people know nothing of the kind."

"That'sdl well and good, Mirax, and | agree, but thisisamassive

undertaking. The sheer amount of equipment well need to pull thisoff is
Saggering.”

"Agreed. | don't think thiswill be easy, but it can be done.”

"I know." Corran massaged his eyes with hisleft hand. "Too many variablesand
not enough data available to begin to assgn them values™

"And three hours before dawn isn't the time you should be wrestling with such
things. Asbright asyou might be, Corran Horn, thisis not an hour when you do
your best work."

Corran raised an eyebrow. "l seemto recal you singing adifferent tune last
evening about thistime.”

"At that time you weren't concerned with Y sanne Isard, you were concerned with
me"

"Ah, and that makesthe difference?’

"From my perspective, you bet." Shetook the lightsaber from his hand and set it
atop hisdresser. "And | think, if you'rewilling to work with me, | can share

that perspective with you."

He kissed her on thetip of the nose. "It would be my pleasure.”

"That, Lieutenant Horn, isjust haf the objective here."

"Forgive me." Following her toward the bed, he stepped over the silken puddle
her robe made on the floor. "Y ou know, | just got out of prison.”

"For that | won't forgive you but perhgps'she smiled up a him"l will make

some alowance for good behavior.”
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Wedge Antillesfelt decidedly uncomfortable out of uniform. Actudly, | fed
uncomfortable out of the service. During the covert mission to Coruscant, he'd

not been in hailing distance of an Alliance uniform, and hed even worn Imperid
uniforms a couple of times, but that had not bothered him. He'd spent most of
hisadult life as part of the Rebel Alliance and now he had chosento leaveit.
There was no doubt in hismind that the decision to leave was the right oneto
make. He fully understood why the New Republic couldn't attack Thyferraand
bring Y sanne Isard to justice. Since shewasingtdled asthe Chief of State
through an interna revolutionas opposed to an invasonher holding office was

not a case of Imperia aggression, but of self-determination. If the New

Republic rgjected that ideain this one case, plenty of other nation-states

would think long and hard before joining the New Republic or would consider
leaving.

Wedge forced himsdlf to smile and looked up at the light-brown-haired man with
bright blue eyes stting across the table from him. "Have we bitten off more

than we can chew?'

Tycho Cdchu shrugged. "It'samouthful, but with some more teeth, we might be
ableto choke it down. There is some good news on thiswhole front you know. We
have the ten million creditsthat Y sanne Isard placed in accountsto frame me.
That money is mine, which meansit's ours. We have the five Z-95 Headhunters
that were used to help liberate Coruscant.”

"But they're not hyperspace capable.”

"True, but that's not going to be their value for us." Tycho began to smile.

"The Z-95s are part of history. They're collectable. I've dready had offers

from museums and amusement parks to buy them. We can probably get one point
fivemillion for each of themthe Bothan Military Academy wantsthe one Asyr
flew so0 badly they're not even trying to hidetheir desirefor it."

Wedge's jaw dropped. "That would give us quite awar chest."

"It should take care of many of our needs.”

"Provided we can find places where we can buy weapons that are restricted or
illegd on mogt civilized planets.”

Tycho nodded. "Winter and Mirax are working on that problem. Winter, from her
work locating Imperia supply depotsfor usto raid, knows where there are bits
and pieces of thingsthat we can buy, borrow, or stedl. Mirax isfairly certain

she can locate sources for pretty much anything else we need. And we are getting
donations of materid."

Wedge smiled and looked around the smdl office in which he and Tycho sat. After
their resignation, they had been forced out of Rogue Squadron's headquarters
facility. Various citizens had turned around and offered the ex-Rogues

gpartments and offices. They'd been feted and celebrated and praised asif they
were the only peoplein the galaxy who sill had in them the rebd spirit that
defested the Empire.

"Do you think the Provisona Council ordered the grounding of al skyhooksjust
to spiteus?”

Tycho shook hishead. "That's a popular rumor after we were offered the SoroSuub
skyhook, but we know the safety concerns over the things are well founded. The
Lusankya blasted most of one out of the sky, and the faling debris

obliterated a couple of square kilometers. Grounding the skyhooksin that area
and where the L usankya blasted out of Coruscant provides housing for the
survivors of those disasters and alows the resources used to keep the skyhooks



airborne to be diverted to other projects.”

"Too bad for us, because a skyhook would have been perfect. It would have enough
storageto let us house our equipment when we get it."

Tycho raised an eyebrow. "1 think you're more concerned that it would provide
Isard with asingle target to hit when she comes after us, which shewill. It
minimizes collaera damege.”

"Unlessyou'reliving beneath us."

"True"

"Aswas your speculation.” Wedge frowned. "The fact isthat we've declared war
on Isard, but we're not going to be indiscriminate in waging that war. She knows
no such redtriction on her actions. In redity, we shouldn't be looking a any
headquarters anywhere near Coruscant. There are abunch of old Rebel baseswe
could convert.”

"Evenif we could get it, I'm not going back to Hoth." Tycho shivered. 'l saw
enough snow thereto last me adozen lifetimes.”

"Which is about what it takes to burn that Hoth cold from your bones." Wedge
shook hishead. "No, | wasthinking about Y avin 4 or Taasea. Endor would be
nice, but the Ewokswould be targetsfor her."

A chime sounded from the door. Wedge looked up and said, "Open.”

The door did open to reved aflame-haired man of above-average height wearing
the uniform of a Captain in the New Republic Armed Forces. He started to salute,
then hesitated, then completed the gesture in a crisp and respectful manner.
Wedge smiled and stood behind the table. He returned the salute, then waved the
man into the office and toward achair. "Good to see you again, Pash. | see
you've got your rank back. Y ou're rgoining your flight group?'

Pash Cracken nodded, then shook hands with both

Tycho and Wedge before seating himsdlf. "Good to see both of you aswell." His
green-eyed gaze flicked down at the floor for amoment. "I really wish | were
going to bewith therest of you. Just say the word, Wedge, and I'm acivilian."
The pain in Pash's voice Started a sympathetic aching in Wedge's chest. "Wed
loveto have you with us, but there's no way you can resign and join us. Y our
father'sthe head of Alliance Security. If you came with us there would be no
way anyone would believe we're operating independently. | know you'd not be
reporting to your father, but the appearance would cause trouble for the New
Republic.”

"I know." Pash took adeep breath and let it out dowly. "I'm back as part of
Commander Varth'swing. While the bulk of thefleet is off chasing Warlord
Zsinj, we're being pulled Core-ward to cover some of the sectors where Zsinj
used to run around. It's going to be something of an adventure for our people,
because welll be staging from Folor, that moon base orbiting C ommenor.”

"I remember it well." Wedge smiled. "Not alot of cresture comfortsthere.”

"It'll beat what we've got out on Generis. It's backward enough that most folks
there don't even redlize the Old Republic hasfalen.”

Tycho amiled. "And they're wondering why nothing new isbeing shipped from
Alderaan."

"That's pretty much it." Pash leaned forward, resting his elbows on hisknees.
"QOur patrol areaincludes Y ag'Dhul, the system that is home to the Givin. One of
our initid exercisesinvolves going in and rendering the space ation there
uninhabitable so Warlord Zsinj won't have it as aplace to which he can

retreat.”

Wedge frowned. "Correct meif I'm wrong, but Zsinj hasn't been anywhere near



that station snce we hit it and tole his bacta.”

"Soit seems"" Pash shrugged. "Anyway, my flight group hasthe job of denying
thisgtation to Zsinj. | wasthinking that perhaps you might like to stage your
operationsout of that station. It would deny it to Zsinj and would provide you
adecent fighting platform from which to work. It's conve-

nient to Coruscant and Thyferraaswell asto anumber of other worlds."
Wedge's brown eyes narrowed. "And would alow you to wander by and help out if
we got into trouble.”

Pash sat back and feigned surprise. "Why you didn't think that waswhat | had in
mind, did you?Not at dl. | mean, yes, my people might avail themsalves of the
dation if we needed to stopno way 1'm going to set down on Yag'Dhul. The
weather istoo unpredictableto dlow usto useit asaviable staging area.”

"Point teken."

Tycho nodded. "The station would make for agood staging area. If Pash wereto
report that it had been rendered uninhabitable, then Isard might beled to
believeit'sjunk. Theres no doubt in my mind that at some point shell find

out where we are and come after us, but an operational space platform hasto be
abit more daunting than a skyhook or awarehouse here on Coruscant.”
"Definitely seemslikethisisour best choice." Wedge nodded, then smiled at
Pash. "Thanks alot. Y ou've solved one of our mgjor problems. We now havea
home."

"l hoped you'd say that." Pash smiled broadly. "I ship out at the end of the

week. I'll be back in an A-wing, but that's not so bad. Well keep the station
safe for you until you can come out and take possession, and well transmit
reports about its destruction just to keep folks guessing.”

"| appreciateit." Wedge frowned for amoment. "Pash, when you joined Rogue
Squadron, you said you wanted to join to get a perspective on how well you fly
and fight. Y ou wanted to be part of the best unit going to find out if you

really were as good as you have been told you are. Did you get that perspective?
Are you comfortable going back to your own unit?'

Pash sat back, his brows knitted with concentration. "1 think | did get that
perspective, Wedge. Granted, I've only been with the Rogues for a short time,
but we did somefairly nasty flying. | don't think any fight I've been part of

before or snce flying aHeadhunter through a blacked-out city in the middle of
the mother of al thunderstormswill match that

experience. That wasflying by ingtinct, by skill, and by luck. | made shotsand
pulled maneuvers| never would have thought possible. After that performance |
amost wish there was another Death Star up there for me to take ashot at.”

"I'd not go that far, Pash." Wedge shared a grin with Tycho. "Y ou are good, very
good. The Imps have every right to fear you."

"Thanks, Wedge. It meansalot coming from you.” The pilot brushed fingers back
through hisred hair. "Asfor my being comfortable returning to my unit, yesh,

I'm okay there, too. One thing being with Rogue Squadron taught meisthat to be
aunit, everyone hasto pull their own weight. I've been afraid that my people
wouldn't think for themsalves and would follow meinto disaster if | make a
mistake. What I'd missed is exactly what you do. Y ou give your people

respong bilities and make them rely on each other. If wed just followed your

lead while on Coruscant, the Imps would still own thisworld. | need to do just
that with my people. If | give them responghbility, they'll learn that | trust

them. Oncethey redizethat, they'll dso trust in themselves and won't follow

me blindly when | do something stupid.”



Wedge stood and offered Pash his hand. ™Y ou'll be sorely missed, Captain
Cracken, but our lossisyour unit's gain. Well see you soon at the Y ag'Dhul
dation."

"Thanks, Wedge, Tycho. | look forward to seeing you there."

The door closed behind Pash, prompting Wedge and Tycho to exchange glances
again. "Well, Tycho, it ssems our housing problem is solved. Now al weneedis
adozen or more X-wings, munitions for same, droids, techs, foodstuffs, and
other supplies, not to mention al the equipment necessary to repair any damage
to our new base."

Tycho winced. "That'squitethetal order. Dare | say it?"

"What?"

"I wish we had Emtrey to help us put this whole package together.”

Wedge smiled as he thought of the black 3PO droid with a spaceport controller
droid'sclamshdl head. Ingtalled asthe

unit's Quartermaster, the droid had really been meant to keep an eye on Tychoin
case he was a gpy in the Empire's control. Despite his espionage duties, he had
been awonder at procuring suppliesin atimely manner. Even so, he could be
annoy-ingly voluble, which iswhy Wedge spent as much time as possible awvay from
him.

Wedge sighed. "Yeah, | guess| misshim, too." He shrugged. "In his absence, |
guesswell just have to do the best we can.”

"True, and hope that's going to be good enough.”

3

Hismoveto Thyferraleft Fliry Vorru in aperpetud state of Smmering anger.
After years spent in the spice mines of Kessdl, with itsthin, arid atmosphere,
and then his short stay on Coruscantsamilarly dry but decidedly more
metropolitan and to histastesThyferrawas dl but unendurable. Green
predominated, from the deep and dark tones of the tropical planet'srain forests
to the lighter shades used in decorating, fashion, and even cosmetics. After
Kessd's barren mines and the gray canyons of Coruscant, Vorru found the
omnipresence of verdant life oppressive.

Theworld's humidity dragged on him as he waked the halls of the Xucphra
corporate headquarters. One does not breathe the air here, one drinksit. The
heavy humidity meant most of the fabric used on the world waslight and thin, in
many cases quite sheer, while the fashions themselves tended to be abbreviated.
Although thisdid offer some digtractions for the women of Thyferratended
strongly toward tall, lean, and beautifulmany of the people he had to deal with
were short, hairy, lumpen creatures who should have been swathed in bolts of the
most opague cloth available. Their positions as the scions of the various
familiesthat ran the Xucphra corpo-

ration and, now, the civil government, required him to be polite and even
deferentid.

This requirement to courteoudy entertain the most stupid of ideas ground on
him most of al. Under the Empiresrule, the Xucphraand Zaltin corporations
had been given amonopoly on the production of bacta. Thyferraserved asthe
heart of the operation, with dazhi harvesting and kavam synthesistaking place
primarily on Thyferra, but dso at afew colony worlds e sewhere. The monopoly
had resulted in both corporations becoming dothful and greedywith their

profits guaranteed, there was no need for expansion or diversification. Asa
result, people rose to positions of importance with no eye toward merit, just
sEniority.



Vorrusingalation as Minister of Trade had given him oversight over the
production and sdle of bacta. Hisinitid review of the whole production and
distribution process had reveded to him hundreds of places where potential
profit was being ignored. For example, bacta produced at a satellite facility
would be shipped back to Thyferra before being transshipped to aworld adozen
light-years away from the facility where it was produced. The only reason for
such an activity was so the shipping firm, which was owned by Xucphra, could
earn aprofit, which ended up back in the pockets of the owners of Xucphra
anywaythough it had been pared down by the cost of ship maintenance, crew,
bookkeepers, and others.

Thishardly surprised Vorru because of the way the Zatin and Xucphra
corporations had been set up. Ten thousand humans formed the management cadre
for the corporations, and they oversaw the operations carried out by
approximately 2.8 million native Vrtix laborers. The Vratix were very

efficient, requiring little or no supervision, so the galaxy-wide operations

hardly required the legion of adminigtrative personnd in place. Each

corporation discouraged mixing and mingling with individuas from the other
corporation, hence they became insular and fiercerivas. Whilether isolation
had not caused problems with genetic inbreedingthough Vorru thought that was
only ageneration or two away there certainly was philosophical inbreeding that
ledtosine-

cures being cresated for incompetent members of the corporate family.

/ assume my last order to diminate some of these fief-domsis the reason

| ceheart wants to see me. Xucphra had displaced Zdtin in the recent coup and
ingalled Y sanne Isard asthe world's leader. Most of the Zatin folks had fled

or been killed, making the Xucphrafamily the sole masters of aworld they had
long shared. As such they had no desireto listen to or comply with the orders

of an offworlder like him. Even so, they were so thoroughly sociaized to accept
ahierarchy of command, that they would complain aout him to Isard, another
offworlder. It made no senseto Vorru, and in thislack of comprehension hefelt
fortunate. The day | start thinking like my chargesisthe day | chooseto die.
Rounding a corner, Vorru strode past the desk of Isard's secretary, refusing to
alow himsdlf to be distracted by her spare costume. That isapleasure | will
save mysdf for solace after |ceheart isthrough with me. The secretary, awoman
whose long black hair covered more than her clothes, smiled a him, but made no
attempt to stop him or even announce him.

The Imperia Roya Guards flanking the doorway to Isard's office did not react
tohim at al, which reinforced the pity Vorru felt for them. Unlike everyone

else on the plangt, they gtill wore the uniforms they brought with them from
Imperia Center. A thick scarlet cloak covered the red armor and though no
puddiesformed at their feet, Vorru knew they had to be roasting insideit. Even
more burdensome to them, though, had to have been the orders to relent and not
treat everyone like a potential assassin. The Thyferrans reacted badly to the
strict security Isard's Roya Guard imposed initialy, so she has orderd her
bodyguard to relaxsomething that will probably require gene therapy before they
fed & easedoing it.

As he entered Isard's office, heimmediately felt abit more comfortable. The
only greenery in sight was located outside the building and ensconced safely
behind large, amorphous transparisted viewports. The room itself had been
paneled with very blond wood, giving it a Tatooinish cast. Ashad

been the case with her office on Coruscant, it remained largely empty and free



of clutter. Furnishingswould be of use only if one wanted to linger here, and

with her being present, thisisnot likely, even if she has gone native.

On Coruscant the black-haired woman with white temple locks had been given to
wearing auniform similar in cut to that of Imperia Grand Admirds, though hers
was colored blood red, not white. On Thyferra she had chosen to wear clothing
that was more loose and flowing. The fabric she chose was il blood redin
keeping with the uniformsworn by the Imperia Roya Guardbut she eschewed the
nearly transparent cloth otherswore happily. Pity, sheis striking enough to

wear it well. Vorru had long since heard the rumor that 1sard had been one of
Palpatine's lovers and could not deny she was attractive.

Her eyes, and dl that lies behind them, is undoubtedly what drew the Emperor to
her. The Hothlikeicy blue orb of her right eye contrasted sharply with the

fiery molten red of her left. They seemed windowsinto the dudity of her

nature. She could be cold and calculating in the extreme, but aso given over to
towering incendiary angers. Vorru had, to date, avoided being immolated in one
of them, but he had been scorched atime or two.

He bowed hiswhite-maned head toward her. ™Y ou sent for me?"

"I have had information from Imperia Center that | thought you might find of
interest.” She kept her voicelight, but that did not mean it lacked force. "Y ou

had been wondering after Kirtan Loor."

Vorru nodded. The Intelligence agent and leader of the Palpatine
Counter-insurgency Front had disappeared just hours before Isard had fled from
Coruscant, bearing VVorru away with her. "My assumption was that he had been
taken and broken in interrogation. That was the only explanation for why so many
of your operatives ill on Coruscant were swept up in the aftermath of your
departure.”

"He was certainly the cause of the sweep, though it appears he gave the
information up voluntarily." Isard's eyes narrowed. "He attempted to use an
operation of hisownto

dedl with the bacta convoy headed for Coruscant through the Alderaan system.”
"The convoy that Warlord Zsinj hit." Vorru nodded dowly. "Loor had told me he
had a squadron of X-wings painted up to represent Rogue Squadron. He wanted to
use them to strafe the squadron's headquarters, but | stopped him. So the Rogues
that Zsinj destroyed thereredly belonged to Loor. Amazing."

"Indeed." Her eyesflashed pitilesdy. "Loor redlized, after the disaster, that

| had leaked word of the convoy to Zsinj so hed strike at it. | assumed his

need for revenge upon Rogue Squadron would make him hit it and destroy them. It
would have, too, had the real squadron not been delayed. L oor apparently assumed
| would realize he had attempted to decelve me, since histransmission of the
report about the convoy and his plansto deal with it cametoo late for meto
countermand them. He chose to run over to the Rebels and seek sanctuary with
them.”

Vorru nodded. "There are waysto deal with him. Boba Fett could find and kill
him, | have no doulbt."

"Hisskillswill not be necessary.” I1sard smiled in away that managed to mix
gleewith cruety. "I had learned from another agent of mine about a secret
witness to be brought forward in the Celchu treason trid. | thought it was

Generd Evir Derricote and st traps to prevent him from reaching the Imperia
Court. You'l recall | asked you to post adozen people at various placesin
Imperid Center."

"Yes" And | only sent three to each location, Since | needed the rest to



evacuate my bactastorage facility. "None of them found Derricote.”

"No, he probably was not there after dl. Loor wasther witness. | had thought
Derricote had escaped from Lusankya, but he apparently died at the hands of
Corran Horn, during his escgpe. Horn killed your men in the Galactic Museum, in
fact." Isard pressed her hands together, fingertip to fingertip. "The agent |

set asmy fallsafe to stop Derricote instead shot and killed Loor and, in turn,
waskilled by his own wife. She was one of Loor's escortsshe had known him from
Cordlia"

"ldlaWessiri." Vorru felt amoment's pang of sympathy for her. She had been an
influential and intelligent member of the cabd that succeeded in Stripping awvay
Coruscant's planetary shields and opening it to the Rebel invasion. Though her
background with the Cordllian Security Force made him view her asan enemy, he
did admire her kill and dedication. If she had to shoot her husband, it will

tear her up inside. She does not deserve that sort of pain.

Isard smiled. "I find it rather delicious that she was forced to shoot Diric. He
was useful, but really just apawn. Hislove for her was enough, apparently, to
get him to reinterpret some of my ordersto him, though, ultimately, he

belonged to me, not to her. | hope that hurts her more than killing him did.”
Vorru frowned. "If Loor was killed, how did Alliance Security sweep up your
agents?'

"Loor gpparently encoded a datacard as a safeguard against them just killing
him. 1t seemsthe key, which he believed known only to himsdlf, was aso known
to Corran Horn."

"Ah, and Loor believed Horn dead.” Vorru chuckled lightly. "I find theirony
something that would have tortured Loor."

"Y es, but now his stupidity tortures me. The information coming to me from
Imperid Center isseverdy limited. The officid information servicetdlsme

more than my spies. This Horn has much to answer for.”

"I could have told you he would be trouble, but even / believed you'd killed

him. Horn'sfather and even his grandfather were very driven men. Of course,
you have ample evidence of hisdrive, and now it'sfocused on us, here.”

The color in Isard's red eye seemed to flare for asecond. "Y ou refer to the
mass resignations from the squadron and their vow to liberate Thyferra?' Her
laughter, which sounded quite genuine and unforced to Vorru, nonetheless had few
of the pleasing tones usualy associated with laughter.

"| appreciate the contempt you might fed for their effort, but it cannot be
discounted. Y es, we have three destroyers, two of the Imperid, one of the
Victory-class, and a Super Star

Destroyer to defend us, but your confidence in them is as misplaced asthe
Emperor'smigudgment of the Rebd Alliance.”

|sard's face became a frozen mask. "Oh, you think so, do you? Y ou think | am
repeating the mistakes the Emperor made?"

Vorru met her stare openly. ™Y ou undoubtedly don't seeit that way, but it ismy
place to remind you of the errors others have made so you don't repeat them. Y ou
are correct, Horn, Antilles, and the others have nothing right now, and it does
seem agpparent that the New Republic does not support their effort, but that
could change. And, yes, we control the bacta output for the galaxy, but we must
be careful. If we make it too dear, forces will join to oppose us, and the

former Rogues arein an excellent position to make the most of that opposition.”
Isard stared at him for amoment or two more, then abruptly broke her stare off.
"Your cautionisnoted.”



"I will dso point out that we gtill have the Ashern to deal with here. They may

be aminority among the Vratix, but they have struck in the past at key
production facilities. Their strikes over the past year or so have become more
precise and effective. | think they will become even more so because of the
rumorsthat some Zdtin personnd havejoined them."

"Y es, the Black-claw Rebel s are a bother, but that'swhy | have deployed
stormtroopersto defend our facilities."

Vorru smiled. "That was agood move, as was restricting them to play adefensive
role. Edtablishing a Thyferran Home Defense Corpsthat will alow Xucphra
volunteersto fight the Ashern themsaveswas a o brilliant."

"Thank you. Xucphra's people will come to seethemsalvesin an dliance with my
stormtroopersin no time. Once a THDC force getsin over its head and my people
rescue them, the humans here will see my stormtroopers as the stalwart white
linethat separates them from death. Those who are dubious about us will be won
over." |sard spread her hands apart. "Eris Dlarit is heading up thefighter

wing | have given to the THDC. Sheisahero among her people, and

having her so elevated provesto the Thyferransthat | understand how superior
they are.”

Vorru nodded dowly. Thereisno denying it, sheisexcellent a andyzing and
utilizing the psychology of a subject people againgt themsdves. Stll, when

there is someone she can't break down, like Horn or Antilles, she has no way to
defend against what they might do. He looked up at her. "And what are your
thoughts on this rylca Mon Mothma pronounced a cure for your Krytos virus?'
"Propaganda, clearly, meant to cam the masses. Thefact isthat its existence
and efficacy againg the virus areimmaterid. If Derricote had been successful

in creating the virus | asked him to create or if Loor had delayed the conquest

of Imperia Center, the New Republic would have been broken beyond repair. Asit
isnow, they are hard put to deal with the demands their populace is making on
them. Aswe redtrict bacta flow to the New Republic and itsworlds, we will
dienate member dates.”

"Y ou mean we will be playing the same game we did on Imperia Center but ona
larger scale here?’

"Exactly.” 1sard glanced up, looking well above hishead. "My god hasadways
been to destroy the Rebellion, then move to rebuild the Empire. In effect, by
letting them take Imperia Center, we have desiroyed the Rebellion. They are no
longer an dusive force that can strike at will. They now haveto teke
respongbility and ddliver on the promisesthey have made. When they fail to do
that, the peoplewill look for the sort of stability they had before. If we play
things carefully, we will not haveto reconquer Imperia Center, we will be
invited back to resume our rightful place a the head of the Empire.”

"Interesting analysi's, and accurate, | think, except in onething.”

"Andthet is?'

Vorru'sdark eyes shrank to bare dits. "Antilles, Horn, and the others. They
have the freedom the Rebel s once had. They are a problem we will have to dedl
with and ded with swiftly."

"Ords=?"

"l wasin aposition to see them render Imperia Center defensdess.” Vorru's
voice hardened. "If we don't deal with them | fear they will become aproblem
with which we cannot dedl.”

4

It didn't surprise Corran Horn to find lellaWessiri in the Cordlian Sanctuary,



but the expression on her face threatened to crush his heart in his chest. Her
light brown hair had been pulled back into asingle braid and her broad
shoulders were hunched forward. She sat on the front bench in the small chamber,
leaning over and balanced precarioudy enough that he expected her to fal a
any second. Theway her grief pulled at her face, arching the corners of her
mouth downward, madeit seem asif gravity would, in fact, tug her to thefloor.
Corran hesitated in the doorway of the smal domed building. Because of the
hostile relationship between the New Republic and the Cordlian Diktat,
repatriating Corellians who died away from the planet of their birth had become
impossible. The Sanctuary had been created by exiled Cordliansto give their
dead aresting place. Unlike Alderaanians, who often sealed their dead in
capsules and shot them into orbit within the Graveyard, dlowing them to float
forever amid the debris that marked where their planet had once been; Cordlians
cremated their dead exiles and used industrid-grade gravity generatorsto
compress the carbon

resdueinto raw synthetic diamonds. Thisimparted aphysica immortality to

the dead. The diamonds were then brought to the Sanctuary and imbedded in the
black walsand celling to create a glittering series of congtellations as seen

from Cordllia

The sheer number of diamonds glinting in the ceiling sent ashiver through
Corran. Weve given alot to the Rebellion, though other worlds have given as
much or more. Asbeautiful asthisdisplay is, itisaso horrible. The
Imperidswho wished to make the galaxy over in their own image have, infact,
crested hereasmadl galaxy that isentirely given over to mourning.

Corran walked forward and did onto the bench next to Iella. She didn't look
over a him, but melted againgt his shoulder and chest as he put an arm around
her. "It'sgoing to be okay, Idla, redlly.”

"He never hurt anyone, Corran, never."

"l don't imagine Kirtan Loor would agree, but I'll concede the point.”

Hefelt her chest convulse once, then she looked up at him with red-rimmed brown
eyes. "No, you'reright." Her mouth made awesk attempt at twisting itself into
agmile. "Asmuch as he admired your drive, Corran, Diric redlly appreciated
your sense of humor. He said it marked your resiliency. He thought that aslong
asyou could laugh, especidly at yoursdlf, you'd dways hed from any trauma.”
"Hewas awise man." Hetightened his embrace abit. "Y ou know he'd hate to see
you likethis, to think he was causing you thismuch pain.”

"I know. That hasn't made it any easier, though." She dabbed at tearswith a
handkerchief. "I keep thinking that if 1I'd seen something there, | could have
prevented what happened. He wouldn't have been atraitor.”

"Whoa, walt, Iella, that is not your fault. There was nothing, absolutely

nothing, you could have detected or doneto help him." Corran shivered and felt
hisflesh pucker. "I know what Isard did to those she wanted to warp and
convert into her puppets. | ressted, | don't know how. It could have been
persondity or genetics or training or anything.

Tycho and | both proved unsuitable for heras did afew others, but | think she
would have had an easy time of bresking Diric down.”

"What?" ldlas hissed question carried with it undercurrents of betraya. She
tried to pull away from him, but he held on.

"That's not astrike againgt Diric, honestly it isn't. Diric wasavictim, and

you have to know that he resisted her mightily because even after his capture
Imperid Intelligence didn't find you. | think he built amental reserve around



you and was willing to sacrifice everything to protect you. Even dtering her
orders at the end was designed to protect you, and in hismind, sacrificing
himsalf to do so was not too much to pay.”

Corran frowned. "The one thing about Diric that characterized him was his
curiosity. We both saw it in the way he'd ask us about cases and push usto look
at other explanations. He was thoughtful and thoroughespionage was anatura
place for him. Y ou said yoursdlf that Isard first placed him in Derricote's lab

to spy on the Generd. She probably suggested to him that his successin that
role determined whether or not sheld let you live. She undoubtedly told him that
lie concerning any actions hetook after he rgjoined you."

lelas defiance melted into despair. " Greet, now you're. telling me that held

not have been in that position except for me.”

"No! Y ou had nothing to do with where he ended up that was entirely dueto
Isard and no one else." Corran sighed. "L ook, think about the good Diric did.
Aril Nunb pointed out that he was the only person in Derricote'slab that was
kind to her and who helped her through her recovery from the Krytosvirus. And
after he came back, he was a great comfort to Tycho through thetrial. He even
pushed you to look for evidence to break the frame Isard had settled around
Tycho. And, likeit or not, hedid kill Loor, and | can't fault him for that.”

"He thought he was shooting Derricote but knew it wasn't him. He was happy hed
gotten Loor."

"Well, | did kill Derricote and I'd have been more happy

tokill Loor mysdlf." Corran brushed a hand along her cheek and wiped tears away
with histhumb. "Diric wasn't happy exigting theway he did, but he regained
himsdlf in defying Isard and doing dl thelittle thingsthat sabotaged her

plans. In the end he won. Hed often complained hislife had no meaning . . ."
"Butitdid."

"Agreed, and at the very last he finally got to see how much it meant. Hed
saved you, he saved Aril, he saved Tycho. He's at peace, and hed want you to be
at peace with his degth, too."

"I know, but it's just not going to be that easy, Corran. | wasthere, | held

him ashe died fromwoundsI'd inflicted.” Idllasniffed, then swallowed with
difficulty. Y our father died in your arms. How did you get through it?"

Corran felt hisown throat thicken. "I won't kid you, it wasnt, isn't, easy.

There arethings you expect, like seeing him again in the morning or at night or
being ableto call him to tell him about your day or to ask aquestion, and then
he's not there. Y ou know you fed hollow inside, but you don't know just how
hollow until thingslike that help you define the edges of the void.”

She nodded dowly. "Thereare things | see or hear and | think, 'Diric would
likethat or would beintrigued by that,’ then his desth comes crashing back in
on me. It seemsto methat such thingswill never sop happening.”

"They won't. They go on forever."

A tremor shook Iella. "Grest."

"Thething of itis, lella, they become transformed. Now you fed thelossand
the grief, and part of that will dways be there. In addition to it, though,

shining through it will be the triumph of having known Diric. When | hear thet
stupid Lomin-ade ditty or eat part of aryshcate, | remember my father. |
remember hisbooming laugh and that secret smile of contentment he could flash
you when thingswere good.”

"And the way that smilewould carry on up into hiseyes and how, with adight
shift, it would harden into something that would make the most fearless of Black



Sunners beginto

trembleininterrogation.” Iellagave out alittlesgh. "'l can seeit with your

father, but not Diric.”

"Not y&t."

"No, not yet."

"But you will." Corran kissed her forehead. "It won't be easy, but the only way

| got through it was because of you and Gil and my other friends.”

"You didn't have any other friends.”

"Y eah, well, that may be, but you do. Mirax and Wedge and Winter and al of us,
we're hereto help you. You're not done. We can't fed the same depth of pain
you do, but we can help you beer it."

lellanodded. "1 appreciate that, | really do." Her brows arrowed in toward each
other as she concentrated. "I have decided | can't remain here on Coruscant. The
memories are mostly bad and overpowering. | haveto get awayevenif it means
leaving dl my friends"

"l understand. | wanted to run after my father's death, too." Corran smiled.
"Thetrick of itis, for you, that your running doesn't mean you lose your

friends”

ldlas eyes sharpened. "What do you mean?"

Corran looked around the Sanctuary, then lowered his voice into awhisper.
"We're leaving Coruscant, and we want you to come with us. Y ou're part of our
family, part of the squadron. We're going after the monster who warped Diric.
We're going to make sure she doesn't do that to anyone else. We need you to come
aong and help us get her."

lellapulled back and sat up straight. " The odds against success are
adronomica.”

"About the same as taking Coruscant from the Empire.”

lellanodded coolly. "Odds are for those who want to minimize their own risks. |
want to maximize Isard'srisks. Count mein."

5

Brushing brown hair out of his eyes, Wedge looked up at the people seated in the
smadl, amphithester-style room and smiled. "I want to thank you dl for showing
up for thismeseting. Thisisour first organizational meeting, but some

decisgons have dready been made. They will stland unlessthey meet with
overwhelming protest. No one should hesitate to voice aquestion or make a
commentthisis going to be a bit more democratic than the squadron was,
primarily because plans and orders are originating with us, not being passed
down from above."

Everyone nodded in assent with hisremarks, so Wedge continued. "Corran Horn
began thiswhole thing by resgning from Rogue Squadron firgt, but he's agreed

to let melead this group. I've appointed Tycho Celchu as my second in command.
Lady Winter isour Intelligence Officer aswell as handling part of the
Quartermaster duties. Mirax Terrik ishandling the other haf of those duties.
Tycho will let you know what weve got in the way of supplies.”

Tycho turned around in his seet. "We have afair number at creditsgpproximeately
seventeen million, give or take."

Gavin laughed. " Seventeen million, I'll take."

"Sowould alot of other folks, which is precisely what they want to do.” Tycho
frowned. "Rumors of what happened at the reception, despite the spin the New
Republic Information Minigtry tried to put on it, have soread quickly. Whilewe
are getting alot of support, the folks who ded in the things we need to



accomplish our mission know how desperate we are. Right now we have one
X-wingCorran's shipand the services of Mirax's Pulsar Skate. Other shipsare
farly dear. | would imagine, to get the fighters we need, well probably end up
hiring mercenaries who come with their own equipment. This shouldn't surprise
anyone, though the prices might. All thelittle Warlords out there are looking

for fighters, soitsasdller's market.”

Standing at the front of the room, Wedge nodded. "That's getting a bit ahead of
oursalves, but it'sworth keeping in mind. We've got some basic datato mulll

over first, concerning our objectives. Winter has put them together." Wedge
pointed to the holoprojector toward the front of the room. "Winter, if you

please”

Winter stood and walked to the front of the room with a stately grace that lft

no question in Wedge's mind why people on Alderaan had frequently mistaken her
for Princess Lela Organa. Though Winter wore her white hair long and, today, in
athick braid, she carried hersdf with anobility that matched her exquisite
features. Slender and stunning, she seemed somehow incongruous with the
dangerous missions she'd been on during her career as a covert agent for the
Rebdlion.

Which is exactly why she was never suspected.

Winter picked up the datapad that was connected by a cable to the holoprojector.
She hit one button, dimming the glow panelsin the room and bringing up a
holographic projection of aplanet. "Thisisour objective Thyferra. Itisa

fairly normal terrestria planet with a bresthable atmosphere and two moons,
neither of which has amosphere or isinhabited. Thyferrais covered with rain
forests and enjoys aday that is roughly twenty-one point three standard hours
long. The axid tilt isnegligible so there are redlly no seasons. Because of

its proximity to the sysem's star, ayellow star, and

themildly elevated levels of carbon dioxidein the atmosphere, it maintainsa
tropical climate year round. The way Coruscant felt after the storms that took
down the power grid is pretty much what this planet experiencesdl thetime.”
Wedge frowned. To take the power grid down and eliminate the defense shiddson
Coruscant, Rogue Squadron had caused alot of water to boil off into the
atmosphere, creating a huge thunderstorm. For aweek and a half following that
storm the air had been thick and heavy. No wonder the plant that goes into bacta
thrivesthere,

"Thyferrahas three stellar-class spaceportsone at what is now being called
Xucphra City. The other two are located on separate continents and are primarily
used for the loading and unloading of bacta. Inbound ships stop a Xucphra City
firgt for Customs and Immigration ingpections, then are sent on to the

spaceports to do business. They leave from those spaceports and head directly
out to the dedtinations.”

NawaraVen raised ahand. "'l presume the metropoliss name change came about
when the Xucphra corporation took over. What wasit caled before that?"
"Zdxuc City, which redlly is not much better.” Winter directed the computer to
zoom in and supply an aerid view of the city. "Asyou can seg, it'snot really
ametropolisat al. The human population of Thyferrawas only ten thousand
before 1sard took over. Many Zdtin familiesfled, and their housing is being

used for Imperid Army and Navy officers and enlisted folk on leave from their
ships. The Lusankya aone carries twenty-five times the human population of the
planet, so there is no question about the possibility of occupation when or if

Isard ordersit. So far she hasrefrained and isusing Imperia personne and



equipment to train and supply the Thyferran Home Defense Corps.”

Winter nodded to the Six-limbed, insectoid dien standing in the back of the

room. "The native population of Thyferrarefersto themsalves asthe Vratix. The
production of bactaliterally the brewing together of alazhi and kavamappears

to produce an dmost mystica amount of satisfaction for the Vratix. Qlaern Hirf
hereisaverachenamaster blender who commands subordinates and creates
bacta. A verachenis

very much equivaent to abrewmeaster a any Lomin-ale brewery, though averachen
aso hashighly defined rights and respongibilities within the Vratix society.

"| should dso note that the Vratix are neither male nor femalethoserolesare
played at different timesin the life cycle, so referring to Qlaern as'he or

'she isingppropriate. Moreover, since the Vratix do congtitute something of a
low-grade hive mind, they are more comfortable with aplura pronoun, so they
and them will haveto suffice”

The Vratix in the back clicked its curved mandibles. "Y our dissertation honors

us, Lady Winter."

"Think you. Because of their desireeven needto produce bacta, the Vratix
welcomed theinflux of humanswho were willing to set up and run businesses that
created ademand for more bacta, alowing and even compelling the Vratix to do
more of what they enjoyed doing. Whileindividud Vratix are part of the
corporate ownership for both Zatin and Xucphra, Imperial lavs made it necessary
to remove them from active leadership and decison-making rolesin the
companies. Zdtin and Xucphrawere given Imperia monopolies on the production
of bacta, presumably in return for bribes paid to the loca Moff and the

Emperor. This has made Thyferraavery rich planet and the humanswho live there
very wedthy. The Vraix, on the other hand, live very modest livesin triba
groupswithin therain forests."

She typed a datarequest into the datapad, which switched the image of the city
for atrio of individuals. "Y sanne lsard was ingtaled as Chief Operating

Officer and Head of State for Thyferrain acoup d'etat approximately two weeks
ago. Preparations had been made well before that, since the revolution was
completed prior to her Super Star Destroyer, Lusankya, arriving in orbit. Not
much is known about her for certainrumors abound about her having been one of
the Emperor'slovers, for example; but there is no confirmation of that. We do
know her father was the Director of Imperid Intelligence before her, but she
turned over to the Emperor evidence that her father was going to join the
Rebdlion, causing hisdownfall and her devation to replace him.”

Nawara Ven raised ahand. "Was her father going to come over to the Rebellion?!
Winter shrugged. "'If hewas, | have no knowledge of his planned defection. There
is no doubt his daughter was ambitious enough to have manufactured evidence
againg him, so sheisvery dangerous. Didodging her will be difficult and

probably require aground assault. Sheis not, as nearly as we know, apilot, so
the chances of any of you getting to vape her in adogfight are nil."

Winter pointed to the next figure. "Hiry Vorru, on the other hand, might well

be ableto fight you in aship. Hewas aformer Imperid Moff from Cordlia,
which this squadron liberated from Kessdl. Vorru fled with Isard to Thyferraand
isnow the Minigter of Trade. It isunclear when Vorru began to work with Isard,
but the possibility that he struck adeal with her upon planetfall on Coruscant
cannot be ruled out. While we put much of our misfortune concerning the
operations to take Coruscant down to having Zekka Thyne and other Imperid
spiesin our mids, itisentirdy possible Vorru wasworking directly for Isard



at that point. He certainly wasin her employ by the time he was gppointed a
Colond in the Coruscant Constabulary.”

Shewaved ahand at the third individud, atall, dender woman with black hair
worn short. "Erig Dlarit should be familiar to dl of us. Sheisfrom aXucphra
family and was the Imperid mole inside Rogue Squadron. Her actud vaueto the
Empirewas minimal. At best shewas responsible for Corran's capture, Bror
Jace's death, and the betrayd of the bacta convoy at Alderaan to Warlord Zsin.
While she did provide information on our operations on Coruscant to the Empire,
the fact that Wedge alowed no outside contact prior to the find attempt to
destroy the planetary shields meant she could not warn Isard of our plans. Short
of crashing her Z-95 Headhunter into the construction droid we used, she could
do nothing to stop the plan from unfolding. What she did do was transmit the
codes that alowed Isard to take control of Corran's ship and bring him down."
AsWinter digpassonatdy outlined Eris'sinvolvement with the Empire, Wedge
watched the faces of his people. Eris

had been one of them, fighting aongside of them in numerous engagements. She'd
been shot out of her X-wing, and Tycho had risked hislifeto rescue her. Even
though her aid to the Empire was, as Winter had indicated, redly inggnificant,

it had been enough to kill people who didn't deserveto die.

In himsdf, Wedge found anger mixed with chagrin and alittle admiration. Eris
Dlarit had successfully played through some very difficult Stuationswithout
reveding her role. Until she wasfleeing Coruscant, Wedge hadn't known she was
aspy. Some signswerethere, but not al of them.

Wedge caught Corran looking in hisdirection and half-smiled. "She played the
gamewsdl."

"True, but she's going to have to play much better when we cometo vist."
Corran's only concession to the emotions he was fedling came in the edge to his
voice and the thin-lipped smile he offered. "As a spy she was good, but the next
contest isone of pilots, and in that one shell lose™

Winter changed the holographic image again. "If shelosesit'snot going to be
because she's lacking the equipment she needsto win. Defending Thyferraare
four Imperia warships a Super Star Destroyer, two Imperia Star Destroyers,
and one Victory-class Star Destroyer. Lusankya, Avarice, Virulence, and
Corrupter, respectively. Lusankyaisthe ship that blasted itsway out of
Coruscant. It was previousy unaccounted for, causing usto raise our estimates
of how many shipsthe Kuat Drive Y ards and the Fondor Y ards produced. Oddly
enough, both places claim to have produced Vader's flagship, Executor. It
appears two ships were manufactured under that name, with one having been turned
into Lusankya and buried on Coruscantprobably to serve asthe Emperor's
get-away ship. The other Executor, the one from Fondor, was destroyed at Endor."
She circled afinger through the hologram, encompassing the trio of smdler

ships. "Avarice, Virulence, and Corrupter have hardly had sterling careers, but
the crews are competent. I'm in the process of assembling fileson al the staff
officers, but the most dangerous of them, Captain Ait Convarion, commands the
smalest ship. Corrupter has done very wdl in

the Outer Rim hunting down pirate groups which, for better or worse, we
resemble.”

Wedge stood as Winter shut the holoprojector down. "Asyou can al see, were
deding with afairly formidable foe that iswell armed. One of the thingswe
haveto faceisthat we may be unable to accomplish our godsin this operation.
Unseating Isard may, in fact, turn out to beimpossible.”



Seated behind Gavin, Corran reached out and tapped the younger man on the head.
"Gavin, thisiswhere you're supposed to tell usthat unseating her isn't tough

and relate the whole thing to varminting on Tatooine."

Gavin blanched. "I didn't hear anyone mention atrench or canyon or womp rats.
Taking aplanet isbeyond me."

Wedge smiled. "It's beyond most of us. I've sent communications out to some
individuas who might be able to help. The problem isenormous. First we haveto
eliminate the ships, then take the world. The key to nailing the shipsisto get

them spread out so they can't support each other. We can do that by forcing
Isard to use them to cover bacta convoys, but to kill the ships we need weapons,
and alot of them."

Riv Shid, the Shistavanen wolfman, curled hislipsup in asnarl. "It sounds as

if we need the Katana fleet."

"That would be nice." Thelegendary ghost fleet of warships was supposed to be
skipping through hyperspace, just waiting for someone to come and clamiit.
Wedge frowned. "We could also hope that the Outbound Flight Project finally
produces results, with ahost of nonhuman Jedi Knights coming from outside the
gdaxy to hdpus, but | don't think it'slikey."

Gavin raised ahand. "What about that ship that Alderaan loaded dl of its
weapons on when it demilitarized? | can't remember the name, but | thought it
was supposed to go through space and return if needed. Maybe Princess Leiahasa
way to summon it or something.”

Winter shook her head. ™Y ou are thinking of Another Chance. Whileitisnot as
much of alegend asthe Katanaflest, or Jorus C'baoth's mission outside the
galaxythe ship did exidtit is not the solution to our problem. The Another

Chance was actually recovered by Rebe sympathizers prior

to the debacles at DerralV and Hoth. The weapons recovered were al of Clone
Warsvintage and suited for use by infantry. They were useful infilling the gap
caused by theloss of the convoy at DerralV."

Gavin's shoulders dumped. "Oh, | never knew dl that."

"Not that you should have, Gavin." Winter smiled. "Asde from theindividuals
who found the ship, afew smugglers who helped transport the merchandise, and
higher-upsin the Rebellion, no one does. The Empire devoted resourcesto trying
to find and take it, diverting them from pursuing us."

"Finding amiracle ship isnot our only hope, people.” Wedge held ahand up.
"One of thethings Winter has done for the Rebellion islocate old Imperia

supply dumps. Most of them have been thoroughly stripped, but not everything is
accounted for. We're going to go back over some of those sites and see what we
can find. In fact, we have one mission that will be heading off tomorrow. Mirax
will betaking Corran and you, Gavin, to Tatooine. One of the arms cacheswe
found a couple of years ago had been plundered by Biggs Darklighter's father.”
Gavin raised an eyebrow. "Uncle Huff?'

"The same. He said at the time he used some of the cache to arm his own security
force then sold the rest off. But | don't buy it for amoment. There isno way

he would have gotten rid of everything." Wedge smiled. " So, you're going to go
home, Gavin, and talk your uncleinto sharing the weath with us."

"I don't know if hell listen to me.”

"That's why we're sending Corran, too. Y our uncle has secretsto hide, and |
expect Corran can ferret them out. That will help.”

Gavin'sface froze for amoment, then he began to smile. "I can get behind this.
Serveshim right for dways seating me at the children'stable at family



getherings”

"Gavin, he did that because you were akid. Big, but akid." Corran scruffed up
Gavin's blond hair, then looked at Wedge. "While were on the world that water
abandoned, what are the rest of you going to be doing?*

"Were moving to our new home." Wedge held his hands up to cam the sudden buzz
of voices. "Thismoveisacovert op, so well betaking alot of precautionsto

get there. There's no chance we can keep the location secret from our enemies
forever, but as much time as we can get up to that point iswhat we want. Pack

your things and get ready to move. The Bacta War is about to begin.”
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Corran Horn sneezed violently, initiating awave of dust rippling acrossthe
cantinatable toward Mirax. "How can anyone live on thisinferna world? Even
the dust has dust.”

Mirax stretched languidly. "It'sreally not that bad, Corran, asworldsgo. On
Tdaseathings would mildew from plate to mouth.”

"Sure, but there you had ovensto bake things, not awholeworld to do it.”
Corran swiped a hand across his forehead, then shook the perspiration from it
inaspray that spattered a pair of hooded Jawas, who themselves stank of ronto
swegt. 'l hatethis.”

Shelooked at him over thelip of her Corellian whisky glass. "At least it'sa

dry heat."

"So'sablast furnace, but that doesn't make it any lesshot.” Corran arched an
eyebrow and tapped the stained and patch-wel ded top of the round table where
they sat. "And why are we here? This table has seen more combat than most of the
sguadron's X-wings. The patrons here make this place look like amaximum
security compound at Akrit'tar.”

"Keeping up appearances, dear heart." Mirax shifted to theleft to give her a

full view of the t'bac-smoke-choked bar.

"Chamun's cantinais known as the place that hotshot pilots hang out. |

certainly qudify on that count, as do you. Right now | don't need work, but it
could be that some of these folks need cargoes hauled, and those cargoes might
be the kind of thing we want. Can't hurt to be here. Besides, Gavin recommended
it asour rendezvous.”

"Right. That's because he's never been in here before and did n't want to comein
aone" Corran alowed disgust to pour through hiswords, but he mitigated it
with asmile. "If I'd been asked to raid a place like this, my plan would have
begun with the phrase, 'After the strafing runs are completed

Shock rode freely on Mirax's face, but was exaggerated enough that Corran
figured shewasredly only mildly horrified a his suggestion. "This might not

be the most savory bunch of characters ever gathered together in the galaxy, but
they're not that bad. My father used to bring mein here dl thetime when | was
akid. Some of these hard cases may be crusty on the outside, but they were very
kind to me. Wuher, the bartender over there, used to synth up aswest fizzy
drink for me, and more than one of these guyswould bring melittle trinkets

from theworldsthey'd visted."

Corran shook hishead. "I'd have loved to see those Immigrations forms.
'Purpose of the visit to our world? 'Murder, mayhem, glitterstim smuggling,

and purchase of agift suitablefor asmal Cordliangirl.""

Mirax giggled. "Y eah, | imagine there are acouple like that in databanks
somewhere."

The sound of her laughter managed to cut through the dulled buzz of conversation



inthe cantina. Corran sat up in hischair as he noticed two individuasturn

from the bar and look in their direction. One was a Rodian and the other wasa
Devaronian, yet they both shared alean, hungry look that made Corran fedl
antsy. They darted toward the table, and Corran took it as significant that

they abandoned full drinks at the bar, primarily because that left their hands
empty.

The Devaronian nodded curtly. "Y ou are Sitting at our table.”

Seated with his back to the alcove'swall, Corran had

protected himsdlf against ambush from behind, but it aso alowed the two
ruffiansfull view of the blaster hewore. No way | can draw it and shoot them
before they get me. It seemed obviousto him that the smple way out of the
Stuation wasto gracioudy offer them the table and buy around for them. "We
were unaware of the Stuation here.. . ."

"And we couldn't careless.”" Mirax jutted her chin forward and poked her left
index finger into the Rodian's middle. "If apair of gravel-maggotslike you

are sandsick enough to think we're moving just because you mistake usfor
Jund-land dew-pickers, you better get used to careers as Sarlacc bait.”
Corran'sjaw dropped. "Mirax?'

The Devaronian thumbed his own breastbone. "Do you have any ideawho | an?"'
"Do you have any idea how little we care?' Mirax jerked her head to the | ft.
"Tdl it to the Jawas s0 they get your name right when they bag your body."

The Rodian began buzz-squawking, but the loud thwap of a street club being
pounded on the bar stopped him.

The human bartender pointed aringer toward the acove. "Hey!"

Hishorns gleaming in the hdf-light, the Devaronian waved his protest off. "We
know, 'No blasters." "

Wuher's face scrunched up in asour expression. "Not that, sand-for-brains. Do
you know who you'retalking to? That's Mirax, Mirax Terrik."

The Devaronian's grayish skin lightened appreciably, and the Rodian paedto a
new-shoot green. "Terrik? Asin Booster Terrik?"

Mirax smiled.

The bartender nodded as he pulled their drinks from the bar. "Now you're
thinking. She's his daughter. Now's the part where you apologize to her or the
Jawas continue measuring you for luggage for your final jump.” He glared at the
little knot of Jawas jabbering to each other. "Dibs on the Rodian.”

The Devaronian bowed deeply to Mirax. "l. ah, we, beg your pardon for disturbing
you. | am, well, that's not impor-

tant, but if | can be of serviceto you, please, don't hesitate to ask.” His
apology came accompanied by Rodian buzz-squeak, which Corran took to be a
Smultaneoustrandation.

Mirax raised her chin and gave them achillingly Imperid stare. "You're
blocking our light."

Thetwo of them backed away bowing profusely. Laughter ran through the cantina,
bold in some spots and hushed in others, but amusement at their predicament
united the cantinafor amoment or two.

Corran licked hislipsand realized histhroat was absolutely parched. "Ah,
Mirax, what possessed you to do that?"

"As| said before, keeping up appearances.” She smiled broadly at him. ™Y ou've
redlly only seen thekind, sengtive side of me."

"I seem to recall you burning down a stormtrooper on a speeder bike on
Coruscant.”



"Oh, yes, | guess there was that, wasn't there?”

"Y eah, there was, but even so there's no reason for provoking afight like

thet."

She shrugged. "I wasn't worried. Y ou could have taken them.”

/ could have taken them? Corran stared at her for amoment. "Thanksfor the
vote of confidence, but . . ."

Mirax reached across the table with her left hand and gave hisright hand a
squeeze. "'l knew Wuher would intervenethisis an old game we've played from
timeto time." Her right hand, the one that had been hidden from the open edge
of the table, came up and she deposited asmall hold-out blaster on the table.

"I had things covered; but the moment Wuher mentioned who | was, | knew we'd not
have any moretrouble.”

Corran frowned. "Does everyone but me have relatives here? We land at Docking
Bay Eighty-Six because some cousin or something of Gavin'sownsit, then he
takes off to set up ameet with hisuncle Huff. Y our father's got enough pull

here so that two guys who'd suck the eyes out of adead bantha's head run like
droids being pursued by Jawes."

Mirax shrugged. "Tatooineisredly afarly smadl community. The Darklighters
are awell-known and powerful

family here. That estate we flew over on our way in here was Huff's place. And
asfor my father, well, he had quite the reputation before your father tossed

him into the mines on Kessdl, and his surviving histime there didn't hurt his

rep at dl. I'm sure that in some CorSec bar back on Cordlliayour name would be
taken asbeing just asimpressve.”

"Maybe, but let's not test the reaction to it right now, okay?"

"I don't think even invoking my father's name would save you if you raninto an
old enemy here"

"And invoking my name would doom meif weran into your father here." Corran
shot Mirax asdelong glance. "Have you sent your father amessage letting him
know that you've developed an affection for the son of hisnemess.”

" 'Developed an affection, have 17* Mirax toyed with the hold-out blaster. "
thought we were abit beyond that stage.”

"True, we are, but no fair dodging the question.”

Shefrowned. "No, | haven't told him. While you were dead, there was no sense
mentioning itl didn't want to be dedling with hisanger while my heart ill

felt ripped out of me. And in the time since you came back from the dead, well,
I've been busy; and ever since heretired, I'm never redly surewhere heis.”
"Most folks, when they retire, settlein one spot and relax.”

"Mogt folksaren't my father." Mirax smiled dightly. "For Boogter, retirement
means he still does dedls, but he does them for friends, not for profit. Folks

use him as a negotiatorhe works out terms and the like. It kegps him getting

the best of the business without the risk. He's happy, which is better than the
dternaive”

Which iswhy you've not mentioned usto him. Corran nodded. / fully understand.
My father wouldn't have, so not having to explain it to him is about the only
good thing | can think of concerning his being dead.

Gavin camein through the doorway and paused in the foyer near the droid
detection unit. He twisted left and right, shaking acloud of Tatooinesfine

dust from histan cloak.

Benesath it he wore what was once awhite shirt, ablack vest, dark brown pants,
and knee-high boots. Around his middle he had strapped on a blaster and had tied



the lower end of the holster around hisright thigh.

"Looksthefair pirate, our friend." Mirax raised ahand. "Gavin, over here"
Corran agreed with Mirax's assessment, though Gavin's doppy grin kind of marred
theimage. "Everything st?'

Gavin nodded. "I have alandspeeder waiting out front. It's not much, but it was
the best | could do. | tried to borrow one off Uncle Huff, but he said the last

time he loaned alandspeeder to someone from Rogue Squadron it wasn't returned
inthe best of conditions.”

"We might aswell head out, then.” Mirax stood and clipped the hold-out blaster
to her belt. She dug around in apouch for some credits as she headed toward the
bar. "How much?'

Wuher shook his head. "Y our friends got it." He glanced toward the Rodian and
Devaronian.

She amiled. "And they took care of you, too, yes?"

"The spirit of generosty, they were."

"Good."

Mirax followed Gavin from the cantinaand Corran brought up the rear. He poked
his head through the middie of his desert tabard and settled it down around his
shoulders. The side flaps allowed for quick accessto hisblaster or the

lightsaber, but he hoped he would not have need to resort to either.

Hefdt kind of awkward wearing the lightsaber. It had dways seemed to him to
be something of a gented wegpon of limited use. In hisline of work, a Stokhli
spray tick and ablaster were usualy considered more than enough to handle any
gtuation. Lightsabers had been al but unknown while the Empire considered them
asign of being a Jedi, but now that Luke Skywalker was agreat hero, somefolks
had devel oped an affectation for them. It seemed to be the sort of weapon one
carried if onewas afraid to carry ablaster.

That characterization of it made Corran uneasy to wear the weapon, but flipping
the bit the other way, he felt proud

to be heir to one. Hefdt asif he had theright to wear it. At first he

thought doing so might show disrespect for his grandfather, but then he

realized Rostek Horn had risked his own career and life to protect Ngjaa
Halcyon'swife and child from Imperid Jedi hunters. Not only had he valued them
for who they were, but he had vaued them in memory of hisfdlen friend. /

think grandfather would be happy to see me wearing thislightsaber and that's

al thereason | need to weer it.

Corran hooded his eyeswith his hand as he emerged into the harsh twin-sun noon.
Gavin waved him over to the landspeeder. To Corran it looked alot like the old
SoroSuub X P-38, but the normally compact, dart-shaped craft had been heavily
modified. The passenger compartment had been boosted forward by the addition of
more seating and cargo space between it and the engines. More disturbing than
how the addition had destroyed the fine lines of the vehicle wasthe fact that
benesath the dust Corran saw apink and puce paint job.

Corran hooked an arm over Gavin's shoulders. ™Y ou know, the womp ratsyou
bull's-eyein athing like this might be color-blind, so they don't care what

your speeder looks like, but, really, look at thisthing."

Gavin smiled wryly and spun out from beneath Corran'sarm. "It beats walking,
which was the other aternative given our operationd budget. Get in. This baby
will il hit three hundred klicks per, despite the modifications, and the

krayt dragons don't see the color scheme as edible. WEll be therein no time."
Thetrip actudly took half astandard hour, which wasn't "no time," and



speeding through trackless wastes actually seemed closeto forever. If it

werent for the cloud of dust billowing out from behind them, Corran would have
been hard pressed to cite evidence that they were going anywhere at dl. The
Jundland Wastes mountains became a heat-warped stain on the horizon, and nothing
else came even close to serving as alandmark.

Despite the lack of sgnposts or other waymarkers, Gavin got them to hisuncle's
estate without incident. The brief

glimpse of it Corran had gotten from the Pulsar Skate as they came in had not
prepared him for what it really looked like. From above it looked fairly
normaacompound surrounding anumber of buildingsincluding atal tower.

From the ground what became apparent was that, aside from the entryway and the
tower itsdlf, the buildings he'd seen were al congtructed below the planet's
surface. Gavin did the landspeeder to astop near the entryway beside severa
other land-speeders and then led Mirax and Corran down through the tairsto the
compound's main courtyard. The stark white color of everything aided the sunsin
producing glare, but Corran redlized that white absorbed far less solar energy

too much of which aready made Tatooine unbearable as far as he was concerned.
A dender, gray-haired woman emerged through one of the arched doorways and
immediately smiled. "Gavin Darklighter, how you have grown!" Boiling out around
from behind her came anumber of smal children, ranging from toddlersto
curious preadol escents.

"Aunt Lana!" Gavin trapped the woman in a hug, then freed her and performed
introductions that included her and the half-dozen cousins. Corran shook hands
al around, but immediately lost track of names.

Land explained that she was Huff Darklighter'sthird wifeand al of the

children were hers. "Biggss death shook Huff. He decided he wanted more heirs.
His second wife decided she wasn't interested in having any more than the one
sheld dready borne. Sheleft, and Huff married me.”

"Biggss mother died before | wasborn. Aunt Land is actudly my mother's

sgter, so she's my aunt on both sides.” Gavin gave her akiss on the forehead.
"IsUncle Huff available?'

Lana nodded. "He asked meto put you in the library. He's meeting with someone
elseright now, but he should be free shortly.”

"Gred."

The Darklighter estate struck Corran as an expensive compromise between the
practicdities demanded by Tatooine and the essence of elegance asdefined in
other placeswithin

the galaxy. Fountains and pools would have been afoolish waste, but Huff
succeeded in providing water features by encasing them entirely in

transparisted . Whereas a s mple decorative column in any other home might have
been painted brightly, Huff filled it with water and bubbled air up through it.
Tileson the thick walls were decorated and colored in such away that they
crested opticd illusons meant to diminish the blockiness of the house's

design. Liberd use of transparisted gave the dwelling an opennessthat it

would not have otherwise had, yet € sewhere in the house more traditional design
and decoration made Corran fed asif he'd never |eft Coruscant.

Thelibrary into which Lana guided them wasjust one such room.

Foor-to-ceiling shelveslined al the walls except where the doorways split

them in two places. They entered through the south wall, and aclosed double
doorway bifurcated the east wall. The shelves and the doors were probably of
duraplast, but Corran couldn't rule out actual wood having been used. If that's



true, it bad to be imported from many light-years away and probably cost as much
as asquadron of X-wings.

Corran felt achill run through him as he entered the library. Box after box of
datacardsfilled the shelves, though trinkets and other odds and ends spaced
them out a bit. What made Corran fed odd about the room was that it reminded
him very much of the library in the Lusankya annex facility through which he had
escaped from Isard. Though no trace of it was found after the Lusankya blasted
itsway free of Coruscant, the setup had been almost identica to the Imperid
library in the private floor of Imperia Paace. At least it seemed so to Corran
when he viewed a broadcast hologram about the paace.

| suppose a businessman like Huff Darklighter would want a decor that made
Imperid officidsfed a home. The briefing files Winter had given Corran

about Huff Darklighter left no doubt that Huff had worked out an accommodation
with theloca Imperid officiasthat had given him freerein to operate on
Tatooine. Those same arrangements also got his son Biggs his appointment to the
Imperid Military Academy

and, inthe end, led to Biggss death. Since Darklighter isn't proneto

accepting blame for anything himsdf, the favor Imps had done for him was seen
asthe cause of his son's desth. Conversdly, because Biggsis ahero of the
Rebdlion, Darklighter iswilling to dedl with the New Republic.

Gavin looked around a the shelves, then smiled. "Huff'sworking officeisupin
the tower. His negotiating office is next door. Once he ushers out whoever isin
there, well get to go in. Once helearns you're from Cordlial bet hefinds

you some Whyren's Reserve whisky."

Mirax smiled. "I'll take that and maybe make aside dedl for any extrahe has
Stashed away."

"Sure, but remember our main misson.” Corran held up afinger. "Werelooking
for weapons, munitions, and spare parts. Anything elsewe get isextra.”

The two of them nodded, then turned toward the eastern doors. One-half of them
didinto thewall and Huff Darklighter entered the library. His belly preceded
him by a second or two, but therein the resemblance to a Hutt ended. A coronet
of white hair surrounded a pate the color of tanned leather. Darklighter'sarms
and shoulders|ooked powerful and were somehow complemented by the luxurioudy
full moustache hewore. Hisdark eyes glittered coldly as heingtantly assessed
hisvisitors, but then the corners of his mouth rose.

"Gavin, itisapleasure.”" Thetone of voice didn't seem to quite match the

smile asfar as Corran was concerned, but the elder Darklighter pulled Gavin
into apolite hug, so he assumed there was no problem between them. Huff
fingered his moustache. "Darken your hair and grow one of these, and you'd be
the sitting image of my Biggs"

Mirax shot Corran ahooded glance. Corran didn't think Gavin and Biggs looked
anything dike, but he redized Huff Darklighter waan't viewing Gavin through

the same frame of reference. Huff made Biggsinto a hero long before the
Rebdlion ever did.

Huff drew back from his nephew and smiled toward Mirax and Corran. "l just
stepped in hereto let you know 1'd be a bit yet. Negotiations are delicate.”

"l understand, sir." Corran started forward and extended his hand toward Huff,
but the larger man made no move to match hisgesture. "I'm Corran . . ."

Huff held hishands up. "Timefor introductionslater, I'm sure. Redly, | hate
toberude, but . . ."

Corran'semerad eyes shrank into crescents. "Just as | would hate to report to



the New Republic that onein ten of the freighters bearing Darklighter products
from here burns seven percent more fuel than is necessaryif they're actudly
carrying the cargo on the manifest. Suspicious minds might think that means
they're carrying seven percent of their weight inillegal or exotic items, and

the trouble you'd have to go to to straighten that mess out would be more than
rude."

What little was | eft of Huff's amile meted clean away. "Nagty friendsyou've

got here, Gavin."

"Corran used to bewith CorSec, Uncle.

"Out of your jurisdiction, Corran."

"True, but | can gtill betrouble” Corran turned toward Mirax. "Thisis Mirax
Terrik."

"Terrik?' Huff's smile struggled to return to hisface. "Related to Booster

Terik?'

"Hesmy father."

"l e

"I'm sure you do, sir. Something else you should seeisthat were hereto
negotiate with you for wegpons, munitions, and spare parts you have left over
from thelooting of an Imperia weapons cache severa years ago.”

The amile blossomed in full on Huff'sface. "Imaginethat. My current visitor

was inquiring about the very samethings. This could beamusing.”

Corran saw Huff's eyes glaze over just imagining the profit potentid. "Hey, no
oneisgoing to make you a better ded for that suff than we are. No one.”

"Oh, how interesting." Huff walked back toward the doorway and rested his|eft
hand on the door that remained closed. "I have some people here who want what
you want. They say no one can make me a better dedl. Fascinating, no?"

Corran heard a bellow from the other room. Huff shoved

the other door open to revea ahuge, powerful man freeing himsdlf from the
clutches of aspindly chair. The man, whose hair was a short bristle of white

and gray, dwarfed Gavin and even made Huff look smal. Where hisleft eye had
been, burned a red replacement, though hisright eye was anorma brown. "Come
to ded, haveyou?'

Corran gave him ahard stare. "Listen pal, you can leave right now because your
deding daysare over." Thinking back to the canting, helet asmile dowly

spread across hisface and jerked athumb over his shoulder back at Mirax.
"That's Mirax Terrik, Booster Terrik's daughter. If you know what's good for
you, you'll go."

The large man stopped, hisjaw hanging open, then he reared his head back and
laughed.

Corran turned and looked at Mirax. "How come that scared people at the bar, and
thisguy laughs?'

"It worked on the people at the bar because they're afraid of my father.” Mirax
smiled sheepishly at him.

"And what'swrong with thisclown?"

"Well, Corran," shewinced, "heismy father."
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"Oh," said Corran, without missing abest, "l guess you take after your mother.”
Though he saw mirth and astonishment mix on Mirax's face, and saw asmile begin
to blossom on Gavin'sface, Corran wished for nothing so much asachanceto
inhae and suck those words out of everyone's ears. Could there have been amore
stupid remark you could have made? A dozen different candidates flashed through



hismind, including severa that could have reminded Boogter of hisgtint on
Kessdl. Okay, it could have been worse, but not by much.

Booger Terrik'slaughter died. "Mirax, who is he, and why shouldn't | show him
why othersfear me?"

A smilefitted itsdf on her face, but her eyestightened. "Thisis Corran

Horn."

"Horn?' Booster's voice descended into basstones. "Thisis Hal Horn's boy?"
Corran turned to face Mirax's father. "'l am."

Booster's hand's balled into fists the size of Corran's head. " So, then, there's

no reason | shouldn't give him the beating | owed hisfather. If you don't mind,
Huff."

The rotund Darklighter shook hishead. "I'd prefer it to happen outside,
otherwise, beat away."

Mirax stepped up beside Corran. "Thereisareason, Father."

Booster's face dackened for amoment, then he frowned. "I've heard that tone of
voice before. Y ou don't want me to take around out of him. Y ou even want meto
like him, but there's no reason in the galaxy why I'd like him."

"Yes, thereis”

"Why am | going to like the son of the man who sent meto Kessd?'

"Because| do."

"What2"

Mirax dipped her hand into Corran's. Y ou heard me. Corran's saved my life,
I've saved his, and we like each other. A lot." She gave his hand a squeeze,
"You can jumpin any time, Corran.”

"Me?Youredoing fine."

Her father's face went through al sorts of contortions. "No, no, not a daughter
of mine. If your mother weren't deed, thiswould kill her, you know that."
Booster snarled, then spitted Corran with agtare. "And you! Y our father would
be mortified. Y our grandfather would tear hishair out. A Horn keeping company
with my daughter! It'sunthinkable."

Mirax's face twisted down into an angry mask the equal of the one her father
wore. "It's not unthinkable at all, at least not for someonewho iswilling to

use more than one synapse on it. Wake up, Father. The Emperor isdead. It'sa
new gaaxy."

Booster shook his head, then looked toward Huff. "The Emperor dies, and the
natura order getsits double helix al twisted the other way. Next thing you
know it will start raining here on Tatooine, and you'll have tourist trade for
Seasde resorts.”

Huff smiled. "Actudly, | have some sSites picked out to cover that eventuality.”

"l bet you do." Booster frowned at his daughter again. "A Horn! Hal Horn's son!
| wouldn't have wanted thisfor you for dl the glitterstim in the glaxy.”

"What you want for me, and what / want for me have

long been different, Father." Mirax et Corran's hand fall away, then walked to
her father and gave him abig hug and kiss. "That doesn't diminish my pleasure
a seeing you agan.”

Boogter returned the hug and swung his daughter off her feet so his broadly
muscled back hid her from Corran's sight. Corran couldn't hear what father said
to daughter, but the smiles on their faces asthey again turned around told him
their exchange had not been acrimonious.

Boogter kept hisleft arm draped over Mirax's shoulders and posted hisright
fist on hisright hip. "1 was sorry to hear about your father's death. No love



lost between us, but | respected histenacity.”

"And my father respected your ingenuity." Corran gave Boogter athin-lipped
smile and got the same onein return. Helifted his chin. "Huff indicated that
you're here to negotiate for the remains of an Imperial arms cache. I'd gotten

the impression from Mirax that you were retired and only dedlt in collectibles.
"Y ou'd be surprised what prefdl Imperia artifacts are going for today."

"L ots of weapons collectors out there?

Booster shrugged. "Y ou Rebels made going to war againgt the government so
popular that everyoneistaking it up these days.”

"So you'll supply them?'

Boogter smiled. "I'm merely abroker.”

Huff rubbed his hands together. " So, we can have an auction here. Opening bids."
Corran shook his head. "No bids. We need what you have. We get it."

Booster blinked hiseyesin surprise. "Y ou need? Y ou need? Y ou're not on
Cordlia, Horn. Y ou have no authority here. Y our needs areimmateria.”

Mirax twisted out from benegath her father'sarm. "It's not Corran who needsthis
stuff. Wedge needsit.”

The dder Darklighter's smile broadened. "Good, get Wedge Antilles here, and
then well have our auction.”

"Wedge, eh?' Boogter frowned at Mirax, then glanced over a Huff. "Giveit to
them.”

"Fine, if you don't want in, that'sal right by me." Huff's smile shrank ashe
turned toward Corran. "What | have will cost you two million creditsfour if you
expect meto trust the New Republic for it."

Booster reached out and dapped Huff on the shoulder. "I told you to giveit to
them.”

"l am."

"No, you're negotiating when | said you should be giving.”

Huff looked confused for amoment, and Corran could sympathize. "Y ou want meto
giveit to themfor free

Booster nodded. "If not, | think you'll find that records of certain
transactions that could be considered Palpatinistic could cometo light.”
"That'sextortion.”

"No, that's dedl making. | have something you want my slenceand you have
something | wantthe weapons to go to Wedge. We exchange wants and everyone is
sidfied.”

Mirax interposed hersalf between Huff Darklighter and her father. "Extortion or
dedl making, it doesn't make adifference. Were not doing it that way, period.

If we take things away without compensation, we're as bad asthe Imps. 'If we
let ourselves pay inflated prices, well be as stupid asthe Imps. That isn't

what's going to happen. Were going to befair about this."

She pointed afinger a Huff. ™Y ou will get me acomplete inventory of the
material we'relooking a and will let usingpect the merchandise, choosing
random bits to examine oursaves. My father will preparealist of the prices

for dl these thingsin the prevailing market. Well pay something below the
going price because everyone knows the father of Biggs Darklighter wouldn't try
to make a profit off his son's comrades, but you will be capitalizing assets for
which you havellittle use here on Tatooine. Well pay half now and haf when we
take possession of theitems.”

Huff'sjowls quivered as he shook hishead. "Y ou'll pay fifteen percent over the
current"



Mirax held ahand up. "Stop. | said wed befair, | never said we were
negotiating. If you want to negotiate, well sart from my father's position and
work down to the details of your paying the freight to move the goods were
taking off your hands."

Huff Darklighter stared at Mirax, hisjaws agape. "Do you know what you're
asking?'

Mirax smiled sweetly. "Only what'sfair."

Gavin laughed. "Admit it, Uncle Huff, you'll accept her terms, because you're
not going to get anything better.”

"True, | accept.” Huff nodded hishead dowly. "Listen to me, young lady. If you
ever find yourself in need of a steady job, please come see me. Y ou have talents
| could use”

Huff Darklighter invited them to remain as his guestsfor the duration of their

vigit to Tatooine. They acceptednot only were the accommodations he offered far
nicer than those they had booked in Mos Eidey but Gavin'sfamily traveled from
their farm to see him. With Booster's presence and the extended Darklighter
clan getting together, the visit began to fed like abig family vacation.

Corran enjoyed meeting Gavin's parents. Hisfather, Jula, looked smilar to Huff
Darklighter in the face, but the lack of amoustache on Julamadetelling them
gpart rather ample. Likewise, the fact that Jula's hard work on amoisture farm
had left him harder and more weathered than his prosperous brother hel ped
differentiate them. There definitely seemed to be affection between the

brothers, though Huff tended to keep Julain his place by referring to the cost

of thisitem or that and feigning astonishment when Julasaid he didn't own one.
Jula, for his part, showed incredible restraint and even resignation over his
brother's lack of manners. Corran shook his head. //1 had a brother and got that
treastment from him, my sister-in-law would be awidow. Julas responses were
polite, and in some ways his forbearance seemed to bother Huff more than any
direct confrontation would have.

Gavin's mother, Silya, could have been Lana Dark-

lighter'stwin. Her concern for Gavin rolled through every question and comment,
though she managed to avoid tears all but once or twice. In the way shelooked
at Gavin, Corran recognized the same expression his mother wore when he
graduated from the Corellian Security Force Academy. Pride and fearamother's
dreams and her nightmaresfight for supremecy.

Thefocus of the gathering quickly became Gavin. Hethrilled his cousinsand
younger siblings with stories of what he'd seen and done, though Corran noted
that he downplayed nearly getting killed on Talasea. That didn't surprise him,

but it was also clear to Corran that Jula had not missed what had gone unsaid.
The specter of Biggss death formed the foundation for every question and
comment.

And the comparison of Gavin with Biggsfuelsthe andyss of sorieshe's

telling. There was no doubt that Biggs had been ahero and had acted heroically.
Hisdeath a Y avin had alowed Luke Skywaker to blow up the Death Star. His
death marked the extreme danger of the Situation and was not unexpected, given
the circumstances. Even o, the situationsin which Gavin found himsdf were no
less perilous, yet he had survived them. To Corran's mind, Gavin's parents had
to be thinking that made him better than Biggsin some unde-finable away, and
for Huff it planted the seeds of doubt about how great his son truly was.
Because he had been an only child born of only children, the Darklighter family
gathering gave Corran awindow into awhole different family dynamic. Because



there were so many children among whom things were shared, persona boundaries
and the ideas of ownership were weakened. Y ounger kids seemed to see every adult
aspart of thefamily, fearlesdy climbing into Igps or asking permission or

asking for help.

At firgt this threatened Corranin part because of the utter chaos of the

Stuation but mostly because the children thrust responghbility into his hands.
Thefact that none of the Darklighters seemed to mind their children paying him
attentionas long as the kids didn't seem to be bothering him or to be
ill-manneredmeant he had to accept that responsibil-

ity and act on it. The openness of the families drew him in and they accepted
him, but Corran was uncertain if he was ready to be accepted.

Mirax and her father, by way of contrast, formed alittle insulated party within
the grander goings-on. The hushed tones of their conversation, their quiet
laughter and their genera ease with each other reminded Corran very sharply of
the relationship he'd had with his own father. Hal Horn had been friend and
confidant aswell as parent and work associate. Corran had aways thought of
family as aplace where he could open himsdlf up and get advice without fearing
censure or ridicule. Shared blood meant a bottom-line aliance that no
disagreement could shatter. He and hisfather had disagreed on plenty of things,
but that which united them was far sronger than anything that could divide
them.

Despite the efforts of everyoneto include him in what was going on, Corran
began to retreat abit as melancholy over hisfather's death dowly seeped into
hisheart. It was al too easy for him to imagine hisfather at the gathering,

again hearing hislaughter and watching the others react to the oriesHal

used to tell. They would have loved him here. And he would have loved being
here, too.

A chill ran down Corran's spine. The openness of the familiestwisted like a
vibroblade into hisguts. Hisfather, Hal Horn, had known his own father, the
Jedi Master Ngjaa Halcyon. Hal had never told Corran anything about Nejaa. /
know he did that to protect me, but | know he had to have been proud of his
father. When | told my father that | had "hunches’ and he told meto go with
them, he knew they were manifestations of myourJedi heritage. That was his
quiet way of teling me of hispride, but it must have torn him up to haveto
remain sSlent. Perhgps he anticipated telling me about that stuff |ater, after

the Rebels had destroyed the Empire, but he never lived that long.

Corran absented himsdf from the gathering, walking up the stepsto the surface
of the planet. The twin suns had s, |etting the day's heat begin to bleed off
into space. The chill cregping into the desert likewise began to gnaw at him. It
found awilling dly in the sorrow doshing around in Corran's guts.

"Excuse me, Lieutenant Horn, | don't want to intrude.”

Corran looked back and saw Jula Darklighter slhouetted against the glow from
the pit mansion. "No intrusion, Sr. | camefrom asmal family, sothisis

rather overwhelming.”

"l camefrom abig family, andit's overwheming." Julaglanced down &t the
ground and toed an akali crust into dust. "'l wanted to say thank you for taking
care of my son out there."

Corran smiled, but shook his head. "Gavin takes care of himsdlf out there.”

"He said you had confidence in him and that you got another pilot to stop
picking on him. He didn't say it that way, mind you, but he's not hard to read.”
Corran laughed lightly. "No, your boyyoung man doestend to digitize and



broadcast his emotions. The situation he refersto, though, was one where
another pilot, Bror Jace, and | were having abit of a conflict, and Gavin just
happened to find himsdlf inthe middle. I'm glad he took heart in my having
confidencein him, because| did and do believein him and his kills, but he
needs no protection. Y ou raised aman of whom you can be proud.”

Jula smiled and nodded, then looked Corran straight in the eyes. "He's amost
ended up like Biggs, hasn't he?"

"Weved| amost ended up like Biggs, sir. The Empire may bein retreet, but
there are plenty of folks il willing to fight for them.” Corran raised ahand

to his breastbone and unconscioudy stroked the Jedi medalion he wore. "Gavin
has been wounded and did dmogt die, but the fact isthat he was too tough to
die. Asapilot, he's getting better and better and has vaped his share of the
enemy we've faced. He's brave without being stupid. He's the sort of person who
isthe Rebellion's backbone and the reason it has succeeded aswell asit has."
"What you're saying, Lieutenant Horn, makes me very proud indeed.” Julasighed.
"It dso fortifies me againgt anticipating thewordt. | imagine your parents

are equally worried about you and proud of you."

Corran frowned. "My parents are dead, ar."

"I'm sorry."

"Thank you."

Julajerked athumb back toward the sounds of the gathering. "Thisisn't very
easy onyou, isit?'

Corran shrugged. "Compared to an Imperid prison, it'sactualy very nice. The
trick of it isthat there had afocusfor my negative thoughtsthe people who

had me imprisoned. Here there is no such focus.”

"Perhgps that meansthat you should just let your negative thoughts go.” Jula
patted him on the shoulder. "Nothing wrong with feling and acknowledging sorrow
and pain, Lieutenant Horn. The crimeis etting them hold you prisoner. Come on
back, and well do al we can to set you free."

He'sright. Mourning is gppropriate, but not here and not now. Corran smiled.
"Thanks. | think | will rgjoin the group. In fighting the Imps 1've beenin so

many places where I've been reviled, it's grest, just for once, to be welcomed

s0 openly and gracioudy.”

"I'm glad you fed that way." Julathrew an arm over Corran's shoulder and
steered him back toward the light. "Darklighters believe in tregting friends
likefamily and family like friends, and werre dways glad to add yet one more
tothefamily.”
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This hasto be adream. A nightmare even. Wedge cracked hiseft eye open and
let it dowly attempt to focus. At first he noticed nothing unusud in the unlit

room, but then he caught sight of little motes of light streaking like shooting

sars across night sky. The possible presence of something in hisquartersdid
convince his deegp-besotted brain that he should continue histrek toward
consciousness, but until he heard the voice a second time, he wasn't wholly
certain he wasn't enmeshed in anightmare,

"Good morning, Sr. It isvery good to seeyou again.”

Wedge rolled over and reluctantly opened both eyes. "Emtrey?"

"How kind of you to remember me, Comml mean, Master Wedge." The black 3PO droid
with the clamshell head stood beside the bed with its hands splayed out. "I
redize you may not have fully recovered from your journey here, and wereit up
to meI'd have alowed you to deep longer, but thisisthe time at which you



requested awakening."

Wedge groaned. Shortly after Corran, Mirax, and Gavin had |eft for Tatooine,
Winter located a possible store of X-wings and parts on Rishi. Using some of the
unit'smoney,

Wedge rented amodified Corellian Y T-1300 light freighter named Eclipse Rider
and headed out with Ooryl Qrygg to check out the report. The trip out from
Coruscant went well, but once they arrived in-system they ran into trouble. The
freighter lost arepulsor-lift coil upon landing. Ooryl worked on replacing that
while Wedge wound hisway through alabyrinth of H'kig religiouslawsthat
seemed, to him, to prohibit or limit anything that could make life eesier.

He did locate the cache of X-wing parts and managed to purchase it. He estimated
two fighters could be cobbled together from the parts, which was something, but
far short of what held hoped when he set out at first. Regulations on the use of
repul sor-lift vehicles complicated the loading timetable and, ultimatdly,

delayed their departure from the world by twelve hours.

When he and Ooryl find ly did makeit to Y ag'Dhul, Wedge was four days behind
schedule and exhausted. He docked the freighter, then had someone show him to
his quarters. 7 thought twelve hours of deep would be enough, but apparently
not, because I'm hdlucinating the presence of adroid that should be on
Coruscant.

He rubbed his eyes, then opened them again. Emtrey was till there. "What's
going on here? Did General Cracken send you to keep an eye on us?'

"Since | do not have eyes per sg, Sir, | would haveto say no." The droid's head
canted to theright. "'l do not recall any orders being given to me by my former
"Former owner?' Wedge redlized he was becoming more avake al the time, but
nothing seemed to be getting much clearer to him, and that caused him some
concern. Someone hasto be having fun with this. "Get Tycho for me."

Tycho cleared hisvoice and Wedge turned to see him leaning against the doorjamb
of the bedroom. "Thought you'd like to wake up to afamiliar face, sinceyou're

in unfamiliar surroundings.”

"Right." Wedge narrowed hiseyes. "As| recal, I've not gotten you back for the
other trick you pulledthat postmortem message from Corran at Borleias. You
better watch your step.”

"Or what?Y ou think you can cause me more trouble than atreason trid and a
gtay inan Imperid prison?’ Tycho thrugt his chin out defiantly, but softened

the gesture with asmile. "Y ou're welcome to try any time you want, Antilles.
Wedge shook his head. "One hopeless battle at atime. Got any caf out there?”
Tycho nodded. "Brewed hot and strong enough to dissolve transparisted.”
"Great." Wedge rolled out of bed and dipped into the thick robe Emtrey held out
for him. Knotting the belt around his middle, he followed Tycho into the small
parlor attached to his bedroom. The furnishings were amixture of stylesand
colors, but dl of them were fashioned from hollow meta tubes and light but
strong cloth. Less mass meansless cogt in transport and energy to maintain the
gravity generation for the station.

Wedge dropped into a chair across alow table from Tycho and wrapped both hands
around the barrdl of a steaming mug of caf. The steam caressed hisface and
could have been melting his eyebrows for al he cared because the caf tasted
wonderful. He felt the warmth spread out from hisbelly and alayer of fogin

his brain began to disspate.

"S0, Tycho, how is Emtrey here?"



Tycho's smile broadened considerably. "Politics.”

Wedge sipped more caf. " Okay, give me the exploded view because I'm not seeing
it
"It getsweird, but I'm not complaining.” Tycho leaned forward. "Before his
capture a Y avin 4, Jan Dodonna designed the A-wing fighter. The Alliance got

it into production and introduced the A-wing late on in the Rebdlion. Most of
them were made in locations that weren't so much factories asthey were private
shops. They al worked from the same design, but were constructed on an
individua basis. The onel flew at Endor, for example, had Fijis wood panels
initl'm guessing it was built on Cardooine.

"| recall how reinforcements of those shipsused to dribblein.”

"Right, well Incom and Koensayer are afraid their X-wing and Y -wing fighter
designs are going to be supplanted

by the A-wing and B-wing designs, so they've been trying to get the Provisona
Council and the Armed Forces to open bidding on new contracts. Incom thinksit
has an edge on winning a contract for new X-wings, when al of usup and resign.
Koensayer artsthe rumor that part of our disaffection is because we don't

trust the X-wing anymore.

"Incom turns around and says that it's working on some new designs and would be
happy to bring Rogue Squadron's ships up to the state of the art. What they

offer are A-wings manufactured by them that have been modified so the laser
cannons can swivel and cover therear arc.”

Wedge nodded. "Nice adaptation, but it doesn't explain how we ended up with
Emtrey."

"I'm getting there, and you'll appreciate the flight, trust me." Tycho pressed

his hands together. " Someone in the militaryprobably Genera Cracken, but

maybe even Admiral Ackbardecided accepting Incom's gift was appropriate, so all
the equipment in Rogue Squadron was inspected, listed as missing parts, and
surplussed out. Winter found out about it before anyone else, and we scooped up
thelot, including Emtrey and our astromech droids."

Wedge blinked. " Surplussed out? Our stuff was sold as surplus?”

"Broken surplus. It was missing parts.”

"PL-IS'

Wedge frowned. "PL-Is?1've never heard of them."

Tycho shook his head. "That's the designation for pilot."

Wedge immediately began laughing. Someone back on Coruscant favors what were
doing or perhapsjust wantsto give usthe toolsto destroy ourselves. I'm

trugting it'sthe former. "Emtrey wasjust thrown in on the ded ?*

"He cogt alittle bit extra, but | thought he wasworth it." Tycho coughed

lightly into hishand. "Zraii and histechnica staff resgned and followed our
shipsover. Welve got afull squadron, and the parts you brought in should keep
them operationd for along time."

"Good. How does the base |ook?"

"Not bad." Tycho pointed back toward the bedroom.

"I'll give you ahdf an hour to get cleaned up, then I'll give you atour of

the place. It's not exactly a Death Star, but | think it will work finefor our
purposes.”

Clad in atan jJumpsuit, Wedge followed Tycho through the space sation. The
small suite held been given turned out to be one of the more luxurious ones on

the station. Because of construction costs space was a a premium. Refresher



dtations were commund, as were dining facilities. While there were private
roomsfor dinner meetings, al food was prepared in acentra gdley and
delivered to the half-dozen dining facilities on the base. Those sameroomsaso
served as lounges and recreation facilities.

Tycho led him to the core of the station and punched a button on thewadll. "Here
at the core we have nine turbolifts six are for personnd and three arefor

fraght.”

Wedge reached up and tapped a knuckle against the gray duraplast celling.
"Everything seems shrunk down abit. | fed likeagiant.”

"It isvery compact. | think it was built thisway to cause sormtroopers
problemsif they ever invaded." Asthe turbolift door did open, Tycho passed
through the opening. "There are twenty-five living levels above the docking
facility and twenty-five below it. We're sarting at sub-twenty-five. I've got
Emtrey working on the moves that will be necessary to clear thelast ten
sublevesfor our personnd.”

"Moving everyone but our people off would make mefed better, snce we know
Isard will eventudly figure out wherewe are.”

"Agreed, Wedge, but if we send people avay shell find out about things all that
much sooner. Because we hit this station not too long ago, and because Warlord
Zsnj evacuated hisfolks, what'sleft behind is pretty much of askeleton

crew. If we do get rid of them, we're going to have to use our people to perform
alot of nonmission-specific duties.” Tycho winced. "l seem to recal the medl
you tried to make out of tauntaun meat on Hothand ..."

"| get the hologram, Tycho." Wedge frowned. "Do they know there's danger here?’
"They seem to think that after Zsinj, Isard might be taken as a change for the
positive. I've spoken with the key employers here, and they know there could be
trouble. They seem to think that with us hereit's actualy going to be safer
because the scum of the galaxy isn't going to be drifting in every time they
haveliberty."

"True, but their revenues are going to be down, and that could make for

trouble”

The turbolift stopped and opened onto the docking facility. Tall transparisted
walls gave Wedge a spectacular view of Y ag'Dhul. Though smdl and dense, the
world took on a curious appearance because of the three moons orbiting it and
thetidal forcesthey generated asthey orbited in the opposite direction to the
planet's rotation. The atmosphere boiled and swirled, with ssorms sowing
lightning through the gray clouds and flashes of red stone visible even from the
dation.

"Hard to believe life could have arisen in that maglstrom.” Wedge folded his
arms across his chest and shivered. "No wonder the Givin have an exoskel eton and
canexis inavacuum.”

"It'sagood thing they can. Our attack here apparently opened some of the
dtation up to the vacuum, so they used Givin to make the repairs. Everything is
fine now, though, with one exception the old Station Master died while on an
inspection tour of the repair work."

Wedge frowned, recalling an old Twi'lek with apockmarked face who had been as
oily as Darth VVader had been evil. "Hisnamewas Vasil Torr, right?’

"l guess 0. Apparently hetried to force aGivin task leader to pay him a

bribe. They agreed to discussit in Torr's office, and there was a catastrophic
loss of atmosphere.” Tycho winced. "The Twi'lek was sucked out of his office
through a hole the size of, say, ablaster bolt. The Givin lived and patched the



hole"

"'So how no oneisrunning the station.”

"The merchants here have formed an Economic Council and seem to be running
thingsfairly well asfar asthey are

concerned. Well need to put someonein to control them, but | don't have a
candidate in mind yet." Tycho opened hisarms. "Thisisthe main docking area,
which containsten levesal itsown. The middie six ded with cargo transfer

and storage. The outer two on each Side contain crew housing, some small shops
and two tapcafshome away from homefor freight haulers. The tapcafs serve
exactly what the rest of us eat, but they lower the lights and hike the price."

"Y ou know, with the right ambiance, that tauntaun would have tasted fine."
"Sure, Wedge, bdievethat if you want." Tycho pointed to the triangular landing
extending out into space. " Shipsland here, unload, pick up or exchange cargo,
and head out again. If the crew wantsto stop over, its ship is parked in orbit
and the station shuttle service brings them to and from the station. Hangar
aceisrare, and what this station hasis being reserved for us right now,
though there is some space for repairsif aship needsit.”

"Fair enough." Wedge watched asmall yacht make an gpproach on the station. Its
deek lines and down-curving wings reminded him of anative Cordlian fish.
"Lookslike the Pulsar Skateis coming in. Have you had any word from them?”
"No, but there was afunds transfer to the account of Huff Darklighter, o
assumethingswent well."

"Good." Wedge pointed back at thelift. "L et's go down, greet them, and see
exactly what our money bought us."
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Wedge wondered if heweren't redlly still trapped in adream as the turbolift
door opened and he stepped into the squadron hangar. A dozen X-wings occupied
the deck, and techs swarmed over them. That wasn't what had struck him as
unredidtic, however, since the hustle and bustle of a hangar was something held
witnessed countless times before. He glanced over at Tycho. "What's going on
here?' Tycho gave him agrin. "Well, sncewere no longer part of the New
Republic's Armed Forces, we can't have ships bearing itsinsigniaor colors, can
we? Now, Corran's ship has dways been green with that black and white trim,
like hisdroid, so | thought we might just go ahead and repaint our X-wingsto
look like whatever we want them to be."

He pointed very specificaly at an X-wing that was bloodred except for where
white had been splashed at a diagona down across the nose and the tips of the
S+ails. A broad black stripe parted the white from thered. "That ones mine. |
did some checking, and before Alderaan disarmed, that was the color scheme the
Alderaan Guard unit near my home used to sport. I've dso had Zraii switch my
| dentify Friend/Foe beacon over to an old Alderaanian codethe one from the
Another Chance, infact. Individudizing the paint and switching our | FF codes
to those of our home planets provides further evidence that were not aNew
Republic unit.”

Wedge chewed hislower lip for amoment. Makes sense, dl of it. And the
fightersdo look abit more, ah, ferocious with the new paint jobs. I likeit,
Tycho, but | don't know what to do with mine. Corran's got the CorSec green, but
he'searned it."

"How about adark blue, with red stripes up the sdes?!

"Corellian Bloodstripes?' Wedge chuckled. "I never wasin the Cordlian
Military, so | never earned Bloodstripes. Han Solo wears them on histrousers



because he went to the Imperid Academy and won them through his bravery.”
"Oh, and you've not been equaly brave?’

"That's open to debate, but the fact isI've never been sufficiently military to

earn them." He smiled dowly. "Make everything from the cockpit back black,
including the S-foils, and give me agreen-and-gold check pattern on the front
fusdage”

Tycho's eyes narrowed. "'l don't recognize the color scheme.”

"No reason you should." Wedge hesitated for a second. "Back when my parents
operated afueling sation at Gus Treta, my father was saving up to buy the
sation and start his own chain. The green, gold, and black were going to bethe
colors he used for thelogo and the uniforms. Y our colorstie you back to your
home, Corran's do the same thing for him, and | imagine the sameistrue for
everyone dse. Minewill tie meto the home | should have had.”

"I'll put the order inimmediately.” Tycho started walking over toward where

the Pulsar Skate had come through the hangar's magnetic containment bubble and
was setting down. Following it in came a boxy station shuttle, but it landed
further back. ™Y our ship and Gavin'swill be the last onesfinished.”

Wedge glanced at Ooryl's white fighter. ™Y ou need to include Ooryl's ship on
thet ligt."

"No, it'sdone."

"But, it'sso ... plan.”

"Apparently not, if you can seein the ultraviolet range." Tycho shrugged.

"Zrai saysit'samagerpiece.”

"That explainswhy I'm awarrior, not an artist.” Wedge waved as he saw Corran,
Mirax, and Gavin walk down the gangway from the Pulsar Skate. Wait aminute,
who'sthat? Thefourth individua proved tdler than Gavin and much bulkier, yet
wasn't dovenly or Huttlike. Then, when his head cleared the interior of the

ship and Wedge saw the brigtle of white hair, he recognized him.

"So that'swhy Corran islooking a bit subdued.”

"What?" Tycho frowned at Wedge. "Whao'sthe last guy?'

"Mirax'sfather.”

"Oh. Oh."

Wedge trotted the remaining distance and thrust his hand at Booster Terrik.

"It's been far too long, Boogter."

Thelarger man's hand engulfed Wedge's. "Y ou grew up quite abit during my five
yearson Kessdl. After | got out, well, about that time you were freezing on

Hoth, then you were on the go. | assumed I'd run into you sometime, and now
seemsasgood as any.”

"Indeed it is." Wedge glanced over at Mirax. "Y our daughter's been alifesaver,
you know, and for more than just me."

"So | gather from what | heard during thetrip.” Booster Terrik threw anarm
over Wedge's shoulders, then tightened it againgt his neck. "1 would have hoped,
though, you would have found away to protect her from the likes of Horn there.”
Wedge gently dug an elbow inthe man'sribs. "Firg, if you can't control your
daughter, how can / be expected to control her? Second, just as| told her,
Corran isn't hisfather. He's one of the best men | know."

"Y ou need to get out more, Wedge." Booster opened his arms and released Wedge.
"Interesting place you have here. Not enough to stop a Super Star Destroyer, but
you know that. Still, if you haveto diein abox in space, thislooks as good
asany inwhichtodoit."

"Tycho'staking meon atour. Y ourewelcometojoin us."



"I'd be happy to."

Wedge nodded, then looked over at Gavin. "How was Tatooine?"

"Good, sr. We got afair amount of personal armor and wespons, as well as some
TIE parts and assorted other things Mirax thinks we can trade. Uncle Huff said
that was dl that waseft from the Eidolon materid.”

"It dl looked pretty good, Wedge." Corran leaned against a pilot-mover. "Weve
got enough in the way of small armsto supply a decent insurgent force. The
armor is stormtrooper grade.”

Corran's voicetrailed off as the sound of footsteps drew closer. Wedge turned
and saw apair of individuals coming around Pulsar Skate's stern. The hulking
brute of aman, with a shaved head and a big bushy beard, dwarfed his petite
female companion. Wedge hitched for amoment, then started to laugh. "How isit
possible that you're here so soon?’

The auburn-haired woman smiled sweetly. "And I'm happy to see you, too, Wedge.
Y ou've not changed much, Tycho, or you, Mirax." She nodded to the othersin the
group, then offered her hand to Corran. "Elscol Loro and Sixtus Quin.”

"Elscol joined the squadron just after Bakuraand flew afew missonswith us."
Wedge jerked athumb toward her taciturn, dark-skinned companion. " Sixtus Quin
was a Specia Intelligence Operative who was betrayed by his Imperid
commander, 0 he helped us out in amission on Tatooine."

Corran nodded. "We can dways use more pilots.”

"But that's not why we're here, kid." She shot Wedge asidelong glance. "The
reason we got here so soon was because we were inbound before your summons
reached us. We'd heard of the coup on Thyferraand figured wed ply our trade
there”

Corran gtiffened. "And what would that trade be?’

A lopsided grin contorted the |eft Side of her face. "I do what | was doing at

the time Wedge recruited mel find worlds with Imperid tyrants, and | liberate
them. Sixtus,

what's left of his squad, and agroup of other neer-do-wells come with me. We
organize local res stance movements; provide them with expertise, wegpons, and
support; and help them get rid of their local Imperid officids.”

Wedge smiled. "I think you'll recall that no one at our first meeting had any

good idea about how to go about overthrowing a planetary government. Elscol has
had more practice a it than anyone | know. She's never been much of ajoiner,

s0 she's been working outside the New Republic.”

She shrugged. "Haven't formed an opinion about the New Republic yet, though
during Tycho'stria my thoughts were none-too-positive. The Empire, on the
other hand, left me without my family, so I'm doing what | can to strip them of
theirs”

"Have you had a chanceto review the materid | sent you?"

Elscol nodded. "If theratio of loyd humansto Vratix isat dl accurate, the

actua conquest of the world should be smple. The big problem thereisthe
presence of those Imp ships. Anything we do can be undone by a planetary
bombardment. If those ships can be scattered or neutralized preferably bothwe
can stage an uprising that should topple Y sanne Isard. I'm confident we can do

it, but I'll have a better idea of exactly what we're going to do after | get in

there and take alook."

Mirax raised an eyebrow. "Y ou're talking about going to Thyferra?"

"Y es, the sooner the better.” Elscol held up ahand and started ticking points

off on her fingers. "We haveto liaise with the Ashern, or welll fight them as



much aswell fight the Imps and their Xucphradlies. We haveto determinethe
nature of the targets welll hit, so we can be properly supplied for the

strikes. We need to gauge the reaction of the populace to a countercoup, and we
haveto find aloca leader who can handle being put in charge. If thiswere

just some backwater world that no one cared about, we could be abit more hasty.
Thyferra, however, isof vita importance, so we haveto be careful and surgica
inwhat were doing."

"Agreed." Wedge folded hisarms across his chest. "We

don't have enough in the way of personnel or equipment to alow usto be
doppy.”

Sixtus rested hisfists on his narrow hips. "How long do you anticipate being
able to keep the location of this Sation a secret from Isard?”

Wedge shrugged. "I have no way of judging that. Well take adl precautions
possible, but were as vulnerable here asthe Alliance was on Hoth or Yavin 4.
If Isard finds us, werein for adifficult time."

"Then the sooner we're on Thyferra, the sooner shelll have to think about
leaving at least part of her fleet a home."

Gavin frowned. "But | thought the fleet needed to be scattered.”

"True enough, but scattered in away that you can nibbleit to death. | know you
Rogues are hot hands on a stick, but a dozen snubfighters can't take four

capital shipsall by themselves. Isard has to beinduced to send the ships out

S0 you can diminate them, but she also needs areason to leave some of them at
home so you don't get overwhelmed.”

Corran raised an eyebrow. " Sounds like you're suggesting the only way wewin
thisthingisif |ceheart Sarts getting supid.”

"Not at dl, flyboy. What we need to do isto give Isard too many thingsto
think about. Shelikesto be in control that's clearand shelll do outrageous
thingsto remainin control.” Sixtus smiled in away that made it seem asif
amiling were an effort for him. "We have to present her with enough problems
that she's reacting to what we do, not acting by herself. We set the pace and
determine what she does."

Tycho'seyes narrowed. "And if she doesn't dance to the tune we call ?*

Elscol opened her hands. " Then we dance around her. Make no mistake about it,
defeating her isgoing to be neither pretty nor swift, but it can be done.

People are going to die, but if sheremainsin charge of the bactasupply inthe
gaaxy, that'sagiven anyway."

Wedge nodded and felt his shoulders begin to ache as if someone had settled a
lead-lined cloak across them. While none of the Rogues had ever attempted to
minimizethe diffi-

culty of what they had set out to do, neither had they taken aclose look &t the
reditiesof it. It isalmogt asif we began to believe in the legend of Rogue
Squadronthat impossible missons are for usjust run of the mill. We know degth
and dying are part of any operation, but snce we're the ones putting our lives
on theline, we're accepting responsbility for our own lives. Elscol’s pointing
out, quite correctly, that alot of other people can and will be hurt in dl

this

He nodded dowly. "Okay, weve got to sart planning thisall in earnest. Were
gathering wesapons and the ships we need aready, but now were going to haveto
designate mission godls, outline parameters, set rules of engagement, and
establish just how far we're willing to go to accomplish the end we desire the
liberation of Thyferra. | takeit that the fact that you're here meansyou're



willing to help usdo this, El-scol ?!

Shewinked a Wedge. "Actudly | was coming hereto give you folksthe joy of
flying cover for me while my people handled the problem, but | think throwingin
with you isthe only way to get thisdone. Werein."

"Great." Wedge clapped her on the shoulders. " So, where do you suggest we
begin?'

Elscol's smile blossomed. "1 think the firgt thing we want to do isto make

Isard very mad.”

10

Corran made onelast check on hisingtruments, but everything seemed fine. His
screen showed him to be fifteen seconds from reversion to real space. "Hang on,
Whidtler, this could be very strange.”

Heknew it shouldn't be at al out of the ordinary, but he couldn't escape the
feeling that something odd would happen. Hefdt it was not because of any
unknown factors attached to the mission, because there realy were none. Their
intelligence about the bacta convoy had been very good and double-checked. The
sguadron should be able to hit it and get away well before | ceheart could mount
any sort of rescue operation.

Corran's uneasiness came from the fact that in this mission he was being asked
to do something againgt which he had fought all hislife. Hisfather and
grandfather had fought againgt it al their lives. Even Negjaa Halcyon had
ventured out againgt pirateswho preyed on, interstellar convoys. Corran, who
had once been an officer in the Corellian Security Force's antismuggling
divison, had become apirate.

Rationdizing and justifying what he was about to do was smplein the extreme.
Elscol Loro had said from the start

that getting Isard angry was important, and stealing a convoy of bacta certainly
would do that. It would a so force her to devote some of her resourcesto
safeguarding future convoys. Even if Rogue Squadron never engaged any of Isard's
troops, the sheer volume of runs the destroyers would have to make would tax the
crew and the equipment, forcing her to obtain more supplies from the black
market at inflated prices.

All thewhile wearing her down for us.

The counter in the upper corner of his screen spun down to zero, then the white
tunnel outside his cockpit shattered into pinpoints of light that resolved
themsalvesinto stars. Out ahead of him, the yellow sun at the heart of the
Chorax system took up aquarter of the sky, whilethe singlelarge planet in

the system stood silhouetted againgt it like the pupil in some huge yellow eye.
Streaming away from the planet like tears, the ships of the bacta convoy headed
out, their exit vector identical to Rogue Squadron's entry vector. Though

closing fast with them, Corran could not make out any visua detail on the
Thyferran ships, yet Whidtler flashed a schematic of them on his screen in short
order. Three hundred metersin length, from prow bridge to hyperdrives, the
bacta tankers had an dmost insectoid fed about them. The ship's central

section had two parts, each of which held six cargo cylinders. In the various
systems where the convoy stopped, smaller shipswould fly up to the convoy,
tease one of the cylinders free from the tanker's belly, then dip areturn

cylinder into its place. The returned cylinder might be empty, but most of them
contained the world's native goods, to be sent back to Thyferraor traded yet
further dong theline.

Corran keyed his comm unit. "Nine here, Rogue Leader. The convoy isright where



it issupposed to be. No hostiles yet.”

"I copy, Nine. Stand by." Wedge's voice broke for amoment, then flooded
through the helmet speakers. "Bacta convoy, thisis Wedge Antilles. Prepareto
ater courseto coordinates | will supply you."

A new voice came back on the comm unit. "Antilles, this

is Thyferran Convoy Delta- Two-Niner. We do not recognize your authority to give
usorders.”

"Youwill. Two flight, makearun."

"I copy, Rogue Leader." Confidence bubbled through Tycho's voice. "Eight, Nine,
and Ten on me. Lock Sfoilsinto attack pogtion.”

"Asordered, sr." Corran nudged his stick to the left and pushed the throttle
forward to bring his X-wing up on Tycho'sleft. NawaraVen, in Eight, dropped in
back and starboard of Tycho while Ooryl pulled his X-wing into the formation
to the port and in back of Corran. Asaunit they sped onin at thelong string

of tankers and tending vessals. The tenderswill be the ones that are armed.

The boxy tenders, which redlly were just freighters hauling food and other
suppliesfor the convoy, quickly outstripped the tankers and positioned
themsalves to make the fighters shy off their targets. The strategy of forming a
wall infront of the freighters might well have worked had the battle been

taking place on a planet with the Rogues in land-speeders, but in space the

tight grouping of the freighters just made e uding them al that much more easy.
Corran hit akey on hisconsole. "Seven, | show six freightersin that block in
front of us, but there were eight originaly. They're screening something.”

"I copy, Nine. The two missing ones are the largest of them. Keep your eyes open
for something tricky."

Suddenly the freighter formation opened up like aflower blossoming and eight
snubfighters burst up through the opening at full attack speed. Led by four

Z-95 Headhunters with blasters blazing, the Thyferran fighters zeroed in on the
Rogue formation. Corran threw all shield power to the forward shields, dropped
his crosshairs on one of the speeding Headhunters and hit histrigger.

The quad burst of laser fire pierced the Headhunter's shields. The red beams
diced into thejoint where the port wing joined the fusdlage, sheering it off.

The engine on that wing exploded and the ship itsdf whirled off in aflat soin.
Corran sdedipped to starboard to cut beneath itsflight path,

then hauled back on his stick to loop up and onto the trail of the Thyferran
fighters

Evening his shields out, he inverted the X-wing and dove onto thetail of the
second st of Thyferran fighters. It was amixed group consisting of two TIE
fightersand two "Ug-lies " hybrid ships conssting of a TIE'sball cockpit

married to Y -wing engine necelles.

"Ten, do you want the Die-wings, or shal | take them?"

"Ooryl would be pleased to take them."

"Ten, | have your wing." Corran smiled as Ooryl cruised up and broke to
starboard asthe pair of Uglies veered away to shake them. While affordable and
effective for most convoy security duty, the Uglies were not well suited to
engagements againgt military-grade snubfighters. The Die-wing variantoften
referred to as TIE-wing among those who flew themsuffered from the deficits of
their component parts. They had a Y -wing's doth mated with a TIE fighter's lack
of shields. Corran would have preferred to be handed a blaster and allowed to
float hisway into afight than pilot one of thosethings.

He kept an eye on the location of the TIE fighters as Ooryl went in after the



Uglies. Though the Gand's exaskel eton made him look blocky and clumsy on the
ground, hishandling of an X-wing was nothing short of fluid and even ddlicate.
Whereas Corran's passing shot on the Headhunter had been lucky, Ooryl had a
facility for doing exactly that sort of damage on purpose. He shoots asif laser
bolts were being rationed.

Ooryl triggered adouble burst of laser fire, sending two scarlet bolts lancing
through the lead Die-wing's ball cockpit. Nothing exploded, though leaking
atmosphere did combust and flare for amoment. The Die-wing hurtled on through
gpace, but began to level out from the looping climb in which it had been
engaged. That move invited a second shot, but thefirst had clearly killed the
pilot, leaving the ship to fly on with no intelligence at the controls,

Unfortunately for him, the Die-wing's wingman failed to redize his partner had
died. Flying in perfect formation, he began to leve out, too. Ooryl'ssidedip
dropped him square

on that fighter's aft. Before the pilot could begin to maneuver, Ooryl fired two
laser burgts a him. The first shredded the port nacdlle, lacing it with fire

before ripping it gpart. The second shot weakened the link between the remaining
nacelle and the cockpit. The engine ripped free, rocketing off toward Chorax's
sun, whilethe ball flew on out of control.

A smdll explosion wreathed the top of the cockpit with fire. A round plug shot
upward; then the pilot followed, riding acommand couch backed by arocket
boogter. It carried the pilot clear of the doomed ship and out into space. The
command couch gave the pilot margina control over hisfatehe was no longer
bound for deep space in arunaway fighterbut without a pickup in aship within
ahalf hour, hed suffocate or freeze to degth.

Corran keyed his comm unit. "We have one bad guy EV."

Whistler's urgent hooting overrode any reply. "Got it, WhistlerTIEs inbound.

Ten, youremy wing agan.”

"Ten complying with your order."

Corran shook his head as he brought the X-wing up on its port stabilizer and
pulled back on the stick. Any other pilot in the unit who had picked off the
Die-wings would have been ecstatic, or at least would have had his excitement
show up in hisvoice, but not Ooryl. The only way to tdll if hewas excited or
ashamed about something wasto listen to how he referred to himsdf. Gands felt
it the height of arroganceto refer to themselves with a persona pronoun unless

it wasfdt by Gand leadership that the Gand in question had done something so
great that every Gand would be aware of who was being referred to. Asaresult,
when Ooryl was happy he referred to himsalf as Ooryl, when he was chagrined as
Qrygg, and when hewas redly mortified as Gand, alowing himsdf tosink in
anonymity as his shame grew gregter.

Msego isfust as strong as any of therest of ushe fust has a better grip on

it.

Corran inverted his X-wing and leveled out for a head-to-head pass with the
TIEs. Thelead TIE broke off, but the following one began a corkscrew maneuver
that jumped him around enough to make him hard to target. Corran snapped a
shot at him, then climbed up and off after the fleeing TIE. He'sthe lesser of

two evils.

TheTIE jinked high and low, but did very little sde to Sde maneuvering. He's
arookie and has been training in atmosphere. The TIE's octagonal solar panels
caused alot of problemswith maneuvering in amosphere because of the
resistance they offered, though climbing and diving wereno problem at dl ina



TIE. In gpace there was no atmosphere to limit the TIE's maneuverability, but
the pilot he was chasing had not yet had a chance to learn that lesson.

And the lesson he'sgoing to learn hereisone of an entirdly different nature.
Corran snap-rolled the X-wing up on the port S-foil. Whereas the up and down
juking had made the TIE difficult to hit before, Corran'sroll |€ft it trapped
between the X-wing'slasers. Corran'sfinger tightened up on the trigger,
spitting laser fire a hisquarry.

The quad burst evaporated the port solar cell wing, letting the TIE trail
threadlike tendrils of congedling metd onitsleft sde. Corran pushed his

stick forward to correct hisaim, but before he could shoot again, the hiss of
laser fire hitting his aft shied filled his cockpit. Jamming the stick to the

left and shoving it forward, Corran kicked hisfighter into a corkscrew dive
that took him well away from thewounded TIE.

A glance at his aft sensor readout showed the remaining TIE was Staying with
him. Thisguy isredly good. "Ten, | haveoneonmy tail.”

"Tenisshaking alock."

"I copy, Ten." Corran frowned. "Whidtler, find out what hasalock on Ten." He
knew it had to be one of the freighters that had a concussion missile battery or
proton torpedo launcher on board. Most freighters did not carry such weapons
systems just because of the space needed for storing the missies and the sensor
equipment, but those that did could be very effective againgt pirates, because
they could engage them at the missiles longer range.

Whidtler shrilled a him.

"Yes, | know | have afighter on my, er, our, trail." Corran pulled up into a
climb, then rolled and shot off at right

anglesto theline of hisclimb. "I'll take care of him, you just tell mewhat |

want to know."

The TIE stuck with him. Thisguy isvery good. Hisfighter can match minein
speed and maneuvering. He's not going to let me go head to head with him because
my shields give me an advantage in doing that. He hasto stay in my aft arc and
keep nibbling away at my shieldsto get me, so that'swhat I'll 1et him do.
Corran switched hisfire controls from lasers to proton torpedoes and prepped
the fighter to shoot them one at atime. He kept aloose hand on the stick and
jinked abit, but alowed his pursuit to take acouple of shotsat him. They
gzzled in on the aft shield, but didn't penetrate it.

This better work. Corran chopped histhrottle back to zero, then yanked his
stick back to his breastbone. The X-wing's nose came up and over, pointing
graight back at the TIE. The TIE immediately shied to port, so Corran hit his
|eft etheric rudder peda and tracked the X-wing's nose dong the TIE's flight
path. The aiming reticle went from yellow to red, and Whistler screeched out a
solid toneindicating target lock.

Corranfiredamissle.

The proton torpedo rode ajet of blue flame asit streaked out after the TIE. It
actudly overshot itstarget when the TIE pilot rolled the fighter and pulled

the starboard solar pandl out of the torpedo's range. The proximity sensorson
the proton torpedo caused it to detonate, filling the areaaround it with a
rapidly expanding cloud of shrapndl. Beforethe TIE pilot could react, tiny bits
of metal pierced the transparisteel cockpit canopy, shettering it into amillion
razor-edged fragments, that proceeded to reduce everything in the cockpit to
debris.

Corran watched the TIE fighter begin to spin off lazily through space. When |



go, | hopeit'sthat fast. No lingering tor me.

Whisdtler's mournful tone seemed to echo that sentiment.

"Ninehere, I'm clear.”

"Seven here, Nine. Weredl clear.”

Corran brought his ship around and saw two of the

freighters hanging in space with firesraging interndly. " Order, Sr?!

Tycho replied quickly. "Wedge has convinced the convoy that once it makes
delivery runsfor us, it can go free. Form up with Ooryl, and take two tankers

for your run. They'll dave their navicompsto yours. Once the cargo has been
ddlivered, let them go and get back to base."

"Asordered, sr." Corran let alittle chuckleroll from histhroat. "Well,

Whidtler, thisisn't much of ablow to strike against |ceheart, but it's

something. I'll take it as adown payment on what she's going to get later.”

Il

A cloud of steam rolled toward Corran astheinner door of the thermal lock
opened. He and Ooryl stepped through quickly, anxiousto be well away from
frigid conditions that existed back in the hangar. Corran pulled off hisgloves,
blew some warmth into his hands, then smiled asasmall, balding man approached
them. "Y ou must be Farl Cort."

The smaller man nodded and extended a hand to Corran. "I am. | want to thank you
for your mission here. When we put the word out, | had no reason to expect, you
know, such a generous response so quickly.”

"Pleased to meet you, Sir." Corran shook his hand, then jerked his head toward
Ooryl. "Thisis Ooryl Qrygg of Gand, I'm Corran Horn of Cordllia”

Farl shook Ooryl's hand, then waved the both of them deeper into the rough-hewn
sonetunnd. "Y oull forgive thelack of decoration and refinement, but Halanit
isafarly smal community thet is still building to saif-sufficiency, sowe
havelittletimeto devote to anything that isnot utilitarian.”

"Ooryl can understand this. Y ou have chosen adifficult world to make your
home."

Corran shook his head a the Gand's understatement.

Halanit was amoon orbiting agas giant. A thick coat of ice covered the planet,
but benesth the frozen crugt, the hot heart of the world heated water and rock
enough to make life sus-tainable. The colonists began creating their community
during thefinal days of the Old Republic. They had westhered the Empire and
Rebdllion dl but unnoticed since the planet produced nothing of use and the
inhabitants numbered just over ten thousand. It was just one more curiosity ina
gaaxy full of them, and it would have escaped Corran's notice except for an
urgent message sent to Coruscant to request shipments of bacta.

Farl led them from the tunndl to the edge of a huge chasm that reminded Corran
of Coruscant's artificial cany ons. A hundred meters or so abovethem a
double-walled transparisted shield capped the chasm and spread over the area
the diffuselight glowing down through the glacier. On both sdes of the chasm
lights shone through viewports carved in the stone and silhouetted the various
bridges across the gulf. In severd places, water streamed down between and over
rocksto splash rather beautifully into the chasm's depths.

Corran raised an eyebrow. "Thisisalittle more than smply utilitarian, |

think."

Farl amiled. "Thisgrand vitais the one concession we make to beauty. Standing
hereit iseasy to see how our forefathers envisioned what Halanit would

become. In two generations we have accomplished much, but we are far from our



dream of making thisworld into aUtopia. And, as pretty asthisis, it does

have utilitarian concessions. The double-walled transparisted cap kegps warmth
inand ice out. The waterfals are wonderful to look at, but they fill our

reservoir down below and feed our ichthyoculture farms.”

, "I concede the point." Corran smiled. "Tell me more about the disease that's
causing you problems.”

"It'savirusthat mutates quickly and sweeps through the colony.” Farl

shrugged. "L eft untreated the symptoms come and go inside two weeks, though
there islingering weaknessfor another month after that. The symptoms are
congestion, coughing, fatigue, body aches, and afairly ravenous appetite.
Bathing in the minerd springs here seemsto help, but a bacta bath will be far
more helpful "

Ooryl's mouth parts clicked open and shut. "Y our virus sounds smilar to the
Cardooine Chills™

"True, though that illness can only &fflict a person once before he or she
developsimmunity.” Farl led them on through another atmospherelock and into a
darkened corridor. "This virus mutates so quickly that we can't create a

vaccine. It spreads through the popul ation such that someone just recovering
from one strain catches the next. On alarger world there would be more of alag
time between epidemics, and a bigger world would have more resources to be able
to dedl with theillness. Right now, though, asick person egts enough food for
afamily of four, and thisthreatens the whole colony.

"The most recent strains have been nagtier, increasing the appetite and
dehilitating the victims, which iswhy we sent out our call for bacta.”" Farl

sghed. "When we got word from Thyferra about how much it would cost to fill our
order, well, wefairly well despaired. Then you showed up in-sysemwith a
tanker ship carrying enough to go along way toward wiping the epidemic out.”
The samdl man led them into an office and invited them to St in rickety, rusty
chairs. He walked around a makeshift desk and sat on astool. "So, | need to
ask, what do we owe you for this bacta? The market valuefor it issomething in
excess of abillion Imperid credits.”

Corran glanced over a Ooryl, then shook his head. "Y ou don't owe us anything.”
"But thisamount of bacta, it isvauable. Y ou must have paid agreat deal for

it

The Gand leaned forward. "Ooryl believes Corran would tell you that the bacta
was collected as part of abad debt. It cost Corran and Ooryl nothing; therefore
it'soffered fredy.”

The puzzled look of amazement on Farl's face dackened into an expressionless
mask. "l see”

Corran smiled. "Y ou needn't think of it as stolen, since

the government that would have demanded payment from you is not legitimate.”
A wry grintwigted the lower haf of Farl'sface. "Deding with piratesand
smugglers holds no difficulty for us. The transparisted and other modern
conveniences you see here were not made here, so we have traded with outsiders
before.”

"If that's not the problem, what iS?"

Farl frowned. "Weve dways given something in exchange for what we took. In
some cases we have hidden people from their enemies. Thefish weraise hereare
considered delicacies on someworlds and are extinct on others, so some
collectorsfavor them. The problem isthat abillion creditswould buy al of

them, and mogt of this colony, too. Wewill not take charity, but we cannot



offer you valuefor what you have given us."

"I'm sure we can come to some sort of arrangement. Y ou mentioned minera springs
as part of your trestment for the chillsbefore, right?’

"Yes, but | don't see’

Corran held ahand up and looked a Ooryl. "Hying in heredidn't | tell you I'd
give hdf abillion creditsfor ahot bath and agood fish dinner?"

The Gand hesitated, then nodded extravagantly. "Indeed, Qrygg remembers your
using those very words. And Qrygg concurred.”

"There you haveit, Farl Cort." Corran opened his hands. "A hot bath and ahot
fish for each of usand were even.”

The colonid adminigirator smiled. "I'll seeto it that you get your money's

worth."

"Liberating the bactafrom Iceheart has dready donethat.” Corran laughed

aoud. "Getting to St in ahot bath and think about how furious shell be will

make the experience just that much more perfect.”

The moment Tycho Celchu's X-wing reverted to realspace, a chill ran through him.
He had been to Alderaanto its

Graveyardbefore. He had seen and flown through the stony disk that was dl that
remained of theworld on which he had been born and had grown up. Hislast
vision of theworld asawhole, cohesive bal had come when he shipped out to
the Imperid Military Academy and the pride that marked that memory now mocked
him.

He had returned to Alderaan before, but he had not yet Returned. Among the
survivors of Alderaan, Returning had taken on areverence and importance unlike
any other tradition he could recdl. It seemed asif al the mental and

emotiona energy that had been funneled into the planet's pacificigtic

philosophy had been shifted and focused on a person's Return. Some people even
described their Return as awatershed experience, one that changed their lives
completely and profoundly, opening them to the greater truth of the universe.
Those claims had been made by people wearing bestific expressons. They talked
about what should be done on a Return. They specified what should be said, what
should be offered, and what should be expected in return. They ritualized what
Tycho felt should be adigtinctly individualized experience, then encouraged

each other to share their experiences so they could mutualy reinforce their
beliefsin the hedling nature of the Return.

The Return had become something of an industry to service the Alderaanian
community, and Tycho had not found himsdalf immuneto itslures. After guiding
severa bactatankersto Coruscant, Tycho had set down on the planet and spent
sometime with afew Alderaanian friends. Asaresult of their conversations, he
had decided to make his own Return, and then went out and proceeded to buy al
the things he would need to do it correctly.

Following the dictates of othersrankled him, but he could not deny that insde

he felt aneed to do some of the things bound up in aReturn. He purchased a
Memoria Capsule, then bought little giftsfor dl of his dead. He picked out

things he knew they would have enjoyedromantic holodramas for his grandmother
and ssters, winefor hisfather, flower bulbs for his mother, and a datacard

of thelatest

recipes for his mother's fatherthe gourmet. For hisbrother, he picked up a
holobio of Luke Skywalker, knowing Skoloc would have thrilled at being ableto
meet Luke and learning the Jedi would be returning to the galaxy. While part of
him rebelled at the idea of buying these things and jettisoning them to orbit



amid the Graveyard, the symbology of it satisfied aneed insde of himself to

place amid the shards of the world items that would mark the lives of people of
whom there was no longer atrace.

Choosing something to memorialize Nyiestra had been dl but impossible. He had
known her dl hislife, and before he hit puberty, he knew he loved her and

would marry her. He had been as certain of that as he had been that the sun
would rise and set on Alderaan for the rest of their lives. She had agreed to

wait for him throughout histime at the Academy and then even through hisfirst
year of duty. If he survived ayear asaTIE pilot, then hed get moved upin

the chain of fleet command, making it possible for him to marry and sart a
family. Never had he doubted, never had she doubted he would survive that first
year, o to both of them their future had been assured.

Then the Death Star exploded that future. Another chill sank through Tycho,
puckering hisflesh. Because hisfather was the CEO of Novacom, the largest
HoloNet provider on Alderaan, Tycho had been able to make a realtime HoloNet
cdl to hishome on the occasion of his birthday. Everyone had been there, dl
smilesand laughter. They had presentsfor him and toasted him with wine. Though
thousands of light-years distant from the celebration, he flt every bit apart

of it; then the transmission went down, the holographicimages dissolvingina
gray-black blizzard of

datic.

Tycho had just smiled. Such interruptions had happened before and in each
ingtance he had given hisfather ahard time about it. Throughout the next week

he mulled over what he would say to hisfather. He had looked forward to the
exchange, snce matching witswith hisfather wasatruejoy in hislife.

Then word filtered down through the fleet that Alderaan

had been destroyed. Blame had been placed on the Rebels, but he'd known
ingantly that they were innocent. While his Imperid indoctrination had left

him no doubts that the Rebels would destroy a planet to gain their ends, he knew
it would not be Alderaan. They drew support from Alderaan, according to the
rumors, so destroying it would only make sense for the Empire. The fact that the
Emperor dissolved the Imperia Senate before Alderaan died, instead of in
reaction to its death, firmly focused blame asfar as Tycho was concerned.

S0 he defected. At the next planet, Commenor, he went on leave and never came
back. He joined the Rebdllion and for well over seven years had fought to
guarantee no other world would face the fate of Alderaan. And guarantee no other
man would have to decide how to memorialize the woman he had intended to share
therest of hislifewith.

Part of what made the choice so difficult were the changes he had undergone
gnce Alderaan's desth. Had he made his Return immediately after leaving the
Imperial Navy, he would have encoded a poem on adatacard and set it adriftina
devicethat would have broadcast it over and over again. The comfrequency
traffic that his R2 unit scrolled across his main screen showed thousands of

others had thought of the very samething.

It hurt deep down knowing that the man he had become would not have been a
suitable match for Nyiestra. Thelife they had planned together would have been
possiblein abygone age, but only if they refused to look at what the Empire

was doing within the galaxy. Wrapped up inits cocoon of pacifism, Alderaan had
seemed insulated from things going on in the galaxy. It was asif whenwe
disarmed we set ourselves above and beyond the petty concerns of the galaxy,
and we thought doing so would keep us safe.



Bail Organaand his daughter, Leia, had seen thefolly of that idea, but

Alderaan had been dow to awaken to their call. Many people clung to their
pacifism asif it would save them from anything the Empire could do. They had

fdt that the only way the Empire would win wasif it could forcethemto

abandon pacifism. Being sacrificed to preserve ther beliefs

was not too greet a price to payan attitude especially easy to hold when no one
believed the Empire could or would destroy a planet.

Tycho had long since seen the error of that philosophy. Pacifism for the sake of
pacifism isthe height of arrogant selfishnesswhen that belief preventsyou

from acting to save others from harm. While he had no more love for war than any
other Alderaanian, he had chosen to go into the military to bein aposition to
influence and change the military. And when it became necessary to destroy it, |
became aRebd.

In the Rebellion, he had seen and done things that Nyies-tra could not have
understood. He knew she would have done al she could have to support him and
comfort him and help him dedl with everything, but the fundamental changesin

him meant that they would no longer have been suited to each other. At the most
basic level, he accepted as true a concept that Nyiestrawould have ressted

with every neuron in her brain There are some people who are so evil and
capable of creating such misery, that killing them isthe only way they can be

dedlt with. Grand Moff Tarkin, the Emperor, Darth Vader, Warlord Zsinj, Y sanne
Isard, Generd Derricote, and Kirtan Loor were al beyond reasoned arguments
designed to make them repent and abandon their evil ways.

The same events and experiences that would have sundered him and Nyiestra bound
him and Winter. In many ways, hisrelationship with her astounded him because it
was s0 wholly different from the one he had enjoyed with Nyiestra. Whereas they
had done everything they could to minimize their time gpart, he and Winter

smply sought to make the most they could of the time they had together. Both of
them had duties that kept them occupied and apartand would continue to do so
more often than not for the foreseeable futureyet the fact that each knew the

other was out there somehow staunched what would otherwise have been ahideous
emotiona wound. He knew both of themand probably everyone else from Alderaan
that had been |eft donefeared getting too close to someone in anticipation of
losing them again. Despite that fear, they had grown close and provided an
incredible amount of support for each other.

Ultimatdly, it had been Winter who suggested to him the perfect gift to
memoridize Nyiestra, awoman she had never met or known.

Tycho found and purchased a perfect crystal sphere onto which had been acid
etched the continents of Alderaan. Into the heart of thisidealized version of

the world he had called his own, he had Nyiestrals hologram imbedded. From
within the depths of the world she had loved, Nyiestrasmiled out a him,

forever preserved, unchanging, and beautiful.

He keyed the comm unit and flicked on his IFF transponder. "I am Tycho Celchu,
son of Alderaan, now orphan of the galaxy. | have cometo this place of my birth
to pay homage to who | was and those | knew. And those | loved and love ill.

It ismy wish that when life abandons me, | am returned here to be among you, so
that for eternity we may be together aswe should have beeninlife.”

He punched abutton on his console, opening and purging the storage compartment
inthe X-wing's belly. Under the control of the R2 unit, the memoria capsule’s
compressed air jets pushed it forward till it emerged from beneath the nose of

the snubfighter. A lump roseto histhroat asthe black ova capsule dowly



began itstrip into the swirl of stone that once had been Alderaan.

Tycho cleared histhroat. "These gifts are but insufficient tokens of the love

for you dl that still burnswithin me." He hesitated for a second, then

deviated from the formula he was supposed to speak to do his Return correctly.
"Thisfighter isanother. It bearsthe colors of the Alderaanian Guard and
transmitstheir code. It ismy pledge to younot of vengeance but of vigilance.

| hope you rest well knowing you will rest done, becauseit ismy liféswork

to seetoit that no one dse suffersasyou have. | won't rest until this quest
iscomplete.”

He hit another button, closing the cargo compartment. The capsule continued
drifting away, and he was tempted for amoment to blast it to bitswith his
lasers. He had no doubt that amid the debris, shipswaited and searched for
thingsto recover. Theindividuas who had located and brought in the Another
Chance had been on asalvage mission of sorts, and

countless were the stories of treasures rescued from the ruin of Alderaan.
Many of those treasures were shown to be forgeries, created and planted by
confidence trickstersto prey on the Alderaanian community. Even nagtier than
they were the people claimed to have been from Alderaandl rescued by miracle
or coincidenceand who subsequently sought to insnuate themsalves with families
who had survived but had lost relatives. Because of the nature of the Imperia
economy, aconsderable portion of the wedth of Alderaan had survived the
planet's destruction, making the survivors quite prosperous and, therefore,
targets of opportunity for criminas.

He watched the capsule until it vanished into the swirl of debris. "Rest easy. |
missyou al." He punched up the power on his | FF beacon and pulsed its
transmission out in one grand confirmation of hisvow, then shut it down, turned
the X-wing around, and started the long trek back to Y ag'Dhul and the war
againg Y sanne Isard.

12

Fliry Vorru fought the sense of nakednessthat his abbreviated clothing inspired
in him and braced himsdlf for Y sanne Isard'stirade. "Y es, the diversion of the
convoy has been confirmed by anumber of sources. It isnot the utter disaster
you have made it out to be since Antillesis not holding on to our tankers, but
isreturning them.”

"Returning them so we can refill them and he can take them again.” Her
digphanous red gown swirled around her like atornado. ™Y ou should have
anticipated this sort of strike and taken stepsto prevent it."

Vorruwaved her suggestion away. "1 did anticipate it and choseto ignoreiit.
The amount of bactataken was inggnificant in comparison to both our supply
and the demand for it. In fact, the loss of that bacta has provided me an excuse
for hiking pricesyet again, increasing our profits. | calculate our losses a
between seventeen and thirty billion creditsan amount | will recoup by the end
of the month."

"Bah! Welost more than just money when Antilles hit our convoy. We logt
prestige and respect.” She pointed a hand toward the sky. "We have people out
there laughing at us because adozen aging snubfighters were ableto pirate
bactafrom us"

Vorru let hisvoice sink into abass growl as he began to pace through her roomy
office. "What we lost wasinggnificant and provides us an opportunity to cut
Antilles off from his base of support. He stole the bacta and made a present of
it to many of theworldsit was meant for anyway."



"My point exactly. He has earned their goodwill."

"But that will fade to bitterness when he cannot repeat his gesture.”" Vorru's
gplayed out fingers closed into afist. "First, wewill cut alotments to worlds

to cover our losses. Second, we will delay shipments to worlds that accepted
bactafrom Antilles; and third, we will demand payment from those worlds asiif
the delivery had been made by Antilles on our behaf. Delinquent accounts will
receive no more service from us."

Molten fury flowed through Isard's|eft eye. ™Y ou're giving me bookkesping. |
want blood.”

Of course you do. Vorru's features sharpened. While Isard had been on Imperid
Centereven hidden away after the Rebel conquesther connection to that center
of power had anchored her. She had been patient and prepared to be subtle. Here,
on Thyferra, where the omnipresence of plant life and the languid lifestyle of

the human masters of the planet made it the antithesis of Imperia Center, I1sard
seemed prepared to indulge her more prima urges.

"Please, Madam Director, reflect for amoment on how our current position
mirrors "that of the Empire prior to the death of our beloved Emperor. The Rebe
atacks aretiny and redlly inggnificant in every way, except as Srikes

againg our prestige and image. Y ou yourself have often said that destroying

the Rebdlion must come before the rebuilding of the Empire, and in thisyou
have correctly focused on the core of the problem. This problem we face il
because Antilles opposes us and must be destroyed.”

Vorru opened his hands and spread them. " Our problemsin dedling with him are
sgnificant at this point. We do not know where heis, so mounting astrike
agang himisimpossble™

Isard folded her arms over her chest. "We will begin operationsto locate him."
"Of course. | have aready begun to spread word through the various smuggling
networks and criminal organizations offering a substantial reward for reportson
his operations. They will bear fruit soon, | am certain.” Vorru alowed himsalf
asmile. "Until then, by manipulating the price and supply of bactato punish
those who ded with him, we can vilify him and cut him off from his bases of
support. To wage hislittlewar againgt us, he needs suppliesand dlies. If
Antilleswere not who heis, we would consider him of no more importance than a
pirate."

Isard raised aclenched fist. "'l would still take stepsto crush him. | will

have my shipsfly cover missonsfor our convoys."

Vorru hissed asif held been sung. "Be careful, Madam Director.”

"Y ou caution me? Don't overstep your bounds, Vorru, or you will be dedlt with.”
"| recall the fate of Kirtan Loor, Madam Director, and | have no desireto be
trapped in the belly of the Lusankya" Vorru raised hisopen hands. "I merely
wish to point out that if we accept full responsibility for the protection of

our convoys, then Antilleswill be our problem done. This means our resources
will be spread too far and will be too diluted to deal with him and his people.”
Isard's chin came up. "Y ou have an dternate proposa ?*

"Certainly. Werequire the customersto protect our deliveriesto their worlds,
otherwise we deem their worlds too dangerous for shipments. We bring our convoys
to certain destinations and demand our customers meet us and complete their
journeys by themselves. If Antillesand his people hit them after the tankers

leave our protection, they will anger aneutra party to their dispute. The
Rogueswill fight people other than our pilots, saving us personnel and
equipment, both of which we no longer have in an unlimited sup-



py-"

Isard'sright eyebrow arched. "Thiswould also save us on shipping costs,
increasing our profitsyet again.”

"True. It so alows usto prepare an ambush for the Rogues at atime and place
of our choosing. Mind you, this

will be later as opposed to sooner because we need timeto let Antilless

actions utterly destroy his reputation. We want him to be cut off, with nowhere
to hide, when we moveto diminate him."

Isard pursed her lips as she considered what he said, giving him more of a

visua indicator of her mood than he had ever seen before. "The stepsyou are
taking have merit, though the delay they necessitate annoys me. Finding mysdlf
impatient is aso annoying. Antilles has managed to survive and even prosper
during thetime | should have dedt with him. Horn escaped from the Lusankya.
Both of them, and their companions, have chosen to oppose me directly and
openly, which has robbed me of the detachment | had when dedling with the Rebel
opposition to the Emperor.”

Vorruinclined hishead dightly, impressed by her sdf-andyss. Sheisloath

to entertain fantasies about hersdlf or her Situation, no matter how inviting

they might, in fact, seem. She hasnot lost her mind . . . yet. Whether or not
shewill isanother thing.

Isard stared off over Vorru's head. "The flaw Rogue Squadron has, aflaw the
Rebdlion has, isthe fact that they have been ableto overcome dl the
challenges thrown a them. Not since the days of DerralV and Hoth have they
known defeat. They are accustomed to winning, and this salf-pride can be used
againg them." She nodded once, then focused on him. "Carry on, Vorru, continue
your scheming. | will let them become accustomed to deding with you and your
methods, so when | strike, the surprise done will be enough to kill them.”
Wedge stood up behind his desk as Booster Terrik's bulky form filled the doorway
to the station manager's office. "l gppreciate your coming here so quickly,
Boogter. | know you wanted to spend some time with Mirax before she heads out.”
The older man shrugged. " She's helping prep thisHorn for his part in the
mission. Therésonly so much of him 1 can

take." Boogter plopped himself down in asted-frame canvas chair. "l think she
took up with him to annoy me."

Wedge laughed and sat back down. "I'm sure it does seem like that, but | think
therésalot more there."

"CorSec has dways wanted to steal our women."

Wedge arched an eyebrow in Booster's direction. ™Y ou can impart whatever motives
you want to Corran, but you know your daughter better than that, my friend."
Boogter frowned. "He's using those Jedi sorceriesto addle her mind.”

"The only person confused about his Jedi heritage is Corran." Wedge shook his
head. "L uke Skywaker has been transmitting materia about the Jedi to him to
keep divethe possibility that Corran will train to become a Jedi, but
Corran'sabit focused right now on getting at Isard and freeing her prisoners.
He'samost obsessive about itatrait you know something about.”

Boogter planted his massive hands on the arms of the chair. "'If you want to
scold me about disapproving of the man my daughter is seeing, the messageis
recaived. Anything else?

"That wasn't my intentionthat would be like teaching arancor to dance. It
probably won't work, you will get your head bitten off, and even if you do
succeed, the result won't be very pretty.” Wedge shivered. "Actudly, | wanted



to offer you the chance to pilot the Mimban Cloudrider on therun to Thyferra.™
Booster sat back and brushed the fingertips of hisleft hand over hischin. The
Mimban Cloudrider was one of the Thyferran tankers. Wedge had pulled the crew
from it and, with Booster's help, had gotten identification files diced

together that listed Mirax, Corran, Elscol, Sixtus, and lellaWessiri asthe

crew under various pseudonyms. Oncein orbit at Thyferra, they could make
planetfal in ashuttle and hook up with the Ashern. Wedge still needed someone
to command the mission and thought Booster would beinvauablein that position
because of his experience and ingtincts.

Boogter lowered hisleft hand to the arm of the chair. "No."

"No?You'l be able to chaperone your daughter.”

"She can take care of hersdlf.”

"Youll get to pilot aship again.”

Boogter smiled and his body convulsed with silent laughter. "Closer, but il

off the mark. The Cloudrider istoo small. Too littleto do."

Wedge frowned. "Wait aminute. When | got my freighter and started hauling
cargo, weren't you the one who told me that being the master of my own ship and
fate was the greatest thing to which | could aspire?’

Booster nodded and sat forward. "1 did, but that was before Kessdl. Five years
in the spice mines changed me.”

"Five years picing would change anyone." Wedge frowned. "Don't tell me Kessd
broke your spirit, because | flat refuseto believeit.”

Boogter's booming laughter filled the office. "Broke me? It would take more than
no air and lots of work to bresk Booster Terrik. The mines could be abrain
cracker for alot of folks, especialy the pols the Empire tossed in there.

Others of uswere content to wait our time out. Fliry Vorru, for example, is

very patient, which makes him very dangerous. We knew the Empire would never let
him out, but he was confident he'd be out someday. | knew | would get out, but
thetimethere till ground on me."

Theflesh around his eyestightened, leaving thered light in hisleft eye

burning like alaser in the darkness. "Thetime | spent in Kessdl was

unbelievably boring, Wedge. Monotony. Day after day the same things would happen
with the same people. There was no night, no day, just shift after shift after

shift. Prisoners might come and go, but that wasit. Pain | could handle and

fight againgt, but boredom? It was the enemy, and it had me mashed flat."
Wedgewinced. 'l can'timagine. . ." There certainly were times when Wedge
would have welcomed less excitement in hislife, but not year after year of it.

I'd have gone out of my mind.

"When | got out, | made onetrip on the Pulsar Skate, but the solitude of
hyperspace reminded me too much of Kessdl. That'swhy | retired and gave Mirax
the ship. Now | travel

and do dedsfor friends because it means I'm congtantly meeting folks and

getting to know them and learn about them. I'm trying to fill the void that

Kesd |eftin me, and piloting Cloudrider isn't going to do that for me.”

Wedge nodded. "I understand, though | wish it were otherwise. Y ou've got skills
| need." He sat back in his chair. "Having someone | can rely on doing ajob

that badly needsto be done would be abig help.”

A smiledowly grew on Booster'sface. "'| have anideafor you that might serve
both of usand cover up some loose ends.”

"What do you havein mind?'

"Let merunthisgation.”



"What?"
"L ook, you have this gation that's been atrade staple in thisregion for a

very long time. Y ou've got the Republic thinking it's been destroyed, which
means your enemies think that, too, but shipsthat come in-system to make
navigationd adjustments can still seeit here. Y ou're fooling no one, and the

fact that you've shut the station down to folks who have been here alot means
you're mak ing them angry. That, in turn, means that someoneisgoing to sdl you
out to Iceheart."

"Wefigured that.”

"Widl, you should dso figure this Pretty soon no oneis going to want to be
trading with Thyferra. Y ou're giving away what V orru wantsto charge for. His
only recourseisto cut off the bacta supply going to folks who dedl with you.
Once he doesthat, you're dead.” Booster pressed his hands together. "On the
other hand, if we open this station to trade, we Start generating capital for

this operation and we have people bringing usinformation and equipment. We
develop supplierswho arein our debt because of this stationwhich meansthey
won't want to betray youand who bring the material here to usinstead of having
usgoout and get it."

"And running the station would mean you'd be anything but bored.”

"Therésthat, too."

Wedge closed his eyes and thought for amoment. He'd

known al along that the location of his base would get out, but Booster'sidea

of making the secret's preservation valuable to smugglers and traders did

suggest it might last longer. All the years the Empire searched for Rebel bases,

it wasn't our trade partners who sold us out. And the prediction of Vorru's
action was pretty much what Wedge had figured Vorru's response would be. Wedge
had been gambling that gratitude for the free bacta would keep trade channels
open, but he agreed that supplying a profit motive would go much further in that
regard.

He opened his eyes. "Okay, that works for me. What do we use as a cover story
for why part of the sation is restricted?’

Booster shrugged. "Does it matter? We can start al manner of rumors, from your
desireto emulate Warlord Zsinj and carve out your own empire to your desireto
build aforce to wrest Cordliaaway from the Diktat or even that you and Isard
areworking aracket to spike the price of bacta. The greater the number of
rumors the better, quite frankly, snce they will armor the truth and result in

folks bringing usinformation to further our planswhatever they might be. As

long asthereis some mystery here, and folks smdl profitsin trying to figure

it out, well be covered.”

Wedge nodded thoughtfully. "1 suspect that your taking this position means

you'l be pitted againgt Vorru in thiswar to control trade and information.”

"And that won't be boring at al." Booster's smile broadened to the edges of
hisface. "Thiswill begrand."

"I hope you're correct.” Wedge stood and stepped away from the station manager's
chair. "Boogter Terrik, thisgtation isdl yours. May the Force be with you."

13

The shuttle ride down to Thyferrafrom the Mimban Cloudrider |eft Corran abit
unessy. A rising scorm made the air turbulent and being strapped into a sest in
the back made Corran want to scream. He glanced over a Mirax and saw she was
having as much trouble as he was sitting till. Either one of us could pilot

this Lambdarclass cargo shuttle through this storm front without this much



bumping around.

Mirax placed her hand over hisand gaveit asqueeze. "Well get down."

"I figure. Crashing and dying wouldn't be nearly asinteresting asthe rest of
thisrun." Corran closed his eyes and concentrated on regulating his breathing.
Hetried to convince himsdlf he was doing that just to settle his somach and
that he'd done such things countless times before for exactly the same reason.

It was true, but he also knew his choosing to do it now was aresult of
reviewing the datacards L uke Skywalker had sent to him.

Corran admired Skywalker's ability to read him. Very little of the materia sent
had been dry, boring, procedura stuffexamples of the breathing exercises were
pretty much the only thingsthat fell into that class. By and large Luke had
provided him with stories of Jedi Knightsthat pointed to their long tradition

of law enforcement and their dedication to virtue and justice and not alittle

to the bold, heroic tales that had made the Jedi legendary throughout the
galaxy.

The sdection is perfectly focused to inspire meto join him. The problem with

it wasthat Corran found it rather daunting. It dso caused him to Sart
second-guessing himself, which was something he seldom did and hated whenever he
did do it. Before reading the Jedi material, Corran would have put the dread
coiling his belly down to areaction to the bumpy ride. Now he wondered if he
wasn't anticipating some disaster through the Force, which in turn made him
wonder if hewas|eading hisfriendsinto an ambush.

/ know just enough about the Force to be dangerous more so to mysdlf than my
enemies. He had redlly appreciated Skywalker including information about
lightsaber maintenance and fighting styles. Hed gotten a chanceto practice
with the wegpon in the Cloudrider's galley and began to fed comfortable with
it. Hewas notorioudy bad when fighting againgt aremoterecalling hisfalure

at picking off its tinging bolts made him shift uncomfortably in his seetbut

four days of practice had made him feel confident enough with the lightsaber
that he sincerely doubted held lop off any of hisown limbsusing it in afight.

In my handsit's more of alightbludgeon, but it will doin aclosefight.

The shuttles wings creaked as the pilot began to retract them. The viewscreens
ontheinterior of the shuttl€'s cabin showed a heavily forested landscape up
through which occasondly thrust very inorganic stone and transparisted
towers. The buildings didn't look so much inappropriate for the setting asthey
did dientoit. Corran knew inginctively these were the human dwellings on
Thyferra, because no Vratix could livein one.

Mirax indicated one particularly blobby building with anod of her head. "I bet
ghelivesthere”

Corran hesitated for a second, wondering which she Mirax meant, but the cold
anger in her eyestook the choices from two to one. Anyone else might have been
pointing out where Y sanne Isard lived; but Mirax had no usefor Erig

Dlarit, so Corran knew it was Eris to whom Mirax referred. While Corran had not
been at dl pleased to become aguest of Y sanne Isard's through Eris's efforts,
Eris had engineered the destruction of awhole convoy of freighters
specificdly tokill Mirax.

Corran turned hisright hand over and held Mirax's|eft tightly asthe ship

settled down on the landing pad. "Might want to throttle back there just ahair.
Y ou're probably right, but we're not going to go on asocia cdl just to find
Mirax gave him asweet amile. "l wasthinking of sending agift.”



Corran returned the smile. "Ah, but how does one gift wrap a bomb?”

"Bomb?' Mirax shook her head. "Nope, too quick. | want her to linger."
"Remind me never to make you angry.”

Sheraised hishand to her lipsand kissed it. "Y ou'll never do that, love....

at least not more than once.”

Corran and Mirax did from the seats and followed the rest of the passengers out
of the shuttle. It brought in crews from a half-dozen tankers parked in orbit
around the planet, most of which were returning from runs they completed after
the Rogues had hijacked their convoy. Of main concern for most of the crewswas
whether or not they'd be docked pay by their employers for making unauthorized
runs. The mgjority opinion seemed to be that they would be because the
Thyferrans never lost Sght of the bottom line and were willing to cut costs
anywhere and everywhere.

Thefiveinfiltrators did not appear to be that different from therest of the

crews going dirtdown. While Thyferrans owned and ran the shipping companies,
they hired |aborers from throughout the galaxy to actualy do the work. On
Thyferrathese foreign workers were restricted to certain areas around the
spaceport, but none of them seemed to find these restrictions that tough to

bear. Most of the crews found the Thyferrans arrogantthe word Imperia was used
to punctuate this point severa times on the trip downand preferred to keep

with other spacers.

Once outside the shuttle, Corran picked up hisluggage

satchel. He opened it and pulled out the heavy tool belt and looped it over his
left shoulder. A big hydrospanner hung at hisleft hip. He picked the bag up

with hisleft hand, leaving hisright hand freeto ded with hisidentity card.

Or the lightsaber. To disguise the weapon, held grafted the working end of a
hydrospanner onto the butt of the lightsaber. One quick, smooth draw and he had
aworking wegpon in hand. Elscol had pronounced hiswork usdless and suggested
he would do better being able to produce a blaster in apinch. Hed replied that
ablaster and hydrospanner don't look alot dike.

A tal, dender Thyferran man with blond hair looked down hislong, skinny nose
at Corran. "State your name and the nature of your business."

Corran hesitated for a second and immediately felt heet flush up from within his
jumpsuit. "Eamon Yzdli. | am hereto wait for my ship to berefilled and head

out again.”

The Thyferran snatched the identity card from Corran's hand and ran it through a
datapad's card dot. " Ship's mechanic?'

"Yes, gr."

"Do you adways bring your tools with you when you cometo aplanet?'

"Well, g, not aways, dir, but | have afriend who might get me aberth on
another shipso.. . ."

The Customs officid'’s eyes darkened. "Y ou would not think of overstaying your
welcome here and trying to go into businessfor yourself doing repairs, would
you?"

Unlessit'sfixing your attitude, nope. "No, Sr, never my intention, Sir."

"Very well." He hit two buttons on the datapad, then swiped the card back
through the dot. "Y our provisona visaisgood for aweek. Remain longer than
that and face crimina charges.”

Corran looked down as he accepted the card back, refusing to meet the man's
eyes. "Yes, ar. | understand, Sir. Y ou have been most kind, ar.”

"Yes, well, be gone. Next."



Corran shuffled on past and into the spaceport's main

building. Itslong, low shape, with softened edges and decorative € ements
clustered in groups of Six suggested to him that the insectoid Vratix hed

designed and created the rectangular spaceport. The whole structure looked as if
it had been worked around and between existing trees, with the roof being open
to let some of them grow up through it. While clearly artificid, the two-story
building showcased the natura beauty of what had been there before it had been
created instead of trying to supplant and surpass the beauty of the native

plants.

Inside the spaceport itsdlf, Corran rejoined Mirax. Ahead he saw Elscol and
Sixtus, off to the left he saw Iella Their Ashern contact was supposed to meet
them in the spaceport building, but no one appeared to be paying any of them any
attention. There were backup contingenciesin case contact could not be made for
some reason, but Corran hoped they didn't have to fall back on them because they
involved alot of waiting and, in an emergency Situation, Sitting around waiting
meant disaster.

Seeing that nothing was happening immediately, Corran guided Mirax over to arow
of seats set beneath an overhead wakway servicing offices on the second level

of the spaceport. The seats were also located fairly near arefresher station

of which hewanted to make use. "Watch my stuff for me?"

Mirax nodded and sat while Corran piled his satchel and tool belt in the empty
seat beside her. He started to step away toward the refresher station when its
door opened and a stormtrooper with ablaster carbine dung at hisright hip

came walking out. In that armor, how canthey . . . ? Corran realized hewas
staring, then turned away quickly. He redlized that looked suspicious as could

be, so he leaned down and smiled at Mirax. "What did you say, dear?’

Thelook of fear in Mirax'swidening eyes and the reflection of a

stormtrooper's helmet eclipsing her brown irisestold Corran his attempt to look
inconspicuous had falled utterly and completely. Hefdt aheavy hand land on

his shoulder, straightening him up and turning him around. Belly to belly

with the stormtrooper, he looked up into the black eye lenses and tried to

amile. "Isthere something | can do for you?' "I know you. Identification card.”
Corran'smind redled. It had to be impossible for the stormtrooper to actualy
know him, then he redlized the man may have been on the Lusankya and might have
seen him there. Then again | could just look like someone else.

Anxiety began to build in Corran as he handed over hisidentification card.

Think, quick, what to do? Heforced himsdlf to bresthe normally. First thing is

to avoid panic. Theidentification isgood and solid. It will hold up.

The stormtrooper held it up and examined it forward and back. "It seemsfine,

but you're familiar, and | don't know anyone named Eamon. Comewithmeso | can
check you out.”

Fighting the urge to panic, Corran flashed on one of the Jedi stories. He

settled asmple grin on hisface and stared intently into the black recesses of

the hemet. "I don't need to go with you."

"Y ou don't need to go with me?"

Corran'sgrin grew. Hey, it'sworking. I'm influencing hismind. "I can go about

"Y ou can go about your business?' The stormtrooper shook his head, then grabbed
ahandful of Corran'sjumpsuit front. ™Y our businessis my business,

void-brain." The stormtrooper's comlink clicked from ingdethe hemet. "This
isNine OneFive, bringing onein.”



The stormtrooper looked past him at Mirax. "Shewith

you?"

Fear for her cleared Corran's brain of disbelief over hisfailureto warp the
stormtrooper's mind. He twisted toward hisright to get alook at her, letting
hisright hip hit the back of the seat containing hisluggage. He let himsdlf

begin to fall back, using hisweight to tear his clothing free of the

stormtrooper's grip. His head went down and his feet came up, letting him
somersault backward over the chair. As he did so hisright hand grabbed the
hydrospanner and did it free of the belt. Landing on one knee, he brought his

head up and looked at the stormtrooper.

Corran found himsdlf staring into the barrdl of the man's blaster carbine.
"Hydrospanner will work better if you have the heavy end pointed toward me, but
it hardly matters." The stormtrooper's two-handed grip on the carbine kept his
am steady. "Come dong with me or the janitoria saff earnsits pay.”

"Sithgpawn!" Corran swore and hammered the floor with the hydrospanner's head.
Asthetool rebounded from the floor, and the head of the hydrospanner went
bouncing off to the right, he thumbed the lightsaber on. The sllvery blade

Sizzled out and swept up through the muzzle of the blaster carbine. The weapon's
barrel fell oneway, the sormtrooper's left hand another as Corran whirled to

his feet and brought the lightsaber around in adash at the scormtrooper's

eyes. The blade burned through the helmet, filling the air with the pungent

scent of melted armor and burned flesh.

The stormtrooper collapsed like an empty suit of armor. Someone in the spaceport
threshold screamed, then Corran saw two stormtroopers stationed near the Customs
officer come running. Two more gppeared from in front of the spaceport,

entering the building closest to Sixtus and Elscol. She pulled ahold-out

blaster from her bag and shot at one of them. He went down with awound to the
leg, and suddenly the whole building erupted with blagterfire as stcormtroopers
appeared on the elevated walkways on the narrow ends of the rectangular
building.

Corran dove forward into the row of chairs and pitched them over backward. Mirax
went with them and hunkered down beside him. She brandished the smoking ruin of
the stormtrooper's blaster carbine. "I appreciate the rescue, but did you have

to destroy hisblaster?”

"Can't parry the bolts, so | just parry the wegpon." Corran ducked his head as
crossfire from the far walkway nib-bled away at the chairs behind which they

hid. Above them, the ssormtroopers on the bal cony directed their fire toward
Elscol and Sixtus. Corran knew more folks than just Elscol were shooting, sSince
he saw one stormtrooper across the way go down, but the Imps definitely had them
outgunned and outmanned.

Unless| do something, what | started isgoing to kill usal. He leaned over,

kissed Mirax full on the mouth, then smiled. "Stay here, | have anidea” "Don't

get yoursdf killed."

"What, and make your father's day. Not going to happen.” / hope.

Lightsaber in hand, Corran ran low and fast toward the refresher station. He hit
the door hard and cut inside as blaster bolts shattered tiles and burned into

the duraplast door. He could al but hear the stormtroopers who had shot at him
laughing about how screwed up his prioritieswere, and it struck him that a
refresher station, especialy in apublic spaceport, would be aredly

ignominious placeto die. Which iswhy | don't plan to die here.

He kicked open the door to one of the stalls, hopped up on the commode, and



climbed up on the edge of the durasted partitions. He stabbed the lightsaber up
through the celling and made three quick cuts. A triangular section of celling
crashed down and a shower of tilesfrom the floor of the refresher station above
gpattered down in itswake. Corran worked hisway abit further along the
partition, then boosted himsealf up into the second-floor refresher station.
Emerging from the stal into the empty refresher station, hefelt aterrible

cam wash over himsdf. Hed felt it before, long ago and far away, on Taasea,
when he'd engaged other stormtroopersin combat. When | come out of here, the
stormtroopers across the way will see me and warn their comrades. I've got five,
maybe six secondsto get dl of them. Any longer and I'm dead. He shifted the
lightsaber to hisleft hand, wiped hisright hand off on hisjumpsuit, then

grabbed the hissing blade again. I'm aready dead, thisisjust to save my

friends,

He ripped open the refresher station's door and stepped onto the el evated
walkway. One step out he brought the lightsaber around in awaist-high cut that
caught the first stormtrooper in the back. He pitched forward, then rebounded
off the guardrail, but Corran had aready moved past him. In a continuation of
the move that had taken the

first man, Corran shifted hisright wrist, raised the lightsaber, and used a
backhanded cut to decapitate the second warrior.

That blow, though grandly struck to grest effect, was amistake and Corran knew
it. Though it popped the man's head off and sent it flipping up through the air,

it dso alowed Corran'sarm to carry too far back. Siding forward toward the
next slormtrooper in linethe third of the four he facedhe wasted a second
bringing the lightsaber back into striking position. He tried a high, two-handed
cut that should have split the ssormtrooper from outside shoulder to inside hip,
but the Imp had aready begun to turn toward the attack and ducked it.

The stormtrooper lunged toward Corran, catching him with ashoulder in theribs.
The stormtrooper drove him back, damming him into the ferrocrete wall. Corran
felt something crunch in his chest, then he couldn't breathe. The lightsaber

fdl from Corran's hand asthe Imp drove him again into thewall, pinning him
there, crushing him. Corran stared into the black lenses of the man's helmet and
heard low laughter.

Thelaughter died as the ssormtrooper's comlink came dive. "Get clear, Seven
Three, so | can shoot him."

The pressurein Corran's chest dackened for amoment and he knew he had only
one chance for surviva. Asthe stormtrooper wi thdrew, Corran kicked off the
wall and knocked hisfoeinto the guardrail. Launching himsdlf at the man's

head, Corran grabbed him and held on asthe meta guardrail shrieked and bent.
Overbaanced, they both whirled off the elevated walkway. Corran tried to twist
around so held land on top of the stormtrooper, but with ashort fall and no
frame of reference, he only half-accomplished hisgodl.

He hit hard, hisback damming into the body of the first sormtrooper hed

killed. Hisrear end hit the ferrocrete floor, sending ajolt of pain up his

Spine, then the second stormtrooper smashed headfirst into the floor and his
limp body crashed down on Corran, sandwiching him between their armored bodies.
With hislungs burning for lack of air, he

leaned back and found himsalf looking straight up into the muzzle of the
remaining sormtrooper's blagter.

Unable to do anything but cough, Corran closed hiseyes and prepared to die. He
heard the whine of ablaster being fired, then felt a hammer-blow to his chest.



It didn't hurt the way ablaster bolt hurt, but he knew he'd been hit. I'm dead,

| haveto be dead. As much as he knew that wasthe truth, heimmediatdly felt a
need to rebel and live. Open your eyes. If you can open your eyes, you're not
dead.

Corran willed his eyes open and would have laughed if he could have. Standing
over him he saw Bror Jace, amember of Rogue Squadron the Imps had killed well
before Coruscant had falen. Though he wished it otherwise, ashis

consciousness faded, Corran knew there was only one explanation for what he
saw. | am dying because only the dead can see the dead. He knew that made little
sense, but he was beyond caring as he redlized the dead redlly havelittle use

for logic aswell.

14

Wedge shivered as he waited for the shuttle from the Twi'lek freighter dock at
the Y ag'Dhul station. His shiver had lessto do with gpprehens on about the
Twi'leks arrival at the gtation than it did the temperature on the ation.

Lowering it by an average of five degreeswasjust one of the few changes
Booster Terrik had made since held taken over.

Wedge dowly shook his head. Booster had |ong been legendary for being
tightfisted. He's left dermad ridge indentations on every credit that has

passed through his hands. While Booster was more than generous with hisfriends,
in business he was shrewd and capable of saving money in any Situation where he
found himsdlf. By lowering the station temp, and by refusing to heat unoccupied
portions of the station, he lowered its operating costs rather significantly.

More important, by leaving the tapcaf's and cantinas on the central levels warmer
than any other place, he encouraged people to congregate there and patronize
those establishments. Since the gtation's vendors were paying him a percentage
of their profits and were funneling al their supply needsthrough Boogter, the

old man was making credits hand over fid.

Creditsthat are going to get usthe things we need. Booster had put the word

out through his network of contacts that he'd taken over the station and deals
were to be had and made there. Traffic to and from the station had begun to
increase and while Booster told Wedge there were some suppliers held have to
visit to make dedswith, the vast mgjority of the items they needed would be
ddivered sraight tothem at Y ag'Dhul.

The Twi'lek shuttle, an octagonal tube that lacked dl the elegance of the

Imperia Lambda-class shuttle, looked asif it had been extruded from the
freighter. It moved duggishly onto the landing platform. It settled down onto a
docking collar, which rose up to meet it and formed itsdlf to the ship's hull.

Lights on the exterior of the collar went from red to yellow and then green,
sgnifying an atmospheric seal had been achieved.

A lighted pand near the viewport through which Wedge was watching showed the
progress of a personnel-mover heading out to the Twi'lek ship. Outside, dowly
moving across the loading platform area, droid-driven grav-deds approached the
ship to begin to offload cargo. Wedge had no ideawhat Booster had asked the
Twi'leksto bring, but he knew from hisvigtsto Ryloth that an exchange of
giftswas customary. He hoped the Twi'leks brought ryll so it could be shipped

to the rylcaproduction facility on Borleias and transformed into the medicine

that was vita for curing the Krytos epidemic on Coruscant.

The personnel-mover started itstrip back to the station's hub. Wedge walked
over to the doorway where it would arrive and positioned himsdf in front of

it. Hetugged at the deevesand waist of hisjumpsuit. He knew it might have



been good form to wear the Twi'lek! warrior togs hed worn on Ryloth, but they
were designed as warm-weather clothes and Booster's habitat adjustments made it
abit too cool to wear them with comfort.

The doorway opened to admit an obese Twi'lek wearing arobe made from a shiny
gold fabric and held closed by athick red sash. A cord ornament secured agold
cloak at histhroat and the cloak's reflected light jaundiced his pink flesh,
especidly the flesh of hislekku, which he wore draped over his shoulders. He
clasped his black-taloned hands before his belly and executed a short bow.
Wedgereturned it. "I am pleased to be able to greet you here, Koh'shak."

"It ismy pleasure to accept the invitation of Boogter-ter'rik to visit you,
Wedgantilles" The bulbous Twi'lek moved through the doorway. ™Y ou recal
Td'dira?"

A second Twi'lek filled the doorway and had to bow his head to makeit through.
The black flightsuit he wore had been supplemented with ascarlet loincloth and
cloak aswdl as agolden bandoleer running from right shoulder to left hip. The
hugely muscled Twi'lek's lekku had been tattooed with awhole host of designs,
the significance of which Wedge could only guess at. He wore ablaster on his
right hip and Wedge knew from prior experience that the bandoleer concedled a
pair of vibroblades.

"It isan honor to seeyou again, Td'dira”

"And you, Wedgantilles." The Twi'lek warrior gave Wedge asmilefull of sharp
teeth. "Koh'shak will run off and find histrading partners, leaving warriorsto
gpeak among themselves."

Wedge nodded in the fat merchant's direction and Koh'shak immediately headed off
toward the lift-tubes to find Booster. While Wedge |ooked forward to spending
timewith Td'diraand learning why the warrior had come to the station, he
regretted not being able to Sit in on the conversations Booster and Koh'shak
would have together. They might not be warriors, but the battles they will wage
to strike abargain will be of epic proportions.

Wedge waved a hand toward the threshold of the cantinaon that level. "May |
offer you the hospitdity of the ation?"

Thewarrior nodded. "Y ou honor me."

"Say that after we get served. Our selections are rather limited here." Wedge

led him into the darkened cantinaand wove a serpentine path through small
tables to an open booth in the back. The reserved hologram drifting aboveit
proclaimed its glowing message in amultitude of scriptsand stood dmost as

tall asa Jawa. Wedge held his hand over the

holoprojector and let it do aquick scan of his pam. The message changed to one
of welcome, then morphed into abill of fare. Wedge sighed and did into the
booth. "Having atable held for me hereis about the only benefit of command.”
"Warriors must take pleasure in even the dightest of benefits, because deeth
isever our companion.”" Td'dirasat opposte Wedge, interlacing hisfingers

and placing his hands on the table. His lekku flopped over insde hiselbows.

"Y ou deserve more than thisfor your great victory." Wedge raised an eyebrow.
"Great victory?' The Twi'lek chuckled in amanner that ssemed dmost menacing.
"Y ou took from lceheart aconvoy of bacta.”" "It wasn't exactly defended very
heavily." "It matters not. Y ou did what no one would dare to do you struck at
the Bacta Cartel. What you did is memorable and worthy of praise.”

"Thank you." Wedge glanced at the serving droid that approached the table.
"Corélian whisky for me, Whyren's Reserve, if you haveit. Td'dira?’
"ThisWhyr'rensreserve will suffice for me aswell.” The droid begped an



understanding of the order and rolled away. Wedge smiled at the Twi'lek. ™Y ou
did not come here to tell me what you thought of the raid against Iceheart.”

"Ah, but | did." Ta'diraleaned forward and raised his hands so his chin could

rest on his outstretched thumbs. "The gdaxy ischanging. | am not old enough to
remember the prior Republican era, but | have heard tales of the Clone Wars.
Sinceits birth, the Empire sought to maintain peace, but there was much

conflict that they ignored, conflict in which awarrior could find acareer and

build himsdf into alegend. And then therewasthe Rebellion . . ."

The Twi'lek fell slent asthe droid returned with their drinks. Wedge plucked

the tumblers of the amber liquid from the serving tray and set one before his
guest. Hoisting his own glass doft he offered atoast. "To warriors and their
legends." Tal'diranodded and added, " And to those skilled enough to become
living legends”

Wedge touched histumbler to Ta'diras and drank. Helet the whisky linger on
histongue for amoment, then let it

trall fire down histhroat and into hisbelly. He gave himsalf amoment to

consider what Td'dirahad said and he thought he had a glimmering of wherethe
Twi'lek meant the conversation to go. The thought that he might be right
threatened to plant asmile on hisface, so he deliberately narrowed his eyes.

"The Rebdlion was very much a place where warriors were able to build
reputations. Too many of them have become posthumous legends, but that was one
conflict that fav ored the courageous and devoured the weak.” Wedge kept his
voice even, but found hiswords surprising him. It felt natura to refer to the
Rebdlion in the past tense, asif it were over even before the last bits of the
Empire had been smashed. He redized that this thought was not wholly wrong, for
the conquest of Coruscant had devated the Rebd lion from being amovement to
being agovernment almost overnight. That's atransformation | never thought I'd
see.

Td'dirdsblack talons clicked gently againgt the duraplast tabletop. "It ismy
profound wish | had been possessed of the foresight to join the Rebellion.”
Wedge shrugged his shoulders. "Y ou had responsibilitiesasa Twi'lek warrior. |
had no such responsibilities and could therefore join the Rebellion.”

"True, but to acquit my dutiesto my people | should have opposed the Empire.”
Wedge frowned for amoment. The political makeup of the Empire had been such
that the nonhuman populations dways knew they existed at the sufferance of the
Emperor. For many of them, remaining unnoticed by the Empire seemed the best way
to make sure they were not destroyed. Historically, the Twi'leks found
negotiation and ded making preferableto direct confrontation, and this
preference had served them well during the time of the Rebdllion. They seemed to
view both the Empire and the Rebellion asriva heat sormsthat would

annihilate each other, leaving the Twi'leksin aposition to thrive afterward.
Thevictory of one side over the other had not been predictedespecidly not the
Rebdlion'svictory. Td'diraslament is genuine, but the product of

hindsght.

"I would have been happy to have you fighting beside

me, and Nawar'aven has been aboon to my squadron, but you did what was required
of you." Wedge smiled. "Until you put together those fighters | saw on Ryloth, |
know you had very little in the way of hyperspace-capable ships native to

Ryloth. I have to imagine the Empire deliberately suppressed such technology on
Ryloth so they would not have to dedl with you asaforce.”

"Itiskind of youto say s0."



"To even think otherwise would be to do you a disservice. While many think of
Twi'leksastraders, | know you have a proud warrior tradition.”

"But our warriors are unproven to the galaxy.” Td'dirawaved ahand toward the
half of the station above his head. "Asyou have said, to most of the gaaxy
Twi'leks are merchants like Koh'shak or criminals like Bib Fortuna. Y ou have
been to Ryloth. Y ou know thisis not true, but such isthe impression that has
been made on the gdaxy. Thinking that sgpient beingsbelieve dl of usto be
merchants and thieves preys on my mind."

Wedge glanced down at histumbler of whisky. "I thought the fighters you have
created wereimpressive." The Twi'leks had taken a TIE fighter's ball cockpit
and married to it the S-foils of an X-wing fighter. The S-foilswere connected
to acollar that alowed them to rotate independently of the cockpit, muchin
the way the cruciform stabilizers on the B-wing rotated around its cockpit. The
design provided gtability for the pilot and had proved very effective with the
B-wing. "Their maneuverability, | would imagine, makesthem very formidable.”
Td'diragraightened up and smiled with genuine pleasure. "The Twi'leki
designation for them is Chir'daki. In your Basic it would be Deathseed. It
recallsthe spores of aparagitic fungusthat invades alarger creature and
destroysit. Most unpleasant, aswould be facing our Chir'daki in combat.”
Wedge sipped abit more whisky. "They are hyperspace capable?"

"Indeed. Thetwin-ion engines are used for main propulsion. The engines on the
S+toilsare smaller than those in your X-wings, but they provide power for the
hyperdrive mo-

tivators and shield generators. We have quad lasers for our weaponryno proton
torpedoes because we decided obtaining supplies of them might be difficult.”
"Wise decisonproton torps and concussion missiles are the only thingswe're
having trouble finding. Boogter isusing up alot of favorsto get them.” Wedge
gave Ta'diraacurt nod. "l envy you your ships.”

"And | envy you your ability to win victories." Td'dira played with histumbler
of whisky inamost unwarriorly fashion. "Y ou have proven yoursdf time and
again amogt dangerous enemy.”

Wedge glanced down for amoment and stroked his chin with hisright hand. "It
occursto me, Tal'dira, that it would be awaste for your shipsto go untested.”
A light sparked deep in the Twi'lek's dark eyes. "Indeed, agreat waste."
"Perhapsit would be possible for you and some of your pilotsto join us." Wedge
spread his hands open. "The work is dangerous, and we will find ourselves
outcasts everywhereif wefail."

Td'diraslekku twitched nonchaantly. "Twi'leks have been outcasts before.”
"Can you give me asquadron?”

Thewarrior nodded. "Fearful that pirates might prey upon Koh'shak's freighter,
we shipped with adozen Death-seeds and pilots. We would be honored to join your
battle againgt Iceheart.”

Whichiswhat you wanted the instant you heard we were fighting her, but you
could never have asked. Y ou wanted to be invited. Wedge sat back. "1 know you
are aware of how seriousthisis, but thereredlly arefairly grand problems

here. If you join us, Iceheart could cut the bacta supply to Ryloth.”

"Ryll may not be bacta, but it sufficesfor many of our needs.” Td'dira
shrugged. "Twi'leks pride themsalves on being hearty, and bactais seenin some
guarters asameansfor the weak to survive. If we are deprived of it we will
lose people, but if we do not oppose | ceheart and take our place in the galaxy,
what isthe reason for living?'



"And you know lceheart isn't going to forgive you if we lose."

The Twi'lek smiled easily. "Theimplacable foeisthe only oneworth facing. If
we know we have lost everything we will fight that much harder. Such arethe
battles worth winning and worth taking pridein.”

Wedge raised histumbler again and clinked it againgt Td'diras. "Welcometo
the BactaWar, Tal'dira. Here's hoping | ceheart and her people choke on your
Deathseeds.™
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The thing Corran hated the most about floating in the bactatank wasthat he
could see blurred figures outside the tank, but he couldn't communicate with
them. Even when one or more got close enough to press ahand to the
trangparisted window into the tank, he couldn't make out who was at the far end
of the arm. He could guess, but since the room outside the tank was kept dim
and lit mostly by ayelow-green glow from within the tank itsdf, confirming

his guesses wasimpossible.

He had no way of knowing how long held been in the tank, but he found the
duration of his stay both too long and too short. Pain in hisback and guts had
been overwheming at first, but it subsided after awhile. Initswake camea
tingling in hislegs, which was good snce held not felt anything in them at

fird. Only after feding returned to them did Corran alow himsdf to think

about how badly he had been hurt and how close held come to degth.

/ probably broke my pelvisin thefall, then when the ssormtroopers landed on me
| broke my back and probably ruptured internal organs. Had bacta not been
available, those injurieswould have been fatd.

That redization sobered Corran and gave him aclarity of mind that alowed him
to go back over what he had done at the spaceport. His two mistakes were very
clear and gnawed a him. / should have known better. | am not aJedi. Trying to
use Jedi methods without proper training is stupid, as | found out. I'm as bad
aswannabe policea Jedi vigilante. If Jedi techniques were just parlor tricks

and illusions, the Emperor wouldn't have hunted dl the Jedi down and had them
destroyed. If these abilities are that dangerous, they shouldn't be used without
proper training.

Whilethat line of thought made certain hed never again try to warp the brain

of astormtrooper, Corran was not as harsh in his salf-judgment concerning the
fight on the catwalk. Lacking ablaster and pinned down by crossfire, to do
nothing would have meant both he and Mirax would be dead. Escaping that trap
required action and he'd taken action. His mistake in the fight had been the
result of inexperience with the wegpon held used. / swung wildly, usng more
power than | needed. If | moderated things, kept the blade more under contral, |
could have gotten at least the third stormtrooper. The fourth stormtrooper would
have shot him, Corran had little doubt, but his attack would have al but
eliminated haf the threet to hisfriends.

A gentle tug on the bresthing mask he wore caused Corran to look up. He saw a
round hatch through which light came and a silhouette of ahuman head and
shouldersinit. Kicking hislegs, Corran made hisway to the surface of the

tank. He removed the breathing mask and hauled himsdlf out through the hatch.
The medtech there lowered a grate over the hatch and pointed Corran toward it.
As he had done before, Corran stood on the grate as the tech used a water spray
to wash the bacta residue from him and back into the tank. Holding his hands
high, Corran turned dowly beneath the spray, then smiled asthe tech tossed him
athick towe. "How do you fed?'



Corran shrugged and wiped his face. "Pretty good. How badly was| hurt?"
Thetech'sface screwed up tight. "Pretty bad. Y ou were in shock when we dunked
you. Internal organ damage, bro-

ken pelvis, spine, and ribsmore quantity than quadity of damage.”

Corran nodded. "So | wasin for, what, aweek?"'

"Two days"

"What?' Corran frowned at the tech. "I should have been in there much longer
than that for thoseinjuries”

Thetech lifted his chin and gave Corran an imperious Sare. "Y ou are used to
dealing with export-qu dity bacta, and Xucphraproduct at that, friend. The
bacta hereis more potent.”

"Made by Zdtin verachen!"

The tech bowed hishead. "Very good. If you will follow me, your friendsare
waiting for you."

Lacking clothes, Corran wrapped the towe around hiswaist and followed the tech
down some gtairs and through a doorway. The room beyond it waslit by aghostly
green glow coming from the trangparisted viewport that dominated the left wall.
It looked back into the tank, the light from which dlowed him to see further

into the room than he had been able whilein the tank. Low, long, well-padded
day beds and high-backed chairsfilled the rest of the room and had been
arranged so anyone using them could keep an eye on his progress. Shadows
shrouded the archway in the wall opposite the one he entered through.

As he came through the doorway, Mirax stepped forward and enfolded himina
hug. She kissed hislips, then hisright ear. "'l can't tell you how good you

fed. | wasafrad you'd not makeit."

"And give your father the satisfaction?"

Shelaughed lightly. "I'll tell him that the Horn tenacity is, in fact, good for
something.”

Corran kissed the side of her face and held on tight. One of the most unnerving
things about being in a bacta tank, with its temperature control and neutral
buoyancy, wasthefeding of floating in avoid. If not for the touch of the
breathing mask on hisface, he would have had no connection to the outside
world. Just being able to hold on to Mirax and fed her body through the thin
materia of her clothes brought him fully back into the world.

"Y ou weren't hurt, were you?'

Mirax shook her head. "Nope, | kept my head down and came out in one piece.” She
grinned. "And | even managed to recover your lightsaber for you. It and your
Jedi credit are safe”

"Great. Thanks." He released Mirax and gave lellaahug. "Y et one moretime
you've had to watch me bobbing in bacta."

lelasmiled. "Aslong as you keep coming out whole, hae, and hearty, | don't
mind."

"Thanks." Corran let her go, then nodded to Elscol and Sixtus. "Sorry to have
inconvenienced you."

The big man just shrugged. Elscal's eyes narrowed. "The crossfire was a bit more
inconvenient than this. Weve gotten some work done while we've been waiting.”
"And good work it hasbeen." A tall, dender man came through the archway and
gave Corran aonce-over. "I'm glad to see you hedled. Y ou werein abad state
when | first saw you."

Corran hedtated. While held floated in the bactahe/d mulled over the identity

of the man held seen standing above him in the spaceport. Held looked like Bror



Jace, but Corran knew that was impossible because Bror Jace had been killed by
the Empire. Corran had decided that the man he'd seen was someone effiliated
with the Zaltin corporation, as Jace had been, and perhaps was even closdly
related to Jace. That solution made perfect sense to him and seemed to satisfy

al thefactsin his possesson.

But there's no mistaking that tone of voice. Corran'sjaw hung open. "You are
Bror Jace."

"Indeed | am." Jace bowed his head, then graciously waved Corran toward one of
the day beds. "Y ou'd like an explanation on why I'm not dead?"

Corran sniffed. "I've been reported dead mysdlf. Those things happen.”

Mirax dapped him playfully on the bely. "Y ou're dying to know what happened to
him, just liketherest of us."

"Well, if therest of you want to indulge him, then | think the only polite

thing for meto doislisten.” Corran sat and

adjusted the towe to preserve his modesty. " Go ahead, Bror, knock us out with
the story."

Jace, whose blond hair picked up green highlights from the bacta tank, smiled
eadly. "l hardly think the tale engrossing enough for you to endure a second
telling of it, so | beg your forbearance.”

Corran glanced a Mirax. "Y ou've heard this before.”

"Yes, and I'd rather have him tell you instead of having you get it out of me

leter.”

Corran winced. "Right. Okay, Bror, doit."

The Thyferran began to pace, clasping his hands behind his back. The short pants
he wore and the thin shirt rustled with his movementsand Corran found thewhole
ensemble alittle hard to reconcile with the pilot he'd known and competed with
in his early days with Rogue Squadron. The pacing isright, asistheimperious

tilt of the chin, but the clothes are what kids wear.

"l joined Rogue Squadron for anumber of reasons, not the least of which wasto
maintain parity between Zdtin and Xucphra. Thiswas important because Xucphra
had Imperiaigtic leanings. They'd been the first of our two companiesto be
given an Imperid license to be an exclusive producer of bacta, establishing the
cartel. Zdtin had been brought in by the Empire to serve as competition for
XucphraZaltin had no red desire to become part of the cartel, but the choice

we were given wasto join or be put out of business. In effect thiswas no

choice, so we did what we had to do to survive."

Corran raised an eyebrow. That was as close as he'd ever heard any human from
Thyferrabeing critica of the corporations with which they were effiliated.
Despite the fact that Jace was attempting to paint Zdtininagood light in
comparison with Xucphra, the honesty was welcome and sparked in Corran a
willingnessto trust Jace further than he ever had before. How much | trust him
depends on therest of this story.

"Theintention behind my joining the squadron was for me to become known and
trusted within the New Republic. Zdtin officids had come to the conclusion

that the Empire was doomed and wanted to make agreements with the New
Republic to provide bacta and the means to expand bacta production back along
the lines of the system that existed before the cartel was created. Altruism was
not their motivating factorprohibiting the production, sae, and distribution

of something is much more difficult than managing the same. The cartel only
worked because of the Empirewith its death, the back of the cartel would be
broken. The only way Zatin could profit wasto work out aded with the New



Republic which alowed usto oversee the expansion of production throughout the
New Republic.

"Zdtin officidsaso redized that the Vratix, through their terrorist

organi zation, the Ashern, would make a case to the New Republic for
independence. They would ask for help throwing off the yoke of their human
measters. Since bacta production isal but impossible without the Vratix, Zatin
began to court them. We supplied money and hiding placesfor them. We began an
adliance that would eventualy make Zaltin the agentsfor the Vratix in

spreading bacta production throughout the gaaxy, enriching usal.”

Bror Jace stopped and closed his eyesfor amoment. "The Vratix do not think the
way we humans do. Whereas we would incorporate reports and data produced by
someoneinto our plans, they incorporate such individuasinto their planning
groups. Itisasif they don't disassociate the report from the person making

it. Redligticaly, thisisasocietd way of ensuring the spreed of information

and stimulating more creativity within groups, though its efficiency can be
questioned.

"The Ashern, who were being given reports on my impressions of the New
Republic, required meto return to Thyferrato join their main planning group.”
Corran nodded. " So you were sent amessage telling you that your patriarch was
dying."

"Y ou remember. My course home was set by Captain Celchu. Eris asked about it,
and | told her my itinerary because | wanted her people watching for my return.

In my trip | made one deviationan unscheduled stop. | transferred from my

X-wing to afreighter that brought me back here. Into my X-wing we placed abomb
meant to mimic the acci-

dental discharge of a proton torpedo. The X-wing was daved to ashuttle and
dragged off toward Thyferra. We intended to enter the system from quitea
distance out, send the X-wing in, then have it blow up where everyone could see
it

"But the Imps had an Interdictor Cruiser waiting for you, thanksto Erig."

Corran scratched at his upper lip. "Reports we got said there was no Imp debris
whereyou died. | knew something was up then, but | didn't think you'd lived.

Did the shuttle survive the ambush?'

Jace shook his head. "No, so we had no ideawhat happened until my family
recelved a hologram from Commander Antilles explaining the circumstances of my
death. At that point I'd dready returned and had gone underground, so it didn't
really matter bow 1'd died as much asit mattered that both the New Republic and
Xucphrathought | was dead.”

Mirax frowned. " Something just occurred to meyou're the reason Qlaern Hirf came
looking specifically for Wedge."

Jace nodded. "Wedge isintelligent, resourceful, and respectable, so he was my
obvious choice. Corran would have been my second choice, but by the time we sent
Qlaern Hirf out, news of Corran's degth had reached Thyferra."

"Y ou would have sent him to me?* Corran wasn't certain hed heard correctly.
He'd never had the impression that Jace had seen him as having the same
attributes that he ascribed to Wedge.

"Corran, though we established that | was a better pilot than you, this does not
mean | have no respect for your skills or experience.” Jace's tone of voice
lightened ever so dightly. ™Y our long association with the Empires crimina

class means you understand a host of methods necessary for uding authority

and surviving, which were things | thought would prove ussful in keeping Qlaern



sfe”

"Thanks. | think."

"l meant that as acompliment.”

"Il remember that."

Mirax glanced over & lella. "Too bad the bacta can't cure annoying persondity
traits”

lelashrugged. "Congenita defect, I'm afraid. Corran's dways been competit ive
and contrary."

Corran gave lellaahard stare. "I always got dong with you."

"Because you knew you'd lose if we ever went head to head where our skills
overlgp.”

He could have protested her observations, but he knew it was more true than
fase. "Okay, you made your point." Corran forced asmile on hisface. "Where do
we go from here? What's been decided while I've been floating?'

Elscol folded her arms. "Sixtus, Idlla, and | will be staying heretaking

Jace's placein the Ashern planning councils because helll be going back with
you to liaise with the squadron. We're bringing in expertise on how to take a
planet away from its government and how to ded with counterintelligence
operations.”

Corran looked at hisformer partner. "Are you ready for this?'

Iellathought for amoment, then nodded. "I'll probably get the cleanest shot of
any of usat Isard. Dirk's death il hurts, but if 1'm to honor his memory, |

can't doit by sitting around and mourning. Y ou made that point very
sucanctly.”

"Y eah, but here you won't be among your friends.”

lella smiled gently and caressed Corran's cheek. "True, but that means I've got
fewer thingsto remind me of Diric and distract me."

"I don't think being away from friends would have made it any easier to get over
my father's death, but | understand what you're saying." Corran winked at her.
"Don't do anything stupidespecidly in the name of revenge. Promise?!

"Sure, aslong as you make the same promise.”

"Done." Corran got up and gave her abig hug, then reluctantly let her go.
Looking back at Mirax he asked, " So, what about the rest of us?'

"Our job heré's done. We've delivered our charges, and well be safeguarding our
liaison officer back to the base, so werre going home." Mirax smiled at him. "At
least well be doing that as soon as we get some clothes on you, that is.”
"Aslong as| don't haveto use Jacestailor, I'll be happy.”

"What'swrong with what I'm wearing?"

"| hate shorts."

"Onyou, who'd notice?"

Jace's riposte stunned Corran, then he smiled. "1 wasthinking | spent along
timein the bactatank, but | have afeding that's going to be like nothing
compared to the trip home. I'm glad you're dive, Jace. Life's been much too
easy snceyou've been gone."

1
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Wedge exerted the effort to wipe the smile off hisface as his X-wing hurtled
through hyperspace. Bror Jace's return from the grave had been amost plessant
surprise, both because he wasn't dead and because of the insight into Thyferra
he provided. Zatin had long kept tabbs on Xucphra, and I sard had not changed
procedures so much that Jace's intelligence reports had been completely



invalidated.

Hewas very happy to have Jace back in the squadron. Zraii had put an X-wing
together out of partsfor Jace. The Thyferran had it painted red with green
trimthe corporate colors of Zatinand had been checked out on it within three
hours of hisarrival at Y ag'Dhul. Jace had been ahot hand in an X-wing when he
was firgt with the squadron, and histime off had not seemed to dull his skill

very much at al. With asfew pilots aswe have, they al need to be sharp.

Wedge had been less than pleased with learning that Corran had been injured on
Thyferra. HEd have been angry with Corran except that the smaler man gave him
afull report on what happened, including an andyss of hismistakes. Corran

had been quite frank concerning what he had done, reminding Wedge of Corran's
attack on stormtroopers on

Tdasea. When Corran findstrouble, he never seemsto have difficulty just

diving in, especidly when the lives of others are at stake. Nicetrait to have
inafriend.

Information Jace had brought with him set the basisfor the run the squadron had
headed out on. Isard had initiated escort service for the bacta convoys, moving
them to centralized |ocations where the client worlds would come to get their
bacta. Wedge saw immediately that if he hit the covered convoys hed bein
serious trouble, but Jace's people had initiated an operation to get them some

of the bacta anyway. The Ashern had diced new code into the navicomps on three
of the freightersthat would produce a course deviation in thefina leg of the

trip. Thefreighterswould fly out from under their cover and bein aposition

for the squadron to make off with them. The navicomps would remain usdess until
the squadron sent them the key code or until the crew stripped the computer down
and reloaded dl of the software.

Wedge knew the operation was chancy, but to refuse to go after the shipswould
mean that the Ashern's effort had gone for naught. The risk of the operation had
to be weighed against the good that could be done with the supplies of bactathe
ships carried. Haanit could still use more, as could severd other smdl

settlements that found the Thyferran price prohibitively high. Moreimportant,
Coruscant needed more bacta to supplement the rylca treatments for the Krytos
Virus

He couldn't discount the possibility of atrap entirely, but for the Impsto

ambush him meant they would be leaving ancther of their convoys open. The
freightersthat were coming to him were from asmall convoy that was being
watched over by the Victory //-class Star Destroyer Corrupter. Though the
gmallest of the shipsisard had in her fledt, it carried two TIE squadrons,

equaling hisforce, and bristled with enough weaponry to be ableto lay segeto
whole planets.

Complicating matters, Wedge knew less about its Cap-tain Ait Convarion than he
wished he did. Convarion was supposed to have served both a DerralV and Hoth
before being given the Corrupter and being sent off on suppression
missionsgovernment-sanctioned campaigns of terror against populated worlds on
the Outer Rim. Convarion was

rumored to be calculating and crud, with a penchant for quick action that had
won battles despite the odds being againgt him. That was a combination that
could cause alot of trouble for the squadron.

If Convarion knowsin advance of the defection, we could bein severetrouble,

If he hasto ded with having three missing shipsfrom his convoy upon his

arriva at the Rish system, helll be searching for an atom in anebula



Depending on the reluctance of the freighter crewsto follow us, well need a
maximum of an hour to move the convoy farther on. If we have been betrayed,
well have to jump back out of the system asfast aspossible. . .

Wedge glanced at his primary monitor. ". . . and hope against hope that 1sard
hasn't convinced any Interdictor cruisersto join her sde." He shook hishead
and sighed. He knew he was worrying about events that were very low on the scale
of probability, but the chance of aproblem till niggled a him. He knew hed
have fdt better if hed been in on planning the operation from the first, but

he wasn't in a position to refuse the hel p the Ashern offered.

"I'll jJust make the best of this situation and hope Captain Convarion isn't as
sharp as rumors make him out to be.”

A pinpoint of black expanded up and engulfed the snubfighter asit reverted to
realspacein asystem with ared dwarf star surrounded by adust disk. Three
bacta freighters hung in space just above the plane of the disk. The captains

had oriented the ships so their bellies pointed inward and the two dorsal
turbolasers they sported overlapped their fields of fire.

Wedge opened acomm channdl. "One and Two Squadrons, Sfoilsin attack
position.” Both the X-wings and the Deathseeds responded to his order, causing
their stabilizersto split and lock. The fighters spread out on their previoudy
assigned approach vectors, but they held back from closing with the freighters.
He shifted the comm unit over to the frequency the Ashern indicated the
Thyferransused. "ThisisWedge Antilles. | have two squadrons of fighters

here. Weintend to have

your cargo. If you cooperate you will be given a course, be able to drop your
cargo, and then go back home unharmed.”

Nervous tremors shot back through the voice that answered him. "Antilles, we
weretold that if we went with you, we'd be destroyed. We have family back on
Thyfera”

That comment sent a chill down Wedge's spine, but he fought against the idess it
planted in hishead. ™Y our familieswill not be harmed. Isard cantt kill

families of pilots and expect any more shipments of bactato go out. It'sa

bluff that | haveto cal. If you decide not to go back to Thyferra, I'll help

you get your peopleto safety. Y ou're going to lose your cargo, you might as
well saveyoursdf somepain.”

One of the tankers began to move away from the others. Mynock, Wedge's R5 droid,
tagged it as XucphraRose. "Thisis Bors Kenlin in the Rose. Were yours,
Antilles"

"Kenlin, don't go. Y ou have awife back on Thyferra."

"Isard will be doing me afavor if shekillsher." The Rose drifted further from
the other two ships. "Wheream | go-ing?”’

"Stand by, Rose." Wedge shifted his comm unit over to the squadron'stactical
frequency. "Nine, you and Ten and your two Deathseed friends will escort the
Rose to Halanit. Isard has threatened dependents on Thyferraif the crew goes
along with us, so find out who their people are so we can transmit the data to
the Ashern and try to save them.”

Corran's voice came back strong. "As ordered, sir." Two X-wings broke from
formation and made aquick flyby on the Rose. In thefirst pass they downloaded
to the Rose's navicomp the course for their run to Halanit. Asthey came back
around, the Rose moved on the exit vector with them and two Desthseeds fell in
behind. In the blink of an eyedl five shipswent to lightsoeed and vanished.
Wedge |looked back at his monitor again. The remaining shipswere XucphraAlazhi



and XucphraMeander. Wedge suspected the first voice he'd dedlt with was on the
Alazhi. Since the ship was named after akey component in bacta, he assumed the
captain had seniority over the other two. Wedge shifted his comm unit back to
the Thyferran frequency. "Meander, what isyour decison?'

A woman's voice answered him. "Meander is unconvinced the crew will be safe
from Isard'sreprisas.”

"Meander, your cargo will be bound for Coruscant. If you can't lose yoursdlf
there, you can obtain transport to anywhere you want to go from there. |
guarantee you that your cargo will aleviate an incredible amount of suffering.”
XucphraMeander began to drift away from Alazhi. Asit did so, the Alazhi began
toroll to bring its turbolasers to bear on Meander.

Wedge shifted over to histactica frequency. "Three and Four, neutrdize
Alazhi. Five and Six, pick up Meander and head to Coruscant.”

Gavin and Shiel broke their X-wings out of the formation and sprinted in & the
Alazhi. They kept their fighters moving in agrand spird, which made them very
difficult to track, especialy asthey dipped below the turbolasers ability to
depress sufficiently to shoot at them. Green laser bolts shot out in pairs at

the incoming fighters, but they dways camein above or below the X-wings.
Coming up on aturnin the spird, Gavin'sfighter rolled and spat laserfire a

the freighter. One quad burst hit the ship's hull right in front of the

turbolaser battery, then two more caught the battery in the sde. Fire tracked

up the blocky battery, blasting away at the armor plates sheathing it. Molten
globules of armor rocketed off through space, then an explosion filled the
battery with fire and ripped it gpart.

Shid'srun on the aft battery proved just as effective, stripping the freighter

of its offengve wegponry. Thetwo fighters began to orbit the Alazhi, flashing
past the cockpit one after another. Well away from them Rhysati, Inyri, and
their two Twi'lek companionsled the Meander off toward Coruscant.

Wedge adjusted his comm unit and tightened the beam to focus on the Alazhi.
"Alazhi, you are defensdess.”

The man who had first answered him again spoke, but anger had replaced
nervousnessin hisvoice. "We can and will opposeyou, Antilles. Thisis piracy.
But we have a standoff here, because you only have fightersyou can't board us.
If you shoot us up, you or we will destroy the ship and you lose

the cargo. Y ou got some of what you want. Go away. Leave usaone.”

He has a pointwe can't board the ship. | hadn't expected Isard's threat to the
crew'sfamilies. I'd thought, given that we harmed no one last time, that we
would have cooperative crews. Wedge thought for amoment, then forced an edge
into hisvoice.

"Be advised, Alazhi, that the same software that allowed usto bring you here
will, when the correct signd is sent, purge your ship of atmosphere and dave
itsdlf to our navicomp data. Y our choiceis not whether you comewith usor not,
but whether you do so dive or dead.”

Helet that Snk in for amoment or two. If they cal my bluff, | let them off

s0 they cantdll othersthat we didn't kill them. 1t win us some goodwill,
perhaps. Y our decision, Alazhi ?'

Fear had returned to the captain'svoice. "You'd kill usjust to get this

bacta?'

"I'd kill you to get the bacta to those who need it. Isard unleashed adisease

on Coruscant that kills ninety-five percent of the victimswho go untreated.
Which should | count as more vauable the lives of adozen freighter crewmen or



thelivesof billions?'

"Youll hdp our families?'

"Y ou have my word oniit."

Silencefdl for severd heartbests, then the Alazhi's captain spokeina

distant whisper. "l hope you know what you're doing. Alazhi isyours.”

Wedge went back to the tactica frequency. "Gavin, Alazhi isyoursto shepherd
on her rounds."

"l copy, Wedge. Tranamitting datato Alazhi now. Seeyou later.” Gavin's X-wing
swung out and around to head toward the exit vector. The two Twi'leks swooped
in, taking up postions on ether of the Alazhi'sflanks while the Shistavanen
curled around and came up in the freighter'swake.

Asthe Alazhi came about to starboard and began its run up to lightspeed, a
vastly huge white dagger thrust itself through the fabric of space onacourse
that cut in at the freighter'sline of flight. Dread bubbled acid into Wedge's
throat as the Corrupter reverted to real space and opened up with its weaponry.
Waves of green turbolaser energy washed down from the Star Destroyer's port
batteries. While not made for engaging snubfighters, firing at point-blank range
the gunners could hardly miss. The flank Deathseeds evaporated in acloud of
green plasma The turbolaser fire eroded dl the sharp linesfrom Shid's
X-wing, reducing it from adeek fighter to afluid blob that dammed into the
aft end of the Alazhi.

A second volley of fire from the Star Destroyer focused itself on the bacta
tanker. In an ingtant the entire ship glowed orange, then the bacta storage
tanks exploded one after another. The superheated bacta sprayed out and
ingtantly congealed into delicate sheets of ice that mocked the violence of

thar birth. Smilarly the trangparisted and quadanium-titanium dloy plates
used in the freighter's manufacture twisted and flowed, tearing away and
exploding outward, before they congealed into awarped mockery of what the
freighter had once been.

Of Gavin, Wedge saw nothing.

"Condition Critical. Exit the systern now on Ciriticd vectors. Go! Go!"
Asyr'svoice pounded into Wedge's ears. "Wedge, what about . . ."

Theres nothing left of Gavin. "Go, Asyr, go now. Waiting around isjust going
to get you killed." Wedge hauled back on his stick and punched histhrottle up
to full. He glanced over to hisleft and saw Asyr's X-wing hanging off his
S+ail. "Three secondsto lightspeed.” "'l copy, Wedge."

Wedge hit a button on his console and made the jump to lightspeed. The Sars
elongated, then sucked him into atunnel of white light, but hefdt asif he

left his guts back in the system with the Corrupter. It had always been the plan
to scatter and fleeif Corrupter showed up, but to do that after taking losses
made him fedl horrible. Four more are dead because of me.

Part of himimmediately rebelled at that thought, seeking to place blame
elsawhere. If the Alazhi's captain had not hesi-

tated, then everyone would have been out of the system before Corrupter
arrived. If 1sard had not threatened the crews with the safety of their

families, everything would have gonewell. If Senator Palpatine hadn't been
greedy, this situation never would have existed.

Wedge closed his eyes againgt the omnipresent light of hyperspace. "What
happened back thereis my responsbility. The operation had risks, but dl
operations haverisks. Blaming mysdf for what happened isn't going to do me
any good. What | need to do islearn from the Situation because Convarion is



very good.”

He punched up adatarequest and got Mynock to break down the entry and exit
vectors of the various ships, then had them overlaid on the system diagram. As
the astromech did so, Wedge got hisfirgt glimmer of understanding. Corrupter's
entry vector gppeared very fortuitous because it angled in on Alazhi's exit

vector, but it really was the same entry vector the freighters used to arrivein

the system.

Wedge whistled dowly. Wheét that bit of datatold him was that Convarion had
waited at the previous trangit point, had tracked the exit vectors of al the

shipsin his convoy, then had his people do an andysis of them. The three ships
that deviated from the planned course were discovered, their course plotted, and
the Corrupter came after them. Whether the freighters were hijacked or just had
apoor navigator, Convarion came after them, intent on destroying them. Hisship
arrived in-system and shot immediately.

A chill crept into Wedge's body and puckered hisflesh. "lceheart has never been
one for compassion, and now she has a ship's captain who shares her contempt for
it. We're lucky we only lost four of our pilots. | had hoped thiswar would be
quickl knew it would be dirty. We're going to have to be quicker and dirtier,

and with Convarion and | ceheart opposing us, that's not going to be an easy
task.”

17

The sound of athousand individuas samping their heels and coming to attention
echoed through the Corrupter's hold as FHliry Vorru followed Y sanne Isard from
the belly of the shuttle. Vorru looked out over the straight ranks of sailors

and stormtroopers and adlowed himself asmile. Such adisplay of Imperia might
I've not seen since before | was sentenced to Kessel. The Rebels may own
Imperid Center and may have proclaimed themselves aNew Republic, but they will
never know Imperia splendor likethis.

At the base of the gangway, | sard paused and offered her hand to asmadll, lean
man in ablack uniform. The rank insigniahe wore on hisjacket'sleft breast

bore only six color tabs, but the fact that he also wore two rank cylinderstold
Vorru he was a Commander, not amere Captain. Even so, because of hisposition
of command on the ship and Imperid tradition, addressing him as Captain would
be proper. And the way he genuflects before kissing I ceheart's proffered hand
showsthis Convarion is nothing if not proper.

Convarion met Vorru's offered hand with a strong grip. The man's sharp features,
thick black hair, and blue eyes dl combined to grant Convarion an intensity

that surprised

Vorru. / had thought dl such fire-eaters had been killed at Endor. Thismanis
ambitious and, therefore, dangerous. If he were my subordinate, | would have him
killed.

"Peased to meet you, Captain Convarion."

"And you, Minister Vorru." Convarion's mouth smiled, but any pleasurefaled to
register beyond the boundaries of hislips. "I am honored that you would deign

to notice my ship and our exploits.”

Isard, wearing her scarlet Admird's uniform, glanced back at him with faint
amusement in her eyes. "'Y ou have shown initiative, Commander, and | dways
noticeinitiative. | should liketo ingpect your ship, if that is possible, but

firgt | would spesk with you in private.”

"Of course, Madam Director.” Convarion bowed, then pointed to an aide through
the middle of the bone white ranks of stormtroopers. "My wardroom isthisway."



Vorru trailed behind Convarion and Isard. He noticed that Convarion matched his
paceto that of Isard and that she, in reaction to this, varied her gait and

caused Convarion to do the same. Convarion's face gave no sign he noticed what
was going on or if he was annoyed by it or not. He merely looked up at I1sard
with rapt attention on hisface, not sycophantically hanging on her every word,
but receiving what she said asif it were advice worthy of hismost Sncere
congderation.

Vorru suppressed a smile as he watched Convarion operate, because he knew the
man had to be trying to balance two conflicting scenariosin hishead. By

sending the Corrupter after the errant ships, Convarion had succeeded in
ambushing an Antilles operation and scattering hisforces. By Convarion's
edimate Antilleslost a haf-dozen ships, including severd of the Uglies,

known as Deathseeds by the Twi'leks who created them. Just knowing that some
Twi'leks hed thrown in with Antilles was va uable information itsdlf, and
Convarion would have been due some reward for just bringing thet tidbit back
fromhismission.

On the other hand, he had |eft the mgority of his convoy

uncovered and open to attack. Antilles had ill gotten away

with two ships and Convarion had destroyed another bacta

freighter on hisown initiative. His report had stated thet the freighter was
moving in conjunction with the pirates and did not acknowledge hisinitid hall,

s0 he considered it hogtile and destroyed it. Such decisiveness was the sort of
thing Isard appreciated, but the loss of a bacta freighter wasahigh priceto

pay for it.

The hatch to the small wardroom closed behind Vorru, trapping him in there with
Isard and Convarion. Vorru moved to the end of the room far from the door and
seated himself at the corner of the rectangular black duraplast table that
dominated the room. Convarion hovered closest to the far narrow end of the
table, ready to take his place at the head of it if Isard did not wish that

position for herself.

Isard remained standing just inside the hatchway and stared at Convarion. ™Y our
discovery of the deception concerning the freighters was impressive,
Commander.”

"Thank you, but it was no more than should be expected from any of our
personnd. | choseto wait for al of my shipsto be away because the Rebels
used the tactic of misjumping shipsin the case of the bacta convoy that

Warlord Zsinj ambushed at Alderaan. | had to assume that same tactic might be
used again. Because of Corrupter's speed, | could arrive in synch with my ships
at their degtination even if | ddayed leaving. | had my navigators plot the
outbound vectors for my ships and noticed three were off course. We plotted
possible stopping points aong that route and proceeded after them. It wasa
farly basic pursuit operation.”

Irritation flared in Isard's molten left eye. "And destroying the Alazhi, was

that no lessthan | should expect from our personnel ?*

"As| explained in my report"

"Asyou lied in your report.” Isard's eyes narrowed. "Andysis of your ship's
datarecords show your gunners opened fire three seconds after reversion. A
sgna went out to Alazhi five seconds after reversion, and the volley of shots

that destroyed Alazhi came eight seconds after reversion. Y ou chose to shoot
regardiess of their response.”

Convarion's face congtricted, pulling flesh taut over his cheekbones. "l shot in



response to contingencies | had

worked out prior to our arrival. Alazhi was done, which meant the other ships
had aready been captured and moved. Alazhi had been disarmed and damaged.
Because it was surrounded by hostile snubfighters and was moving in
conjunction with them, | had to assume it was under their control. | was aware
of your policy of punishing collaborators, and | choseto implement it
immediately. Punishment delayed is punishment stripped of connection with the
crimethat triggered it. While Xucphra Alazhi's crew will not have achanceto
learn from their mistake, other crew of other ships know the policy isnot an
idethreat."

"S0 you chose to implement apolicy without asking my permission?’
Convarion nodded. "I did."

"And you are prepared to take full respongbility for doing s0?"

A dight hesitation marked Convarion'sreply. 'l am.”

The down-turned corners of Isard's mouth rose. " Then you will execute the
families of those crewmen on the Alazhi. We brought them with usin the
shuttle”

Color drained from Convarion'sface. "If that isyour wish."

"What | wish, Captain Convarion, matters not." Isard strode toward him and
plucked the rank cylinder from the right side of Convarion'stunic. "Whet |
order isdl that matters. What initiative you take must be within your misson
parameters, it must not exceed them. Do you understand me?”

The naval man nodded, but Vorru detected a stiffnessto his motion signifying
resstance. Elements of the Imperia mil-itary had never accepted Isard'sde
facto running of the government, which waswhy many of them

proclaimed themsalves Warlords and created their own little empires.
Thosewho had remained loyal, ether to her or the concept of the Empire, il
could bristle when she gave orders.

Convarion's head came up. "It isyour order, then, Madam Director, that |

kill thefamilies of the crew of the Alazhi?*

Isard's head briefly flicked toward Convarion, but VVorru

doubted Convarion caught her dip. "That Situation has been dealt with aready
and does not need your attention. | have another task for you. Minister Vorru,
your briefing."

Vorru pointed to the chair at the head of the table. "Please be seated, Captain
Convarion. Asyou know, bactaisapreciousfluid that is produced in limited
amounts and only available from us, here, on Thyferra. All bactain the galaxy
is produced under our license and is sold with our approval. If you need bacta,
thereisonly one placeto get it.

"At leadt, that was the Situation until Antillesand his people pirated the

first convoy. What do you think they did with that bacta?"

"It israther clear they didn't sdl it, Sncethat isthe obvious answer to

the question.” Convarion shrugged reluctantly. "1 have no ideawhat they did
withit."

"They gaveit away. Much of it went to Coruscant, but we anticipated that."
Vorru pressed his handsflat against the tabletop. "Because they used our ships
and our crews to trangport the bacta, we know where it ended up. We have shorted
future allotments to various worlds to make up for the bactathey were supplied
by Antilles, and we have charged them for that bacta.”

Convarion's expression eased. "And they have paid?'

"Some have. Some have refused to do so." Vorru smiled. "This presentsuswith a



problem.”

Isard leaned forward, posting her arms on the table. "'If some do not pay, we
appear weak and others might balk at paying us. If they do not pay, they are as
much thieves as Antilles and his people.”

"So you have apalicy you are going to order meto implement.”

"How perceptive of you, Captain.”" Vorru nodded solemnly. "We have alist of the
worldsthat received stolen bacta. We have eliminated those worlds that have
paid us, have made arrangements to pay us, or have sufficient resourcesto be
ableto pay us. We are | eft with ahandful of target worlds that are too poor to
afford the gift Antilles gave them. Y ou will select one of them and take our
bacta back."

"And if thereis no bactato recover?

Isard straightened up and smiled mostly coldly. "If the bactaisused up, it

will have granted them hedth. Y ou will takeit back again.”

Convarion nodded. "It will be done."

Vorru raised ahand. "Not so quickly, Captain, there are some specia caveats
for what we want you to do. First and foremost, you will be taking aong with
you two companies of the Thyferran Home Defense Corps and one squadron of thelr
fliersto carry out the work that needs to be done.”

"But my Imperid troopswill be much more efficient . . ."

"Indeed, but we want the Thyferrans to see the crimes of these worlds as crimes
againgt them, not against Director Isard. We want the Thyferransto get their
hands dirty. If they are acting with us, they become complicit in our

activities They will makethemsdvestargetsfor Antilles, which will bind them
moretightly to us. By making them administer the punishment to these worlds, we
give them an even greater stake in seeing that we remain here to help defend
them, and we give them areason to defend themsalves.”

Convarion's eyes narrowed. "Y ou sound asif you truly think Antillesand his
rabble can actualy topple you."

"Nonsense!" Isard dismissed that supposition with awave of her hand. "There
will come apoint, however, when the New Republic considerswhat it isgoing to
do about us and our control of the bactasupply. They have refrained from
causing trouble so far because they are reluctant to dabble in the interna

politics of worlds. To do so would split their Republic, since anumber of
worldsthat declared independence and have joined them ill have their

Imperid offi-cidsin place running things. Warlord Zsinj hasfurther

distracted the New Republic, but once he has been dedlt with, they will again
consder us"

Conv arion nodded. "If our client states are afraid of losing their bacta

supply, they will not pressfor the Republic to do something about us. And if

the Thyferrans back usfully, the New Republic would have to sage an invasion
of Thyferrato oust us"

"Precisdy.”

Vorru let Isard's comment echo in his ears, but he was not as confident of it as
her voice suggested she was. Discounting Antilles entirely was amistake, and
one Isard should have known better than to make. While Vorru believed the
Antillesthreat could be controlled and minimized, the only way it could be
eliminated was by killing Antilles and destroying his power base. The network of
contacts Vorru had in place to gather information about Antilleswas just
beginning to report datato him, but so far it had been usdessin trying to

locate Antilles or figuring out what hislong-term intentionswere.



Vorru opened hishands and smiled at Convarion. "So, will you follow ordersand
punish aworld for deding with Antilles?'

" Shoot me the datafiles on the target worlds and | will get back to you with
plansfor degling with them in two days." Convarion stood. "Y ou may sdect the
find target or leaveit up to me, at your discretion. | would ask only one

thing in return.”

Isard arched an eyebrow at him. "And that is?"

"Asyou sad before, my initiativeislimited by my misson parameters.”

Convarion haf-smiled. "If you want the lesson to be learned by the maximum
number of people, do me the favor of defining my mission asbroadly as
possble”

18

In many ways lellaWessiri could not believe she had decided to come dong on
the mission after al. She understood how important it was to undertake, and how
much good it might do for the Ashern cause, but a the most basic level she
opposed it. It'smurder, nothing less.

When Elscol had proposed the operation, she'd used the euphemism sanction to
describe what they would be doing to one of Xucphra's higher-ups, Aerin Dlarit.
Dlarit, an older man, had been gppointed a General in the Thyferran Home Defense
Corps. In the day-to-day operation of the THDC he deferred to Mgor Barst Roite,
but Dlarit strutted about in hisuniform at a host of socia functions. Local
mediahad shown

him any number of times assuring hisfelow Xucphransthat

the Ashern were under control and that happy days were on the way.

"He's made himself an obvioustarget.” Elscol had opened her asamsto emphasize
her, point. "If we take him out

wewill rock Xucphran society to itsfoundetions.”

|ellahad protested the wholeidea. "Dlarit ishardly a

military target in any red sense. He'safop. We can undercut him by hitting

other targets and making his assuranceslies.”

"We could, but hitting such sites ill doesn't bring the nature of war hometo

the people. We need to frighten them, deeply.”

"And hitting military targetswon' do that?"

"Eventudly. Thiswill befager."

ldlafrowned. "Wouldn't just shooting random people accomplish the same thing?!
Elscol shrugged. "Probably. It's abackup plan.”

"You can't be serious.” lellalooked at the smaller woman in utter disbelief.

"That would be murder. Thisis murder, for al intents and purposes. Y ou can't

kill innocent people.”

"L ook, Iella, there are no innocent people here. Elscol planted fists on her

hips. "Over the years I've helped dozens of worlds liberate themselves from the
Imps, and part of each fight is making the populace wake up to what's really
going on. People assumethat if they say nothing and do nothing they're not
involved in thefight, but thefact isthat their gpathy isatacit vote of

support for the status quo. They have to be made to see that by making no choice
they have indeed made a choice. When they understand that, they begin to think
about those choices, and we make choosing the Imps out to be avery bad choice.”
ldla's head came up. "Black Sun used to use that same rationaleto justify
murdering al sortsof folks."

"Theres adifference between Black Sun and us."

"Oh, dotdl.”



"Black Sun was dl about greed and sdlfishness.” Elscol looked around at the
humans and Vratix gathered in the room. "Weé're fighting for freedom, for the
right to live the way we want to live. Werefighting for the only thing worth
fighting for."

"And if these people want to be ruled by the Empire?’

"They can congder our action an eviction notice." El-scol's brown eyes
narrowed. "Y ou come from alaw-enforcement background where you were out to
protect the innocent from the ravages of the criminals. Y ou could do that
without resorting to this drastic an activity because you had the weight of the
government behind you. You had ajustice sys-

tern that would reinforce the will of the people. | understand that and respect

it. By the sametoken, | dso know that you saw criminas out there that you
knew could only be stopped by a blaster bolt.

"That'swhat we're up againgt here. Dlarit might seem harmless, but he'shelping
prop up asystem that keepsthe Vratix in virtual davery. He's propping up a
system that means billions of individuas suffer needlesdy from diseases
because they cannot afford the cure. He's got the blood of everyone who died
because of alack of bactaon hishands, aswell asthat of the families of the
Alazhi'screw.”

lellahad nodded. "1 can't deny the validity of what you're saying about Dlarit.
Addto it the fact that his daughter spied on the Alliance for the Imps and got
Corran captured. The problem still isthat I'm uncomfortable with assassinating
him, especidly in hishome."

"The act has much more impact there. Well make a hologram of the execution and
gart circulating it. That will get our point across, and fast, too."

"And it will make usinto ghouls. What about Dlarit's saff and hisfamily? What
dowedoif they find usthere?'

The muscles at the corners of Elscol's jaw bunched. "Blasters do have stun
stings”

lellahad raised an eyebrow. "Y ou sound asif you would kill his children, too."
"Erid's his daughterHuttlings grow up to be Hutts."

"But leaving his minor children aive would show usto be capable of mercy for
those who redlize the error of their ways, correct?" |ellahad looked hard at

her. "Correct?'

"It make the operation more difficult, but it can be done." Elscol had looked
around the briefing room. "Any other philosophical objections, or can we get to
planning?”

There were none, S0 Elscol immediately moved into plan-ning the assault. And
what ajob she did. Her experience in planning and executing operations showed
through in how she broke down the Dlarit estate's security setup. lellahad
attended countless CorSec Specia Operations briefings about

raids on crimind strongholds, and Elscol's presentation was

the equd of any of them in detail and foresight.

To everyone's surprise, including her own, lellaagreed to join the group of a
dozen Ashern commandos volunteering for the operation. Elscol, Sixtus, and three
of hisImp Specia Naval Operations comrades formed the core of the group.
ldla, two Vratix, and four humansdl four of them Zaltin refugeedfilled out

the rest of the team. Each commando was issued ablaster, a blaster carbine,
dark clothing, acomlink, and alight armored vest with armored plates that
covered them from throat to groin, front and back. Iellaknew the armor would be
amogt usdessfor stopping ablaster balt, but even deflecting it from the



body's midline meant the wound might be survivable.

lella hunkered down behind the bole of ahuge akonijetree. The humidity inthe
ar helped retain the day's heat, and the vest made her none too comfortable.
Even s, the dight whisper of abreeze helped cool her. But it aso hides some
noises and creates others, keeping me on edge. She blew awisp of her light
brown hair back out of her face and peered ahead into the darkness.

Bardly visble as hulking shadows, Sixtus and his companions worked their way
forward through the rain forest that sheltered the Dlarit etate. The estate

itself was set on asmdl knoll at thefoot of high mountains that had once been
part of an extinct volcano. Holograms of the estate taken in daytime looked
incredibly beautiful, with the natural stone building risng up out of the
surrounding jungle like asmall volcano itsdf. Huge waterfals cascading down
the mountainous backdrop added the last ement to transform the estate into a
paradise.

They aso provided the means for entering the estate. Most trave to and from
the estate took place by airspeeder. Forty-five kilometers of atwisting,
sngle-lanetrack con-.nected the estate to the main throughway to the south,
but severd gatesinterdicted it, and a number of narrow passes between natura
rock outcroppings made for perfect ambush pointsif an invasion were attempted
adongit. Likewise, aring of well-hidden Comar Tritracker Air Defense batteries
meant gpproaching the estate in an airsgpeeder without authorization could be
suicidd. Various sensor arrays positioned around

the estate dso monitored likely avenues of approach through the rain forest.
Sicing into the planetary computers and making use of Zdtin surveillance
satdlites, the Ashern team had pulled down realtime holograms of the estate and
the therma images of the guards on their rounds. They aso found the
placement of the sensor devicesin therain forest and noted the human patrols
tended to concentrate on the side of the estate facing the mountains and the
waterfdls. After sudying the specifications for the sensorsin use around the
edtate, they realized that the sensors on the mountain side of the estate had

been muted so the movement of water and the sound from the falswouldn't
congtantly betriggering darms.

Entering the estate, they made their gppro ach from the far sde of the mountain
and ascended to the summit by dusk. Once darkness fell, they descended, keeping
ascloseto the waterfals asthey could. They sped their descent by rappe-ling
down benegth one of the longer fdls, |etting the curtain of water hide them

from the estate's sensors. Once at the base of the mountains, they moved in
aong thefringes of the sensors range, cuiting alabyrinthine path through
thejungle

The SpecNav troops led the way. Though they were as big as stormtroopers,
Sixtuss men were deceptively swift and deethly quiet. 1ellawas more than happy
they were on her sde. As scary asfacing stcormtroopers might have been,
fight-ing against these men would have been worse. At one point

they had been sdlected to join the Imperid Navy's most dite fighting unit, and
the product of their skills proved that choice had been awise one.

lellaheard asingle click over her comlink, so she hurried forward, remaining
low. Shereached Elscol's side and looked off in the direction where the smaller
woman pointed. Silhou-etted againgt the lights from the house she saw two
Thyferran

Home Defense Corps guards wandering along. Elscol tapped her finger twice
againg her comlink and huge shadows rose up to eclipse the guards. Iellaheard



no screams or shots being

fired. but another double-click played over the comlink, indicating the guards

had been neutralized.

Therest of the group moved up to the edge of the clear-

ing around the estate. Barely twenty-five meters separated them from the mansion
solarium. lelladropped to one knee next to one of the guards and felt for a
pulsein hisneck, but her hand encountered a sticky wetnessthat told her al

she needed to know. The sound of astun shot being fired or the light from the
blue burst could have been seen. These men had to die.

Elscol tapped two of the SpecNav soldiers on the shoulders and they sprinted
forward across the lawn to the shadows beside the solarium. ldlafound herself
holding her breath, waiting for areaction from the house. A single click from

the comlink told her the SpecNavs felt safe. Elscol sent them adouble-click,

and |ellaprepared hersdf to run.

The SpecNavs pulled an eectronic device from an equipment satchel and dapped
it over the solarium's door lock. lellasaw lights on the device flicker and

shift color, then five of them al burned green at the sametime. They went out
after three seconds at which point one of the SpecNavs pushed the door open.
Anather double-click came through the comlink, and Iellawas up and running.
With each step she braced hersdlf for a shot from the darkness, aburning red
bolt that would hit her, lift her up and send her flying acrossthe yard. Shed

seen it happen to others before, more times than she could remember. The look of
aurprise on the victim's face as confident immortality dissolved into dismay

and despair haunted her. In desth, especialy violent death, no one ever looks
pretty.

She made it to the door and passed through, then cut to the left and hugged the
wall on the other side of the doorway into the main house, opposite thefirst
SpecNav trooper. After her, came Elscol; then Sixtus. They both ran through the
doorway, then double-clicked an al clear so Iellaand the SpecNav moved up.
Other members of the team fanned out through the mansion's lower floor and
secured it without incident.

Elscol and Sixtus moved up the stairway to the main floor. Iellafollowed them

up and found the main floor dark save for amuted yelow light coming through
one open doorway further dong the main halway. The darknessdidn't sur-

prise her terribly muchthe raid had been timed to reach the estate hafway
between midnight and dawn to take advantage of the fact that most people would
be adeep. That alight was till on seemed odd, but carel essness couldn't be
ruled out.

Nor can someone'sworking late. That's supposed to be Dlarit's office. Idla

crept forward cautioudy. Though only ten meters separated her from the lit
doorway, she took two minutesto makeit that distance. At the edge of the
doorway shetilted her head and got a quick glimpse into the room. What she saw
prompted a smile and made her double-click her comlink and invite the others
forward.

She strode into the office and shook her head. Wearing hisfinest Thyferran Home
Defense Corps uniform, Aerin Dlarit sat sprawled in ahigh-backed chair behind
his desk. The holoprojector plate built into the desk displayed a meter-tall
replicaof amonument festuring alarger-than-life statue of Dlarit atop a

pedestal. The hologram dowly rotated in the air, complete with athrong of
miniature well-wishers gasping and gpplauding at its base.

Elscol drew her blaster pistol and dropped her voice to awhisper. "Get the



holocam up here. He dies amonument to his own ego and misplaced trust in the
Empire”

ldlalaid ahand on her arm. "Wait, | have another idea. One that may work even
better.”

"Hehastodie"

"With what | havein mind, hewill, but athousand times over.” Idladrew her
own pistol and clicked the selector lever over to stun. "Weve dready killed

two guards, so they know we're serious. Trust me, thiswill work."

"If | don't likeit, he diesanyway."

Idlasmiled. "Youll likeit. Well get more play out of it."

lellaexplained, and Elscol balked until Sixtus cracked a

smile. That swung Elscol over, so Iellafired one shot into the deeping

General, then set to work. The party exited the

edtate the same way they'd comein, and though burdened as Iellawas carrying
away Generd Aerin Dlarit's dress uniform, the journey seemed not nearly as hard
asbefore.

19

Commander Eris Dlarit's TIE Interceptor dropped from the belly of the Corrupter
and let gravity seduce it down into Halanit's aimosphere. The cant-winged craft
bucked alittle asit entered the frigid planet's atmosphere, reminding Eris

that the Interceptor would surrender some of its maneuverability to friction

and drag. Maneuvers she could pull in the vacuum of space would get her killed
below.

The Rebelsrefer to these fighters as squints, but in atmosphere | prefer to

think of them as winces. From the moment Y sanne Isard had appointed her to lead
the Thyferran Home Defense Corps aerospace wing, Eris had lobbied hard to equip
her two squadrons with X-wings. While dower and dightly less agile than the

I nterceptor, the X-wing's shields and ability to use proton torpedoesin

addition to itslasers made it asuperior fighter.

It mattered not at al how eoquently | argued, what facts | used, Iceheart

would never have agreed to my request. Eris redized her own sense of
superiority had collided full on with Isard's need to see anything and

everything Imperia as better than anything the Alliance had to opposeit. Isard
sees hersdlf asthe pinnacle of Imperia excdlence and demandsthat ev-

erything eserisesto her level. What | or others know counts as nothing to her
because we are not up to her standards.

Erid redly couldn't blame Isard for treeting the Thyferrans and the THDC as

the Empire€'s stupid, inbred cousins. Though the Corrupter had already been en
route to Halanit when the Ashern raid took place, word of it had been
communicated to the ship. Her cheeks burned as the image of her father dumped
naked in his chair exploded in her mind. Mortifying in the extreme, the

incident meant that the Corrupter's Imperid crew felt no reason to hide ther
contempt for the THDC personnd on board.

The fact that her father had been involved hurt her deeply. What madeit even
worsewasthat lellaWessiri had been identified from the hologram. The Imps
took that asasign that Antilles had entered into afull dliance with the

Ashern, but Eris read moreinto lelas participation. lella caused my father

to be embarrassed so asto get at me, to

avenge hersdf for my betraya of Corran and the rest of the Rouges. Thiswasa
message directed a me by hera private declaration of war.

Eris glanced at her monitor and snarled into the comm unit. "Four, closethe



formation up." Behind her four In-tersceptors came a quartet of the
double-hulled TIE bombers. Her Interceptors were nomindly flying cover for the
bombers, though once they dropped their thermal detonators and proton bombsto
open up the main colony, the Interceptors mission changed to engaging ground
targets and suppressing ire a the stormtrooper-laden shuttles that would

follow.

The TIE bombers swooped down through the air and spirded in on their target.
Eris and her flight came around to

follow them in. She couldn't help but remember countless

training exercises where she'd used an X-wing to stoop like ahawk-bat on such
lumbering craft. Two would be dead in my

initial pass and the otherswould die asthey attempted to flee. Below her, the
bombers began their runs. The thermal

detonatorsfdl lazily from the bombersasif harmless. Their explosonsflashed
golden light through the glacier and bled

up into the great gouts of steam they produced. Thelight breeze below quickly
cleared the steam off, reveding ahole

roughly akilometer around and nearly half that deep. Steaming water pooled in
the bottom of it, and Eris knew the therma detonators had cleared the glacier
down to the transparistedl canopy that protected the Halanit colony from the
harsh climate of their world.

The bombers second pass eliminated the canopy. The high-yield proton bombs
shattered the transparisted shield, fragmenting the sheets at ground zero. A
shock wave rippled through the double-walled barrier, ripping whole
transparisted plates free from both layers asit went. Thewarm air from

benegth the shield rushed upward, blowing debris up and out, then cond ensed in
thefrigid air. At the sametime, around the hole'sjagged edges, cold air

poured down into the colony.

Rolling her Interceptor up on the port stabilizer assembly, Eris spirded the
fighter down in through the hole the bombs had created. The chasm into which she
flew stretched out above and below her fighter like the grandest of Coruscant's
boulevards. Long suspension bridges linked both sides of the chasm at various
levelsand quickly icing-over waterfals splashed their way down into the
depthsinfront of her. Lights from hundreds of viewports dotted the chasm's
depths with yellow circles and squares.

Eris hit thetriggerson her lasers. A stream of green laser darts scored a

ragged line dong one face of the chasm, piercing the viewports and reducing
them to darkness. As she shot, she glanced at her primary monitor, waiting for
the missile warning darm to be activated. It's going to be misslesor

turbolasers, and if they're going to use them, it'll have to be now.

She continued her flight deeper and deeper, strafing targets as she went. One
line of fire scattered a crowd on aba cony. Another swept across afoot bridge,
chasing aman who foolishly thought himsdlf faster than alaser bolt. Nearing

the bottom of the chasm, she chopped her throttle back and pulled up in aloop,
but not before filling theice-crusted pools below with enough laser energy to
dart them bailing.

She knew, with the canopy being breached and the ichthyoculture pools having
been transformed into giant

stewpots that the Halanit colony was dead. Those who didn't freeze to degath
would starveeach aterrible way to die. Sheredized that her old comradesin
Rogue Squadron would be horrified at the carnage, as she would have been if the



Empire had carried this attack out on Thyferra, but she felt no remorsefor the
people doomed by her action.

They were already dead. Their need for bacta had been desperate, because without
it their margina colony could not survive. They could not afford bacta because
their colony was so poor, hence anyone with enough neurons to form a synapse
would have seen that the only sensible thing to do was to abandon Haanit or
choose amethod of exploiting the world to generate enough money soiit could
sudanitsHf.

/ have no obligation to save the stupid from themsdlves. Even if we had given
them bacta, another crisswould have wiped them out. The fact that they refused
to face redlity does not make it incumbent upon meto shield them from the
disaster they so fervently court. Eris's eyes narrowed as she Sarted a

srafing run back toward the surface. And they compounded their stupidity by
consorting with thieves and using bacta for which they could not pay.

Despite the lack of fire defending the colony, she knew they were anything but a
defensdless, inoffensive community. Their accepting the bacta from Wedge and the
others was the equivaent of stabbing aknifeinto the Thyferran economy. If
Thyferradlowed them to do what they did, other worldswould smilarly duck
their obligations. Other individuaswould emulate Wedge, and pirates would
swarm over the bacta convoys. The rightful reward for providing avita fluid to
the galaxy would be denied to Thyferrain an attack as destructive asthe one
she was mounting.

Rocketing up through the hole in the shidld, Eris rolled out and began along
dliptica orbit over the breached shidld. "Interceptor One reporting. No

hogtile antiship firein evidence."

"We copy, One. The Captain congratulates you on your run and requests you join
him for the march through the colony.”

"I copy, Control. Asordered.” Erisi samiled. Weve shown

Convarion that THDC pilots are not the incompetent nerf-brains he thought we
were. Now he will show me how powerful stormtroopers are so | won't forget who
issuperior to whom. Not that | ever could, but | shdl say nothing. Convarion
would never believe himsdlf to be my subordinate anyway.

Gavindidn't redize it was an explosion that had awvakened him until a second
and third blast sounded. He threw off thick layers of blanketshis Tatooine
upbringing guaranteed that he felt cold even in Haanit's hot bathsand snarled

as hethrust hisfeet into cold boots. He fastened them, then stood and strapped
on hisblaster belt as Farl Cort appeared in the doorway of hisroom. "What's
happening?”

Before Cort could answer, Gavin's ears popped with the change in the colony's
air pressure. Air began to rush out of the room, tugging at the hem of Cort's
cloak. Thelittle man's face went ashen. "They've breached the shield.”

Gavin grabbed him before he could fdll. "Who'sthey?' "Imperids, | guess.
Therésa Star Destroyer in orbit." " Sithspawn! 'Y ou should have gotten me up
when it arrived.” Gavin wanted to pound his head againgt the wall. He had been
certain that he'd been careful enough to hide histrail so the Corrupter

couldn't follow him. When it showed up & the convoy hijacking, hed immediately
broken hisflight and dove away from it. The Xucphra Alazhi's bulk shielded him
from the destroyer's turbolasers. He knew he was dead unless he exercised the
only option availableto him, ajump to lightspeed, which he did blindly.

He held the jump for fifteen seconds, which were the longest fifteen secondsin
hislife. Jumping blind into hyperspace was about as stupid as making fat jokes



around a Huitt, and nearly aways as fatal. Coming out of hyperspace, he made a
quick read of the areaand had his R2 unit plot another short jump. He put his
ship through a series of seven such small jumps, doubling back and forth, then
took along jump out toward the Rim. Helanded on asmall planet, got

into and out of some trouble there, and then began his run back to Yag'Dhul.
Because astronavigation had never been his strength, hewaslimited in his
choices of degtinations. To make the trip back as quickly as possible, making a
long run to Halanit was his best route because, from there, thetrip to Y ag'Dhul
could be accomplished with severa short hops. He aso thought there might be an
off-chance that Corran and Ooryl wouldn't have left Halanit by the time he got
there. Traveling to Halanit would run him pretty much out of fuel. He hoped the
Halanitswould give him somein return for the bacta they'd been given, and with
Corran being there he was certain they would fuel him up.

Despite Corran's absence, the Halanits had been more than happy to give Gavin
fue, but the problem was that they needed to synthesize it first. The process

of refueling hisfighter wasto take two days, during which they tried to make
him feel as much at home as possible. On aworld sheathed in ice, with abundant
amounts of water and a cuisine based on fish, making a Tatooine native fed at
home was not easy.

And now Corrupter has tracked me here, so | repay their hospitality with death.
Gavin growled incoherently, then stopped and forced himsdlf to think clearly. He
thumbed on the comlink clipped to the lapd of hisflightsuit. "Jawaswag, give

me asystem start, now!"

His R2 tootled something back at him.

"l don't care, just doit. Turn on the fuel pumps and suck their synthesizer dry

if you haveto. Gavin out." Helifted Cort away from hisdump against thewall
and st him on hisfeet. "Get meto the utility hangar, now!"

Cort's brown eyes unglazed. "Utility hangar, yes. Come, it's on the other Side

of the chasm."

Cort led Gavin from the gpartment he'd been given and out into one of the
subterranean corridors running toward the chasm. Screaming people had.begun to
fill the corridor, but the smal man deftly cut through them. Gavin shouldered
hisway through the thickening crowd and caught up with Cort asthey reached the
wakway across the chasm.

Gavin grabbed the back of Cort's cloak and yanked him

back out of theway of agreen laser bolt. More of them played out inaline
across thewakway, chasng down and burning the legs from arunning man. The
man's screams were swallowed by the whine of a TIE Interceptor asit streaked
past and herolled from the walkway to fal to oblivion.

"Now, go!" Gavin's shout carried above the screeching of the other Interceptors
grafing the chasm. Gavin started running, letting hislong legs devour the
distance. He let every ounce of panic hefdt fud hisrun, and he knew hewas
running faster than he ever had before. His lungs burned and his breeth

steamed, but the echoed whines of Interceptor engines wouldn't let him stop
until he reached the far Sde and the safety of the tunneled corridor.

Cort arrived two steps after he did, adrenaline having lent him speed enough to
amost match thetaller man's pace. Cort moved into the lead, cutting and
weaving through corridors and down ramps until they came out into ahuge
subterranean cavern with ahuge steaming lake, two bacta-storage cylinders, a
variety of old Zenomach and other tunndling devices, and Gavin's X-wing.
Hisfighter had been painted gold, with light red-orange crescents creating a



scalelike pattern. Near the front of the fighter, amouth had been painted with
large, white, daggerlike teeth; the proton torpedo launching ports had become
the pupils of eyes. When asked how he wanted his X-wing decorated, he'd chosen
to make it over in the image of akrayt dragon, the most fearsome predator on
al of Tatooine.

He turned back to Cort. "L ook, thisismy fault. They're here after me. I'll

take off and lead them in a chase away from here. Get your people into
defengble positions and hold out. These tunneswill makeit tough on
stormtroopers, so they'll withdraw when I'm gone.”

Cort shook his head. "We have no weapons.”

The plaintive tonein hisvoice punched Gavin sraight in the heart. "1 never
should have come here." H e drew his blaster and pressed it into Cort's hands.
"Takethis, do what you can. I'll do something.”

Gavin ran to his X-wing and clambered up on amole-

miner to boost himsdlf into the cockpit. Cort disconnected the refuding lines,
then backed away and tossed Gavin asaute. Gavin returned it, then pulled on
his helmet and fastened hisrestraining straps. He left hislife-support gear on
thefloor of the cockpit, disdainful of thetimeit would taketo pull it on. If

| go down out there, I'm dead anyway, o it doesn't much matter.

He cut in the repul sor-lift generators, retracted the landing gear, and

feathered the throttle forward. The X-wing headed toward the retracting metal
doorway built into the mouth of the cavern. Beyond it, Gavin saw atranducent
glowing wall of whitethat he redlized was snow that had drifted in againgt the
door. He thumbed hisfire-control to lasers and linked them for dud fire, then
hit the trigger. The snow barrier evaporated, so Gavin kicked histhrottle
forward and shot out into the Halanit sky.

Keeping the X-wing low enough to skim the drifts, he headed out in along loop
through avaley tha curved around to the north. Three kilometers out from the
cavern herolled up on the starboard S-foil and began to climb. As his sensors
began to pick up Imp fighters, he reached up and flipped the switch that brought
his S-failsinto attack position and locked them.

A glanceat hisfud indicator told him he had ten minutesfor fighting before

he made his run out of the system. Halanit itsdlf crested afairly inggnificant
gravity shadow in hyperspacehe needed to get away from the gas giant around
which it orbited. No problemten minutesis more than enough time to make the
Imps angry enough to chase me.

Jawaswag beeped a him and Gavin smiled. "Y oureright, theImpsareflyingin
formation. They want to make this easy. Acquire One, Two, and Three." With the
sensor signature of each locked into hisfire-control computer, Gavin kept his
fighter on the deck and closed to proton torpedo range. That course had him
flying directly at the risng column of smoke and steam coming from the holed
canopy.

"Jawaswag get me asensor record of dl this, visud and everything.”

The droid hooted his assent.

back out of theway of agreen laser bolt. More of them played out inaline
across the walkway, chasing down and burning the legs from arunning man. The
man's screams were swallowed by the whine of a TIE Interceptor asit streaked
past and he rolled from the walkway to fdl to oblivion.

"Now, go!" Gavin's shout carried above the screeching of the other Interceptors
grafing the chasm. Gavin tarted running, letting hislong legs devour the
distance. He let every ounce of panic hefelt fuel hisrun, and he knew hewas



running faster than he ever had before. His lungs burned and his breath
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Cort arrived two steps after he did, adrenaline having lent him speed enough to
amost match thetaller man's pace. Cort moved into the leed, cutting and
weaving through corridors and down ramps until they came out into ahuge
subterranean cavern with ahuge steaming lake, two bacta-storage cylinders, a
variety of old Zenomach and other tunneling devices, and Gavin's X-wing.
Hisfighter had been painted gold, with light red-orange crescents creating a
scalelike pattern. Near the front of the fighter, amouth had been painted with
large, white, daggerlike teeth; the proton torpedo launching ports had become
the pupils of eyes. When asked how he wanted his X-wing decorated, hed chosen
to make it over in the image of akrayt dragon, the most fearsome predator on
al of Tatooine.

He turned back to Cort. "Look, thisismy fault. They're here after me. I'll

take off and lead them in a chase away from here. Get your people into
defensible positions and hold out. These tunnelswill makeit tough on
stormtroopers, so they'll .withdraw when I'm gone.”

Cort shook his head. "We have no weapons.”

The plaintive tonein hisvoice punched Gavin sraight in the heart. "1 never
should have come here." He drew his blaster and pressed it into Cort's hands.
"Takethis, do what you can. I'll do something.”

Gavin ran to his X-wing and clambered up onamole-

miner to boost himself into the cockpit. Cort disconnected the refueling lines,
then backed away and tossed Gavin asaute. Gavin returned it, then pulled on
his hedmet and fastened hisrestraining straps. He left hislife-support gear on
the floor of the cockpit, disdainful of thetimeit would taketo pull it on. If

| go down out there, I'm dead anyway, o it doesn't much matter.

He cut in the repul sor-lift generators, retracted the landing gear, and

feathered the throttle forward. The X-wing headed toward the retracting metal
doorway built into the mouth of the cavern. Beyond it, Gavin saw atrand ucent
glowing wall of white that he redlized was snow that had drifted in against the
door. He thumbed hisfire-control to lasers and linked them for dud fire, then
hit the trigger. The snow barrier evaporated, so Gavin kicked histhrottle
forward and shot out into the Halanit sky.

Keeping the X-wing low enough to skim the drifts, he headed out in along loop
through avaley that curved around to the north. Three kilometers out from the
cavern herolled up on the starboard S-foil and began to climb. As his sensors
began to pick up Imp fighters, he reached up and flipped the switch that brought
his Sfailsinto attack position and locked them.

A glance a hisfud indicator told him he had ten minutesfor fighting before

he made hisrun out of the system. Hadanit itsdf created afairly indgnificant
gravity shadow in hyperspacehe needed to get away from the gas giant around
which it orbited. No problemten minutesis more than enough time to make the
Imps angry enough to chase me.
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sensor sgnature of each locked into hisfire-control computer, Gavin kept his
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flying directly at the rising column of smoke and steam coming from the holed
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"Jawaswag get me asensor record of al this, visud and everything.”

The droid hooted his assent.

Gavin waited until he hit the outer fringes of range, then popped his wespons
control over to proton torpedoes. He set them for singlefire, then acquired the
first Interceptor. His head-up display went from yellow to red and the R2's
keening wall filled the cockpit. He hit the trigger, shifted to the second

target, got atone, and fired a second torpedo.

Thefirst torpedo lanced up from the snowy landscape and smashed full into the
I nterceptor's cockpit. The subsequent explosion shredded the Quadanium solar
panels, sowing chaff and debrisin the path of the other two TIEs. The second
torpedo blasted into the left wing of itstarget, snapping it off, then

exploded right behind the cockpit. The Interceptor just disintegrated, its
scattered pieces clipping the last Interceptor.

That squint immediately heeled over in aroll and dove for the planet. Gavin
tried to get alock onit, but it fll too quickly. Sight adjustmentsto its
coursetold him it was still under power, but he doubted the pilot could recover
from that sharp adive. HEsgoing in.

Gavin braced for the explosion and fireball as he came up over alittle crest,

but the Interceptor didn't crash. Instead it plunged in through the base of the
steam plume and into the chasm that was the heart of the Halanit colony.

No one gets away that easy. Gavin switched back to lasers and brought the
X-wing up in alazy loop that he took over thetop. The black holein the
planet's white blanket loomed before him like the mouth of akrayt dragon. He
ignored the spark of fear in his guts and evened out the power to hisshields.
The people of Halanit might be defenseless, but I'm not. Now you pay for thefun
you've had.

Eris spotted the two Lambda-class shuttles flying down. Their wings began to
retract asthey prepared to land near the colony's surface entrance. She brought
her Interceptor around and vectored in toward the landing site. With the flick

of aswitch she cut in her repulsor-lift coils and extended the Interceptor's
landing gear, even though she expected them to sink into the snow. Niceto have
aship with the hatch on top.

She keyed her comm unit. "Bascome, you have command of the flight. Continueto
orbit but do not make another chasm run unlessit is specifically requested of
you."

"Asordered, Commander.”

Thefirgt shuttle landed and disgorged two squads of stormtroopersin their cold
wegther gear. The stormtroopers dashed into the opening of an ice cavern the
colony used asashdlter for viditors persona spacecraft. Red lights flashed
from within, bathing the snow with the color of blood, then some black smoke
dowly drifted up through the narrow opening.

Lookslikethey'rein. Erig waited for the second shuttle to land before she
popped the hatch on her fighter. The cold immediately cut through her
flightsuit; yet despiteit, she removed her heavy helmet. The sweet in her hair
frozeimmediady, but sheignored it. Climbing up out of the hatch, shedid
down the curve of the cockpit and found the snow crust sufficiently solid to
bear her weight. Leaving her blaster in the shoulder holster she wore, she
strode across Halanit's frozen face and fell in beside the black-clad Captain

Ait Convarion.

The Imperid officer acknowledged her presence with anod shefet was
caculated to be mildly dismissive of her even though she towered over him.



Sandwiched between stormtrooper phalanxes, they wordlesdy made their way into
theice cavern and to the heat-lock beyond it. The doors had been blasted open,
and the rush of warm air filled the cavern. Steam and smoke hovered in alow
cloud, trapped by the cavern's roof.

Convarion preceded her into arough-hewn tunnel, stepping over the sprawled
body of acivilian. They continued on until they reached avistapoint a one

end of an elevated walkway bridging both sides of the chasm. Stormtroopers held
both sides of it, with the pair guarding that end bringing -heir blaster

carbines up across their chests when Convarion appeared.

Figts planted on his hips, Convarion surveyed the damage. Screams echoed
through the chasm, chased by the piercing whine of blagter fire. Red lightslit
previoudy dark

transparisted viewports and red laser bolts reached out to knock fleeing
figuresfrom some of the other bridges.

Convarion looked back over his shoulder at Erid. ™Y ou were unopposed in here?!
"Y es, Captain, we were. Flying in here was not easy, but we made our passes
without mishap.”

"Good. Wouldn't want your peopleto get bloodied in ther first engagement.” He
waved hisright hand around to take in the whole of the colony. "My
stormtrooperswill neutralize the major pockets of resistance, then your people
can come down and finish things up.”

Convarion's condescens on could have been cut with avibroblade, but Eris chose
toignoreit. "Asyou will, Cgptain Convarion. Those of usfrom Thyferramuch
appreciate your diligencein helping us prosecute those who would victimize us."
The scream of an Interceptor diving into the chasm overrode Convarion'sreply.
Asit passed the bridge, apair of red laser bolts pierced the ion-engine

exhaust vector system, spraying half-melted louvers out in its backwash. The
Interceptor began arall that ended in a brilliant explosion as it hammered one

of the lower walkways. The ferrocrete decking undulated out away from the impact
point, crumbling with the wave front. It held for amoment or two, then, piece

by piece, began to rain stoneinto the depths.

Asterrifying asthat was, it was nothing compared to the Sight of the X-wing
swooping through the chasm. Painted like a bruta, fearsome creature, it

appeared more like a predator seeking prey than awar machine piloted by the
enemy. Without being able to identify the pilot as he flashed past, Eris knew

it was one of her old squadron-mates.

And she knew the only way she would survive wasto get back to her Interceptor
and shoot him down.

Gavin flew past the collgpsing walkway and saw ahail of laser bolts streaking
past him from dl angles. Small armsfire. No red threst. He smiled grimly,

pulled back on histhrottle to reverse histhrust and cut in his repul sor-lift

coils. He

flipped the X-wing's |asers over to singlefire, then applied enough rudder to
bring the fighter's nose around toward his tormentors. He leveled the fighter

out, killed histhrugt, then let the repul sor-lift coils propel him up through

the chaam.

Using his rudder pedas, he turned the ship | eft and right. He dropped his
crosshairs on the stormtroopers shooting at him and returned their fire. Whereas
their laser bolts skipped harmlesdy off the X-wing's shields, his shots proved

to be anything but harmless. It wasn't that they were sufficiently powerful to
pierce astormtrooper's armored chestplate as much as they evaporated it, and



most of the person beneeth it.

Part of Gavin rebelled at the daughter. The stormtroopers had no chance of
surviva facing him, but they did not bresk and run. They stood their ground,
giving their livesfor the dead creation of adead Emperor. They gain nothing
fromthis. Why? Given enough time, | will kill them dl.

Gavin dowly nodded. Right, they're buying time. The Corrupter is scrambling
more TIEs. If | stick around, I'm not leaving.

He kicked histhrottle in and sped up his ascent. He still sprayed knots of
stormtroopers and concentrated alot of fire on the uppermost region, trying to
get the one black Imperid uniform lurking amid a squad of stormtroopers. Most
of them went down, but he couldn't tell if he got the officer or not. Andlysis

of the sensor datamay answer that question. | hope so.

Redizing he had done dl he could for the people of Haanit, Gavin accelerated
the X-wing and launched it through the hole in the transparisted shield.

"They'll pay, Cort, they'll pay dearly for this." Rolling out to port, he

pointed hisfighter west and began hisrun home.

Eris pulled the Interceptor's hatch shut and dropped into the pilot's seet as

the X-wing jetted up and out through the shield hole. She pulled on her helmet
and strapped in, then went for an engine sart. Both refused.

Diagnostics scrolled over her primary monitor. Reactor chambers are too cold for
adart. She punched up adirectory of systems software, then worked her way
down through a hierarchy of choicesuntil shegot to alist of emergency
overrides. She glanced at her weapons display, then picked a program that
drained the energy from her lasersinto the reactor coresto warm them enough
for arestart. She waited until the temperature had climbed sufficiently, then
restarted the engines.

The twinion engines roared to life and sent agentle thrum through the cockpit.
Eris shunted energy back into recharging the lasers, then cut the repul sor-lift
generatorsin, retracted the landing gear, and throttled up to head after the
X-wing. Coming up and around, she dropped her Interceptor on histail, but saw
he aready had ten kilometers worth of lead over her. Even with the

I nterceptor's greater speed, | won't catch him before he escapes the atmosphere
and goesto lightspeed.

Eris reached over and punched up a broad band frequency sdlection for her comm
unit. "Feaing X-wing, thisis Commander Eris Dlarit of the Thyferran Home
Defense Corps. Land at once or be destroyed.”

"BErig?'

She recognized the voice immediately. "Gavin? Lisen to me. Y ou haveto stop. If
you dont, they'll get you."

"Don't you mean you'l get me?'

Eris smiled. "No, the Impswill get you. Surrender to meand | can protect you
fromthem."

"How should | do that? Give you my override codes so | end up like Corran?”
Gavin's laughter stung her ears. ™Y ou want me, come get me."

"I would if you weren't o intent on running.”" By shunting more energy to her
engines, she could increase her speed, but her lasers would have no power to
shoot Gavin when she caught him. If | had proton torpedoes, on the other hand .
.. lceheartisafool. "I never would have thought you acoward, Gavin."

Gavin laughed again. "A year ago, maybe even three months ago, you could have
gotten meto turn back with that

taunt, but not now. I'm not nearly as stupid as you'd need, for me to engage you



while Corrupter comes around and cuts me off.”

"Rationdize your cowardice any way you want, Gavin." She knew she couldn't get
him to turn around, so shetried to hurt him asther shipsleft Haanit's

aimosphere. "Run away s0 you can come back later. Know you've doomed the people
of Haanit. And know I'll kill you when next we meet."

"Youll pay for what you've done here, Eris." Emotion filled Gavin'swords,
pinching their tone. "For you, getting out of thisdivewill beimpossible”
"Impossibleiswhat Rogues do best.”

"Y eah, but you were never redlly a Rogue, were you?'

Kilometers began to scroll up impaossibly quickly on Erig'srange finder asthe
X-wing ran up to lightspeed and entered hyperspace. Eris watched it vanish,

then pulled back on the Interceptor's yoke and looped the fighter back toward
Halanit. No, / was never aRogue, Gavin. | never relinquished my grip on

redlity.

She smiled asthe Corrupter came into view around the curve of the moon. "I know
where the true power in the gdlaxy is, and | know that if you keep trying to

defy theimpossible, eventudly you fail. Thisisyour timetofail.”

20

Thefeding in Corran's gut was as cold as Wedge's narration of the holographic
imaging from Gavin's X-wing. At various pointsin the presentation Winter hit

keys on the datapad connected to the holoprojector. The image froze, then the
computer enlarged and enhanced an image from the background. They'redl of
dead bodiesdead civilian bodies.

Corran shivered and felt Mirax gently rub her hand aong his spine. / wasthere

not aweek before this happened. | probably talked to some of those people, ate
with them, joked with them. Corran redized that, as he had with his comradesin
CorSec, he had mentdly prepared himsdf for losing friendswho werein the
sguadron. AH of them accepted the risks of warfare and al of them had the same
things at stake. Riv Shiel's death had surprised him, but hewas ableto tell

himsdlf that Shiel had died well, in combat, just as he would have wanted to go.
The people of Haanit however . . . He shook hishead. "They were never meant to
find themsalvesin thet Stuation.”

Mirax leaned heavily againgt him. "1 know, but Isard put them there, you

didnt.”

Theglow pandsin the smal briefing room cameup, in

no way easing the severe expression on Wedge'sface. "First | want to state
publicly that, in my opinion, Gavin could have done nothing more than hedid a
Halanit. While he hasfelt he somehow led the Corrupter to Halanit, we know that
isn't true. Halanit stopped asking anyone but us for bacta after our first run,

and the tanker pilots knew where they had dropped off asupply. It was easy for
|ceheart to tag them as atargetl'm fairly certain she would have found out who
we had supplied no matter how we got the bacta to the worlds, but we could have
made it tougher for her. The fact isthat |ceheart has publicized what happened

at Halanit to frighten othersinto paying Thyferrafor the gift of bactawe made
tothem.”

Wedge's brown eyes narrowed. " Since Gavin's departure, there has been no direct
communication from Halanit. According to the messages | ceheart has sent out,

the Corrupter initiated a planetary barrage that expanded upon the damage the
bombers and stormtroopers had inflicted. It is my assumption that no one was

left living inthe colony. I'm fairly certain that after all was said and done,

the place was sown with mines and other boobytrapsto kill survivorsor



rescuers.”

NawaraY en's braintails twitched. " So you're saying we're not going to try to
save any of the peoplethere.”

Wedge shook his head, hisreluctance to forgo such amission thick in hisvoice.
"We do not have the ships we need to help them. If even one-tenth of the
individuasthere survived, that would dwarf our transport capabilities. | do
know the New Republic is sending some shipsto Haanit, but they don't expect to
find survivorsether.”

He opened hishands. "I know that's not easy for any of you to hear. Innocent
individuas have suffered because of something we did, but what we did meant
they lived just that much longer. Had we not acted, that colony would have been
dead weeks ago. We kept it going that much longer. We were ableto lift a
blanket of oppression and misery from them, and this disaster cannot devaue
what we did. Iceheart made choices that raised our conflict to another leve.”
"Shehasto pay." Gavin hammered afist down onto the

amof hischair. "lceheart and Eris and dl of them haveto pay."

"And pay they will." The edge diding into Wedge's voice brought Corran's head
up. "Y sanne Isard has forgotten the lesson she taught the Rebdllion by giving us
asick Coruscant. She'sforgotten that our strength is our freedom and her
weaknessis her link to the sources of production for bacta. We can go anywhere
and be anywhere, but she'slimited. Sheislimited in how much she can cover, s0
we can hit her where she's open and run when she has our targets protected.”
Inyri Forge raised ahand. "But we ran thistime, and she hit an innocent world.
How do we prevent that from happening again?'

"Two ways. Firdt, with Boogster's help, welll deal the bacta we capture to

traders and let them sdll it. The priceishigh enough for them to accept the

risks. We can have them undercut Isard's prices or we cut them off from future
shipments. In return we can get the arms, munitions, and spare parts we need to
continue doing what we're doing. Well insulate places by dlowing them to deny
knowing where the bacta came from and well make traders very happy with us. The
traders become a cutout for us and Isard can't complain too loudly about them
because if she does, she loses access to the supplies she needs to maintain her
forces.

""Second and more important, we have a score to settle with her. Thyferrahas
dozens of small bacta-producing colonies out there. We're going to pick one and
destroy it. The mission will be dirty and dangerous. What bactawe can't haul
away well destroy. And well let her know that well continueto hit her

colonies every time she takes her war to an innocent party.”

He brought his hands together. "There are and ogies that can be drawn between
Halanit and Alderaan, and | wish neither incident had happened. What's
important to remember isthat both worlds died because evil has been allowed to
run unchecked. In our pleasure at defeating the Empire, it'sall too easy to
ignore the nasty bits and pieces of its evil that survived. The New Republicis
out hunting down Warlord Zsinj. I'm sure, out there, somewhere, there are lill
people

who will yet come forward to overthrow what we've done and try to reestablish
the Empire. Thiswar isredlly far from over, but if we don't redize that and

act accordingly, there will be more Alderaans, more Halanits.

"All of us havetried to keep thisidea uppermost in our minds, but we saw a
diminished Isard asadiminished threat. | know | was doing that, not
conscioudly, but | till wasdoing it. No more." Wedge's hands folded down into



fistlsand crashed againgt each other. "Isard iskilling innocents, extorting

money, endaving the Vratix, and holding prisoners we want freed. Each and every
sngle thing we do from this point forward is going to be part of the plan to

bring her down."

"However." Wedge's voice took on ahuskiness. "Thiswar isn't going to be over
fast. After this strike at a bacta colony, well be moving into a protracted

conflict where well be more pirate than we are army. 1t will be exhausting but,
aslong as she doesn't get her hands on an Interdictor Cruiser, well be ableto
stay ahead of her and wear her down. Well frustrate her and make her impatient.
Then well have her."

Corran found himself smiling. Wedge was correct in that without an Interdictor
Cruiser to prevent the X-wings from running and hiding in hyperspace, |ceheart's
navy would be ineffective against them. We're okay unless someone jumpsin on
top of aship the way the Corrupter did. Barring that, we can fly in, shoot off
abunch of proton torpedoes, take out some freighters, and flee before I ceheart
can stop us. Aslong aswe don't run out of torpedoes, we should befine.
Wedge's head came up. "Tycho and | are working with Bror Jace on compiling a
list of viabletargetsfor our punitive strike. When we have a sdection made

well convene another meeting and begin planning of the operation. Until then,
your timeisyour own, but stay here on the station. Well go when we have a
planin place, and I'm hoping that will be sooner than later. Thanks. You'redl
dismissed.”

Corran sat back for amoment, then let Mirax tug him to

hisfeet. "Lotsto think about.”

She nodded in agreement and dipped her left arm over

his shoulders. "'l don't know about you, but | want adrink and something to edt.
Do you want to hit atapcaf ?'

"Sure. How about the Hype?"

"Food's better at Flarestar.”

"Actually the serviceis better at Flarestar, but | prefer the decor at

Hyperspace." Flarestar tended to be rather dark and quiet, while Hyperspace was
ashrilliantly lit asits namesake. "Themood I'm drifting into isn't one | want

to aid and abet withdim light.”

Mirax gave his shoulder asqueeze. "L ead the way."

They walked to the station's core and took the turbolift up to thefirst of the
docking ring's decks. Hyperspace'swell-lit opening beckoned to them from
opposite the lift. The decor consisted mostly of pinks, yellows, and white
jumbled together in an odd, asymmetrical manner that Corran found somehow
comforting. HEd decided it was that the color selection was repulsive, but the
dtrange angles and mixing prevented any of it from being overwheming. The
Trandoshan who ran the place seemed to have a quasi-mystical respect for shape
and form, often seating people in the tapcaf in away that accentuated the
establishment's visud chaos.

They followed the large sauroid to a corner booth big enough for the entire
squadron. Corran considered.it wishful thinking on her part. The booth was far
enough away from the other patronsthat he felt he could talk with Mirax

without surrendering privacy, so the Trandoshan's choice suited him perfectly.

A motley silver-and-gold 3PO droid came over to take their order, then bounced
off tofill it.

Corran picked at achipped area of the duraplast table's edge with his

thumbnail. "Wedge made some good pointsin there. | think he'sright that all of



us had redlly stopped thinking about the seriousness of what we were doing.
Faceit, since Blackmoon, aside from me, the squadron had redly lost no one. |
showed back up and that helped reinforce our feding that we were invincible.
Tycho joined us, then Bror reappears, and we're suddenly reinforced by some of
the best pilots the Rebellion ever had.”

"Theunit hasfelt morerdaxed.” Mirax shrugged. "I think that's only partly
because of the successes you've had. Y ou are good, but | think you've all
underestimated your opposition. Sure, Isard had to run, and she's trapped

hersdf

on Thyferra; but she's fill tough. Captain Convarion isvery aggressive.

Avarices Captain Sair Yonkaisvery smart and ca culatingthe antithesis of us
Cordllians because he does care what the odds are and does everything he can to
maximize his chances of surviva. He's spent much of hiscareer on shipsinthe
Outer Rim chasing down pirates and protecting convoys, so he understands very
well what |sard has him doing.

"TheVirulencegs Joak Drysso isastawart Imperid. | think he'sworking with
Isard as much to strike back at the Rebellion as heisfor any other reason. |

was talking with my father, and it's his guess that Drysso will move over to

take command of the L usankaassuming, of course, Isard wasin command of it to
this point. Drysso's Executive Officer is Captain Lakwii Varrscha, so shell be
moved up in hisplace. | had to outrun her when she was commanding a Customs
corvette. Tacticsweren't innovativestandard Imp, utterly by the bookbut
tacticsfor an Imperia Star Destroyer have never redlly been subtle anyway."
Corran nodded as the serving droid put tumblers of Corellian whisky in front of
them, then accompanied it with a steaming, tentacled mass of noodles and
thin-diced vegetables drenched in agreen sauce. "Thanks, | think." He glanced

a Mirax asthe droid retrested. "Is this what we ordered?’

"l think s0." She stabbed afork into it, twirled it and lifted adripping

noodle coil to her mouth. She chewed for a

moment, then swallowed. ""Unrecognizable, but not inedi-

"Y our enthusiasm is un derwhelming.” Corran poked around the food with hisfork,
speared something crunchy and popped it into his mouth. The sauce seemed a bit
hot, but

it wasflavorful and cleared his Snuses, so he decided against complaining.

"Not bad. | dso think you're right on in point-ing out that we have been
underestimating Isard and her peo-ple Part of it is because Eris joined theml
think we have avested interest in seeing her in anegative light. That could

eadly be afata mistake. We need our edge back, and | think Wedge isgoing to
beat that ideainto our brainsfrom this point forward.”

Corran looked up as Ooryl entered the tapcaf and waved him over. The Gand
hesitated for a moment, looked back out into the concourse, then nodded. Ashe
made hisway through the jJumble of tables, Corran saw three other Gandstrailing
in hiswake, like mynock splitlings drafting off their parent. Only one of them
equaled Ooryl's sizethe other two probably massed as much as Ooryl but wore
mogt of it around their middles. / wonder how that works with an exoskeleton?
Ooryl stopped at the edge of the table. "Greetings Corran and Mirax. It is
Qrygg's honor to present to you three Gands from Qrygg's homeworld of Gand. They
are Ussar Vice, Syron Adun, and Vviir Wiamdi."

The larger of the three bowed hishead. "I speak for dl three of uswhen | say
we are most pleased to make your acquaintance.”

Though the Gand's speech had the guttural tones and clicks of Ooryl's normal



voice, Corran found himsdf having ahard time comprehending what was said. He
knew he should have understood it easilyit was only a greetingbut the use of
personal pronouns surprised him. Ooryl explained long ago that Gands considered
it the height of presumption to use persond pronounsto refer to themsalves,
because it arrogantly assumes the listeners know who the spegker is. Only after
having done something so memorable that such an assumption can be made can a
Gand refer to himsdlf as™1."

Mirax covered for Corran. "We're very pleased to meet you aswell. Ooryl isa
good friend, so we are honored to meet hisfriends.”

Ooryl quivered for asecond. "Qrygg is sorry for your misinterpretation because
Qrygg knowsit is Qrygg's fault, Mirax. These Gands are not Qrygg's friends.
They are ruet-savii." Ooryl's mouth parts closed for amoment, then snapped back
open. "In Basic they would be something like observers or examiners, but more
than ether.”

Corran raised an eyebrow. "They're your superiors?"

Thetaler GandVviir Wiamdi by order of introductionexaggerated the shaking

of hishead. "We have been sent by the Elders of Gand to watch Ooryl Qrygg. We
areto

chronicle Qrygg's existence and to criticizeiit. It isagreat honor.”

Ooryl doesn't seem to think it's that great an honor by thelook of him. Corran
smiled. "If thereisany way | may be of assstance to you, please do not

hesitate to let me know what | can do. Ooryl and | have spent much time
together, and he's saved my life more timesthan | care to remember.”

All three Gands nodded their heads sagely, but Corran was uncertain he was
reading their body language correctly. I'm not sure| can read them at dl, and

| doubt I'm going to get agood explanation from Ooryl. Corran looked over at
Mirax, but she didn't seem to be any more confident of her judgment of the Gands
than he was. One more thing to learn about, which iswhy this galaxy will never
bedull.

Corran pointed to the open areain the booth. "Would you careto join us?"

Ooryl shook hishead. "Now it istime for Qrygg to interface with Zraii and

tend to Qrygg's X-wing. After that, the schedule dlowsfor dining.”

Vviir bowed hishead again. "I beg your forgivenessfor thisinterruption. We

will watch you interact with Qrygg a alater date.” He turned and led the
procession back out of the tapcaf with Ooryl drawn adong in thetrio'swake like
an X-wing tractored to afreighter.

Mirax raised an eyebrow. "What was al that about?"

"Not aclue”

"And Ooryl's not going to tell you anything, either." She pointed in their

direction with her fork. "I've never heard of, let aone seen, agroup of Gands
wandering around together. Very odd.”

Corran shrugged and attacked hisfood. "Twi'leks have joined us, and now we have
some Gands with us. | don't understand it, nor do | need to understand it. |

just hope I ceheart gets as confused by it as| am.”
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Under other circumstances Wedge Antilles thought he might have liked Qretu 5.
Thering of asteroids surrounding the planet that provided his people with cover
againg ground-based early-warning systems had looked wonderful in the night sky
inal the holograms he had studied. The world's moist and warm climate
encouraged the growth of lush green foliage, over the tops of which Wedge's
X-wing whisked a dizzying speed. Mountains upthrust by colliding tectonic



plates dso hid thefighters from their target, providing the personnel at the

Q5A7 Bacta Refinement Plant no warning about the impending attack.
Wedge'sforce wasflying in at a strength of twenty-fourtwo squadrons worth of
snubfighters. The three losses to the Corrupter had been replaced by the Gand
ruetsavii and their curious ships. The Gands flew heavily modified TIE bombers.
The Quadanium solar pandls at the front had been cut on the diagonal biaslike
those of TIE Interceptors and had a central cutout to provide the pilot with
peripherd vison. The bomb ddivery system in the secondary hull had been
scrapped in favor of aconcusson missile launching sysem with asix-missile
magazine, then a hyperdrive motivator

and shield generators had been added. Two lasers completed their weapons array.
While the Gand bombers were still dow, the shields were strong; and Wedge found
the ships preferableto Y-wingsfor the long-range raid they were making.

He had not intended to have the Gands come aong on the mission, but Ooryl had
indsted they would anyway since they were ruetsaviiand what exactly that meant
Wedge was as yet uncertain. In the preliminary and Smulator runs they made on
the mission, the Gands had proved very competent and skillful, though Wedge
thought Ooryl could outfly dl of them.

Wedge checked the chronographic readout on his main screen, then glanced up at
the horizon. The mountains are right where they're supposed to be. Over therise
and the valley should take usright in on target. Pulling back on the X-wing's
gtick, he brought hisfighter up so the sun rising a his back could illuminate

his X-wing. He reached up with hisright hand, flicking the switch that brought
the S-foilsinto attack position, the keyed his comm unit. "Rogues, we goin.
Chir'deki, stand by."

Tugging his stick to theright, he kicked the X-wing into abarrel roll to

garboard, then leveled out and began his run through the valey. The mountains
rose up off both S-foils but were far enough away that Wedge didn't fed as
cramped as he did on the Death Star trench run or even the conduit mission on
Borleias. His onboard computer matched the terrain to the misson map it had in
memory, sounded amild drift alarm and Wedge corrected the problem almost
unconscioudy.

Wedge thumbed the controls over to proton torpedoes and linked the fire of both
launch tubes. He kept his hand easy on the stick, nudging the craft thisway and
that, then

shot out over the edge of athree-hundred-meter-tall cliff. As

herolled, he saw ablack valey dotted with lightsand

brought hisfighter around on aheading for alarge dark

block with flashing red and yellow lights on each of its cor-

ners. Histargeting crosshairs dropped into the shadowed outline and he pulled
thetrigger.

Two proton torpedoes shot out on tongues of blue flame

and streaked away at the building. They hit barely nanoseconds apart and
detonated just after punching through the ferrocrete wall. Their subsequent
explosons vomited argent fire out through their entry holes, then through the

roof and out the windows on the upper three floors. The roof collgpsed in on
itsdf, leaving the fire on the building'sinterior lighting up the night like

magmain avolcano's heart.

With aflick of histhumb Wedge shifted the X-wing over to laser fire and left

it firing angle shotsin sequence. Triggering aburg of fire, he sent ahall

of red laser bolts burning through the night. His shots tracked over the main



refinery building and down through the darkness. Something he hit exploded
brilliantly, sending ared-gold firebd| into the air. It imploded but il

bumped him around as he flew through where it had been, then he was over the bay
and gtarting along loop over Qretu 5's largest ocean.

As he came around he got a chance to look back at the Q5A7 plant and felt his
somach fold in on itsdlf. The cliff wall and the waters of the bay reflected

the light from the burning refinery, magnifying it and soreading it al over the
valey. The X-wingsthat had comein behind him had similarly launched proton
torpedoes at ground targets. The missiles, which were powerful enough to put
quite adent in an Imperid Star Destroyer, blasted apart unarmored buildings.
Lasersfilled the night like lightning strikes, melting roads, setting treeson

fire and exploding anything even vaguely incendiary when they hit.

Though the targets they had specified had been strictly industrid, collateral
damage was inescapable. At least one bright fire burned in what should have been
aresdential complex for plant workersclearly one of the proton torpedoes had
overshot its markand Wedge didn't know if the ground target his lasers had
destroyed had been droid-driven or if it contained innocent bystanders. Coming
in prior to dawn had been an attempt to minimize the presence of innocentsin
the target zones, but even minimal involvement of noncombatants meant some of
them would die.

Part of Wedge didn't want to care because the raid was meant to make Isard pay
for Haanit'sdestruction. That raid

had been collaterd damage through and through, but murdering Thyferrans,
Vratix, and assorted resdent aien workers would hardly make Isard atone for
what she had done. The only pain she would fed would be the loss of bactaand
her ability to produceit. To her, those we kill are reason enough for

continuing her predations, whereas those innocents she killsarejust

punishment for our misdeeds.

Another part of Wedge wanted to abort the Twi'leks run on thevalley. The
damage done had been rather ample. The Deathseeds would only be able to strafe
the ground, sowing more terror in the populace, but probably not doing much to
further cripple the refinery. What has already been done should be enough, but |
know it isn't. He keyed his comm unit. "Chir'daki, you are good to go."

He got adouble-click acknowledgment from Td'dira, then Corran's voice broke
in."Lead, | have multiple eyebal contacts coming up off the deck to the

north."

"I copy, Nine. Seven, you have command of the ground op. Two, Nine, and Ten, on
meto deal with the intruders." Wedge hauled back on his stick and brought the
X-wing up inaloop. Ralling out to port, he saw Asyr pull up on his star-board
Sail while Corran and Ooryl joined him to theleft. "How many, Nine?'

"Eight, Sr."

"I copy. Engage at will, but save your last two torpe-does." Standing off and
shooting the TIE fighters down with proton torpedoes would be the safest means
of defeating them, but Wedge wanted to save some torpedoesin case they

ran into aheavy ship asthey tried to get away. Asnearly asl

cantdl dl of Isard's capital shipsarefive hoursor more

distant from here, but if one showsup | want to giveit a

barage that will keep it off uslong enough for usto escape.

Theintervention of Thyferran Home Defense Corps pi-

lots had been anticipated. Thelr intelligence reports about

gretu 5 had indicated the placement of such troops on the



world, though after Gavin had described burning three of them down on Haanit,
there was open debate as to whether or not the THDC pilots would dare come up
and fight. Eight starfighters were enough to discourage someone from bring-

ing their own freighter into Qretu 5's spaceport and demanding it befilled

with bacta or to protect freighters going out to or coming back infroma
convoy.

Isard didn't anticipate our coming in to this place in such strength and with

the intention of wreaking total havoc. Wedge linked the fire on hislasers,

pairing them, and evened out hisshidds fore and aft. A pair of missilesfrom

his port sizzled through the dawning sky and impaed distant specks of black.
Twin gtarstwinkled for amoment before the sound of the explosion collided with
hisfighter, then Wedge was on the TIEs and firing.

Two burgs of laser fire bracketed one of the TIE fighters. Thefirst pair of
boltsliquefied one of the hexagona solar pandls, immediately pitching the

fighter into adecaying flat spin. The second pair lopped off the upper half of

the remaining solar panel, adding aloopy, wobbling el ement to the spin. The
wounded TIE dropped from the sky like the asymmetrica rock it resembled and
exploded on impact with the ground.

Pulling back on the stick, Wedge brought the X-wing's nose up until it pointed
away from the planet. He let the climb bleed off just alittle of his speed,

trading it for dtitude, then he came back over the top and started back down
into the fight. He selected one target and began to close, but it died in aquad
burst of laser fire, so he ruddered the nose to the right and swooped in on a

TIE angling for adeflection shot a Asyr's X-wing.

These pilots know nothing. Coming in from above and in front of the TIE fighter,
Wedge knew he should have been easy to spot. The TIE pilots had clearly focused
in on getting Asyr, to the excluson of everyone ese. Whilethat kind of focus
and concentration might be useful in dl sorts of endeavors, in afighter pilot
without Stuational awareness, it was suicide.

Wedge knew, from looking out his canopy and studying his sensors, where his
other fighters were and where the dwindling supply of TIEswas. He couldntt

fed their presencein the way Luke described being ableto fix people and
machinesin relation to himsdf through the Force, but hedid havea

sense of where they were. This Stuational awareness meant he would know if a
TIE had begun to close on him and would be able to take the appropriate
response, from caling for help to outmaneuvering the other pilot.

Without it | would have died hundreds of times over. Applying alittle rudder,
Wedge tracked his crosshairs over to cover the TIE and tightened up on the
trigger. Four red lances of light converged, melding into one, then skewered the
fighter'sball cockpit. Theion engines exploded, spinning the solar panels away
like sabacc cards. Flaming debris sprayed out like sparksin the wake of a
passng meteorite, igniting afirein thefoliage below.

Mynock trumpeted triumphantly.

Wedge glanced a his main sensor screen. "That wasthe last of them, true.” He
activated the comm unit. "Nine, take Ten and swing over the spaceport. Suppress
ground fireif you get any and report dl clear.”

"Asordered, Lead."

"Chir'daki Oneto Rogue Leader."

"Go ahead, Td'dira™

"Chir'daki pass complete. We had secondary explosionsin the vehicle sheds and

mechining shops.”



"Good going, Td'dira. Stand by for phase two of the operation.”

Tycho's voice entered the frequency. "Wedge, | have someone on the deck
complaining. Claimsto be the plant manager.”

"I copy, Tycho. Tell him to evacuate the whole area and consider a career
change. Resistance means we grid the surrounding town and start melting parts
of it."

"Asordered, Wedge."

Looking back at Q5A7 and the surrounding area, Wedge saw alot of fireand
rising columns of dense smoke to greet the dawn. Some small ships had set out
from the bay's marinaand ground vehicles were beginning to fill the coastd
roadway heading north and south. Those who can get away are those who can't
will just wait in fear.

"Lead, thisisNine. The spaceport is clear. No hostiles and the traffic-control
tower isempty but intact.”

Wedge smiled. "Y ou got close enough to determine that, Nine?"

"Whistler has good distance processing equipment from stakeouts, Lead. He's
never been wrong before.”

"I copy. Stay covering the spaceport.”

"Asordered, Lead. Nine out."

Wedge punched up anew frequency on the comm unit. "Rogue leader to Taskforce
Bantha"

"Bantha here, Wedge. We can spot the city by the firesfrom up here.”

"l don't doubt that &t al, Booster. It could have been nastier but |ceheart

only had eight vape-bait pilots here. They're gone, soit's safe to have the
freighterscomein.”

"Our pleasure. Incoming.”

Wedge smiled. During the two weeks the squadrons had trained for theraid,
Booster had arranged for aconvoy of independent freighters and smugglersto
meet with him, Mirax, and the Pulsar Skate. He told them he'd get them dl the
bacta they could haul provided they would keep what they earned as a credit
againg hisfuture demands. Some baked, but most came aong, even though
Booster demanded they dave their navicomputersto the Skate's and fly blind
with him to their detination. When they arrived in the system and took up
positionsin the asteroid rings around Qretu 5, Wedge and his people began their
run.

Wedge brought the fighter's nose up until it eclipsed the burning town and
started another turn over the ocean. Regret for the damage done to nonindustria
targets began to eat at him. My parents died when a pirate took off from the
fuding dtation they ran, igniting the sation. Down there could easily be

another kid who has just lost his parentsin ablast we caused. | know what we
aredoing isright and even necessary, but that doesn't lessen the pain or dull

the horror of the people on the ground. | have to believe that opposing Isard
and insulating billions of people from her evil isagreat good, avital good,

but I can never let mysdlf think that it justifiesinflicting pain on innocents.

It may well explain why it had to be done, but it can never judtify it.

Even asrevulsion for the fire and damage began tofill

him, sanity provided ameansfor draining it off. The key difference between us
and Isard isthat she fully intended to do the most harm to the most people. We
did not. We chose our targets well, we set the attack for atime when casuaties
would be minimized, and we have made no attempt to attack targets of opportunity
like the ships or landspeeders fleeing the town. We exerted as much control as



possible to keep the strike as clean as we could.

Wedge smiled. Then again, it was said that the Emperor's throne had been molded
of good intentions. We must take respong bility for what we've done on the
ground and repair what we can. If not, we do by negligence what Isard doesin
maice

He keyed the comm unit. "Booster, when you're on the ground, establish a contact
S0 reparation claims can be forwarded to us. | want survivors and orphans taken
careof."

"Thisisn't the Gus Treta gtation, Wedge."

"I know, but the kids on the ground don't have you to see them through the hard
times, do they?'

"I copy, Wedge. It will be done."

"Good." Wedge glanced again at the city, but the dawn had dulled the brightness
of the flames and showed him how much of the area had gone unharmed. "Boogter,
make sure

they know we hit Q5A7 to hit Isard, and well only be back if

it's gpparent she's dependent upon them again. Tell them

we're death itsalf for our enemies, but the best of friendsto havefor dlies.

I'm sure they can figure out for themselves

how to join that |atter class.”

22

Mirax Terrik gave the rakishly good-looking man adazzling smile as she stepped
into his office. "Tadon Karrde, pleased to meet you again. | don't know if

you'll remember me. . ."

Karrde returned her smile, his pae blue eyes sparkling. "1 could hardly forget
you, Mirax Terrik. Because of your efforts, those cases of Alderaanian wine

cost mewell more than | had expected to pay.” Hetook her right hand and gently
kissed ithis black moustache and goatee tickled her hand and fingers.

"I didn't redlize you were the other person bidding for

them."

"But if you had, you'd not have fought any lesstenacioudy for them." Karrde
shrugged easily enough that Mirax was dmost willing to believe he had dismissed
the matter. "What you cost me | put down asthefee paid for alessonin dedling
with exatic items. If you weren't in the business of hauling thingsfor the

Rebdlion, | might have had achanceto test what | learned against you again.”
"And my girl would have made you pay even morein your next meeting." Booster
Terrik rested his big hands on Mirax's shoulders. "'l would have expected you to
beusng

something bigger than an old hollowed-out asteroid for your headquarters,
Karrde. You can afford it."

"Pleased to see you again, too, Booster." The hint of a smile played across
Karrdeslips. "Asfor thisasteroid, Tapper found it, but before he could

exploit it heran into some Imperia problems. After our groups merged, he
brought it to my attention. We're using it until we find something more

suiteble”

Quelev Tapper came around from behind Booster and stood next to the chair to the
left of Karrde's massive desk. "While most of the ore has been mined, there's
enough metd in therock to give sensorstrouble.” Though as dender asKarrde,
and amost as handsome, Tapper's manner contrasted sharply with Karrde's polite
grace. "It will dointheinterim.”

Karrde opened his hands and indicated the pair of chairs facing the desk.



"Please, be seated.”

Mirax accepted hisinvitation and looked around the office as she sat. The
chamber's stone walls had been smoothed to an obsidian glassiness, but still had
asggnificant texture in the bumps and recesses the mining process had | eft
behind. The room's furnishingscharacterized by Karrde's desk were heavy and
blocky, more of an indugtrid grade than they were elegant. Despite that,
however, the artifacts and items displayed on shelves and atop tables, did
provide an air of sophitication to the surroundings. Mirax noted on the
Sdeboard a cut-crystal decanter full of apale green liquid and four goblets,
prompting asmile.

Karrde's gaze followed hers and he gave her adight nod. "Might | offer you
some of thewine | paid o dearly for? The best isadry green from Aldera.”
Mirax nodded. "Please." She glanced at her father.

Booster perched in his chair asif it were adender pole and he was abird
topping it, but he nodded. "Thank you."

Karrde poured from the crystalline decanter. It looked to Mirax to be of Quarren
manufacture. She knew from the styling it came from Mon Calamari, but the purple
tint to the glasstold her the Quarren had made it, not the Mon Cals.

Quarren crystd rarely makesit off Mon Caamari. Karrde definitely fishesfor
itemswith avery wide and fine net.

She accepted her glass of wine from Karrde, then raised her glass with the
others as Karrde offered atoast. "May the bargaining be as sweet asthe profit
and the next dedl not long in coming.”

In tasting the wine Mirax found it very dry, but surprisingly tart without

being truly sour. "Perfect with game.”

Karrde sat a his desk and nodded. "I've heard it said this vintage was
origindly intended for a banquet festuring krayt dragon.”

"Oh?What happened, too much wine and not enough

krayt?'

"No, too much krayt and not enough hunter." Karrde held the glass up and let
light sparkle through the wine's receding legs. " The wine was ordered prior to
the hunt. The dragon got the hunter, and the widow used the vintage at the
memoria service. The winewon praises and since has been avery popular
vintage. This particular year was considered very good, but the wine laid down
the year of Alderaan's demise was supposed to be even better.”

Boogter cleared hisvoice. "It's amazing what you know, Karrde. I'm very
impressed. | waswondering if your encyclopedic knowledge includeswhere | can
get some supplies| need.”

Karrde's blue eyes narrowed dightly. ™Y ou need or things Wedge Antilles needs?’
"They'rethingsthat are needed, Karrde." Booster brought his hands together.

"L et'strim some parsecs off the course of this conversation, shal we?'Y ou know
| think of you likethe son | never had.”

Karrde snorted. "Like the son you never had killed."

Mirax suppressed alaugh, and her father smiled. "True, I've not forgotten how
you managed to pick up pieces of my network while | was harvesting spice on
Kessdl. That did anger me, but it aso convinced methat Mirax wasright in
wanting meto retire.”

"Y et hereyou are bargaining for Antilles and his band of mercenaries.”

Boogter frowned. "They're not mercenaries.”

"No?'

Mirax shook her head. "Actudly, to be mercenaries, they'd have to be paid.



They're doing what they're doing because of obligationsthey fed to the Vratix
and others"

Karrde shot aglance at Tapper, then the two of them shook their heads.
"ldedligts cause alot of troublein thisgalaxy."

"Just remember it was one of those idealists who killed Jabba."

"Good point, Booster, but I've got no desire to end up like Jabba."

"Nor will you." Booster sipped more of hiswine. "Wedge and the others may be
idedistsin some respects, but they're also practical when they need to be, and
I'm hereto put that practicality into terms you can understand and respect.
What I'm looking for is missile- and torpedo-sensor packages, launch-tube
assemblies, and asupply of proton torpedoes and concussion missiles.”

Mirax noted no reaction by Karrde, but Tapper's eyes widened quite a bit.
Karrde raised hishand to cover ayawn. "I've heard that you made a mess of the
bactarefinery on Qretu 5."

"Care to know how much bactawe hauled avay?"

"l have my estimates. | lso know where you sent agreat

ded of it."

Mirax smiled. "It doesn't take ageniusto know we've shipped alot to
Coruscant.”

"But it will take ageniusto get therest of it, en?' Karrde

st hisglass of wine down. "What sort of numbers are you

looking at with your equipment?”

Booster leaned back in his seat. "Three hundred launch-

ers and sensor packages fifty should be snubfighter systems,

the rest can be capita ship systems. Right now | want two

thousand proton torpedoes and a thousand concussion missiles, though | expect
those numbersto change.” "Upward, of course.” "Of course.”

Karrde's expression sharpened. ™Y ou going to be arming your freighters,
Boogter?!

"Try taking one of them off and find out, Karrde."

Tdon Karrde amiled broadly. "I'm asmuggler, not apirate.”

"Thin line between them." Booster thrust his chin forward. "Pirate stedlsfrom
hissuppliers, smuggler just cheatsthem.”

"You'vedidtilled that differenceto its essence, Booster." Karrde sat back in
hischair."Y ou'll be paying with bacta?'

Booster nodded. "Not a problem, | assume?"

"Not redlly. The price now is so high that much of what | would be trading for
isbeing sold to buy bactafrom the cartel. Oddly enough, with the New Republic
somewhat strapped for liquid capitd, military surplus and munitionsare

actualy dropping in price. It'sabuyer's market. | shouldn't betelling you

that, of course.”

Mirax laughed. "Except you know we dready know that, and you want to rub in the
fact that you'll be gouging us on the prices.”

Karrde's eyes glittered with amusement. " She's very sharp, Boogter. Y ou should
be proud.”

"l am. Y ou can get uswhat we want?'

Karrde nodded. "Not all at once, of course.”

"Ingdlments arefine." Booster glanced at athumbnail, then looked back up.
"Ddivery will beabit peculiar. Well arrange for exchanges at various places
where your shipswill offload materid for us. Well be transporting it to our

find dedtination oursalves.”



"Not that you don't trust me."

"But we don't trust you." Booster smiled. "1 know you've dready learned more
about our operation than | wanted you to, and | dso know that Vorruistrying
to learn as much about us as he can. | don't want you to find we're acommodity
you can trade to him for a profit.”

Karrde held hishands up. "So far | have avoided taking sidesin the civil war,
and | seethisasasmple extension of it even though Antilles hasresigned

from the New Republic's military. Sincethe cartd redlly isn't interested in

sdling bacta

to me, and since you need my services, it isn't going to do me any good to
sacrifice you to them.”

"Provided we gtill are aprofit center for you.”

Karrde frowned. "Booster, you make it sound like | don't value our history
together."

"Oh, | think you do, and the history of your making a profit off meiswhat you
vaue"

Mirax raised an eyebrow. "The fact that either one of you would sdll the other
for abucket of warm dewback drool isn't redly germane here. Betting againgt
Wedge Antilless abilities|ost Iceheart the Imperia homeworld and sent her
packing for Thyferra. Talon, you're too smart not to back him, especidly since
hisvictory will break the cartel and open up the bactatrade. A little

gratitude toward you from the Ashern rebelswon't hurt when distribution is set
up.”

"Point taken." Karrde picked up the datapad on his desk and punched afew keys.
"I'm going to have yo u liaise with Mdina Carniss on the delivery details.”
Booster frowned. "Carniss? | don't know her. Never heard of her."

" She worked for Jabba on Tatooine. Shefilled aniche that would have beenin
the middle of his security apparatus, but she was Jabbas own agent. Formaly,
she was his dance coordinator. Good head on her shoulders. She understands alot
of the business, but isabit shy on experience.” Karrde stood and waved his

left hand toward the doorway. "Here sheis. Comein, Mdina, my dear. Thisis
Boogter Terrik and his charming daughter, Mirax."

Mirax shook the woman's hand and returned her smile. Severd inches shorter than
Mirax, Mdinawore her dark hair in arather short cut. It accentuated awhite
stripe that started with scar tissue near the corner of Mdinasright eye and

shot straight back beyond her ear. Her green eyes and full mouth made her pretty
and the way Tapper looked at her suggested he was smitten.

"Pleased to meet you both."

Karrde waited until Tapper did achair from over by thewall beside hisown and
Melina seated hersdlf before he continued. "Méeina, you'll coordinate shipments
of materid to

Boogter. Hell give you the details. The cargo and the delivery pointswill be
hazardous, but well not charge him our normd rates for such things. He's part

of our familyabeit arather distantly related one."

She nodded. "I understand.”

Mirax smiled. Gredt, this means what we don't pay for transport we will pay for
the cost of theitems. And Karrde said it was a buyer's market.

Karrde looked up from his datapad. "I s there anything else you need, Booster?"
Tapper laughed. "Perhaps he wants Another Chance or the Death Star'swomb. |
mean, aslong as your amisto break the Bacta Cartel, you might aswell goin
for other thingsyou can't get.”



The brow over Boogter's artificia |eft eyerose. "It'simportant in this
businessfor you to be ableto tell fable from fact and wishing from thinking.
From what I've heard, about six months before | got out of Kessdl, just after

the Imps hurt the Rebels at DerralV but before they ran them off Hoth, some
treasure hunters searching the Alderaan graveyard found Another Chance and
turned the ship and itsarms over to the Rebels. That'sfact. The location of

the shipyard that built the Death Ster islikely afact aswell, but it'sonel

don't know and it'smy wish that it's afact that went to the grave with the
Emperor. | don't think that's likely.

"Now it's Iceheart's wish we won't break the cartel and destroy her power."
Boogter smiled coldly. "1 thinkno, | knowshe's not going to get her wish. Her

fal will not befagt, and it won't be bloodless, but it's coming. Count it as

fact.”

Tapper raised his hands. "Sorry, | meant no offense.”

"And none wastaken." Mirax patted her father on the arm and felt the tenson
begin to flow out of him. "My father just wanted to make sure that you knew
betting againgt Wedge was amigtake.”

Karrde pressed his hands flat againgt his desktop. "A lesson we have dll

learned, | am certain. Now let us attend to the details that make surewe al
profit fromit."

23

Corran Horn felt tired enough from the recent raid and run home that he knew he
should just turnin, but the idea of hitting the smdll suite of rooms he shared

with Mirax didn't appeal. On his gpproach back to the Y ag'Dhul station he'd
gotten a message she'd recorded saying she was taking her father out on another
trip to findize arrangements for supply shipments. She expected to be gone for
three days.

Which means|'m aonewhen | could use agood hug and some sympathy. Corran knew
what was happening to him, and he wanted to fight againgt it, but even by trying
some of the breathing exercises L uke Skywalker had recommended to him, he had a
hard time putting adent in his downward emotiond spird. It'slikeflyinginto
afirebal. Y ou have to hang on and hope you come out in one piece on the other
Sde

Thefourth anniversary of hisfather's death had snuck up on Corran and ambushed
him. A lot of hydrogen had been mdted into hdiumin alot of sarssince his
father's death, but the memory of holding hisfather's dead body in hisarms had
theimmediacy of an event that had occurred moments before. Corran could il
fed hisfather'sweight pressng

againg him. The man's tillness, the stink of blood and blaster-burned flesh,

the screams of thosein the cantina, including hisown, al pounded in on him,
The previous year, things had not seemed to be so bad to him, but hed just
sarted with Rogue Squadron at that time, so he had alegion of distractionsto
dull the pain. He dso redlized that his liaison with Mirax and meeting her

father made it tougher on him. Though he loved her and wouldn't give her up for
anything, Corran couldn't help feding that hisfather would have felt betrayed

by hislove for Mirax. While he knew his father would have accepted her
eventudly, thefact that he didn't have hisfather's gpprova gnawed away at

him.

Getting to see Booster and Mirax together compounded the problem. Corran was
happy for Mirax that her father was around because the love they shared was
obvious enough that a blind Givin frozen in carbonite could have seenit. She



was lucky to have her father, and he was equally lucky to have her. Asmuch as
Corran wanted Mirax to be happy, what she shared with her father reminded him of
what he had logt. / thought the void inside me had been filled, but it bad just
scabbed over and is now plenty open.

Ontop of that, the next step in the evolution of the Bacta War was pushing him
to the limit. Wedge had teams, from full squadrons down to single two-ship
flights out harassing the Bacta Cartel. The whole strategy wasto hit and run,
which worked exceedingly well. Because the Thyferrans scheduled their bacta
shipmentsit was possible for the Rogues to show up, force the Star Destroyers
to scramble their fighters, pop off some proton torpedoes to take out afew
TIEs, then scatter. He knew the strategy had to be frustrating for Iceheart's
people, since they were taking losses here and there without killing any of the
Rogues; but it wasn't much better for Corran or the rest of Wedge's people.
Engaging in agtraight-up fight with even aVictory-class Star Destroyer like

the Corrupter would be suicide for asquadron of X-wings. It wastrue that the
large Star Destroyers were not particularly good at defending themselves
againgt snubfightershence the devel opment of the Lancer-

classfrigatesbut even accidentally shooting down one or two X-wingswould hurt
the Rogues significantly. Conversdly, aside from repeated proton torpedo
savos, there was no way snubfighters could cripple or destroy a Star

Degtroyer. If the whole squadron fired asalvo of torpedoes at the sametime,
they could certainly bring the Star Destroyer's shields down, but any captain
worth hisrank cylinders would roll the ship to present undamaged shields and
keep shooting. If dl hisshieldswere stripped away he could still go to
lightspeed before another torpedo could hit.

Corran had no wish to commit suicide in an attack on a Star Destroyer, but
cutting and running made himfed . . . criminal. He knew that was stupid, but

he figured the judgment was based in the fact that Wedge hadn't given anyone a
clear timetable concerning when they would move into thewar'sfind phasethe
phase where | ceheart left Thyferra and the Bacta Cartel would be broken. If |
knew how long we were going to run, | could seeit asatactica advantage.
Right now it ssems asif were doing something so we won't be doing nothing.
Redlizing he had no desire to be aone, he headed for the tapcaf known as
Harestar. He hoped other members of the squadron would be there, though the
chances of that were sum. Ooryl seemed to spend most of histime with the
ruet-savii. NawaraVen and Rhysati aswell as Gavin and Asyr Sei'lar spent most
of their time being couples. Tycho and Wedge were either on missons or planning
yet other missions. Bror Jace and Corran had never been close, while Inyri
Forge and the Sullustan Captain Aril Nunb had discovered they shared apassion
for obscure games of chance like contract sabacc and double-draw fendoc. As
stunning asthey were aspilots, their ability to separate other gamblersfrom

their credits was s0 remarkable that two of the shipsin the Rogues growing
collection of freighters had joined the fleet to pay off bad debts.

Corran smiled to himsdlf as he entered the FHlarestar's darkened interior.
Inyri'ssgter Lujaynewould fust tell me I was holding mysalf back from getting
to know the others, but I'm not sureit'sthat smple. I'm just without my close
friendsMlirax, lella, Ooryland not redly of amood to make new friends.
"Corran! Corran Horn, come on over here."

Corran'ssmile grew at the sound of the man's voice. "Pash? What are you doing
here?' He cut between and around tables and gave the taler, dender man a
friendly, back-dapping hug. "Normaly you acesfly your A-wingsthrough this



system so fast | didn't think you even saw us here.”

Pash pulled achair over for Corran, then pointed at one of the quartet of

pilots dready seated at the table. "Linna caught an ungtart in one of her 377
enginesjust as we swung through the fringes of Y ag'Dhul's atmosphere. We called
in an emergency and put into the station here. Zraii said he can fix it uplooks

like amicrometeorite chewed up the dluvia compressor.”

Corran nodded. "That blows the pressure in the reaction chamber, and the engine
pops out of synch with itstwin. X-wing's damper system preventsthat from
happening.”

Linna, ablond woman with amouth just abit too wide, snorted. " Sure, if you
want to be piloting something that shou Id bein amuseum. Speed iswhat will
keep apilot safe and the A-wing has plenty of speed to burn.”

Corran looked a Pash. "You let your pilotstalk like that?'

The red-haired man shrugged. "Children. What can | do?'

"Y ou can explain to them that going faster doesn't mean they're flying better.”
Linnaand the other three A-wing pilots regarded Corran asif he and Pash had
just taken public loyaty oaths to the Emperor. "If you can't handle the speed,
you're not much of apilot.”

Corran shook his head. "Pash, you were just hoping | would walk in here, weren't
you?"

Pash laughed lightly. "Actudly | was waiting for Wedge or Tycho, but | figured
you'd be up to the chalenge. | know you know of timeswhen speed wouldn't have
heped at dl."

Corran nodded. "Or hurt."

"Sure, asif such atime could exis." Linnagrabbed a haf-full pitcher of
Lomin-de, filled her mug, and topped it with foam. " Speed can't hurt.”

"Oh, theinnocence of youth." Corran took the mug from in front of her and blew
off thefoam. "Let metel you about thistime we were on amission and we got
jumped by a Lancer-classfrigate. If 1'd beenin an A-wing, well, Rogue Squadron
would have alot more dead on itsrosters and Isard would still own Coruscant .
Though he knew the news he had would make Y sanne I sard happyin and of itself a
feat worthy of monumentsHiry Vorru kept any sign of it from hisfaceashe
entered her office. He intended to surprise her so he could gauge her

disposition. The weather becoming hotter and theincluson of daily ranstorms
that hit in the early afternoon had combined with the pressure from Ashern

strikes to make Isard more than disagreeable.

Antillesand his antics had further exacerbated the problem. Their hit-and-run
tactics were costing the cartel in both credits and prestige. Each raid cost the
carte one or two TIE fighters, which really amounted to insgnificant |osses,

if someone had accessto a TIE fighter production facility. Sienar Fleet Systems
had numerous starfighter factories scattered throughout the galaxy, but they
neglected to put one here, on Thyferra Asaresult, the cartel had to trade for
replacements with the likes of Supreme Warlord Harssk and High Admira Teradoc.
They gratefully accepted bactain return for the fighters, but the scorn that

came with each ddlivery could drive Isard into furious tantrums.

When Isard turned to look at him and smiled, Fliry Vorru felt something cold and
serpentine dither through his abdomen. "Ah, Minigter Vorru, do comein. | was
hoping we would have a chance to speak, and here you arrive before | need send
for you."

Glad he had saved himsdf from being summoned, Vorru nodded gracioudy and



returned asmile of hisown. "I haveinformation | think you will find useful

and even pleasing.”

Isard's scarlet digphanous outfit rustled as she took a seat in a high-backed

chair. "Good news is mogt welcome, Minister Vorru. Would you be seated?
Refreshment?

Thereis something going on here| do not understand. Have the Ashern poisoned
her somehow? " Perhaps | will give you my report and you'll have achanceto
reconsider your offer, Madam Director.”

Isard's eyeswidened. ™Y ou can't think me so capricious that | could rescind my
offer because you've overestimated what you want to tell me, can you?' She waved
away any reply before he'd even made an attempt to open his mouth. "My newsis
good enough to make me offer you something to drink. Give me your news, then you
ghal have mine and you can seeif you want to drink with me."

/ knew one of uswould be surprised here, but | didn't expect it would be me. He
nodded dowly. "Asyou will, Madam Director. Our main problem in dedling with
Antillesand his peopleisthat they are striking at us and running quickly

because thereis nothing to hold them back. They have no attachmentsto the
sysemsthey are hitting. We arrive, they launch proton torpedoes or concussion
missiles, then they scatter like shrapnd from a proton mine."

Isard nodded, her smile not having shrunk amillimeter. " This has been the

course of thingsto this point. | trust you have found away to changethis.”

"Two aspects of it, yes." Vorru lifted his chin. "My network of spies has begun

to produce information. | have yet to find out what the location of Antilless
baseis. He and his people are being very cautious, but I have no doubt we will
discover itintime. Until then | have uncovered two very important pieces of
information Where they are getting their munitions and, moreto the point,

where the next shipment will be placed in the hands of the Antilles group.”
"Redly?'

The hint of fasetto in her voice didn't escape Vorru, but he did not consider

it important at the moment. "It istrue, Madam Director. A woman working for
Taon Karrde had previoudy been employed by Jabbathe Hutt. Subsequent to his
death she spent a couple of yearsin abject poverty on

Tatooine. Karrde took her in and has helped her get back on her feet, but her
taste for fine things has never been satisfied nor has her ambition. Karrde
appointed her to liaise with the Antilles peopleBooster Terrik, in factan old

friend from Kessd."

"Fascinating. Karrde's name is not unknown to me, though | would not have
thought his organization of sufficient Size to meet Antilless needs.”
"Carnissindicates Karrde's operation islarger than anyone suspects. Karrde
prefersto maintain alow profile to escape trouble with authorities. Booster
Terrik placed a huge order for munitions and equipment, which Karrde is meeting
iningalments. Karrde's people are shipping the suppliesto arendezvous

point, then Terrik istaking them back to Antilless headquarters.”

Isard sat forward. "Does Carniss know where that is?'

"No, but I have been given the location of the rendezvous point. They will be
meaking the transfer in the Alderaan system.”

"They probably draw some sort of ephemera strength from vigting the site of
Alderaan's sacrifice.

"Undoubtedly so, Madam Director. What isimportant isthat Antilleswill have
hisfightersand hisfreightersthere. If we divert our warshipsto Alderaan we

can ambush the Antilles group and destroy them.”



Isard's eyes narrowed, but her smile did not die and this contradiction confused
Vorru. "No, Minigter Vorru, I'm not going to send al my shipsin casethis
informationisfase. | don't doubt you or your source, but Antilles might catch
wind of our ambush and refuse to show up. He could even hit a bacta convoy and
subject usto yet moreridicule. No, | won't have that.”

She held up her right index finger. "I do know what | will do. | will send
Convarion and the Corrupter. He's ambushed them once and can do it again.”
Vorru shook hishead. "But if you only send the Cor-rupter, Antillesand his
people will scatter as usud. We will accomplish nothing.”

"No, Vorru, wewill accomplish everything." Isard

laughed aoud, her voice full of triumph. "While you have woven anet of spies
to catch Antilles, | have been searching for the meansto kill him. | have found

it, and in twelve hoursit will be here and ready to join Convarion as he goes

for thekill."

Vorru frowned. "l don't understand.”

"Itisrather smple, Minister Vorru." Isard's smile became cold. "At grest
expense | haveleased from High Admiral Teradoc aship, the Aggregator.”
Vorru'sjaw dropped. "An Interdictor Cruiser.”

"Exactly." She clapped her handstogether. "When it arrives at Alderaan and
powers up its gravity well projectors, Antillesand his shipswill be trapped.
Therewill be another sacrifice at Alderaanancther victory there for the Empire
to celebrate. What do you say to that?"

"| say, Madam Director, | will accept that drink you offered"Vorru smiled"and
rase atoast to victory."
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Wedge's X-wing reverted to rea space above the plane of thedliptic in the
Alderaan system. Spread out in aflat disk, the rubble that had once been
Alderaan looked like the crumbs | eft behind after the cutting of aryshcate. He
dowly shook hishead. Dying only onceisn't nearly enough punishment for the
Emperor to atonefor thisevil.

Mynock beeped with each ship entering the system. The Roguesin their X-wings
had comein first and oriented themsalves toward the Graveyard. The most likely
threat to them would come from there, from pirates or others hidden amid the
debris. Some of the chunks are large enough to screen even a Star Destroyer. |f
there was one there, the plan was clean and smple The X-wingswould target it
with afull salvo of proton torpedoes, giving the other ships a chanceto run.

The dozen freighters Booster had rounded up came in next with the Pulsar Skate
in the lead. Moments after reversion they made course correctionsto get
themselves pointed toward their exit vectors. The Chir'daki camein last and
gplit their squadron up so each freighter had afighter escort. If trouble

erupted, the Twi'lek and Gand squadron could reas-

semble and screen the escaping freighters from any TIES or other snubfighters,
then head out themselves.

Wedge glanced at his screen and saw the names of the various shipsin hisfleet
scroll up. Green lettersindicated they were dl set to fulfill their partin

the mission. At least we've gotten here in one piece. Now we need Karrde to do
hisjob.

Booster's grudging respect for Karrde counted for alot with Wedge. Hed
actually met Karrde years earlier, back in the days before he joined the
Rebdlion. Wedge had owned afreighter and was hauling cargo dl over the
Empire. Karrde had inquired if Wedge wanted to move some cargo for him, but



Wedge had turned down the offer. He'd heard nothing bad about Karrde and that
had set him back abit. No negative rumors meanstoo little iskno wn about the
man, and | wasn't inclined to trust him as aresult.

Since joining the Rebdlion, Wedge had not run across Karrde, but he didn't
doubt Karrde's ability to produce the weapons and equipment they needed. The
fact that Booster went to him first is proof enough that Karrde is genuine and
can be trusted to dedl straight with his clients. The munitions, launchers, and
sensor systems would give them what they needed to complete I sard's downfall.
"Leed, thisis Seven."

"Go ahead, Tycho."

"Wedge, I'm getting anomal ous contacts from the Graveyard on my IFF frequency.”
Wedge frowned. The Identify Friend/Foe system involved the identification beacon
al shipscarried. It sent out asigna that other ships picked up, telling them

the name of the ship and itsidentification designation. Smugglers often had two
or three IFF modules that they could swap in and out to run under clean names.
Contacts on the IFF frequency were smple rechecks of aship'sidentity. And if
Imps are waiting in the agteroids it's an unbelievably stupid way to tip usto

their presence.

"Tycho, isit the same Sgnd over and over again?'

"Seems 0. Y ou thinking an automated beacon of some sort?"

"Y ou are running an Alderaanian code. Perhapsthereis

an old system traffic satellite in the asteroids wanting to check you for

Alderaan control.”

"Probably. I'll punch up the gain on my passve sensorsand seeif | find

anything in thet direction.”

"I copy." Wedge looked at his main screen as Mynock began beeping again. "Heads
up, people, we have incoming traffic.”

A dring of freighters entered the system, led by a ship tagged Starry Ice by

the |FF system. A half-dozen ships drifted in behind Ice, staggering their
positions so strafing runs along any one particular vector would pick up only

two targets. Because Karrde's ships were bigger than most of the freighters
Booster had collected, the smuggler only needed half as many to ddliver his
goods.

A man'svoice brokein on the comm channd. "Thisis Quelev Tapper for Karrde.
Weve gotten the initid payment for thislot and you've got fifty million

credits till in your account. In another month we should have another thirty
percent of your order ready."

Boogter responded to him over the comm channd. "Fine with us. Begin the
trandfer.”

One of the freighters began to move forward, but asit cruised in right below

the Ice, ahuge patch of space went from black and star-strewn to white,
angular, and deadly. The Interdictor Cruiser's bulk eclipsed amassive dice of
the Graveyard. The sight of its quartet of domed gravity well projectors caused
Wedge's ssomach to fold in onitself. The cruiser will stop usfrom running into
hyperspace, but it's far too weak to engage us by itself. It'sgoing to be

carrying adozen TIEs a best, and the freighters can maneuver out of the
effective range of itsguns. Going after two squadrons of snubfighters, haf of
uswith proton torpedoes, meansthis cruiser has gotten itself into afight it

redly can't win.

Before Wedge could begin to issue orders, two things happened. Thefirgt, the
lighting-up of ared warning light on his console, was something he expected. It



told him that the Interdictor Cruiser had powered up the gravity well

projectors and that none of the shipsin the system could jump to hyperspace to
escape. Not awise moveto trap us here.

The second thing squeezed anicy fist around his heart. Onethird larger than

the Interdictor Cruiser, the Corrupter gppeared to interposeits bulk between
the cruiser Aggregator and the snubfighters. Itsturbolaser batteriesand ion
cannonsimmediately began spraying green-and-blue energy bolts out toward the
waiting freighters. Wedge knew ingtantly the barrage was untargeted, meant more
to ingpire panic than do damage.

AsTIE fighters started pouring from the Destroyer's belly, Wedge immediately
started snapping ordersto his people. "Boogter, scatter freighters. Move!
Td'dira, give meaflight to orient on me and another to orient on Tycho. Use

the othersto vape those TIEs, but don't close with Corrupter. Rogues, dave
your torpedo targeting to my sgnd. Transmitting now. Tycho, | gofirdt, then

you follow."

"l copy, Wedge."

Wedge's droid, Mynock, shrieked furiously as Wedge punched the throttle forward
and drove Straight at the Victory //-class Star Destroyer. " Shut up, Mynock.
Didtract me with your screaming, and well both end up dead!" Thedroid fell
slent, and Wedge promised himself that if he survived the run, hewould get

the droid's memory wiped and ; rename it something suitably heroic.

Though the droid lacked courage, his assessment of the current Situation was
dead on. And worth screaming about. The Destroyer and cruiser carried, between
them, three squadrons of TIEs. Wedge's confidencein his people knew no;
limits, but the Rogues were standing off to shoot their proton torpedoes, which
left the Twi'leksto fight againgt the TIES. The chances that some TIEswould

get through to harass the freighters were overwheming.

The TIE threat was the least of the problemsthey faced in the system. The only
way to counter the Corrupter's threat was for the X-wingsto hit it with a

spread of proton torpedoes. The squadron, firing double shots, could pump out
twenty-two proton torpedoes. If they hitand missing anearly kilometer-long

ship was toughthey could blow through the shields and do some damage. Wedge
would fly in closeto target the ship for the first volley, then have Tycho

follow up for asecond, hopefully catching the Corrupter without shildsin

place. If the second spread hits the Star Destroyer in an unshielded areg, it

could rip it apart. WEll get damage on thefirst spread, but it will be the

second that knocksit out.

Wedge pushed dl power to hisforward shieldsas he hit awall of TIE fighters
six kilometers out from the Corrupter. Once past them he evened his shields out
with aflick of histhumb and then started draining hislasers of energy and
pumping it into hisshidds. At two and ahaf kilometers hewould get afiring
solution for the Corrupter. HEd hold it until his squadron had launched, launch
himself, then pull up and out. "Coming up on targeting. On my mark. Five, four,
three, two, one. Get ready."

Thetargeting reticle on his head-up display went red. "Mark!" Wedge pulled the
trigger on his stick, launching two proton torpedoes. Launch report after launch
report from his squadron scrolled up on his screen. Hey, even the Gands got of f
two concusson missiles.

Preparing to break off and run, Wedge glanced at his sensors and saw four TIES
inhisrear arc. Redizing that pulling up and awvay would alow them to pounce
on him, Wedge rolled his X-wing to port, then took the snubfighter downina



long loop that would carry him below the Corrupter's hull. If they want to come
after me, they get to brave their own fire, too. Juking right and left, Wedge
bounced the fighter back and forth between streams of turbolaser fire.

A brilliant incandescence blossomed above him. The proton torpedoes dammed
into the Corrupter's shields dl dong the ship'slength. The shidds acted like
huge, invisble parasolsto ward off the fierce energy unleashed by the proton
torpedoes detonations. Roiling plasma curved up and around, following the arc
of the Corrupter's port shields asif some energy creature weretrying to take a
bite out of the ship. Then severd torpedoes arrived late and pierced the shield

a its heart, causing it to collapse. The tardy torpedoes and two concussion
missiles pounded the destroyer's hull, blasting gpart armor plates and crushing
turbolaser batteries.

"Beginning my run now!"

Wedge felt amoment'sjoy at the collapse of the Corrupter's shields, but it

died as the big ship began to maneuver. It rotated in space above him, executing
aroll that swapped up for down and presented the squadron with its undamaged
starboard shields as atarget. Convarion knows we have alimited supply of
proton torpedoes. If he survived this salvo, we've got one last shot to take him
down. If herepairs his shields and rolls again, we're done, because then he can
take dl the time he wants to come after us.

Wedge keyed his comm unit. "Corran, set up for the third run.”

"I copy, Wedge. Lots of eyeballs out here.”

"Here, too." Wedge pulled back on his stick and brought his X-wing up between
the Aggregator and the Corrupter. He got agood look at the damage the torpedoes
had done to the Destroyer and saw firein the ship'sinterior. He knew
bulkheads had already been sedled and the fires would go out as soon asthe
aimosphere drained away. Soit'stimeto seeif | can add to the problem. He
started to angle in at the Corrupter, but green laser bolts dashed past him

from behind, causing him to break off therun, roll, and dive.

Tycho's voice boomed over the comm unit. "On my mark. Five, four, three, two,
one. Get into firing position.”

Right. The pair of TIEson Wedge'stail had no intention of letting him set up

on the Corrupter. Wedge chopped histhrottle back, then reversed histhrust and
ranit up tofull. The TIE fightersimmediately closed and snagpped off quick
shots, then bypassed him. Hitting the right rudder pedd, Wedge brought the
X-wing's nose around on the track of one of them. Switching over to quad-fire
lasers, he hit the trigger. Three of the bolts hit the TIE. Two lanced through

the cockpit while one boiled away a corner of asolar panel. Thefighter
immediately went into aflat spin and arced out toward the system'’s outer

orbits.

More rudder brought the X-wing around to point back up at the Corrupter. Wedge
killed hisreverse thrust and started it forward as Tycho said, "Mark! Fire

now!" Wedge thumbed hisfire contr ol over to misslesand got alock, but never
pulled thetrigger. Sithspawn! What isthat?

A ship the size of aCarrack-classlight cruiser ranged up from the Graveyard,
cutting in past the Aggregator's stern and in at the Corrupter's bridge. The
ship'swhite nose was separated from the bloodred after portion by abig black
stripe dashed on the diagonal acrossit. Wedge redlized held seen that color
scheme on aship before, but he didn't connect it with Tycho's X-wing until the
cruiser opened up on the Corrupter with its weaponry.

Five heavy turbolasers and ten laser cannons poured scarlet energy into the



Destroyer's unshielded hull. The laser cannon shots skittered across the white
surface, stippling it with black marks and exploding turbolaser batteries. The
heavy turbolasers concentrated their fire on the Destroyer's tower, burning
through the hull on deck after deck.

Wedge kicked histhrust in at full and rolled his X-wing so he put the Graveyard
over his head and the Destroyer's hull benesth hisfighter. Off his starboard
Sfoilsaslvery glow built asthefirst of the proton torpedoes hit. The

energy storm they created splashed up and around the edges of the shield. Wedge
pushed the X-wing lower, skimming it dong the Destroyer's hull. Just like being
back in the trenches.

Wedge jinked the ship asturbolasers and the starfighter behind him tried to
target him, then hauled back on his stick. The aming reticle for his proton
torpedoes had burned red for the entirety of hisflight, but Wedge held back
until histrue target sank down into the reticle. He saw one Imperid officer
gtanding in the middle of the bridge viewport and watched his mouth openin
surprise.

Wedge hit thetrigger.

A pair of proton torpedoes stabbed through the transparisted viewport, filling
the bridge with bluefire, then detonated. The bridge's blocky outline plumped
and softened for a second before the aft port corner blew out, vomiting golden
fire. Backblast sent smaler golden geysers back out through the forward
viewports, but Wedge pulled up between them, then rolled and dove past the
Destroyer's &ft.

"Tycho, hit the cruiser!”

"I copy. Onme, Rogues. Beginning my run now."

Coming up over the belly of the Destroyer Wedge got a

good look at the battle. Sporadic turbolaser and ion cannon fire came from the
Corrupter, but far more numerous were the escape pods exploding from its hull.
The Aggregator tried to shoot at the snubfighters, but most were using the dying
Destroyer as ashield asthey approached, and the Aggregator's commander seemed
reluctant to shoot in that direction.

Thelight cruiser came back around and made arun across the Aggregator's stern.
The ships exchanged fire, but the Interdictor Cruiser could only bring afew of
itswegpons to bear on the other ship. Neither ship did significant damage to

the other, though the Aggregator's starboard shields did go down.

"On my mark, launch torpedoes. Mark."

On Tycho's command the X-wingslaunched their missiles. Blue pinpoints of fire
blossomed from various points around the Graveyard and shot in at the
Interdictor Cruiser. Thered light on Wedge's console went out as the ship's
commander shunted power from the gravity well projectorsto hisshields. That's
the move to make, but did hedo it in time?

Mogt of the proton torpedoes, beginning with the two Tycho launched, dammed
into the port shield. They exploded into aslvery firestorm that billowed up

and out, then pressed in on the shield. Unlike the Corrupter's shield, however,
the Aggregator's did not collapse dl at once. Gaps appeared at a couple of
points, alowing ahandful of torpedoesto skip through and blast into the
ship'shull. Armor plates peeled away like dead, dry skin and secondary
explosonsripped gaping holesin the Interdictor's hull.

Without waiting to pick up TIE fighters or escape pods, the Aggregator suddenly
jetted forward. On Wedge's console, the range finder scrolled off numbers; then
the cruiser vanished into hyperspace. Running was hisonly choice.



Wedge glanced a his sensors and saw no hogtile fighters near him. Safefor the
moment, he keyed his comm unit. "Tapper, don't run very far. Booster, report on
your flest."

"Weredl 4ill here, Wedge. Wetook some hitsfrom TIES, but shields mostly
held so were all operationa.”

"I copy, Booster. Rogues and Chir'daki, protect yourselves, but hold back from
killing anyonewho isn't being

actively hogtile for amoment." Wedge glanced back over his shoulder. "Mynock,
scan comm frequencies and get me the command frequency the TIEsare using. |
also need the escape pod frequency.”

The droid's muted beep acknowledged the command, and data began to scroll up on
the main screen.

"Thanks." He punched up the frequency for the TIE fighters. "Imperid pilots,

thisis Wedge Antilles. Y ou have a choice get killed here, stranded here, or
surrender. If you want to surrender, power down your weagpons and engines. If
you're moving under power we will consider you hostile. We've got no more reason
to want you dead than | would hope you have to be dead.”

A lone mae voice came back over the comm unit. " Captain Ardle from Corrupter
here. We're Thyferran Home Defense Corps pilots. Doesthat make adifferencein
your offer?"

"IsErid Dlarit flying withyou?"

"No, sir. | wasin her command, but was picked to head up one of the two
sguadrons coming here with the Corrupter. Mostly trainees. I've got eight | ft.
The Aggregator's squadron only has four |eft and they're THDC, too."

"I copy, Captain Ardle. Follow the ingtructions | gave you and you'll not be

hurt."

"What about the escape pods?!

"WEell recover them, too."

"And the Corrupter?"

Wedge switched his main screen to aplot of ship positionsin the system over
time and set hisviewpoint from within the Graveyard. "The Corrupter is

currently not under power and isdrifting down into the Graveyard. Insgde two
hoursthe Graveyard's asteroids will chew it up into unrecognizable bits."

"Oh." Ardle sounded subdued. "Alderaan hasits revenge on the Empire.”

"And exacts revenge for Halanit. We don't have the tractor beamsto pull it

back up, and | sincerely doubt it could be made operationa again. Running as
fast as possible to Coruscant we couldn't get anything back herein timeto
saveit."

Wedge knew the run to Corelliawould be shorter, but he expected no help from
his homeworld and the Diktat. "The Corrupter isgone.”

"I copy, Antilles. I'll givethe order to my people, and well wait to be

rescued.”

Wedge switched over to the escape pod frequency and repested his offer of
rescue, then arranged with Quelev Tapper for his shipsto pick up as many pods
asthey could and exact whatever ransom they wanted from the passengers. Tapper
sounded moreinterested in getting the TIEs and their pilots, but Wedge declared
them "prisoners of war" and refused to let Tapper have them.

"Okay, Antilles, I'll et it go, but only because | know you'll be buying spare
partsfor those TIEs from us before too long.”

"That's probably truer than I'd like to admit, Tapper. Have asafe trip home."
Tycho's voice broke through on the comm frequency. "Wedge, | have asituation.”



v
"Remember that cruiser that took a piece out of the Corrupter?’

"Kind of hard to forget it, isn't it?"

"Wl it was the source of the |FF queries earlier on. It appearsto think I'm

the Another Chance. It hasidentified itsalf asthe Vaiant, and now it wantsto
know where were going to go from here.”

Wedge brought his X-wing around so he could seethelight cruiser again. There
it hung in space, three hundred meters of letha Starship. Having it as part of

our fleet would be very good, but how can we convinceit to join us? “Tycho, any
dgnof inteligent life on board?"

"Ah, Wedge, it thinks I'm an Alderaanian war frigate, so | think we can rule out
inteligence. If | had to guess, I'd assume this cruiser was daved to Another
Chance as an escort. They got separated and it returned here to wait for

Another Chance to show up. | arrived with the IFF code, started broadcasting
targeting information, and it did itsjob.”

Wedge nodded. "I copy. | think | need you to take it back

to our base. Emtrey, if | recall hisintroductory monologue, is supposed to know
the rules, regs, and procedures of over Sx million military organizations past

and present. Perhaps he can figure out away to communicate with the Vadiant so
we can makefull useof it."

"Got it. Do | leave now, or wait and escort the rest of you back?’

"WEell go together.” Wedge smiled. "Victory like this deserves a parade, and

I'd be happy to have you and your cruiser in the lead."

25

Corran Horn dropped into the seat beside Mirax at the black round table in the
briefing room. He felt bone weary from thefight at Alderaan, which surprised

him because held actudly not shot down any of the eyebdls. Because he had been
waiting for fire ordersto send proton torpedoes a the larger ships, dl he

could do was evade their attacks. While the pilots had been clearly greenafact
that 66 percent losses on their part made abundantly cleartheir lasers ill

burned hot and could have vaped him had he not outflown them.

Hetook Mirax'sleft hand in hisright beneath the edge of thetable. "Sorry |
couldn't cover the Skate out there."

Mirax gave him asmilethat helped energize him. "I'd have felt safer, but that
would have spoiled Booster 'One-Man-Army' Terrik's fun. He manned the laser
cannon and was ageneral hazard to any eyeball peeking at us. He says he winged
acouple of them."

Corran gave her hand a squeeze, then looked up and saw Booster glowering at him
from the other Side of thetable. If looks were lasers, he'd be more than

winging meright now. "I'm glad there weren't morein the way of complications.

Y our father looks ready to rip something gpart with his bare handdike me.”
"Being ambushed by Imps has him in abad mood. WEell be heading out soon for a
mesting with Talon Karrde concerning security.”

"Thelesk camefrom his people?’

Mirax nodded. "My father thinks so. | want you to ook over some stuff onit for
megive meyour professona opinion about this spy thing.”

"Ah, sure, Mirax, glad to, but you should remember from the Eris thing, I'm not
that sharp on spotting spies.”

"Thisoneisn't that good.” Mirax gave him awink. "Let me know what you think.
Well seeif Karrde concurs.”

Wedge and Winter entered the room, followed closely by Ta'dira, Aril Nunb, and



Tycho. Winter sat down at the datapad built in at the far end of the table and

hit somekeys. A holographic image of the Y ag'Dhul station hovered over the
holopad in the center of the oval table. Wedge took a position at the head of

the table, Tycho sat between him and Booster, and Tal'diratook the seat at
Boogter'sleft hand. The Sullustan seeted herself to Mirax'sright, facing

Td'dira

Wedge covered ayawn, then leaned forward on the end of the table. "I apologize
for asking you hereto this debriefing so quickly after your return, but | want

to talk about what happened in the Graveyard while detalls are il freshin

our minds. We have two issuesto discussthe arrival of the Imps and what to do
withthe Vdiant.

"Before that, however, | want to thank each of you for your action and the
action of your people a Alderaan. Thereis no question about itwe got very
lucky at Alderaan. The Valiant's gppearance and action hurt both the Corrupter
and the Aggregator. Even 0, it wasthe discipline of our people that provided

us the opportunity for such luck to comeinto play. If it weren't for your

Chir'daki pilots covering Tycho and me on our runs, we wouldn't have been able
to do what we did to either Imp ship.”

The Twi'lek's braintails twitched strongly. ™Y our praiseis most gppreciated,
Wedgan'tilles. Theloss of two of my pilotsisgrave, but nothing in comparison
towhat al of uswould have lost were our |eadership not so clear thinkingina
timeof trouble”

Tycho nodded in agreement. "It was your torps that vaped the Corrupter, Wedge.
Zrai'sgoing to waste alot of paint adding it to your display of kills."

Wedge shook his head. "L ook, your shots hurt it, | wasjust in aposition to
pinpoint atarget. Imps have forever dismissed the threat our torpsareto

their ships. You'd think, after losing two Desath Starsto X-wingsthey'd learn,
but their ignorance is our margin of safety.”

Corran smiled. "So you'll order Zraii to pull the kill from your X-wing?'

Wedge hesitated, then smiled sheepishly. "Let's not go too farit was agood

pair of shots." His eyes narrowed. "Convarion got what he deserved, especialy
in getting the tables turned on him. The fact that he was able to show up, and
had an Interdictor Cruiser with him ismost disturbing. Winter, any ideawhere
the Aggregator came from?"

Winter tucked alock of white hair back behind her left ear, then hit severd

keys on the datapad. The image floating above the table shifted from that of the
gation to the triangular form of an Interdictor Cruiser. "The Aggregator was

last noted as part of an anti-Rebel taskforce led by High Admira Teradoc.
Intelligence on himat least theintel I'm able to access from herels sketchy.

Mogt of hisduty stations were Rimward. Hewas diligent in hisdutiesand
virulently anti-Rebd, but beyond that unremarkable. He was not at Endor and
remaned nomindly loyd to the Empire until Coruscant fel.”

Asnearly as Corran knew, Teradoc's history was not unique. A few brave
individuals declared themsalves Warl ords as soon asthey heard of the Emperor's
degth, but many of the othersespecialy those in the militaryremained loyd to

the Empire. Sate Pestage, an Imperia Advisor, held power for sx months until a
cabd of Imperia Advisorsousted him from power. Most of the military backed
this group because it seemed disposed to taking action. It was only after Y sanne
Isard supplanted them that members of the military began to grab for power
themsalves. Even so, afar number of military leaders and paliticians

proclaimed their loydty to the Empire until Coruscant fell.



At which point they had to fend for themsalves, since they no longer had access
to the bureaucracy that made the Empire run. While there were administrative
areas and sectors that held themsalves togethera tribute to the

resourcefulness of their Grand MoffsCorran expected that within two years
nearly three-quarters of what had once been the Empire would be under the New
Republic's control.

Winter looked up from the datapad. "If | had to guess how Isard got her hands on
the Aggregator, | would guess she traded bactafor it. The fact that the
Aggregator's TIEs were being flown by Thyferran Home Defense Corps pilots
suggeststhat Teradoc is running low on trained personnd. With a supply of

bacta he can keep them aive abit longer. Without unlimited Imperial resources,
he's having to conserve people the way we did.”

Boogter narrowed his eyes, both electronic and natural. "1'd dso read into the
pilot change alack of confidence by Teradoc in Isard. Right now you haveto
figurethat Teradoc is getting gigabytes of stories from the Aggregator's crew
about how we ambushed the ambushers. | think if | have my people start asking
around what someoneiswilling to pay for adightly used Interdictor Cruiser,
word will get back to Teradoc. HEl assume we're suggesting we're planning on
capturing the next one he loansto Isard, so he won't be free with his ship.”
Wedge nodded. "That's worth atry. From this point forward we're going to have
to assume, however, that it is possble another Interdictor Cruiser could jump

us. Actualy, we have to assumeit is probable that we might be jumped again.
Well continue hit-and-run attacks and will just have to make our exchanges more
covert. We can do that by having the incoming freighters guided to alocation of
our choosing, which means they won't know where they're going until the last
minute."

Mirax raised her right hand. " Perhaps you can't remember back when you were
hauling cargo, but I'd never go to arendezvous without knowing whereit was."
"Good point, but | suspect Quelev Tapper can convince Karrde that we're
trustworthy."

Boogter laughed. "Continue paying in advance, and Karrde will believeit.”

"That well do." Wedge straightened up. "Remember, we've now eiminated one of
Isard'sfour ships.”

"Sure," Corran Sghed, "but it wasthe smalest of them dl."

"Agreed, but Ait Convarion was probably the most aggressive of the commanders
Isard had working for her. He knew how to fight a Star Destroyerwhat chances
you could take with it and what chances you couldn't. He expected usto scatter
and we didn't, which iswhy he died. The commanders of thelarger shipsare
likely to be more conservative." Wedge smiled. "The Empires boldest Admirds
died a Y avin. Regardless, both Avarice and Virulence are the newer-model
Imperial-class Star Destroyers, deucesso they carry six squadrons of TIEs. No
matter how good or bad their commanders are, they can overwhelm us."

Corran smiled. "With targets.”

"Y es, but targets that shoot back.” Wedge shook his head. "Impstar deuces have a
crew of nearly forty-six thousand people, if you count the troopsthey carry in
themix. They havealot of fire power. Granted that it's not terribly well

suited for use againgt snubfighter squadrons, but an Imp-star deuce will take a

lot more pounding than avictim like the Corrupter before it goes away."

Tycho nodded. "The one thing we have going for usin thisregard isthat abig
ship hasalot more thingsthat can go wrong with it than asmaller

shipmaintaining our X-wingsiseasy compared to maintaining an Impstar deuce.



Isard isgoing to have to be using them to run with convoys, and if we keep
hitting them, the Impstars are going to have to be on anear constant state of

dert. That will takeitstoll.”

"But will they wear out before you do?* Mirax looked from Wedge to Tycho,
Td'dira, and finally Corran. "Even before thislast operation, you were pushing
yourselvesvery hard. Tycho'sright, repairing an X-wing iseasier than

repairing a Star Destroyer, and | don't doubt we can do thingsto spike the
priceson crucid partsfor Isard's ships by buying

them up oursalves, but replacing any of you or your peopleisgoing to be
impossble”

Corran knew that she was asking the right question, but she was missing cluesto
the answer. "One advantage we have, Mirax, isthat |sard's forces have to react
to us. They dways have to suppose were out there, whereas we only have to ded
with them when we are out there. It will be rougher onthem than it ison us. We
can't keep this up forever, but we won't haveto." He looked at Wedge. "Right,
Commander?'

"l hope s0, Corran." Wedge folded hisarms across his chest. "I like the idea of
buying up some critical parts. Turbolaser foca lenses, power couplers, and the
like. Better yet if we can find junk and get it to the other side, that would
helpalot.”

"I'll seewhat | can do on that count, Wedge."

"Thanks, Booster." Wedge frowned. "I also gather you're going to speak to Karrde
about how the Impsfound us a Alderaan?'

A braintail twitched itsway toward the center of the table. "How do we know the
information was not transmitted from our sdeto Isard's people?"

Boogter looked over a Td'dira. "Our freighters were daved for the jumpsto

the Skate. | didn't tell my people where we were going. Wedge told you fighter
jocks where we were going in your mission briefing, but that was only

forty-eight hours before the run. The Aggregator was given over to Isard five
days before the strike, and the pilots on it were run through mission-specific
briefings about twelve hours after the ship arrived. Karrde had the information
about our run agood two standard weeks before that, which means the data
squirted from his people to the Imps.”

"Beddes, if one of Booster's people betrayed us, |sard would have showed up
herewith the Lusankya™ Corran tapped afinger against the tabletop.
"Presumably, that'sinformation Karrde doesn't have."

"Nor information hell get from me or my people.” Booster snarled directly at
Corran. "My people are good people, Horn. Decidedly trustworthy.”

Aril Nunb chittered in Sullustan for a second, then trandated to Basic.

"Boogter, Corran did not mean to suggest your people are untrustworthyhe stated
as much by noting we were not attacked here.”

"I know what he wasimplying, Captain Nunb." Booster's frown degpened. "He's
CorSec, through and through, and a Horn on top of that. He assumes no one who's
ever moved alittle contraband can be trusted.”

Corran wanted to protest that he hadn't meant what Booster thought he did, but
he had to admit to himself that, deep down, he was suspicious of the smugglers
Booster had working on hauling supplies for them. In the past it would have been
smply because they were smugglers, and anyone who has once crossed the border
between lawful and lawlessislikdy to do it again and again. Because of that,

they can't be trusted, at least they can't from the point of view of someone

who islawful. Now, because I'm an outlaw, | know that isn't exactly true, but |



didn't suspect Eris until too late, primarily because she was one of us.

Because that fact made me blind to her treachery, | want to avoid faling into

that sametrap again.

Helooked over at Booster. Of course, helll never believe that.

Wedge rapped a knuckle on the table. "Enough, Boogter. Aril'sright, and no
matter what Corran might or might not think about your people, | know it's
nothing you've not aready thought a dozen times over about each of them. Were
in atenuous Stuation here, and caution isvita for al of us. Thefact is

that the leak probably did come through Karrde's people. Booster, | want you to
sort that out with him."

"Congder it done."

"Good. You'll let me know what Karrde says." Wedge looked up at Winter. "Last
topic the Vdiant. Any luck inlearning anything about it?"

"A lot of luck, actualy." Winter smiled heartily. "The Vdiantisan

Alderaanian Thranta-class War Cruiser. All of them were supposed to have been
destroyed when Alderaan disarmed, but it ssemsasif Vaiant and two other War
Cruis-

ersCourage and Fidelitywere refitted with robotic controls and daved to

accept commands from Another Chance. They were its escorts. One of them would
fly into the system beforeit, another would fly with it, and the third would

take another courseto draw off pursuit. Thetrio of shipswould change off, and
some of the damage on the exterior of the ship suggestsit ran off more than one
pirate raid on Another Chance. If Emtrey can talk it into opening up itslogs

well be ableto confirm that idea.”

Wedge gave her abig grin. "That'salot of information tor so littletimeto

research the ship.”

Winter's hair spread out in awhite veil across her shoulders as she shook her
head. "Most of it isinformation | remember from reading historieswhen | was
younger and by correlating little bits of datal picked up inthe Organa

household or when | worked with Princess Lelaaiding her father. When the
Another Chance was recovered, it was clear that amassive power surge had fried
circuits, including the controllersfor the externad communication arrays that
alowed ship-to-ship communication. Since Vdiant queried Tycho's X-wing when it
broadcast the Another Chance's IFF code, and followed hislead in picking
targets, the Vaiant was clearly assigned to protect the Another Chance. Three
War Cruisersand aWar Frigate frequently comprised a patrol in the Alderaanian
fleet, s0 | concluded there must have been three War Cruisers. The Vdiant and
the other two were the last three built in that class, were commissioned, and

then wereimmediately decommissioned. Unlike the other shipsthe Alderaanians
had used in the Clone Warswhich were strapped and melted down into peace medds
that were presented to the crews and surviving families as mementos there were
no records of scraps being sent out to crews. Nor are there records of crews
having served on them, so | have concluded that they were immediately refitted
with droids to accompany the War Frigate Another Chance.”

Boogter's jaw hung open. "Y ou remembered dl that and figured it dl out?!

Mirax laughed. "Winter has a holographic memory. She

remembers everything she sees, hears, or experiences, including that dumb look
youregiving her."

Booster snapped his mouth shut, then shook his head. "Then remember this Never
have children."

Wedge snorted out aquick laugh. "Crumbs don't fall far from the Hutt's mouth,



Booger."

"Thanksalot, Wedge." Mirax gave him ahard stare, but softened it with a

amile

"Sorry, Mirax. Winter, what are the chances that Courage and Fiddlity are il
out there?'

"Won't have any way of estimating that until we get alook at Vdiant'sinner
workings. Emtrey thinks he can find away in, and he now has Whistler helping
him dice some code. Zraii is nearly shedding his carapace over a chance to work
on theVdiant, so my guessisthat they'll have it open and functioning to our
satisfaction within a couple of weeks."

"That's something, then." Wedge glanced at Boogter. "Y ou want the Vdiant, or is
it too smdl for you?"

"I'm sure you can find someone €l se who is better suited to commanding it.”
Booster forced ayawn. "Overseeing a crew of droids would be more boring than |
careto imagine. Y ou should give the job to that protocol droid of yours."

Corran laughed. Trying to visuaize Emtrey on the bridge of aship issuing
commands produced ridiculousimagesin hismind. "By thetime heinformed his
crew of hisqudifications, they'd mutiny."

Wedge and the others who had worked with Emtrey joined Corran in laughter. Wedge
ended hislaugh with a cough, then cleared histhroat. "1 think Emtrey is better
suited to be an Executive Officer, not aCommander. | do think, however, weve
got someone who has the skills we need and could get more out of adroid crew
than anyone dse." He reached out with hisright hand and touched Aril Nunb on
her |eft shoulder. ™Y ou've flown more than fighters. Interested in commanding a
War Cruiser?'

Her deep red eyes widened in surprise, then she nodded. "That'sajob | can
handle. | may need Emtrey to help me."

"He'sdl yours." Wedge gave her anod, then smiled at the others. "Okay, |

think we've got some directionsin which

we can head and some operations to plan. We got lucky thistime, but from here
on out, we manufacture luck. The good welll keep and the bad will go to Isard.
She missed her best chanceto kill us off, and | see no reason to give her

another one."
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The agpathetic mask Fliry Vorru had fitted onto hisface cracked. Hed managed to
keep his expression utterly impassive as Y sanne | sard dressed down Eris

Dlarit. Both women had maintained rigid control at first, widding civility and
titleswith razor-kiss efficacy. Polite phrasings bottled up vitriol; but

Vorru knew if held tossed apair of lightsabers between them, they'd have minced
each other in ananosecond.

Then Y sanne lsard had said, "High Admiral Teradoc has withdrawn the Aggregator
from my service and that is your fault!"

Eris exploded. "My fault? What agorithm did you use to calcul ate that
concluson?Sr."

"The cd culations were smple enough that | would have thought any provincia
mind could have grasped them." Isard's eyes narrowed as her hands balled into
figts. "Y our pilots were on both the Aggregator and the Corrupter. It was your
pilots who were supposed to dedl with the snubfighter threat. They failed,

costing me the Corrupter and now making me the laughingstock of the galaxy.
Teradoc had the gall to say to methat held only lend metoysif | would promise
they would not return broken! The Emperor would have had his gutsfor floss over



such aremark. Because of you, | am subject to such indignities”

"Begging your pardon, but the orders placing my pilots on those ships came from
you. | asked you to use our Elite pilots for the mission, but you picked agreen
unit.”

"Their evauationsreports you preparedwere outstanding.”

"Y es, but they'd not seen combat before.” Erig's blue eyes burned intensdly.

"Y ou sent them out after aunit that is arguably the best fighter squadroniin

the gdaxy."

Isard raised an eyebrow. "Even with your participation no longer needed or
welcome?'

The sniped quip seemed to pass unnoticed by Dlarit, but Vorru had no doubt she'd
cataloged it. "My Elite Squadron isthe equa of Rogue Squadron. If you had sent
us after them, Teradoc would be prostrate before you, begging you to accept his
alegiance. He islaughing because you destroyed three squadrons, because you
didn't heed the warning he offered by refusing to send his own pilots against
Antilles"

Vorru saw Isard preparing for a counterargument and knew if 1sard were not
checked Erig might pay with her lifefor her frank audacity. In the space of a
heartbeet, he examined his options. If he said nothing, 1sard would destroy

Eris Dlarit, throwing the Dlarit family into further disrepute. The fact that

the Ashern had humiliated her father clearly fueled her desirefor r etribution

on the forces arrayed againgt the Bacta Cartdl. She had wanted to fly on the
mission to Alderaan, but Isard had refused that request. To turn around and then
blame Eris for the misson'sfailure was frustrating enough that Eris might

wish for death.

I ntervening on her behaf would open him to Isard's wrath, but the price might
beworthit. Eris and her family still had considerable influence within the

Bacta Cartel. If Isard had to be removed, having Eris asan aly might make
such an operation possible and certainly would smooth over the consequences of
it on Thyferra. / could even claim to the New Republic that | joined Isard
specificaly to work againg her from theinsde likethis. Theideathat the

New Republic

would have to accept him asthe leader of the new Bacta Cartel broadened the
grin Erig'sdefiance had put on hisface.

"| think, Madam Director, you cannot discount the fact that the Rogues clearly
had planned ahead againgt the eventuality of betrayd. Granted an Alderaanian
War Cruiser isan antiquated ship, but coupled with the X-wing squadron's
dtrength, it was enough to make Captain Convarion pay for his recklessness.”
Isard rotated her head around to glance at him over her shoulder. ™Y ou presume
Convarion made amistake to blind meto the fact that if our operation was
betrayed to Antilles, it was doubtless through a spy you have failed to locate.”
Vorru caught Eris's eye, and in amoment hefelt he had earned her gratitude.
Part of him began to list the various ways she could make it more manifest.
Because of her beauty and strength, the idea of aphysica union to consummate
their alliance in opposition to Isard came to mind, but he dismissed it. He had

no doubt it could happenand might well happen yetbut their need for each other
had higher purposes than sating lugt. If we areto be dlies, our first

conjunction must be full of purpose and confirmed by reason, not dictated and
muddled by emationa involvement.

Vorru knew he could fall victim to Eris's charms, because she redlized that it
was possible to play to hisvanity and desperation. He had always been vain, but



he had kept it in check. His age attacked both his vanity and ambition,
reminding himsdlf that he had little time to accomplish dl the goas he had

set out for hislife. Histime on Kessdl had gotten him no closer to the heights

he had once seen as his due, and now he knew that unless he acted quickly, his
chances of even gpproaching them would wither and die.

"That possbility cannot be discounted, of course, Madam Directornor can it be
proven, asyou are well aware. The fact isthat Antilles has been very cautious
throughout his career. That he haslived thislong isample proof of that. The
precaution taken againgt our interference could have been nothing more than a
concern over whether or not he could trust histrading partner.”

Isard turned so she could watch both him and Erisi. "Y es, histrading partner. |
want Karrde dedlt with."

Vorru shook hishead. "Under no circumstances. If wetreat Taon Karrde any
differently than we do now, he will redize we have an agent among his people,
and we lose avery valuable resource. Moreover, Karrde's loyaty can be bought.
Wewill have him when, if, and however we want him."

He opened hishands. "Asfor your assertion that Commander Dlarit isto blame
for thefailures of her pilots, this, too, isdisngenuous. Her pilotswere
ingppropriately matched against Rogue Squadron. Captain Convarion always
believed the appearance of his vessdl would gtrike terror into the hearts of his
enemies. He expected them to panic and run precisely because they ran thefirst
time he ambushed them. Antilles has not lived thislong by repesting mistakes.
Convarion should have insgsted on having the best pilots possible flying with
him. He did not, because he assumed their contribution to hisvictory would be
incidentdl.”

Isard brought her head up. "Ah, well, then it seems | am wrong about
everything!" Therisng ironic tonein her voice did nothing to hide her anger.
"Perhaps you would like to tell me how things are going to go from now on and
what we should do about them.”

Vorru smiled and took a half step toward Isard as he turned to face her. "I
would guess, despite the possession of the War Cruiser, Antilles and his people
will continuetheir*he glanced at Eris"asthe pilots so colorfully put it,
‘hit-and-hype raids. In actudity you've seen those raids are minimaly

effective. | would imaginethey will dso try to infiltrate some of the tanker

crews S0 they can hijack more shipments. Our lossesand we will have
someshould be minimd.."

Isard's eyes haf-closed. "Minimal lossesto uswill ill be enough to let them
financethar war againg us.”

"True, but the fact isthat time runsin our favor, not theirs. We have anumber
of waysto ded with them, but their threat will not be ended until we locate
their base and destroy it."

Isard pressed two fingers againgt her lipsfor amoment.

"Thedimination of their base has always been the way to ded with them. What
other plans do you havein mind?*

Vorru amiled hestantly. "The prime method of diminating their ability to

fight againgt usisfor usto open up our storage wells and make an abundance of
bactaavailable”

"No!" Erig and Y sanne looked at each other in surprise astheir joint
denunciation of that suggestion echoed loudly through the room. Isard shook her
head. "That would kill the price of bactaand loosen the dependency of others
upon us."



"Agreed, but we can survive the momentary weakness, Rogue Squadron cannot. The
srength of the bactapriceistheir strength. Takeit awvay, and they are left
penniless. Karrde won't spesk with them. They will be unable to maintain their
spacecraft and will no longer appear to be friends worth protecting. Make bacta
abundant, offer areward to bring Antilles and his peoplein, and hint that
bactawill remain abundant if they are captured or betrayed to you and Antilles
isdone"

Even as he outlined the plan, Vorru knew Isard would regject it. It isthe

easest and most bloodless of the plans needed for getting rid of Antilles. She
will rgect it because it does not satisfy her sense of revenge. Shewantshim

to suffer, not wither. | doubt she recognizes she should reject it because of

the backlash she will suffer among the Xucphra people when their sandard of
living crashes

Isard dowly shook her head. "Antilles has defied me directly and haskilled

one of my Destroyers. | want him dead, | want Horn dead and the others, but |
want them to know | wasthe hand behind it, not market vagaries. Moreover,
relinquished power is power that is not easily recovered. Next."

"The other plan isthe current onea plan that requires vigilance and patience.

We keep seeking information and then pounce when we know where heis" Vorru
shrugged 4iffly. "The problem with thisplanisthat it isfrudtrating, snce

we cannot act until we know where he is based. That could take three months,
gx,ayear."

"Unacceptable.” Isard shook her head adamantly. "1 am not going to sit back and
dlow Antillesfreerein while| just wait. This Situation cannot be allowed to
meature further. We

1

I

need action. | want to kill something, and | want to use her pilotsto doit.”

Isard pointed an unwavering ringer at Erig. "If your pilotsaretruly dlite,

killing something should not be benegth them.”

Vorru fdt acold shiver run down his spine. Halanit was a disaster, yet she
would repest it. "Madam Director, araid right now would be awaste of people,
parts, munitions, and goodwill."

"But it will show High Admird Teradoc and that fool Harssk that they should not
triflewith me and laugh a me. And what need have/ of goodwill? Do | not own
all the bactathereis? Others should please me with their actions, not seek to

be pleased by me."

Vorru held his hands up. "There is no question you have power otherswould do
well to respect, but atacking another place like Haanit will inspire more fear
than you want."

Isard gave Vorru apredatory smile, al sharp tooth and pitiless. "But fear is
exactly what | want, Minister Vorru. However, | take your point. | will il

have my attack, and Commander Dlarit's peoplewill do it, but welll spare
off-worldersfor the moment.”

She blithely turned her attention on Erig, and the Thyferran woman paled. "You
will plan amission that punishesthe Ashern for their boldnessin ressting me.
Their antics have been hardly damaging, but | want them to know that to defy me
isto court death. Find somethinga munitions dump, arebel camp, asympathetic
village, anything. Find it and destroy it. No warning, no mercy.” She smiled.

"No question who the true power hereis.”

I
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Mirax Terrik found herself surprised by the ddighted smile on Tdon Karrde's
face. A crescent lined with white teeth split his moustache from his goatee and
gave him therakish air of a space pirate. What surprised her was not that
Karrde could smile so handsomely, but that he dared to, given the scowl on her
father'sface. Karrde can't be ignorant of my father's temper, so hethinks

he's anticipated our trouble.

Karrde, donein his cabin, waved both of the Terriksto chairs. "I'll dispense
with greetings because | suspect you'd doubt my sincerity after what happened at
Alderaan." Karrde came around to the front of his desk, then leaned back on its
edge, crossing hislong legs.

Mirax sat in the chair sheld been offered, but her father remained standing. He
rested his hands on the back of his chair, then leaned forward to bring his eyes
down to Karrde'slevel. Mirax knew the posture wellher father lowered his head
like athirst-mad bantha pr eparing to sprint to awatering seep. She'd seen
other creatures begin to cringe as Booster did that, but Karrde did not.

"Karrde, I've been over the details again and again. I've checked my people.”
Boogter tapped Mirax's shoulder with

his thumb. "I've even had her CorSec suitor |ook some materia over to check
thisout.”

Mirax covered her reaction to her father's statement. Booster had asked her for
advice about making afina check on his security records, and she had brought
Corranin onit. Booster had not been pleased when he found out that
"Cor-ranSec" had gone over things, but he accepted Corran's conclusions. Now he
makesit sound like he solicited Corran's advice. We're going to talk about

this

Karrde held ahand up. "1 know what you're going to say."

"Yesh?'

"l think s0." Karrde's eyes actualy twinkled. "Y ou'll tell methat theleak to

the Imps came from my organization.”

Booster's head came up. "Y ou knew?"

"Not before the fact, no. | had no idea. Afterward, though, it was rather
obvious." Karrde shrugged. "Melina Carniss sold you out.”

Boogter straightened up to hisfull height. "Have you killed her, yet?!

"No. | didn't want to precipitate action that could not be reversed.”

Booster chuckled deeply. ™Y ou are studying her to find her connection to Isard.”
"Actudly | wanted to see how far she had spread Isard'sinfluencein my
organization; but, yes, | have been watching her." Karrde folded hisarms across
his chest. "Now that you're here, | thought | would alow you to determine how
you want to deal with this situation. Shoving her out into space would probably
be the most expedient method of killing her. | heard about a renegade band of
Twi'leks who used to run eectricity through avat of bacta, torturing their
victimsto the point of degth, then turning off the eectricity and dlowing

the bactato heal them up.”

Mirax swallowed againgt the bilerigng in her throat. "Easier just to let the

word get out that Melinawas a binary-agent She sold the Imp ambush to usjust
the same way she sold usto Isard. Let the bactawitch deal with her."

Karrde nodded. "I aso have aWookieein my employ who could . . ."

Booster shook his head. "No, no Wookiees. Armpits are convenient for lifting
corpses and moving them to dump Sites.”

"I'll loan you any weapon you want to dedl with her. | havethingsfrom al



over, including arecently acquired Sith lanvarok that promisesto betruly
elegant, if I've figured out correctly how it's supposed to work.” Karrde
frowned. "But you're not |eft-handed, so that will complicate things.”
Mirax raised an eyebrow. "Y ou redly have alanvarok?'

"Y es, do you have abuyer?'

"A collector.”

"Good."

"And he'sleft-handed.”

"Even better."

"If youwill give me details on the lanvarok and authenticate its Sith origins

Booster cleared hisvoice. "We have current business to discuss before you get
goingonthisded."

"Of course, Boogter, of course.” Karrde smiled. "We can holograph the lanvarok
in use and that should help spiketheprice. . ."

Booster shook his head. "No."

"Y ou prefer another method for dedling with traitors?”

"I do." Boogter smiled broadly. "1 want you to keep her dive and working."
Karrde frowned. "Why?'

"l have my reasons.”

"Not good enough, Boogter. Y ou'll have to do better if you want her to stay
dive. She betrayed one of my customersto an enemy, causing harm to my
customer, my people, and my reputation. She hasto die.”

Booster's protestations confused Mirax. Shelooked up at her father. "Why do you
want her to live?'

Kardeseyes narrowed. "I believe, for onething, your father will suggest that
with Carniss il in place, Isard won't try to infiltrate anew sy into my
organization.”

Booster nodded. "Better the Hutt you have tagged than one you don't.”

"Agreed, Boogter, but I'm gtill afraid | can't accommodate you in this.”

"What?"

"Oh, please, don't act so incredulous.” Karrde shook his head gravely. "l can't
have her threatening my customers. It's bad for my reputation and bad for morae
and puts me at aserious disadvantage in my business dedlings. She'sgoing to
die"

"Y ou gave me achoice of how shedies.”

"Old ageis not one of the options | had in mind." Karrde waved away Booster's
comment. "No, she hasto die. Thereis no retregting from this point.”

"No?' Booster arched an eyebrow over hisatificid eye. "I have morethingsto
buy. | can dwaystake my business dsawhere.”

"If I had acredit for every time| heard that sort of empty threst, | could buy
and sell Thyferraand Isard adozen timesover." Karrde snorted. "I believe our
old businessis concluded. Now abouit that lanvarok . . ."

"Don't be so anxious here, Karrde." Booster dowly smiled. ™Y ou've got our
munitions business dreadythough that could change. Thisis something more.”

"It would haveto be specid if you expect to buy Mdinaslifewithit.”

"l think it is. | was going to giveit to Billeypitch some work hisway for old
times ske"

Karrde nodded. "Dravis, the new guy working for him, is good."

"So I've heard, but you're better.”

Karrde smiled. "So I've heard.”



"Anyway," Booster growled, "I want agravity well projector.”

Mirax covered asmile as Karrde coughed and regarded her father with disbelief.
S0 you can be surprised, Karrde, Not easily, but possibly.

"A gravity well projector?’ Karrde shook hishead. "Billey can't get it for

you."

Booster nodded. "It'simpossible to get one, | know, but | could useit, and so

| thought I'd start asking. If you can'tdoit. . ."

"Reversethrudt there, Booster. | just said Billey couldn't get it."

"Youcan?'

Kardelifted hischin, "Easly."

"Sure. That's the deepest bucket of sithspit I've ever heard being doshed
about."

"l can, and | will, and it will cost you." Karrde's eyes narrowed. "But giving

me that purchase order doesn't get you MdinaCarnissslife.”

Boogter smiled. "Doesit give me six months of her life?"

Karrde closed his eyesfor amoment. "Two months, but shell beisolated from
most of my operations.”

"I see. | dso need partsfor asquadron of TIE fighters. | want some Y -wing ion
cannons and circuitry refit kitsthat will allow meto put the cannonsinthe
dafighters™

"That's custom work. Itl be expensive." Karrde looked at the fingernails on
hisright hand. "And it will get you another month of Mdinaslife

Boogter leaned forward, hisfingertips digging into the plush cushioning of the
char'sback. "Takeit out of the money you'll make selling our bacta hauls.”
Karrde laughed as he shook his head. "Y ou're salling me bantha hides before
you'vekilled the bantha, Booster."

"I'd ask you to trust me on this one, Karrde, but | know that would take more
credits than buying Carnisss continued surviva." Booster frowned. "We have ops
planned that will pull in bacta. Locate the items and wait for usto deliver
before you order them. Well sl the bactato you at seventy percent of the
galactic average price."

"Fifty percent and you'll leave the Coruscant market opento me.”

The chair's nerfhide covering squeaked as Booster's grip tightened. " The bacta
we ddiver thereis being used to fight the Krytos virus. That's pure charity

and a stopgap that's preventing the spread of the virus off Coruscant. It's not
aprofit center.”

Karrde'sface hardened. "Every placeisaprofit center, Booster. Y ou know
that." He raised ahand to stop Booster's growl from growing into an argument.
"I'll donate fredly seventy percent of the allocation you'd have delivered to

the world, but the other thirty percent I'll useto feed the black market

demand. Y ou have to know that you're already losing nearly forty percent to the
black market now, after ddivery, so I'll get more where you want it to go."
"And that givesme asay of execution on Mdina Carniss?'

Karrde nodded. "Her lifeisin your hands."

Booster glanced down at the deck, then Slowly nodded. "Y ou're a bastard,
Karrde"

"Quite possibly, but you know you'd have let me keep thirty-five percent of the
bactato sal on Coruscant if 1'd pressed you for it."

Booster's head came up. " Perceptive, too."

"Thank you."

Mirax, who dowly shook off the shock the frank bargaining had sparked in her,



frowned. "Why didn't you push for as much as you could get?' Karrde hesitated,
and Mirax could see his decision to answer her question was a struggle for him.
He playsthings so closeto hisvest that he's reluctant to let someone else see
how he works.

Some of the amusement drained from Karrde's face. "I'm going to turn the
Coruscant black market work over to Billey. | don't think he and Dravis could
handle thirty-five percent of the supply you'l bring me. No reason | should
give them enough of asupply to alow the bottom to drop out of that market.
Thirty percent is enough to suit me and them.”

Booster smiled and gave Karrde anod. "Keep it up and I'll take back the bastard
remark."

"What, and make me earn it some other way?"

"Good point. | want to still work with Carnissto set up our rendezvous, but
were going 'to plan them in away that will prevent Isard from ambushing us
again. I'll give her acircuit of worldsto travel on. When your ships comeinto
asystem they'll betold to proceed with the journey, or they'll

be met by our people and the exchange will take place. Isard can't cover all
those locations and her bacta convoys.”

Tdon Karrde smiled. "A rendezvous circuit, | likeit. Y ou know where you'll
meet them; and if the system looks wrong, you know where they will go next, so
you let them go. Very good.” ,

" think it will work. It will kegp Carniss busy and frustrate Isard.”

"So you have ause for Carnissin the future?'

"Perhaps." Booster smiled. "How soon can you get me that gravity well
projector?’

"A month. Maybetwo."

"Good." Booster extended his hand toward Karrde. "I can't say it was apleasure
doing business with you, but I've spent more time doing lesswith fewer results
inthe pag.”

Karrde shook Booster's hand. "It's agood thing you're retired, Booster. |
wouldn't like having to split the galaxy between us. Please, don't leave quite
yet. 1'd offer you my hospitdity."

Booster smiled. "And you want to talk to Mirax about the lanvarok.”

"Indeed," Karrde laughed, "it'savery good thing you'reretired.”

28

Ielladrew her knees up to her chest and settled her arms around them, then
sghed. Diric would have found this place fascinating. Softly muted moonlight
glowed green through the room's skylight. It managed to make the spare room seem
warmer and moreinviting, despite the lack of amenities.

Human amenities, she corrected hersdf. To the Vratix thiswould be next to
luxury.

The Vratix who ill lived in harvester tribes were scattered over the face of
Thyferra, living in villages much akin to the onein which Iellaand the Ashern
rebels had sought refuge. The buildings themselves were crested out of an
ar-dried, mud and sdivamixture that the Vratix dathered on atwig and branch
lattice. While not as strong or durable asferrocrete, the towers and tunnel
houses, if unmaintained, could ill last aslong asfive years.

In the padt, before the Vratix became civilized, the d ementa dissolution of

their dwellingswould force amigration to anew area, carefully alowing their
previous territory to recover from their habitation. Likewise, in the past, the
Vratix themselves had provided the saliva and had done the mixing to prepare



the mud. Now they used adomesticated

branch of asmilar species, the knytix, to create the mud for Vratix masons.
Theknytix, which resembled the Vratix though smdler, blockier, and less
elegant in formwere kept as pets, aswork animals, and ldllahad heard, asfood
for specia occasions. When she had said she could never eat a pet, a Vratix had
explained that pets were offered as a gift to those the family wished to honor,

it became apparent that the level of their sacrifice showed the depth of their
respect for theindividua to whom the offer was made. That certainly made the
practice more understandable, but she still couldn't imagine eating a creature a
young Vratix once cdled Huffy or its Vratix equivdent.

Though esting knytix could have easily been seen asaprimitive practice by a
barbaric society, the Vratix clearly were anything but. The Vratix village
consisted of several towersthat rose up into the middle reaches of the gloan
trees. Concentric circular terraceswith little wals at the lip gave each tower

the look of a stepped pyramid, though the rounded foundation made it more
elegant. Huge arching bridges connected one tower to another and were al but
hidden by the thick forest foliage.

Vraix artistry was not limited to the architecture. The green skylight had been
made by aVratix artisan who chewed various rain forest leavesinto paste, then
fashioned it into afilm thin enough to alow light to passthrough. It appeared
ddicatein the extreme, yet was strong enough to ward off rain and survive
other climatic conditions,

The sems and veins of the leaves formed acomplex and chaotic network that
looked visually attractive, but Iellaknew that was not its primary purpose.
Because both light and sound took timeto travel to the eye and ear,
respectively, the Vratix considered them secondary and deceptive senses. What
one saw or heard was aways something that had happened in the past, but what
one could fed with the sense of touch, that wasimmediate and present in redl
time.

Reaching out she let her fingers play acrossthe insde of the circular

skylight. Her gentle touch conveyed alegion of different textures, some soft,
some smooth, and others rough or sharp. She likened the progression to that of
themuscina

symphony, except that in choosing which way to stroke the surface, she could
determine what she felt and in what order. If | were worried, soft and smooth
would soothe me, whereasiif | were manic, sharp might caution me.

Smilarly, awhole variety of textures had been worked by the mason who had
crested the room she had been given. Thewalls had gentle ridges that swelled
like waves on an ocean. They swirled into spirals and opened on smooth voids
that encouraged placid tranquillity. The raised platform on which she dept had
been cupped like a crater to hold her in, yet the Sides and walls nearby were
deek and aimost dippery to the touch. Near the doorhole, raised bumps warned
of potential harm and the need for caution.

"They'vethought of everything."

"Not quite." A hand reached up and grabbed the sil| at the bottom of the door,
then the tendons and muscles tensed in the arm attached to it and Elscol pulled
hersdf into view. "The Vratix were nice enough to give us somefootholds for
climbing up here, but I'd still prefer arope ladder.”

lelalaughed and helped pull the smaler woman into the room. Because the
Vratix's hind legs were so powerful, leaping up to the doorholes of rooms set
well above the ground was smple. The need for stairs never developed, so Vratix



architecture never included them. Visting humanswere normally housed in
public areas, but advertising the presence of Ashern agents was not agood idea,
S0 they were secreted away in roomsthat were difficult for humansto moveinto
and out of.

"Sixtusian't with you?'

"No. He's out wandering through the rain forest.” Elscol shrugged and adjusted
the blaster on her right hip. "I've known him for years now, and there are just
times he hasto drift away. | suspect the Imps did some nasty stuff to him and
his people when they trained him to be Specid Ops and occasiondly he hasto
fightit."

"Never had anyone exactly like himin CorSec, but | understand the need to get
away. What's going on? Change of plans?’

Elscol shook her head. "Nope, welll leave here after

dark, as planned, and move to the next haven. Just seeing us here seemsto be
good for Vratix morae. | don't redlly have any sense of how good the Vratix
will bein combet, but they're fighters at heart."

"Y ou mean a pulmonary arch.”

"Doen't have the samering to it, doesit?"

lellashook her head. "No, not redlly.”

Elscol smiled and seated herself on thefoot of Iellas bed. "Well, doesn't

matter. Armed with vibroblades, force pikes, or blasters, we can get enough
Vratix that we can overwhem humansin Xucphra City. Some of the Ashern indicate
their training cadres are swdling in our wake. We come through, they get more
volunteers. Sixtus has specified benchmarksfor training, and it lookslike

well have our forcein acouple of months.”

"I'd fed better about them if we ever got to see their warriorsin action.”

Elscol nodded. "Agreed. From what Sixtus has said, though, because bactaand
hedling is so much a part of Vratix society, for a Vratix to become awarrior
and cause harm isavery solemn decision. The Ashern, asyou know, sharpen their
forearm claws and paint themselves black. The former isfor fighting, but they
paint themselves black so they can remain in the shadows, hidden away to
protect the other Vratix from what they can and will do to win freedom.”

"Wl their reluctance to be violent explainswhy they haven't just risen up

and daughtered dl the humans on the planet.” Iellasghed. "It'stoo bad they
have to resort to war to win the freedom they never should have lost in the

first place. | hope we can remain free long enough for the Ashern to be ready to
fight. How long do you figure we have until Isard sorms us?’

"Good question. Me, I'd have doneit in a heartbeat before we embarrassed
Genera Dlarit, but she'strying to keep the populace happy. If the Xucphra

folks see white armor in bulk on their world, they're going to figure shes got

no more use for them, and | suspect they can cause afair amount of trouble for
her." Elscol sat back, leaning againgt thewall.

"Of course, Isard has more trouble than just us. That'swhat | cameto tell you.
Newsfrom thefront."

"Yesh?'

"Y eah. And good news, too."

Ielladropped to the circular chamber's floor and sat cross-legged. Twisting her
blaster belt around so she was more comfortable, she smiled up at Elscol. "What
did you hear?'

"The Corrupter isno more."

ldlas jaw dropped. "What? How?"'



"Isard tried to ambush Wedge and the others. Apparently, Wedge had a surprise
waiting for them. A steady diet of proton torpedoes put the Corrupter down. No
word of squadron lossesat |east none that are reliable. Data came from atap on
Xucphracorp news, soit al hasan Imp spin.”

"Still, if they're saying the Corrupter was destroyed, that meansitsloss was

the least of the problems|sard has." Iella clapped her hands. "Maybe this
mission isn't going to be suicidd.”

Elscol's face closed down. "We're along way from getting out, 1€lla, but

getting shot up isn't going to get you and your husband reunited.”

"What?' Iellatried to cover her surprise at Elscol's comment because when she
heard the words she knew part of her had been considering the mission in exactly
that light. "I never .. ."

Elscol leaned forward and rested her elbows on her knees. "Hey, do | look like
some Xucphra clerk who's going to believe everything you say? No. I've been
whereyou are. | lost my husband to the Imps back on Cilpar, and part of me
wanted to die with him there. | took off after the Impsfor revenge, but always
in the back of my mind wasthefedling that when | died we'd be together again.
Wedge saw that in me and saw the urge for self-destruction grow in me. When he
kicked me out of Rogue Squadron, well, that wo ke me up; and | began to seealot
of things."

lelas head came up. "Are you saying theré's no life after death?"

"I'm saying it doesn't matter." Elscol held her two hands

out, pdmstoward the ceiling. "On one hand, if thereisn't an afterlife, youll

be remembered for the things you did while you were aive. On the other, if
thereisan afterlife, you'll be ableto sharedl you did with those who died
before you. Either way, living aslong as possible and doing the most you canis
the only way to go. | decided | didn't want to be known here or in the afterlife
for having quit. | don't think you do, either.”

lellafrowned. "Y ou'reright, but sometimesthe pain.. . ." She clutched her
hands againgt her breastbone. " Sometimesit hurtstoo much to live.™
"Nonsense." Elscol's dark eyes sharpened. "Pain's the only way we know were
dive"

"What?"

"If the efterlifeis supposed to be specid and wonderful and blissfuland there
aren't many theologiesthat suggest otherwisethen it followsthat pain'sthe

only way you know you're dive. Not |etting the pain get to you, not
surrendering to it, that's the way you continue living." Elscol brought her

hands together, then glanced down &t the floor. "1t still hurts me, too, a

certain times of the year, but | don't et it overwhem me."

"l haven't let it overwhelm me, ether.”

"No, you haven't. You're strong, Idllg, red strong.” Elscol gave her a

haf-grin. "It'sjust that asthings get going tougher, in the moments when
dressisoff, youll sart to fed the pain. Fight it."

lelladowly nodded. What Elscol had said made perfect senseto her. While
involved in an operation, the stresses of the operation would push everything
elseinto the background. When the stress dackened, shetried to recover a
sense of well-being, and would invariably harken back to her time with Diric.
Thejoy would mdt into melanchaly, then that would congedl into sorrow and
pain. I'd cometo a point where surrendering to the pain would be more smple
than fighting the Imps and everything dse.

Sheredlized that sheld not faced this problem before because when Diric had



been taken by the Imps there was always a chance that he would be released and
they would be

ableto continue their lives together. Hope had shielded her against despair and
the pain of her loss. Circumstances are different now, but I'm also a different
person than | was. | will survive and fight the pain.

Shelooked up and was about to tell Elscol the same thing, when ahowling shriek
filled the air and sent atremor through her tower room. No mistaking that for
anything eseTIE fighters are coming in. She dove for the doorhole and lying
there on her belly stared out at the Vratix village. Other brown-gray towers
weredl but invisblein thethick foliage of therain forest until green laser
boltsilluminated them and began setting trees on fire. The bolts hissed through
theair, igniting arain of flaming branches and leavesfaling on buildingsand
theforest floor.

Elscol hunkered down beside her with blaster in hand as the TIEs made another
pass. Trees Split asif they had been struck by lightning. Their boles exploded,
goraying therain forest with fiery hardwood splinters. Impaled Vratix and

kny-tix twitched on the ground or limped aong, black blood streaming from their
wounds. In other spots, heavy bits of treefdl, crushing Vratix and pulverizing
thewalls of houses.

"Sithgpawn!" Elscol bounced afigt off thefloor. "Weve got nothing that can

stop them. They'rejust daughtering Vratix for thefun of it."

"It'snot fun for the Vratix." Ielawatched asthe Vratix beganto flee. The

whole tableau took on an unred air. Part of it came from the Vratix legping

high into the branches of trees surrounding the village to escape. If ldlahad
alowed hersdlf to forget how sophisticated the Vratix could be and just see
them asinsects, then she was watching awhole swarm of Cordlian gluttonbugs
clear-chew aforest. They moved in amass, legping away as bolts rained down on
them, exploding and pitching body partsin every direction.

The most surreal dement in the whole scene was the lack of wailing from the
victims. The Vratix vocalized no sounds asthey fled. They grasped each ‘other
and remained closg, clearly taking security in the sense they trusted the most.

But that'swhat's getting them killed. Massed together like this makes them
terribly vulnerable to the strafing runs.

"Elscol, we have to do something.”

"What? These blasters aren't going to bring down astarfighter, even if they

don't have shidds." Elscol coughed as the breeze wafted smoke toward them. "The
only thing we can doistry to get out of here."

"Agreed." Iellalooked out again, bracing to duck away from more aerid fire,

but as the echoes of the last TIE's shriek died, no new one roseto take its

place. Instead the whine of blagter fire started at the north end of the

village. Shelooked in that direction and saw figuresin white moving into the
burning village. "Stormies.”

Elscol laughed and checked the power pack on her pistal. "Not hardly. Look at
the armor and how they weer it. Mogt of them aretoo smdl for it. They're Home
Defensetroops all dressed up for this operation.”

"How can you be sure?'

"Y ou think redl gormieswould raid ajungle village wearing white?"
lellahesitated. "But on Endor, in the forest there, reports| heard . . "

"Trust me, 1ella, they learned from that mistake. Getting drubbed by a\Wookiee
and abunch of Ewoks convinced them to ingtitute some reforms.” Elscol pulled
hersdlf into the door-hole and legped out. "C'mon.”



Ielafollowed, making the three-meter drop without injury. Running forward,
she caught up with Elscol at the wall that edged the rooftop where they stood.
AsElscol swung her legs over thetop of thewall, Iellaraised her blaster

pistol and sighted in on one of the advancing troopers.

Elscol gently dapped her thigh. "Saveit, you'll never hit from here. Too far."
lellaglanced down and grimly closed one eye. "Too far for you, maybe." Her head
came up and she sighted in on agroup of three troopers. She centered the gun on
the middle one, fired, then snapped ashot off at the other two. The first shot
hit the target square on the | eft breast, then glanced up off the armor and
burned through his throat. The second shot pierced the left eyepiece on the
second trooper, spinning him around like atop before he went down. The last
shot missed

itsintended target, passing over the trooper's head by a couple of

centimeters, but only did so because the first trooper's body had knocked him
off baance and hewasfaling.

Elscol looked up with wide-eyed amazement at her. "A head shot at thisrange?'
lellashrugged, then tapped the rear sight. " Shoots high." She sat on the edge

of thewall, then legped down to the next level and remained crouched at the
foot of thewall. Elscol landed beside her. A few red blaster bolts bloodied the
smokein their direction, but none came even close to getting them. "They dontt
know where we are or where those shots came from."

"And because they aren't Vratix, they'll have ahard time jumping up hereto
find us." Elscol smiled and crept forward toward the edge of the terrace wall.

"I can hit from thisrange."

lellacame forward carefully, ducking asafleeing Vratix legped past. At the
edge of the terrace, she saw the troopers moving into the village, shooting into
the doorholes on the ground level. Scarlet backlighting sometimes silhouetted a
Vratix form. More often than not it seemed asif the blasterfire Started the
tower'slower rooms burning. Thereisno searching, thisisjust amisson to
destroy this place.

Angered beyond the point of caring about anything, lellarose from her crouch
and began shooting at targets. Elscol rose up beside her, laying down a pattern
of firethat sent the troopers scurrying for cover. lellalooked over at her,

and they both knew seasoned troopsreal stormtroopersnever would have shied
from blaster pistol fire. A few of the troopers were down and still, and yet
more thrashed in pain on the ground. lellawanted to fed compassion for them,
but their criesfor help were her greatest ally. If the wounded infect the rest
with adesireto avoid desth, they'll break and run. At the sametime she
acknowledged that the troopers running was her only chance a survivd.

lella ducked down as scattered return fire headed in her direction. She popped a
fresh power pack into her blaster pistol and pressed her back against the wall.
Though thewall itsdf was smooth, ldlafet anything but placid a the mo-
ment. "Well, weve gotten their attention so the Vratix can flee”

Elscol ducked back benesth the edge of thewall. "Y ou redizeit'sjust a matter
of time before they call for one of the starfightersto come back, don't you?!
ldladid further dong thewall, then nodded. "I guesswe finish them quickly,
then.”

Elscol raised an eyebrow. "Y our suggestion for Dlarit made me think you might
not have the ssomach for thiskind of fight. I'm glad to be wrong."

lella came up and triggered off two more shots before the troopers shifted their
aim to shoot back at her. She dropped back down, uncertain if sheld hit anything



and disturbed by what she saw. "Bad news. They've got a squad moving to flank
us"

The smaller woman shrugged asif Iellahad reported shefdt alight drizzle
garting to fal. Elscol checked her power pack and smiled in the near silence
that reigned in the village. "We can give up, or we can fight our way through
them."

"| don't see surrender as an option.”

"Nor me." Elscol tucked alock of brown hair behind her left ear. "On three
we're over thewall to the last terrace. We go forward, ta ke some shots, then
over again and at them."

"Frontal assault?" Iellashook her head. "1 may be dead and not know it, but I'm
not crazy."

"They're scared. We sprint to their line of cover, then we start vaping them
closein. CorSec had to train you for that sort of fight and I've gotten used to

it, too."

lellathought for amoment. From the base of thewall to the trees and rubble
the troopers were using was only twenty-five meters. Shooting like mad to make
them keep their heads down, it might just work. "I'm game."

"Let'sdoit." Elscol roseinto acrouch. "One, two, three!”

With her |eft hand on top of the terrace wall, 1ellacame up and over, then
dropped the eight feet to the next terrace. She hit, rolled, and sprinted to the
next edge. She vaulted it in tandem with Elscol and landed solidly. She shoved
off thewal with her right hand, then brought the blaster around to

gpray shots at the troopers crouching twenty-five meters away. Her hastily
sngpped shots didn't hit any of them, but they dove for the ground asif she
were a Star Destroyer commencing a planetary bombardment.

As sheraced forward, cutting right and |eft, she waited for atarget to show
himsdlf so she could drop him with aclean shot to the head or belly. Belly
would be better. HEl scream. She waited for the screams, waited to hear the
troopers she was gpproaching start to scream in terror. She started to scream
hersdf, hoping to spark her foesinto panic.

Suddenly one of the troopers did stand. She brought her pistol around, but he
leveled his blaster carbine at her and triggered a burst before she could shoot
him. She saw atrio of Szzling scarlet energy dartsfly at her and for a second
congdered it nothing short of miraculousthat they had missed. Then shefdt
the tug on her | eft thigh. Her world whirled, and her chin dug into the moist
loam at the base of agloan tree. She snorted dirt from her nostrilsand
wondered what had happened, then the first wave of pain hit her.

Iellarolled onto her back and glanced down at her |€eft thigh. Crusted black
flesh surrounded a hole 0ozing blood. Biting back a scream, she unbuckled her
blaster belt and pulled it off. She pressed the holster against the wound, then
wrapped the belt around her leg and refastened it. Pulling it tight dmost made
her faint, but she struggled againgt the darkness nibbling at the edges of her
Sght.

Shedidn't think she'd blacked out, but as the world lightened again she found
hersalf looking up at atrooper standing over her. He was saying something, but
she couldn't focus on the words. All she could notice was that the armor seemed
over-large on him, with the breastplate covering haf his ssomach and the helmet
resting firmly onthearmor's collar.

The trooper gestured with his blaster carbine, but lIellastill wasn't ableto
understand him. Shetried, but an odd whirring sound eclipsed hiswords. An



angular shadow dropped down behind him. Iellaheard ahorrid sngpping and
crunching as the trooper began to telescope down toward the ground. He twisted
around, hislegsgoing limp, dlowing lela

to see the ragged parallel wounds dashed down through the back of hisarmor.
Standing behind him, with claws dripping blood, ablack Vratix warrior drew his
armsintoward histhorax. His head bobbed once, then his powerful hind legs
straightened, propelling him up and out of her sight. If not for the ravaged

corpse of the soldier at her feet, she would have had no proof of his
intervention.

Her mouth hung open as she looked at the trooper's body. Those claws diced
through that armor with the ease of awampafilleting atauntaun. No way al the
bacta on thisworld could close those wounds. She leaned back against the trunk
of the gloan tree, somehow finding comfort in the roughness of its bark. She
heard screams that sounded far distant, more whirring, and other crisper sounds
she never wanted to identify.

"ldia"

Shelooked up. "Sixtus! Have you found Elscol 7

The large man nodded, then bent and scooped her up in hisarms. " She twisted her
ankle and got pinned down. How are you?"

"Hurt, but | should live."

"Good. I'll get you clear.”

Iellatried to point back toward the troopers. "But they're out there. Another
group, flanking us"

Sixtus shook his head. "The Black-claws got them all. It won't make up for the
Vratix dead here, but it should start making the Xucphrans scared.” Hiseyes
narrowed. "When they find their people dead, they'll have ahard time deeping.”
ldlawinced againgt the pain. "Wait."

"No, the Ashern have a base camp with some makeshift bacta tanks.”

"No, not that." She shook her head to clear it. "Look, don't leave the bodies
here. Take them away, far away. Just have the troopers disappear. Not knowing
will be worse than knowing. Take our bodies, too, hide them. Don't let Isard
know how badly we were hurt."

Sixtussmiled. "That'sodd."

"What?"

"Your lipsare moving, but I'm hearing the kind of things Elscol would say.” He
stepped over athick gloan branch and continued down anarrow jungletrail. "I'd
not have thought you capable of thinking that kind of thing."

"Onething | know, Sixtus, isthat ahigh body count doesn't mean victory, it

just meansalot of folksdied.” Iellatipped her head back toward the village.

"A lot of people died there, but not knowing the true story will give our

enemies something to think about. If they decide they don't want to fight
because of it, wewin."

29

Captain Sair Yonkaof the Imperia Star Destroyer Avarice looked back and forth
between the two suits of clothesthe silver protocol droid held up for him. To

the right he had a conservative black suit, cut dong vaguely military lines. He
knew it would make him look powerful and might even inspire fear in some
people. That is not dways a bad thing, he reflected, but not wholly appropriate
inthisingtance.

The other suit was completdly civilian, and hewould have chosenitina
heartbest except that it was a bright crimson. Just what |sard wears. Despite



the fanciful styling, including the fringes at the hem of the jacket and aong

the deeves, the bloody color and memory of Isard robbed the suit of its
playfulness. That suit, because it was flashier than the black, would be more
noticed, but people might miss him dtogether, remembering only the clothes.
Thisisnot abad thing either, and desirable right now.

He shook his head. "L et me think about it some more, Poe." He waved the droid
away, but not before he caught a distorted mirror view of himself onits breast.
Tdl and dender, hisblack hair and bright blue eyes combined with strongly
chisded features to win the admiration of many

women and the jedlousy of thelr men. Thetouch of white cregpingin at his
temples had prompted him to grow a black goateesomething that was strictly
againgt Imperid regulations, but not being in the Imperid service anymore, he
had no fear of flouting those regulations.

While the warped reflection did not describe hisoutsides, it certainly did

match how he felt ingde. Y onkaturned and walked out onto the balcony of his
twenty-sixth-floor suite at Margath's. Strains of music drifted down from the
27th Hour Club, but it washed over him without effect. Even the Sight of three
moons hovering above the placid ocean, two ivory and one blood red, failed to
register as anything more than yet another planetary night sky.

Leaning on the bacony rail, Sair Y onka dowly shook his head. He had the
digtinct feding he wasin thewrong place at the wrong time, but that
oppressive sensation was one hed lived with for longer than he could remember.
While the Emperor was dive, he was able to hide within the protective shell of
the government'slegitimacy. / knew what | was doing was right in someone's
eyes. Patrolling the Rim, keeping pirates away from raiding worldslike
Elshandruu Pica here, that was a mission no one could deny was necessary. That
Rebelswere often classfied as pirates and dealt with harshly meant nothing. It
wasfairly common among piratesto cal themselves Rebdsto judtify their
predation on Imperid outpods.

Since the Emperor's death he had clung to hisrole as adefender of the Empire
to justify what he had been called upon to do. He added to that a very redl
desireto seetoit that his people were not ordered into some futile fray at

the whim of some self-gppointed Warlord. Zsinj had tried to recruit him, but

Y onka had steadfastly refused to take any orders except those coming from
Coruscant. He bound himsalf to Y sanne Isard, because she seemed the best bet for
dedling with the Rebels. Her focus on destroying them, then reestablishing the
Empire seemed to make the most senseto me.

Then she went and lost Coruscant. Y onka bounced afist off therailing. HEd
followed her orders and helped her establish her presence on Thyferra, but that
was before he heard

about the Krytos virus. He appreciated her sense of pragmatism in dealing with
the Rebdls, but the virus targeted all sorts of folks who never so much as

raised their voicesin support of the Rebels. Her use of the virus meant shewas
capable of anything and that scared Sair Y onka.

The fear did not surprise him as much asthe depth of it did. He knew she had
operativesin his crew and had no doubt they'd strike a him were sheto give
the appropriate orders. Defying her was something that would have to be donehe
knew that. But not yet. Escorting convoysis nothing new to me or the Avarice,
Perhapsif were given amission like the destruction of Halanit | will balk.

Until then, aconfrontation has no merit.

He sighed. He had Isard on one hand and Antilless Rogues on the other. An



Imperiad Star Destroyer Mark 11, like the Avarice, had littlet o fear from a
sguadron of snubfighters. He acknowledged that their use of proton torpedoes
could, infact, hurt his ship, but his own pilots were very good and his

turbolaser crews repeatedly drilled in antiship and antitor-pedo fire missions.

He had no doubt his ship could hurt the Rogues, but, he suddenly redlized, he
wasn't certain how much he wanted to hurt them.

They have no choice but to see me as a threatas the most significant threat

Isard has for them. He'd read the performance reports from the Virulence ever
since Lakwii Varrschahad taken over as Captain. They were not impressivein
theleast. The Virulencesfighters scrambled dowly against Rogue threats and

had never even come close to downing any of the Rogues. While his ship had yet
to kill any of them either, they did drive them off fagter, preventing them from
getting off second and even third proton torpedo volleys againgt the convoys.

He shook his head again and forced thoughts of the Rogues and Y sanne Isard from
hismind. The Avarice orbited through the night sky above, forming a dart-shaped
slhouette asit passed before the bloody moon. It'sup there, asareal my
worries, while | am down here. | came hereto reax, so | shall do so, though

not so many otherswould find this Situation relaxing.

Elshandruu Picas Imperid Moff, Riit Jandi, had married awoman nearly forty
years hisjunior. Y onka had known Aellyn Jandi years before on Commenor. They
had grown up together and had dowly begun to redlize their attraction to each
other when he won an appointment to the Imperial Naval Academy. He lost track
of her until, much later, he had come down to pay his respectsto the Moff after
rooting out aband of pirates that infested the system's asteroid belt. Once he

and Adllyn laid eyes on each other, their fedings were rekindled and, for the

past five years, they'd carried on a secret affair.

KinaMargath, owner of the hotd in which Y onkawas staying, had befriended
Adlyn Jandi and agreed to help her conceal her affair from the Moff. Rumors
were spread that Y onka came to Margath's to romance Kina. Aellyn used her
influence with the Moff to get favorable trestment for Kina's casno and hotel
operations, and Y onka dways managed to haul agoodly supply of exatic liqueurs
and beverages from the worlds he patrolled to Elshandruu Pica, enabling the 27th
Hour Club to meet its boast of being able to supply any drink apatron could
name.

Y onkaturned away from therailing and, looking back through transparisted!
viewports, watched the droid brush specks of lint from the two suits he had been
shown. A choice based on my mood is not the way to go. | should dressto make an
impression. Adlynwill like ether suit, but | won't be wearing clothes very

long in her presence, so her tastes do not matter. He dowly smiled. What others
think isimportant. Her husband, for example, what would heliketo see me
wearing?

Thedroid turned to face him. "Sir?*

"Please arrange for the repulsor limo to beready in an hour. It will take that

long for meto refresh myself and dress”

The droid nodded as best he could. ™Y ou have made a decision on what to wear,
ar?'

Y onka laughed and strode back into the suite. "Poe, | haveindeed. Thisaffair

is not without dangerthe wrath of

aMoff isnot often survivable." He stroked his goatee with hisright hand. "If
oneisgoing to dressfor death, can bloodred ever be awrong choice?!



Because of his pogtion haf akilometer due east of the planetary Moffs

oceandde cottage, Corran saw the repulsor-lift limousine approaching first. The
driver had it speeding aong, which would have made it adifficult target for a
blaster rifle shot, but he wasn't sdedipping or changing height to make such a

shot impossible. No fear of ambush, which isgood.

Corran turned on the comlink clipped to his helmet and tapped it twicewith a
gloved finger. A single click came back, confirming Wedge's reception of
Corran'swarning about the limo's approach. Corran watched for any more vehicles
following. Ther briefing suggested Y onkawouldn't be bringing his own security
detall, and that the Moffswife regularly e uded hers; but the chance that her
husband had others watching her or Y onka had to be covered.

He waited for one minute, then dowly started working hisway back to the
rendezvous point. Like the other Rogues on the missionsave Ooryl and the other
Gand accompanying themhe wore some of the ssormtrooper armor they'd gotten
from Huff Darklighter. The dark blue color Darklighter had stained it so it
matched his persond security force's uniforms blended perfectly into the night.

He carried ablaster carbine, wore ablaster pistol on hisright hip, and had

gpare power packs for both on his belt. He clipped his lightsaber to the back

of hisbdlt, so it dangled down like astubby tail, out of the way but

accessibleif he needed it.

Of course, onthismission, if | need it, we'rein deep Huttdrool. In theory, it
wasaquick hit and run. Though Y onkadidn't know it, KinaMargath had long been
aRebel agent on Elshandruu Pica. Poe, the droid serving as Y onka's valet, had
once been part of Rogue Squadron's staff. Once Wedge put out feelersto learn
more about the soldiersin Isard's employ, acomplete rundown on Y onka's affairs
came back, providing the basic information for the mission.

If any more than one or two shots get triggered, we've

done something very wrong. So far it had gone completely as expected, and Corran
didn't like that. On such missionsthe same sort held performed dozens of times
when with the Corellian Security Forcenothing ever seemed to go as planned. In
going after Y onka, the mogt likely glitch would arrive in theform of the Moffs
own squad of stormtroopers, and that was a serious complication. Exfiltration
under fireisnot going to be fun.

Even though he knew that outcome was adistinct possibility, Corran didn't have
abad fedling about the mission. Prior to hislearning he was the grandson of a

Jedi Master, he would have put the lack of dread down to hisrather foolish and
rash belief in good luck. Hed aways trusted hisfedlings about things, but

held never questioned the mechanism that generated those fedings. To him they
just existed, and he had learned to abide by them or deal with the consequences.
Now he knew that hisfeelings were redly based on sensations he was getting of
and through the Force. Before they were intangible and even though he gave them
weight, others did not. Now, because of L uke Skywalker, the Force had gained
credence. Otherswould accept what he felt asif it were atrue measure of what
was happening.

That frightened Corranespecidly after the disaster on Thyferra. / don't know
enough about the Force and what it meansto rely oniit. | certainly can't let
othersusewhat | fed asacrutch. If I'mwrong, they'll pay for my mistake. |

won't have that happen.

He reached the rendezvous point in alittle ravine dightly northeast of the

cottage. Corran crouched between Ooryl and Rhysati, across the way from Gavin,
Wedge, and thetall Gand named Vviir Wiamdi. The other two members of theteam



waited in Picavil's spaceport with two X-wings, ready to cover their escapeif
things got messy. Bror Jace and Inyri Forge will be able to down anything the
Moff can put inthe air, but if we need them I'm sure .the Avarice will scramble
fighters, and then we're stuck.

Wedge looked up at Corran and nodded. He tapped Corran and Rhysati on the knee
and pointed off toward the right. Ooryl and Vviir were directed left, leaving
Wedge and Gavin

to go straight in at the open garden doors and into the back of the cottage.
Wedge tapped his chronometer, then held up two fingers.

Two minutesto get into position, then we go. Corran nodded and followed
Rhysati. He still felt good about the mission. Let's hope that holdstrue. Let's

hope the only surprise is that which appears on Y onkasface.

Sair Yonkalet himsdf into the cottage and nearly dropped the magnum of

Mandal orean Narcolethe he/d brought to share with Aellyn. The door clicked shut
behind him, muffling the sound of the repulsor limo's departurenct that he

could have heard it past the thunder of his heartbest in his ears. He had enough
presence of mind to prevent hisjaw from dropping open and instead crafted a
amilethat flashed white teeth at her.

Though neither astall or dender ashewas, Adlyn shared with him black hair.
She wore herslong, so it descended well past her shoulders and lay gently aong
the swelling of her breasts. The gown she wore had been woven of awispy fiber
that had been dyed amidnight blue. It covered her from thin shoulder straps
down to her ankles and glowed eectricaly where thelight hit it, yet proved

sheer enough to tantalize him with visons of what it sheathed. Her blue eyes
gparkled with mischief, promising much and summoning most pleasurable memories
to his consciousness.

The dight breeze from the garden brought the scent of flowersto his nose and
teased playfully with the skirts of her gown. Her glance darted toward the open
doors and the darkness beyond. Y onkafondly recalled having made love with her
in the garden, benesth the canopy of stars and thetrio of Elshandruu Picas
moons. His smile broadening, he set the Narcol ethe on the Side table next to the
door and extended his hand toward her.

For ahaf second, primarily because the dark blue of the armor matched

perfectly the color of Adllyn'sgown, the two blaster-toting figures entering
through the garden doorway seemed appropriate. Only when Adlyn opened her mouth
to

scream and the second figure shot her did he redlize they were not part of any
surprise Adllyn had cooked up for him. Even so, the blue hue of the stun shot

that hit her gill seermed somehow in keeping with the theme of the evening.

Y onkaraised his hands. He heard the comlink clipped to the leader's faceplate
buzz, but he could make out none of the words. The man nodded, then reached up
and removed his helmet. Despite the swest pasting brown locks to the intruder's
forehead and the edges of hisface, Y onkaimmediately recognized the man. It
can'tbe. ..

Y onkafelt his chest tighten, yet fought to keep hisvoice even. "Y ou needn't

have had her shot, Antilles”

"Wouldn't do to have witnesses, would it?" Wedge nodded toward her without
letting -his blaster waver from Y onkas direction. "We could have killed her,

but unnecessary bloodshed is not something wereve in. In fact, we don't like
itatdl.”

Eliminate me, and you assume my ship won' function &t al well. Y onkafound



himsdlf flattered, but he wastoo much of aredist to dlow vanity to lift his

spirits. "One man does not mean much on a Starship.”

Wedge smiled. "Y ou underestimate your worth, Captain Y onka. Likeit or not, as
you go, S0 goesthe Avarice."

"Killing mewill only have aminor effect onthe Avarice."

"| agree, Captain Y onka."

"Y et you have cometo kill me."

"Kill you?' Wedge shook his head. "I've come to offer you aded.”

Y onka blinked in amazement. "Ded ? What kind of dedl?"

Antilles positively beamed. "A ded that starts with making you avery rich
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Hiry Vorru strode dowly down the ramp from the belly of his Lambda-class
shuttle then stopped midway as he saw Eris Dlarit waiting for him at the edge

of thelanding pad. She wore asmile that seemed inviting, though her blue eyes
seemed focused distantly, well beyond him. He found both her smile and presence
pleasing, but his natura wariness prevented him from drawing any true
enjoyment from elther.

He nodded in her direction and began walking again, thistime not fighting
gravity but alowing it to make his step more brisk and lively. "Commander
Dlarit, so nice of you to greet me."

Eris easly returned hisnod. "My pleasure, Miniger Vorru.”

Vorrumatched her amile. "Did | detect ahint of wistful-nessin your expresson
asyou waited here?'

The hint of afrown threw atwitch through her brows, then she shook her head.
"No, no, | just thought it rather ironic that a man as dangerous as yoursdlf

should be content with piloting so docile and meek aship.”

"Mek?'

"I would have seen you flying an Interceptor, certainly, or agunship, not a
Lambda-class shuttle.”

Vorru nodded. "Ah. I'm afraid, though, thisis anything but anormd shuittle. |
have made anumber of modifications that make this ship far more lethal than it
appearsto be."

"I see. | should have expected such clever deception from someone asintelligent
asyou."

"You refer to measclever and intelligent.” He shook hishead. "'l fear you've
found my weskness, Eris. Hattery will win you much.”

"How much to make you willing to act as ashield for me during another tantrum
thrown by 'She Who Cannot Be Defied?”

Vorru smiled up a her, then offered her hisarm. "Even you, most beautiful

Erid, could not flatter me that much. Y ou were summoned, too?"

"Yes" Erid'svoice sank into aharsh growl. "The convoy that the Avarice had
been escorting appeared back in-system, though three tankers were missing.”
Vorru nodded asthey walked through thetall gray corridors. Isard's vehement
demand that he return to the capitol immediately had not been accompanied by any
explanation, but more interference by Rogue Squadron seemed to be the only thing
that could make Isard so angry. "What was Captain Y onkas explanation of their
loss?!

"l don't believe he offered any." Eris shook her head. "Asnearly as| can
determine, the Avarice did not return with the convoy."

Vorru shivered, and the hair at the back of his neck began to rise. "Could



Antilles have gotten the Avarice? He does have the Alderaanian War Cruiser.”
"l don't believe he could have, even with the War Cruiser. There have been no
reports | know of that indicate any battle took place out there. Y ou, Minigter,
would have better sourcesin that regard than |."

"Cdl meHliry, Eris. Compatriotsin |ceheart'srage should not usetitles
between them." Vorru punched aturbolift button and stepped into the box when
the doors opened. "As nearly as | know, al things have gone perfectly with the
Avarice. Captain Y onkamade his rounds, visited his mistress on Elshandruu
Picahe's seeing the Moffswife, though the

Moff believes he's bedding the owner of alocd resort. The Avariceleft orbit

on schedule and continued the circuit asit was supposed to.”

"Clearly something went wrong, Hiry." Eris gave hisarm alittle squeeze as

the turbolift stopped its ascent. "Now we just have to determine who will catch
the blame.”

Vorru reached out and punched the emergency stop button on thelift before the
doors could open. "I have the turbolifts regularly swept, so | know we are safe
for the moment. | ask you this, redizing | now place usa more risk than ever
before. Do you fed, as| do, that Madam Director Isard is not viewing the same
redity weare?'

Erig'seyesnarrowed. "Do | think sheisinsane?’

"Yes"

"Quite" Erig twisted around and faced him fully. "Antilles consumes her. If
heisnot dealt with shortly, she could destroy Thyferra. Thisisnot to say |

doubt her ability to diminate Antillessheis most dangerousin that regard.”

"But you would bein favor of having contingency plansthat guarantee the
survival of the Bacta Cartdl no matter what happensto her."

"Exactly. Youveread my mind."

"Only because our thoughtsrunin pardlé." Vorru again hit the emergency
button and the door did open. "Let us bravely face out fate and ded with the
futureit presentsus."

Asthey neared Isard's doorway, Vorru held ahand up, stopping Eris. He
preceded her into the room and bowed politely in Isard's direction. "l came as
quickly as| was able, Madam Director." He half-expected her to jump all over
him, but as she turned, she just nodded.

Isard brandished a holoprojector remote control, then let athin grin tug &t the
corners of her flatline mouth. "Good, Commander Dlarit is here, too. | only need
do thisonce." She stabbed the remote a an unseen receptor and suddenly
Captain Sair Y onka appeared life size, sanding before her. "Thisisa

wonderful display of treachery.”

Y onka's figure bowed to the room. "Madam Director Y sanne Isard, | regret not
being ableto bring you this message persondly, but not that much. Inthetime

| have been

associated with you | have found you to be sociopathicaly self-centered, prone
toirrationa and impulsive reactionsto situations, and prey to a preference

for appearance over substance. | have no doubt these affectations were seen as
skills by the late Emperor, and indeed may have enhanced your ability to comply
with his orders, but by no means are these the traits that make for greet, or

even adequate |eadership.”

Vorru killed the impulse to gpplaud. Thefact that Sair Y onkawore ablack suit
of military styling, yet lacking any military inggnia, sruck Vorru as

appropriate. Y onkawas not abandoning his military background, just savering his



connection to Isard. Thefirst mynock to flee aship burning into an

amaosphere. Y onkastone of voiceeven, but full of convictionsharply

contrasted with the .fury clearly building in Isard.

"I have, upon reflection, come to the conclusion that further serviceto you

would be to condone and support an evil that perhaps would seem insignificant
when grouped with the Emperor, Darth \Vader, and Prince Xizor. | sincerely doubt,
however, the billions of victims who have suffered because of you would be so
sanguine about you. | hereby resign your service and renounce alegiance to you
and what you represent. The same goesfor my crew, save those loydists you had
aboard the Avarice. When informed of the new order of things, they hijacked a
Lambda-class shuttle and forced us to destroy them.”

Y onka clasped his hands behind his back. "I know your intent will beto hunt us
down and exterminate us. There is no doubt that with the Virulence and Lusankya,
you could do just that, but you won't get that chance. Most of my career has
been served in the Outer Riml know of worlds and systems that you could never
find. Seek out the Avarice, and you will leave yoursdlf vulnerable to enemies

who can destroy you."

The image faded to gray static, then evaporated, leaving Isard staring back
toward Vorru. "Y ou once told me he had amistress, this Captain Y onka."

Vorru nodded. "On Elshandruu Pica”

"Have her killed." Isard spoke softly, surprising Vorru

with her ability to keep her anger from coloring her words. "And any children

she has, any sblings, any family.”

"And not hisfamily?'

Isard snorted harshly. "1 got this hologram three hours ago. Extermination of

the crew's families began then. Do recal, as Director of Imperid

Intelligence, | have been through this routine before. | happened to notice the
information on Y onka's mistresswas not in hisfile. Y ou were not collecting it

for your own purposes, were you, Minister Vorru?"

Thesmal man haf-lidded hiseyes. "Merely awaiting confirmation before |
committed anything to bytes, Madam Director." He opened his handsinnocently. "
just wonder at your desireto go after hismistress. Y ou don't imagine she
influenced him in thisdecison, do you?"

"No, of course not.” Isard folded her hands together. "' She diesto cause him

pain. Have her desth holographed! will play it for Yonkaas| work on him."
"Asyou wish, Madam Director.” VVorru bowed as he replied to her, but insde he
fet only contempt for her. Adlyn Jandi will b efar away and out of your grasp
because it will frusirate you, Iceheart. "The Avarice's departure putsusin a
curious position. Our ability to guard our convoys has been halved, unlessyou
plan to take the Lusankya out of orbit and pressit into that duty."

An eyebrow arched over her red eye. "And leave Thyferra vulnerable to an attack
by Antilles or an uprising by the Ashern?'Y ou think me more mad than Y onka did.”
"Hardly that, Madam Director, just a person faced with difficult decisons.”
"Thisiswhy | have you to advise me, Vorru." Isard glared at him, her gaze
burning a blush onto hisface. "Y ou are correctwe cannot guard our bacta
convoys and prevent an uprising here. Moreover, if we do nothing, Antilleswill
get bolder and might convince anumber of worldsto throw in with him so they
can take by force what we are afraid to ship out. That would destroy us. Inthe
face of this| see only one clear choice.”

Vorru haf-closed hiseyes. She won't surrender, so there must be some new
arocity sheisplanning.



Isard dowly smiled. "I believe it was you, Minister Vorru, who noted that we
could not destroy Antilles until we determined where his base was. Y our reports
in regardsto the search for that base, | have been told by you, have been
fruitless because Antilles and his people are very cautiousin how they accept
goods from outsidersonly the people he trusts are allowed to come dl the way
into hisbase."

Vorru nodded. "That isthe problem, Madam Director.”

"No longer. Antilles could operate without taking chances because we gave him
timeto do so. | intend to deprive him of that time. The Rebels dways worked
best when no pressure was placed on them and they were allowed to operate on
their owntime scde.”

"Y ou have found away to make him act fagter?" Eris's questioning tone
underscored Vorru's own thoughts. " Threatening an innocent world might doit,
but to move sufficient forces there to do such athing would leave Thyferra
vulnerable”

Isard barked a smdll, triumphant laugh. ™Y ou've not seen it, neither of you. |
have found away to pressure Antilles and make Thyferramore secure. | put
together an analysis of the bacta production here and determined that the bacta
industry needs only one point eight million Vratix to operate dl thefacilities

we have at one hundred percent efficiency. Thismeansthere are amillion

aurplus Vratix on theworld. | have ordered the round-up and internment of a
thousand Vratix aday for the next thirty days. At the end of that time | will

have them dl killed and begin collecting two thousand aday. | will continuein
this manner until we have downsized our worker population or Antillestriesto
sop me."

Isard's smile marked how proud she was of hersdlf for coming up with the plan,
and Vorru found himsdlf inclined to agree with her. Itssmplicity and elegance
made it aplan that could be implemented immediately, and the deadline factor
meant Antilleswould have to react. This could bring him out after usand, if it
does, expose his base to our ships.

Eris raised ahand. "Madam Director, | am assuming you will present this policy
and plan as something for Thyferran consumption onlymaking it appear asif it
were being

used as ameans to suppress the Ashern. To chalenge Antilles openly would beto
raise hissuspicion. Heisnot astupid man, so hewill be careful, but thereis

no need to make him think things through one moretime.”

Vorru immediately chimed in. "An excdlent suggestion, Madam Director. If news
of the program comes from localsit might appear asif you weretrying to keep
it asecret. Antilleswill certainly fed the pressureto intervene. An added

benefit isthat we will have increased chancesto pick up on Antillesslocal
covert communication network and disrupt it."

"Indeed, those are added benefits. While | would hate to haveit thought | was
cravenly trying to hideinformation from Antilles, | could affect an air of

disdain, asif the whole thing were, like him, beneath my notice.” Isard opened
her hands, then pressed them together, fingertip to fingertip. "I approve of

your amendmentsto my plan. Weimplement it tomorrow.”

Vorrusmiled. "1 will dert my operativesto be especidly attentiveto any of
Antillessactivities"

Eris mirrored hissmile. "And my peoplewill be reedy to pit themsdves againgt
the Rogues, ether here or a ther lair.”

"Excdllent." Both of Isard's hands curled down into fists. "A month. Antilles



has amonth yet to live. Then, once heis eliminated, the Empirewill riseagain
and the naturd order of thingswill again be established.”
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Fatigue made Corran'seyesfed asif Tatooine'stwin suns had settled into his
skull. He knocked at the doorjamb of Booster's office, but refrained from
leaning heavily againgt it, lest he fal adegp on hisfeet. He and Ooryl had

made arun to Thyferra, hitting some interim systems along the way to make it
imposs ble to backtrack them to Yag'Dhul. A direct trip would have taken them
twelve standard hourstheir course added another twelveto the total. While he
had managed to get alittle deep whilein hyperspace, thetrip left him fedling

like he'd spent the last two daysin the belly of a Sarlacc.

Wedge, seated in front of Booster's desk, looked up. ™Y ou could have stopped to
get amed before you reported in, Corran.”

Sure, and have Boogter presume | can think only of myself when I've been on an
important mission likethis?"Not hungry, Wedge. The newskind of killed my
appetite.”

Booster arched awhite eyebrow above hisartificia |eft eye. "Y ou were able to
confirm the reports from Thyferra, then?"

Corran nodded. "According to communication intercepts, approximately two weeks
ago | ceheart initiated a pro-

gram in which she's gathering up athousand Vratix aday and is planning to
execute them when she has thirty thousand totd. At that point, if Ashern
resistance to her regime has not ceased, shell collect more.”

Wedge's voice dropped into alow growl. "She findly thinks she'sfound away to
draw usout."

Corran shrugged dowly. "I monitored public announcements and privately coded
messages from Iellaand Elscol. Everything seemsto indicate thisprogramisa
domestic one only. There has been no mention of us or what we've been doing.”
Boogter barked a harsh laugh. ™Y ou think she would say anything directly to
motivate us? That would make us suspicious of atrap.”

Corran frowned. " So since she said nothing about us, it isatrap designed to
catch us? Y ou must have a conspiracy theory program working overtime on your
datapad, Booster."

Wedge sat forward and held ahand up to forestall Booster'sreply. "Doesn't
matter what | ceheart intended though | do think Booster is more right than you
are here, Corranthe fact is that we have two weeksto prevent her from
daughtering thirty thousand Vratix. Congpiracy or no, trap or no, we haveto

"I wasn't saying we shouldn't act, Wedge." Corran shook his head to clear his
mind. "I'm just saying it's not an obvious attempt to provoke us.”

"CorSec dways did missthe obvious." Booster snorted with disgust, then hit a
couple of keys on the datapad centered on hisdesk. "Do we initiate things?'
"Can we?' Wedge's brown eyes narrowed. "Where do we stand on the refits?”
"The sensor and targeting unitsare dl in place. If we use the crews from the
freighters we have hanging around here, | can have the launchers ready to go
insde aweek." Booster |ooked up. "Karrde even has our last shipment of
concussion missiles and proton torpedoes ready to go. An hour after | send hima
message via the HoloNet, his convoy should be assembled. We can haveit here
withinaday, with missle

batteries and torpedo magazines fully loaded twelve hours later, if dl goes

wdl."



"What about the gravity well projector.”

"Got it, and it'sbeing ingtaled now."

"Good. Let's get things going. Call Karrde and set up arendezvous for
twenty-four hours from now." Wedge glanced up at Corran. "Will you be ready to
lead aflight out to escort them in by that time?”

Corran hesitated, not certain what he heard was redlly what Wedge said. "Escort
themin?'

"I'll makeit thirty-sx hourdet him get some deep.”

"Fine, Boogter, that should work."

"Wait, wait, wait." Corran held hishands up. "Y ou redly intend for meto lead
Karrde's convoy here? We aren't going to work out some transfer thing?”
Wedge shook his head. "No. Timeis of the essence.”

"But, Wedge, g, begging your pardon, if we do that, then Isard will know where
we are. The Lusankyaand the Virulence could be here just twenty-four hours
after we get back with the convoy." Corran frowned and rubbed a hand over his
wrinkled brow. "I thought Booster determined that someonein Karrde's
organization provided Isard with the data to set up the Alderaan ambush. You're
practicaly inviting Isard here

Booster smiled. "No practicaly about it, Corran, we are inviting her here.”

"But you can't do that! Even if this station were bristling with missile

launchers, theré's no way we could take down a Super Star Destroyer and an
Impstar deuce.”

Wedge shook his head. "1 understand your protest, Corran, but you're not privy
to the plans Booster, Tycho, and | have put together for dealing with Isard and
her fleet. Y ou do know we've been taking her forces apart bit by bit, which
certainly was part of our overal plan, but we had to make decis ons about what
to do if Iceheart forced our hand, and she has."

"Then tel mewhat the plansare so | don't think you've lost your minds."

"Can't do that, CorSec." Booster flipped his datapad

closed with aclick. Y ou're going to go out and get the convoy and bring it

here. If Isard decidesto act early and take our pilots hostage , she can't

torture out of you information you don't have."

Wedge nodded in agreement. "And | need you to lead the escort flight because
Isard and her agent would not believe we were on the level if you or Tycho or |
did not bring theflight in. I don't want to cut you out like this, but the less

you know, the lessyou can reved."

Corran fdt hisflesh tighten around little goose bumps and awave of weariness
wash over him. "'l hear what you're saying, Wedge, but are you certain thisis
going to work?'

Booster roared with laughter. " Certain? Certain? Of course he's not certain. The
man who would only bet on certainty has no guts.”

"I have plenty of guts, Booster, but | don't like risking them, or my life, or
thelives of my friends, if | don't haveto. Certainty, or ascloseas| can get

toit, iswhat | want."

"And you cdl yourself aCorelian?' The big man snorted derisvely ashe sat
back in hischair. "No wonder you joined CorSec.”

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"| thought it was obvious, CorSec. If you had the guts for lifeif you were even

to imagine yoursdf worthy of my daughteryou wouldn't have spent your lifein
sarvice to the Empire's puppet. Y ou played it safe when men with real courage
were out there defying the government.”



Corran'sfatigue melted as his anger grew. "Oh, you're going to use the
smugglers areredly patriots story to excuse your greed? Let metel you
something, Boogter Terrik, you can think of yourself as anoble scoundrd if you
want, but thefact isyou were out for money when you were running shipments,
nothing more. The fact that you didn't pay taxes on what you imported, the fact
that you broke laws, might mark you as some sort of protester against the
government in the eyes of some, but | know the truth. Y ou werejust a
criminanot as violent or bad as some others, but acrimind just the same.

And those taxes you didn't pay were the kind of taxes that build roads, maintain
Spaceports, and educate kids.

What you did was deny them their due, and provide the contraband that allowed
organizationslike Black Sun and Hutt bands to thrive on our world."

Corran thrust afinger directly at Booster. "And asfor being worthy of your
daughter, I'm the worthiest man you ever met. Every gram of character you think
you have, she does have. And brains, too, and courage. And even you, Booster
Terrik, don't want to see her hooking up with aman who has your morasand
sandards.”

Booster rose from behind his desk, hishands baled into fists. "And if you were
the man you think you are, Corran Horn, you'd not have abandoned her on
Thyfera”

"Abandoned her?' Corran's mind flashed back to his mad dash into the refresher
gtation and hisfight with the scormtroopers. | didn't abandon her. ™Y ou want to
talk abandonment? | |eft for five secondsto save her life. Y ou left her for
fiveyears, Boogter, or have you forgotten your vacation on Kessdl?!

"A 'vacation' your father got for me, Horn."

Wedge stood abruptly and posted a hand in the middle of each man's chest. "Alll
right, stop it. Right now." He gave each of them alittle shove and Corran let
himself be propelled back toward the doorway. Wedge turned to Booster, shifted
both handsto the larger man's shoulders, and forced him down into his chair.
"Listen to me, Boosterand you'l listen because you don't want to find yourself

in the Situation of having Mirax say thisto you Corran Horn hereis one of the
smartest, skilled, and courageous men it's been my privilege to know. He escaped
from aprison that makes Kessdl ook like aresort world with hourly shuttlesin
and out. He's gone and done things on missonsthat put him at risk because
those things save the lives of others. If not for him, Coruscant would still be
inImperial handsand I, aswell asyour daughter, would be dead or Isard's
daves.

"When you arrived on this station, you said you thought | would have protected
Mirax from the likes of Corran." Wedge shook hishead. "Thered story isthat |
was overjoyed when they became friends. Mirax needed someone as stable

as Corran because she's never really sure where you are or what's happened to
you. And Corran, he needed someone with Mirax's curiosity and fervor for life
because held been cut off from everyone he knew and trusted. Both of them were
gyrosthat needed to be spin balanced, and they did that for each other.”

Before Corran could begin to grin triumphantly, Wedge whirled and stabbed a
finger into hischest. "And you, my friend, need to get some perspective here.

Y ou're seeing Booster as your father's old enemy, and your father isn't hereto
put himin his place. Wéll, you aren't your father. Their fight isn't your

fight, and you can't sand in for your father init. And you should be smart
enough to know Booster doesn't have a problem with you because you were Hal
Horn's son he's got the same problem with you that every father ever had with



any man romancing his daughter. She's the best thing that ever happened to him.”
Corran nodded. " She's the best thing that ever happened to me, too."

"Right, which meansthe two of you have more in common than either one of you
would admit. Now the both of you better think on this Mirax loves both of you,
50 unlessyou think she's got no taste or character judgment at al, you better
figure you both are worthy of each other's respect.” Wedge folded hisarms and
positioned himsdlf so he could see both of them easily. "I don't expect youll

ever get to the point where you actualy like each other, but, when you're both
acting like adults, you'll be above this sort of bickering.”

Corran looked up and met Booster's stare openly. Waiting to seeif | break,
aren't you? Waiting to seeif | knuckle under. In a nanosecond Corran resolved
never to givein, never to change his opinion of Booster. While dl Wedge had
said was trueand made damned good senseCorran had been raised with his
father'srivalry with Booster Terrik. If | do givein, I've betrayed my father.

Or havelf Corran frowned as he thought about hisfather and the life his

father had led. Hal Horn had lived for years with the knowledge that he was
redly the son of a Jedi and subject to the extermination policy the Empire had
putin

place concerning Jedi. Hisfather could have done anything to make himsdlf safe.
He could have retrested to the hinterlands of some backwater world and become a
hermit, but he chose not to absent himsdlf from the duty hisfatherfathers,
redllyhad acquitted. A Jedi helped maintain the peace and uphold the law. Hal
Horn did the same thing as best he could by working with CorSec, no matter that
his duties might expose him to the Emperor's Jedi hunters.

Corran suddenly redlized thet hisfather'srivary with Booster Terrik had not

been personal. Hal Horn had pursued Booster because Booster broke the law. Yes,
the fact that Booster evaded him repeatedly did frustrate him, but the basis of

his pursuit was aways the same. He didn't et it get persondl. | have and in

that 1've betrayed my father. He glanced down for amoment and thought about
some of the exercises Luke Skywalker had urged him to try out. By making things
persona Kirtan Loor and Zekka Thynel have betrayed the Jedi traditions my
fether, in hisown cautiousway, tried to ingtill in me.

Corran's head came up as he stepped forward and extended his hand to Booster.
"Y ou're not my enemy. Never have been. I'm not yours. For the sake of your
daughter, the people we've got to save, and the memory of my father, | don't
want to fight with you anymore. Doesn't mean we won't disagregperhaps even
violently at timesbut you don't deserve my ill-will."

Surprise dowly blossomed on Booster Terrik's face. He started to say something,
then stopped. His hand came up and engulfed Corran's. "Normaly I'd be angry
that | had migudged you so badly, but you've reinforced just how good ajudge
of character my daughter redly is. And you'reright, well disagreeand | can
guaranteeit'll be violent, but that's okay. Were Cordlians. We can do that."
Wedge dropped his hand on top of theirs. "Good. Y ou know, the Imps on Coruscant.
used to call two Cordlianstogether a conspiracy. Threethey'd cdl afight.”
"Morefoolsthey, then." Corran smiled. "Any Cordlian knowsthree of us
together isavictory. It'stime we remind | ceheart and the rest of Imp

holdovers of that very fact."
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Corran glanced at the chronographic display on the X-wing's main monitor.
"Whigtler, confirm that were ten slandard minutes past the time for the
rendezvous."



The R2 unit blatted out an annoyed tone.

"Fine, so | won't ask you to confirm how late they are anymorest least not

every minute." Corran forced himsdf to exhde deeply and tried to draw in some
of theinner peace that L uke indicated such acleansing breeth should bring in
itswake. Hefalled, and that just heightened his frustration. Despite

accepting the mission, he had not liked having to be the oneto draw Isard's
agent into Y ag'Dhul. While he knew the deception Booster and Wedge had planned
would certainly make the discovery of their base appear to be serendipitous,
every second Karrde's people were late dlowed theimage of a Thyferran
taskforce appearing to pounce on them grow in hismind.

It wouldn't have been so bad, but Corran had not come aone. Gavin, Rhysati, and
Inyri flew X-wingsto give him acompleteflight, and Mirax had comedongin
the Pulsar Skate. None of them knew how dangerous their mission might beand
Corran granted that the odds of their ending

up dead on this mission probably were no greater than they were on any otherbut
he still would have fdlt better if he could have told them what was redly going

on. Of course, that would mean I'd have to know what was going on.

A light flashed on his communications console. He punched the button benegthiit.
"Nine here."

"Skate here, Nine." Mirax's voice sounded good to him and immediately began to
take the edge off hisfrustration. " So, aslong aswe're waiting, you want to

tell mewhat you said to my father?"

Corran frowned. "How do you know about that?*

"Well, | could say that you talk in your deep, but you don't.” Thelight tone

in her voice conveyed the image of her smiling face to him. "When we headed out,
my father shot me aprivate message. Normally he says| should make sure you
take good care of me. Thistime he said | should keep my eye on you and follow
your lead. Bit of adifferencethere.”

"Yesh, just abit.”

"Gy

"Wehad atalk."

"Areyou going to tell me what was said, or am | going to convince Emtrey he
needs to spend more time around you?"

"Hey, no reason to trot out the turbolasers here." Corran hesitated for a

moment, then sighed. "Y our father and | had it out. He said I'd abandoned you on
Thyferra. . ."

"What2"

"...and | accused him of having abandoned you when he went to Kessdl."
"What? Y ou redly told him that?"

"Y eah, then | told him that you were everything he wanted to be and that the

last person he should want interested in his daughter was someone who held
himsdf to the samelevd of mordity and respongbility hedid.”

"And you gill have your amsand legsintact?"

"Y our father isn't exactly aWookiee, Mirax." Corran forced alaugh. "Besides,

it was about that point when Wedge intervened.”

"Ah, that explainswhy you're both il dive.”

"Right. Wedge pointed out that since you love the both

of us, we've got alot more in common than we do in conflict. He said, in

essence, that we should grow up and start acting like adults.”

Mirax laughed lightly. "1 bet that went over well with my father.”

"He listened, and the two of uswere prepared to get back intoit, but | let



things bounce around insde my head and | redlized | was didiking your father
for the wrong reasons. Somewhereinside | figured it was my duty to my father
to continue hisrivary with your father, then | redlized my father hadn't let

it get persond. He might have hunted your father with abit more gusto because
your father didn't make it easy, but he didn't hate Boogter. By allowing mysalf
to do so, though, | wasredlly going against everything my father had tried to
teach me."

"l can understand that." Mirax's voice softened. "And it kind of bothersyou

that your father never told you who your grandfather redly was, doesnt it?!
Corran thought for a second, then nodded. "1 guessit does, but not in the sense
that | would have expected. Part of methinks| should fed betrayed because he
kept that secret from me, but | don't, redlly. In keeping it from me, he kept me
safe. What | didn't know | couldn't reved. | ill don't know if GrandpaHorn
helped other Cordlian Jedi families hide, but if one had been found out, more
could have been discovered. And my father redly did try to indill in methe
code of honor the Jedi espoused. He aso taught meto trust my ingtincts and
hunches, which are glimmers of whatever talent | have.

"Where it bothers meisthat, knowing my father, he had to have been
inordinately proud of our heritage. He must have wanted to share it with me and
would have, | suspect, after the Emperor died, but Bossk killed him before that
happened. | would have thought he/d have come up with away to get methe
information if anything happened to him.”

"What about your grandfather, Rostek Horn?"

"He'son Cordlia, under the Diktat. | haven't had a chance to communicate with
him. Perhgpswhen thisisal

over, that'san option. Still, | would have liked to hear my father talk about
hisfather."

Whistler tootled.

Corran glanced at hismonitor. "Whigtler, what do you mean by 'All you haveto
doisask'?

The droid hooted at him.

"Okay, S0 the statement is self-explanatory. What will happen if | ask?"
Whidtler piped atriumphant tune.

"What's Whidtler saying, Corran?"

"Just asecond, Mirax." Corran reached out and ran afinger benegth the letters
glowing on hismonitor. "1 guess | shouldn't be surprised, but | am. My father
encrypted aholographic file and loaded it into Whistler. Apparently he did

this back when | joined CorSecthough Whistler says the message was recorded
well before thatin case anything happened to him. Whistler says he was
ingtructed to play thefile for me at any point where | asked abouit it and could
provide the encryption key. I'm going to assume the key is either Ngjaa Halcyon
or my father'strue name, Vdin Hacyon."

Even as Corran explained to Mirax what the droid was telling him, achill
puckered hisflesh. Hefdt asif hisfather were reaching back out of the grave

to touch him, and he marveled how hisfather had anticipated Corran's eventudly
learning enough about his heritage to find thefile of value. Before he had ever
heard of Ngjaa Halcyon, Corran would have put his father's foresight down to
luck or even coincidence, but he knew the Jedi believed in neither. My father
knew that someday | would want thisinformation, so he prepared away for meto
getit.

That redlization opened awhole new den of Huitts, with every one of them a



crimina kingpin. He thought of Luke Skywalker'sinvitation to join him and

train to become a Jedi Knight. Did my father create thisfilein hopesthat |

would do just that? Because the file had been created well before the Jedi's
reemergence had been confirmed, Corran knew hisfather couldn't have
anticipated the Jedi's invitation to him. Or could he? Regardless of that, had

his father intended his message to inspire Corran to learn more about his
heritage?

Thedroid chirped out aquestion.

"No, Whistler, save the message. Now's not thetimeto look at it."

"Why not, Corran? Weve got timetokill."

"Because, Mirax, | don't have timeto consider dl of the questionsit might

rase"

"Such as making me reconsider my answer to Luke Skywalker. Perhaps what my
father hasto tel mein this message will make meredize | should be learning

to become a Jedi Knight. That decision would force other decisons, and some of
them | don't want to makeprimary among them adecision to leave you to go off
and study the ways of the Force. My other responghilitiesto the squadron and
the prisoners were going to fredikewise make such adecison difficult. Right
now | need to be able to focus on what I'm doing.”

"So you won't play the message?'

Corran shook hishead. "Not right now, certainly not until the Thyferran
gtuationisover.”

"What | hear in your voice, Corran, isthat you might not ever play it."

"Y ou know me very well, love." Corran closed his eyesfor amoment and swallowed
againgt thelump in histhroat. He reached up with ahand and pressed the gold
Jedi Credit againgt the flesh of hisbreastbone. "Thishologram isthe last

thing my father hasleft me, but he never would have doneit if hethought it
would completely disrupt my life."

"Can you be sure of that?'

"Yeah. If it was something | had to hear, for my own good, Whistler would never
have been ingtructed to wait until | asked to hear it." Corran laughed, and that
eased the tightness, in histhroat. "My father trusted me to make my own
decisons and ded with the consequences.”

"That trugt, Corran, isthelast thing your father left you. It'samost

precious gift indeed, and one well suited to you."

"Thanks, Mirax." Whistler shrilled awarning, prompting Corran to look at his
monitor. A dozen ships popped in from hyperspace in an arrow formation and
headed straight

for the Rogue escort. "Whistler, pull manifests from each of the ships, then see

if stated mass and performance profiles match.” He hit aswitch on hiscomm

unit, bringing him online with the Rogue'stactica frequency. "Three, Five,

and Six, fan out and pull life scans on the ships. If any of those shipsare

packed with more crew than we expect, | want to know about it."

Corran waited five minutes for the other X-wingsto gather the dataand for
Whidtler to crunch it al down. The various freighters gppeared to be massing
about as much as they should for their stated cargoes, and none of them was
loaded down with troops, so Corran assumed the convoy was legitimate. "The
convoy is secure from my standpoint, Mirax."

"I copy, Nine. Thisis Pulsar Skate to Empresss Diadem. Y ou've been cleared for
continugtion of the journey.”



"I copy, Skate. Feed usthe coordinates and we can get thisthing moving.”
"Coordinatesfor exit vector, jump duration, and speed on their way."

Corran watched the data stream flow across the bottom of his monitor and
wondered what Melina Carnisswas making of it. Heimagined shed be
disappointed because the first jump wasjust a short hop to a dead system. From
there they'd get another exit vector that would put them on astraight line for

the Y ag'Dhul system, but the speed and duration datawould suggest they were
going to another system well beyond Y ag'Dhul. Shelll be anticipating callingin
adtrike on Folor in the Commenor system.

Corran amiled as he thought about the surprise the convoy would bein for
during their journey. The speed that was being set for them would dlow them to
dip past the Yag'Dhul system in hyperspace, but Booster had thought of away to
end their journey prematurely. The gravity well projector held gotten from
Karrde and had grafted onto the station would creste enough of a gravity shadow
to pull the convoy out of hyperspace. The premature end of the flight would
deliver the goods where they were most needed and

would be atrick clearly meant to conced the location of the base from

outsder s.

Which ought to be enough to make Carniss think secrecy is till important to us.
Corran dearly wished he knew the full extent of Wedge's plan to deal with
Isard's forces, but he respected the security provided by the
compartmentaization of such information. / doubt I'll know everything that goes
onunlessor until thisisal over and | get debriefed.

Corran brought his X-wing around on the appointed exit vector and chopped his
throttle back to 51 percent of thrust. In hyperspace, the X-wings were twice as
fast asthe freighters, save Carnisss Diadem and Mirax's Skate. By dropping
histhrust to just over haf, the X-wing would arrive in-system just before the
freighters and could head off any ambushes.

The other X-wings pulled up off his S-fails. "Nineto Skate. Escort isready to
head out."

"Lead on, Nine, and be careful.”

"Asever, Skate. Wouldn't want your father to be disappointed in me."

33

Mélina Carniss managed to keep asmile on her faceand alight lilt in her voice
despite being anxiousto leave the Y ag'Dhul station. "No, Mirax, no need to
gpologize. I've enjoyed your company over the last two days. | would have felt
quite out of sorts and londly had you not taken me under your wing."

Mirax smiled. "I'm glad you fed that way. | am sometimes accused of being
somewhat smothering.”

Somewhat? Lady, you could smother a Givin, and they don't need to breathe.
"Agan your company was appreciated. And let your father know I'm sure Karrde
won't have a problem with my having been kept here awaiting payment. HE's very
understanding that way."

Mirax stepped back away from the turbolift opening. " See you on the next trip."
"I'm sure. Good-bye." Méelinaremained smiling even after the door closed. Be
just like her father to have security holocams set up herein the turboalift. |

have to maintain the charade until I'm back aboard Diadem.

Carniss had hoped to be away from the Y ag'Dhul station as quickly as possible,
but the delay in payment meant her

ship wasthe last of the convoy to leave. Despite being ahuge Sation,

Y ag'Dhul’'s docking bays were mostly in use, requiring a piecemed unloading of



the convoy. That delay meant the shipments couldn't be verified, hencethe
reason payment was late. Mirax's ingstence that she leave Diadem and enjoy the
dation's facilities meant she had no chance to send amessage out to Thyferra

to report the location of Rogue base.

Whileit certainly was Mirax's fault that she'd not been able to make her report
sooner, thefact was that she didn't really want to make it until her ship was
outbound anyway. Her navicomputer had worked out the time it would take for
|ceheart'staskforce to arrive at Y ag'Dhul from Thyferra. Had she sent out the
coordinates when she arrived, she would have been trapped on the station and
killed dong with al the others. While | ceheart gppreciates my information, |

don't doubt I'm seen as expendable.

Carniss exited the turbolift and cut between two battered freighters on her way
to her ship. Themotley collection of freighters and fighters reminded her of

the force Karrde had said had been used to take Coruscant from Isard. Except
thisforceislacking Star Destroyers and Mon Calamari cruisers. Most of the
shipslooked asif they had been cobbled together from scrap salvaged from Endor
or Alderaan. Isard's Virulence could defeet thisfleet al by itsdlf.

She waked up the ramp on her modified Corellian Y T-1210 light freighter, the
Empresss Diadem, and closed it behind her. The disk-shaped ship had a pair of
blaster cannonsin aturret mounted above and below aboxy concussion missile
launch tube assembly that fired into the ship's aft arc. What | can't outrun |

can discourage from chasing me.

"Peet," she shouted at her pilot, "get us off this station and bound for

Cordlia We have business on Selonia. Once you compute the route and have the
times, let me know. I'll bein my quarters.”

"Asordered, Captain Carniss.”

Melina headed back to her quarters and seded the hatch behind her. Because
gpace was at a premium on the freighter, her cabin was smdll, yet not without
luxuries. Included among them was asmdl refresher sation which meant she

did not have to use the facilities shared by the rest of the crew. Since she was
the only woman on board, the concession had apractica sdetoit, aswell as
serving to remind the crew of her superior Satus.

She opened the central drawer on her datapad desk and pulled it al the way out.
On the back panel she did asde afinger-length wafer of duraplast, reveding a
smal cavity. Fromit she pulled out adender, silver capsule approximately the
szeof her smalest finger. She put it on the desk, then returned the duraplast
wafer and the drawer to their proper places.

From her persona gear she got two small batteries and atransparisted flask
with a chrome bottom and capped with a chrome tumbler. She worked two screws
loose on the bottom of the bottle and pulled the base off. Into the hollowsin

the base she snapped the batteries and the capsule. She fastened the flask's

base back on the transparisted bottle, then tossed the whole assembly into the
refresher station's bowl and evacuated it.

The flush of disinfectant washed the flask down into a holding tank. Asthe
Diadem came about on its exit vector, the pilot hit a switch that dumped the
holding tank's contents out into space. The fluid immediately frozeinto amass

of blueicethat dowly began to drift in toward the system's sun. It would be
months before the debrisfinally evaporated in the solar engine.

The sudden drop in temperature around the flask immediately started the capsule
issuing orders. A tiny port opened in thetip of the flask's cap and a spark

from the batteriesignited enough of the Savareen brandy to burn the flask free



of theiceand jet it away. At the sametime, apane on the bottom of the flask
opened up to expose e ectromagnetic sensors that started feeding system datato
the capsule.

The capsuleitself wasredly the heart of aprobe droid. Stripped of the armor
and devices necessary to let it enter an atmosphere and operate in ahostile
environment, the droid took up aminimum of space and could easily function on
batteries for adozen hours. Its mission was smple pinpoint the location of

the system in which it was dropped, locate a

hidden HoloNet transmission station, and pulse out atight-beam message
conveying that information to the ation. The automated station would, inturn,
deliver that information through the HoloNet to Hiry VVorru within seconds of

its reception.

With the sensors, it mapped the sky and compared the configuration of starswith
what would be available a various systemsin the galaxy. While acomplete
catalog of systemswould have required far more storage than the probe droid
possessed, Vorru and his people had ruthlessly iminated systems that lacked
habitable worlds, had settlements that were insufficiently developed to help
maintain the Rogues and their ships, or that otherwise appeared to be
ingppropriete.

Within an hour of beginning its mission, the probe droid found amatch iniits

dar catalog. It knew it wasin the Yag'Dhul system. It oriented itsalf so it

could pulse its message out to a clandestine HoloNet transmisson Site, but

found an obstacleinitsway. It did pick up comm frequencies emanating from the
obstacle and aso saw how many starsit blotted out of the sky, but had no way
to identify it as a space station. It did catalog the item's presence, then it

jetted up to apoint whereit could locate the relay station.

Onceit found itstarget, the droid pulsed its message ouit. It continued to do

so for the next three standard hours before a meteorite shattered the
trangparisted flask and reduced the droid to so much junk orbiting Y ag'Dhul.
Wedge looked out over the assembly of pilotsin the station's amphitheater. They
all looked eager, which was good, but that surprised him. When he began the
briefing he expected their hungry expressionsto melt into disgppointment. " So,
thereit iswithin the next twenty-four to thirty-six hours we anticipate the

arriva of Isard's Lusankyaand Virulence here at Y ag'Dhul. Weve aready begun
an evacuation of the gtation, with our shipstaking up aposition on the edge

of thissystem. Their position provides a clean exit vector to

Thyferra, which iswhere you will be going dong with them. Isthat understood?!
NawaraVen raised a hand. "Forgive me, Commander, but do you think having all of
usfighters scramble and then run away will fool the Thyferran commanders?*
Bror Jace turned in his seet to look at Nawara. "If they were Thyferran
commandersit wouldn't, but these are Imps. They're used to imagining that
Rebdsrun a the sght of them.”

Wedge smiled at Jace's answer. " Just as you've been sm-ming alot of antiship
attacks, we've been smming the likely reactions on the Thyferran command level.
We're pretty certain they'll believe our retregt, especialy when we jump to
lightspeed on avector bound for Thyferra. Captain Drysso will assume, in our
desperation to save the station were going to strike at Thyferra. Because our
snubfighters are twice asfast asthe Lusankya, well have twelve hoursthereto
batter Thyferraunopposed. He knows he can't beat us back there, so helll

finish our gation off, then come after us™"

Corran frowned. "What if his people pick up on the fact that we rendezvous with



our freighters before we head out?!

"Still no cause of darm for him. The Lusankya till out-guns our entire fleet.
More shipsjust provide his gunners with more practice.” Wedge shrugged. "I know
there are dozens of unanswered questions you have right now because I've been
fairly vag ue about our overal plan and have just concentrated on your rolesin
what is going to happen. Y our squadron |leaders have more specific orderson
which they will brief you at the gppropriate time. Right now | just wanted to

let you know that action isimminent, so you should take care to put your
affairsin order and prepare any holograms you want sent in case of death.”
Gavin smiled. "But you're not going to leave those things on the Sation here,
areyou?'

Wedge laughed. "No, well have them sent to Coruscant. Make no mistake about it,
people, thiswon't be easy. A lot of uswon't be coming back. Therewill bea
terrible price to pay to liberate Thyferra, but an even greater oneif we don't
liberateit. WEIl betaking alot of risks, but we have no choice

because thiswill be our best chance to destroy Isard. If wefail now, it could
very well bethat no one else will ever dare to oppose her."

Asyr let alittle growl rumble from her throat. " So failureis not an option,

eh, Wedge?'

"Not for us, Asyr, not by along shot.”

Hiry Vorru looked at the data scrolling up through the air above his holopad.
Beyond the glowing green numbers he watched Erig Dlarit sudy the information.
"Rather ingenious of them, wasnt it, my dear, to choosethe Y ag'Dhul station
astheir base. Y ou might have guessed.”

Eris nodded once, curtly. "I did guess and did some checking of my own. The
station was ordered and reported destroyed. Pash Cracken signed the report
indicating the station had been destroyed, so perhaps.| should have been
uspicious.”

Vorruwaved her remark away. "Don't berate yoursdlf, Erig."

"No, Madam Director will do that for me, won't she?"'

Vorru smiled. "Ah, you know her so well. She does seem to visit injustice upon
you with fair frequency. | think that isaSituation that should change.”

Eris arched an eyebrow over anice blue eye. "What did you have in mind?'
"Seeif your reasoning pardles my own. It strikes methat after the Lusankya
issent off to destroy the Y ag'Dhul station, someonein the New Republicis
going to have to take notice of how much firepower she possesses. While Zsinj
has been more of adirect threatand iswhy the New Republic fleet is out there
hunting him down and, with any luck &t dl, destroying himY sanne Isard has
succeeded inraising her profile rather considerably. The New Republic will be
forced to ded with her sooner or later, and I'm inclined to think they will opt
for sooner.”

The Thyferran pilot nodded dowly. "'l follow you so far.”

"It Srikesmethat my position hereisno longer going to

be profitable. | have managed, in my position, to set aside a certain amount of
credits that would be sufficient, say, to purchase aplanet. | would requirea
loyd staff and even awing of pilotsto keep my rivalsat bay."

"l see. And would you be requiring my services asapilot or my company?"
Vorru bowed hishead inasadute. "Y our services as a pilot would be most
vauableto me. Y our company, on the other hand, would be invaluableto me. |
leave the choice of roleto you, to be modified as you wish."

"Very wel, | shal sart asthe commander of your pilots.” Eris clasped her



hands at the small of her back. "How do you see this defection being
accomplished?'

"After the Lusankyaand the Virulence return from destroying the Y ag'Dhul
gation, wewill head out on the Virulence on an ingpection tour of facilities,
There will be an accident, we will disappear. It can be arranged.”

"Then arrangeit.” Eris looked around and toward the viewports displaying the
planet'slush greenery. "lceheart will find away to destroy thisworld | love.

| have no desire to be here when that happens.”

"Nor do |, Eris dear, nor do|."

K%}

Corran reached across the table at Flarestar and took Mirax's hand in his.
"Thanks"

She gave his hand a squeeze. "Buying dinner was no big ded."

"That's not what I'm thanking you for." Corran glanced down at the table, then
back up at her. " Seeing you sitting there | remember thefirst timel saw you,
back on Talasea."

Mirax smiled. "Y eah, the lighting is dim enough in here to resemble that world.”
He chuckled. "'l was remembering how beautiful you looked then and how beautiful
you are now."

"And | remember you cut arather dashing figurein your flightsuit, then | had

to go and spoail it by bringing our fathers rivary into things."

"But we got over that fast. Then | was remembering our last conversation on
Coruscant before we headed out to conquer aworld." His smile shrank somewhat.
"And then | ruined what we were heading for by getting captured by Isard.”
"Y et another crimefor which she should pay.”

"Agreed." Corran sat back asa serving droid started

clearing plattersfrom their table. " A huge chunk of what gnawed at mewhilel
was on the L usankya, was knowing you thought | was dead. | didn't want to
presume that my disappearance would have hurt you that much, but | knew how I'd
have felt were our Situations reversed.”

Mirax nodded solemnly. "And now, in lessthan aday, well betossed again into
afight where we both might die. . ."

Corran shot her awry grin. ™Y ou wouldn't be trying to turn thisinto a'deep
with me tonight because tomorrow we may di€ thing, would you?'

"Me?' Mirax demurely pressed ahand against her breastbone. " Perish the thought.
I'd never think of taking advantage of you like thatdespite having bought you a
lavishmed."

"Oh, no?"'

"No."

"Why not?' Corran sniffed. "Am | not good enough for you?'

"You arethat, but, as| recdl, you're aso dready deeping in my bed.”

"Good point. It does sort of make thiskind of seduction rather moot.”

"True, but theflirtationisfun.”

"| agreethere, too." Corran smiled and tightened his grip on her hand ever so
dightly, doing his best to make sure he didn't feed the pressure building in
hischest into hishand. "And | can't think of anyone | would rather flirt with

and be seduced by than you. Infact, | think we should make it permanent.”
Mirax's brown eyes grew wide. "Lieutenant Corran Horn, are you asking meto
marry you?"'

"Look, | know this might seem abrupt. | mean, | know we've been living together
snce my return from the grave, but with al our missonsand tripsand



everything, I'd guesswe've not had more than three weeksin the last four
months where we've actually been able to spend time done with each other.
Despite how hectic and chaotic things have been, what | do know isthat | want
more time to spend with you. | know that

I'm never going to find someone for whom | fed morethan | fed for you."
"That'strue, becauseif you did, I'd seeto it that you stopped fedling
atogether." Mirax squeezed hisfingers. "Are you sure about this? Don't you
want to talk to lellaabout it?"

"Sheld tell me I've been anidiot for not asking you to marry me sooner. She and
Diric were as close as any two people I've ever seen; and despite the pain she's
been through, | don't think she'd have surrendered one moment of their happiness
together to make her fed better. For aslong as I've known her sheshad a
habit of predicting how many weeks my relationshipswould last, and shewas
aways on target. With us, no prediction.”

"Always did think shewas smart." Mirax held her right hand up. "Onelast thing,
Corran You redizethat I'm not walking away from my lifestyle or my father.
The Mirax Terrik you get isthe Mirax Terrik you know."

"I think your father and | have an understanding, but even if we didntt, you'd
beworth it. Redlize I'm not going to change either.”

"Wouldn't have it any other way."

Corran arched an eyebrow. "So?' He could fed his heart pounding in his chest.
"Will you marry me?"

Mirax lifted his hand from the table and kissed it. "Y es, | will, Corran Horn."
Thetension in him exploded in anervous laugh that freed asingle tear to roll
down his cheek. He dipped his hand from hers, then pulled off the gold chain
and Jedi meddlion hewore. "This gtation isn't agood place for finding jewelry
and | didn't want to ask Zraii to machine up a Quadaniumring, so dl | haveto
offer youisthis." He held the medalion out by the chain, but Mirax refused to
takeit.

"Corran, | know how much that medallion meansto you. It's your good luck piece.
| won't takeit, especialy just before the coming assault.”

"Mirax, you'vejust agreed to marry me. Any luck left in thisthing has clearly
been drained. Y ou're the most important person in the galaxy to me, soif this
will keep you safe, or

evenif it will remind you of me, it's better off with you than hanging around

She accepted it from him and stared down at the medallion resting in her pam.
Sheran athumb over NgaaHa cyon's profile and dowly smiled. "Do you think
our childrenwill ook likehim?"

"Better him than your father." They both laughed. "At least for the boys, that

is. If our daughterslook like their mother, I'll be as pleased as possible and

as protective of them asyour father is of you."

Mirax looped the chain over her head and let it dip beneath her clothes. "I'm
going to find you something that's just as specid asthisis. Maybel'll talk

to Zraii about fabricating something for you, something you'll never forget.”
"Likewhat?'

"A ring, maybe, made from the Lusankyas hull. It held you captive the way you
hold my heart captive.”

"Y ou're good, Mirax, very good.”

"I'm the best, Corran, and you aways push meto excel."

He smiled. " So, when do we bresk the newsto your father?"



Mirax paed dightly. "The when comes after the how | think. Give me sometime
to figure that out. We can tell Wedge, though, and some of the others, but that
can wait until tomorrow. We have other things to do tonight.”

"Y ou, Corran Horn, have asked meto marry you, | have ac cepted and | intend us
to do everything right in our marriage.”" She stood up from the table and
dragged him up after her. "Toward that end, there are certain things | think we
should practice until we perform them perfectly.”

Hiry Vorrufound it easy to read the emotions running through the two ship
captains. The briefing Y sanne | sard was giving them clearly frightened Captain
Lakwii Varrscha Though the woman stood taller and was more muscled than Y sanne
Isard, she lacked the vitdity that gave Isard her commanding presence. That
the woman had risen so highinlm-

perid service marked her as competent, but VVorru felt her rise had much to do
with the fact that she had hitched her career to that of Joak Drysso and his
risng star had dragged her dong to the limits of her abilities.

Joak Drysso, in contrast to Varrscha, was small and blocky, with prematurely
gray hair that was matched by the color of his goatee. Despite hisdiminutive
dtature, he had an air of menace about him. Were it not for the perspective
supplied by hissurroundings, Vorru could haveimagined him being a
stormtrooper standing a hundred meters distant letha and not given to
surrender.

Isard had chosen to wear her red Admira's uniform for the briefing, despite the
heat and humidity. "Thereit is, then. Y ou will be attacking an Empress-class
gpace dation. The armaments and shielding are minimal, though the chance that
some upgrades arein place cannot be overlooked. The Y ag'Dhul systemis
twenty-four hours from here. | expect the station to be destroyed and you to
return here within sixty hours from now. Arethere any questions?”'

Drysso nodded sharply. "I have to wonder, Madam Director, a why you are
sending both the Lusankya and the Virulence on thismission. The Lusankya, as
well you know, has more than enough firepower to obliterate the station. In
addition | have twelve squadrons of TIE fightersat my disposal, which ismore
than enough to overwhem Antilless patry forces. Even Minister Vorru's most
generous estimates of the Rogue strength gives us atwo to one advantagein
fighters, and as good as the Rogues might be, they cannot hope to prevail
agang us”"

Vorru cleared histhroat. Y ou have forgotten the Alderaanian War Cruiser?'
"Itsfirepower isnegligible. A Super Star Destroyer can absorb dl the damage
it can do and till destroy it at leisure. | will designate two squadrons of

TIEsto keep it off me. Thereisno need for the Virulence to come with me on
thismisson. Moreover, its departure from Thyferra puts thisworld at risk.”
Isard blinked. "At risk? From whom?'

"Antillesand his people. Recdl, his X-wings are hyper-

space capable. If they bolt when we arrive, they will be able to come here and
have twelve hoursto fly missons againgt positions here before we could
possibly return.”

Vorru frowned. "Toward what end? Antilles can't take this planet without
troops.”

"But he hasthem, Minister Vorru, in the Ashern rebels™

Isard waved their exchange away. "No matterany gainsthey made in your absence
would vanish when your return.”



"Leaving the Virulence here would prevent even minimal gains." Drysso stroked
his goatee. "While | have the utmost respect for and confidencein Captain
Varrscha, her ship isnot required on thismisson.”

"Nor isit required to safeguard Thyferra” Isard smiled dowly. "I have the
Thyferran Home Defense Corpsto ward off the Rogues, if they do what you say
they will. What few of them the THDC dlowsto survive will be usdlessto the
Ashern rebels. We can eadily hold out for twelve or twenty-four hourswhatever
it takesfor your return. And the Virulence will be going with you to guarantee
your return. Ait Convarion made the mistake you are making in underestimating
Antilles. Convarion paid for hisarrogance with hislife.”

Drysso accepted Isard's warning without aflicker of reaction. "1 assure you,
Madam Director, the Lusankyawill return from Y ag'Dhul victorious."

"I trust thiswill be the case, Captain Drysso, otherwise you'll have no reason

to return here at dl." Isard nodded solemnly. ™Y ou will find the consequences

of fallure most disagreesble."

Isard shifted her attention to Captain Varrschaand Vorru waited for the
Virulence's commander to collgpse. "Captain Varrscha, you understand the mission
asit hasbeen givento you?'

"Y es, maam. The Virulenceisto offer dl aid and assistance to the Lusankya

to completeitsmission. | will execute Captain Drysso's ordersingtantly.”

"Ah, | see" Isard's eyes narrowed. "Y ou have served as Captain Drysso's
subordinate officer for years now, yes?'

"Yes, maam.”

"Following hisordersis admirable, but what would you do if you thought he was
making amistake?"

"I don't understand the question, maam."

Anger curled itsway through Isard's voice. "Are you capable of taking the
initiative, Captain? If the Lusankya were suddenly faced with athreat, could

you act to head that threat off without an order from Captain Drysso?”

"Yes, maam."

"Very good, Captain." Isard strolled over to where the other woman stood, her
voice dropping to thelevel of agrowled whisper. "Understand this The Lusankya
ismore vauable than you or your ship. Its preservation isvita for our

continued success here a Thyferra. Y ou will do whatever you must to seeto it
that the ship returns here. Captain Drysso may consider your presence to be that
of an observer, but | consider you a shield between the Lusankya and disaster.”
Isard spun away from her and addressed dl three of the individuasin the room.
"If Antilles knows we are coming, he will have something prepared to oppose us.
Evenif he hasnot anticipated us, | do not think he will be helpless. He will

be desperate, and desperation can inspire people to gresat feats of heroism. In
desperation there is danger for our forces, so you must be careful. If your
victory costs ustoo much, we could bein jeopardy.”

Drysso's face became aresolute mask. "Victory will be mine, Madam Director."
"Those are famous last words, Captain Drysso." Isard snorted derisively. "Do
your best to see you do not join the teeming mass of failures for whom those
were thelast words."

lellaWessiri snapped the trigger assembly for her blaster carbine back into
place and tightened the bolt to secureit. She picked up apower pack to dam it
home, but stopped when Elscol Loro crouched and squeezed through the opening to
the Vratix den they shared. "News?"

The smaller woman nodded. "All leaves have been canceled for crew from the



Lusankyaand the Virulence. Within six hours or so they should be under way."
"No convoy isforming up?'

"Nope, thisisclearly asrike misson.”

ldlafrowned. "Y ou mean the Srike misson.”

"Isard does appear to be dancing to the tune Wedge has called." Elscol shrugged.
"I just hope Wedge can pay the synthesizer jockey when the bill comes due.”
"He took Coruscant. Freeing thisrock isn't going to be that much tougher.”
"Yes, but Isard wanted the New Republic to have Coruscant. She's being abit
more possessive about Thyferra.”

"True." Iellaset her carbine down, then hit severa buttons on her

chronometer. "Well, this news puts us on the clock, then, | guess. Forty-eight
hours after the Lusankya leaves Thyferra, Wedge and the others will be here.

Y ou've dready told Sixtuswere on?'

"He and histaskforce are already heading to their staging points and expect to
be in pogtion to liberate the detention center when they get our signd.”
lelacaught afunny notein Elscol'svoice. "And you'd il like that sgndl

to be alift-truck bomb being flown into the X ucphra administrative heedquarters
to blow it up, right?"

"Cal mesdlly, but | don't seewhy risking injury in an assault so you can
capture Isard is preferable to scattering her congtituent atoms all over the
place with abomb. And don't give methejusticelineagain.”

lellashook her head. "L ook, I know how evil Isard is she turned my husband
into amockery of himsdlf. I'd like nothing better than to shove ablaster up

her nose and mdlt her brain. | wouldn't consider it murder”

"Nor would anyonedse."

"But her death isn't the point. Stopping her is. Even more important than that
istolet her betried inacourt of law for her crimes. It'svita to let

people know that the laws have purpose and that evil people will be held
accountable for what they do."

Elscol frowned. "And abomb doesn't do that?"

"A bomb isjust more anarchy. Killing her that way will dlow peopleto say she
had to be kept quiet or important people would have been reveded to be
collaborators. Blowing her up alows people to say sheredly escaped the
blast. The lack of atrial, because she won't be held accountable for al of her
crimes, means people can begin to think she wasn't so bad. Twenty yearsfrom
now, thirty or fifty, there could be aneo-Imperid movement that holds her up
as an exampleto be emulated. Blowing her up will make her amartyr, but atria
will show her up asamongter, wartsand al.”

Elscol chewed her lower lip for amoment, then shook her head. "Wdll, | hateto
admit it, but you're actualy making some sense. | must need avacation.”
"Wedl need avacation.”

"Okay, well find some resort on aworld where the Empireisjust anasty
rumor, if we survive this assault of yours.”

"When we surviveit, you mean.”

Elscol smiled. "Right, when we surviveit. | hope, though, you aren't expecting
me to go in there with my sdector lever on stun. Ain't going to happen.”
Iellaretrieved her carbine and did a power pack home. "If it shoots back, I'm
shooting to kill. With VVorru, Isard, or Dlarit, I'll go for astun shot, but

only if that's not going to get me or anyone dsekilled.”

"Y our plan calsfor more fi nesse than the bomb, but | guess we can make it
work."



"Wewill." Idlanodded solemnly. "Two days until Thyferraregainsitsfreedom
and Y sanne Isard loses hers.”

35

Captain Joak Drysso let alow sinister laugh fill the dark hollow of the
ready-room on the Lusankya He recaled with holographic clarity the image of
the Executor plunging into the heart of the haf-completed Death Star a Endor.
Hed known at that point that the battle was logt, so held taken his Virulence

and fled from the battle. / dways knew | would have another chanceto crush
Rebels.

Hedidn't believe for an ingant the fiction that Antilles and his people were
outcasts from the New Republic. Theirswas obvioudy amission meant to keep
Isard bottled up until they could deal with herand Antilles had done agood job

of keeping her attention on him. Had he not preoccupied her, she might have seen
the wisdom of creating an Imperia Combine, bringing together the various
Warlords out there to put an end to the New Republic. It would have been very
successful, hewas certain of that, and she could have even led it because she
possessed what everyone el se wanted Bacta.

Isard's short-sghtednessin thisregard didn't surprise Drysso, primarily

because she thought like a politician, not awarrior. 1sard took great delight

in being subtle and tricky, then when she decided to wield ahammer, shedid it
inavery

clumsy manner. Sending Convarion out to destroy Haanit was awasted gesture. An
assault shuttle and a squadron of TIEs could have laid waste to that settlement.
The attack did nothing but salve her ego and anger Antilles.

Hewould have handled things entirely differently. Drysso had agreed adtrike
was necessary, but he would have gone after Corelliaand brought the Diktat to
hedl, adding Corelliaand its shipyardsto the | ceheart Empire. That would

supply them the means of building more ships. He would have then badgered Kuat
into making asimilar dedl, giving him accessto those shipyards. And then onto
SuisVan. Once | have those three sites under my control, | can strangle the

New Republic by restricting tradewithout ships and shipyards, nothing moves
between stars.

Drysso had chosen to stay with Isard because he thought she represented the best
chance at reestablishing the Empire, and because she had the most legitimate
clamto the throneitself. He had supported her decision to abandon
Coruscantaworld that does not provide the means to wage war isworth little
inawar. The New Republic's conquest of it did hamper the Rebellion, and
Isard's possession of the Bacta Cartel put her in avery powerful positionin

the gdaxy.

Unfortunately, her power isembodied by this ship. Drysso caressed the arms of
the command chair in which he sat. Only through this ship can she project her
power to other worlds, command their compliance and punish their defiance. Now
this ship ismine and thusis her power ceded to me.

The comlink clipped to hisjacket beeped. "Drysso here.”

"Captain, five minutes to reverson to rea space.

"On my way to the bridge." Drysso stood and strode from the ready-room to a
turbolift for the short ride up to the bridge. Asthelift dowed, he composed
himsalf, setting hisface with astern expression. The door opened and he
immediately strode out onto the Captain'swalk. "Report, Lieutenant Rosion.”

The Chief Navigator looked up from the pit where he worked. "We're coming in as
scheduled. The station isin orbit around Y ag'Dhul, occupying an orbit outside



of that of thelargest of Y agDhul's three moons, with its position d-

ways opposite that moon. We are coming in on the only good entry vector that
won't run us afoul of theworld, itsmoons, or the system's sun. The station
should be clear for an atack once we closeinto range.”

"Very good." Drysso glanced over at hiscommunications officer. "Ensgn Yedti,
when we revert to real pace, please inform the Virulence that we expect it to
comein below usat arange of twenty kilometers. Inform Captain Varrschasheis
not to power her weapons up except under my direct order.”

"Asordered, Captain.”

Drysso continued to walk forward until he reached the viewing sation. Thelight
tunnd through which the ship sped began to break down into long shafts of
light. They, in turn, resolved themsdvesinto unwavering gemstones setina
black blanket. Directly ahead of the ship's distant prow, the system's sun
burned brightly. Y ag'Dhul and its moons gppeared as colorful sphereshangingin
gpace. Silhouetted againgt Y ag'Dhul's gray face, the space station appeared to
be little more than a crossinggnificant and defenseless.

"Captain, were showing signs of snubfighter deployment at the dation.”

"Very well, tdl Colond Arl heisfreeto deploy hisfightersin adefensve
screen. Have you spotted the Alderaanian War Cruiser yet?'

"Negative," reported Drysso's aide. "We are clear for ahundred kilometers
around us, and Virulenceisreporting Smilar clearance.”

"Push the sensor sphere out to two hundred kilometers, Lieutenant Waroen, and
keep scanning the fringes of the system for that War Cruiser. Timeto
engagement?’

"Tenminutesto range.

"Bring our shiddsup to full.”

"Asordered, Sr."

Drysso stroked his goatee as he watched the station grow larger. The scrambling
of the ation's snubfighters did not surprise him. That wasthe only reaction
they could have, which iswhy he countered with deploying hisfightersina
screen. It would be difficult for the X-wingsto work their way through his
screen and, while engaging in dogfights, all

but impossible for them to maintain the sort of unit cohesion needed for a
crushing volley of proton torpedoesto be launched at his ship. While proton
torpedoes and concussion missiles were cartainly adanger to his ship, they were
only adanger in vast quantitiesfar more than three dozen snubfighters could
possbly ddiver.

"Captain, the snubfighters are going to lightspeed.”

"Thank you, Waroen. Please confirm they are outbound for Thyferra."
Hisade's surprise rang through hisreply. "Yes, gr, that'sit exactly.”

"Good. They will arrive there after twelve hoursin tiny cockpits, short on fuel
and deep. The Thyferrans can ded with them. Well make certain they have no
placeto returnto.”

Light laughter greeted his comment, then the communications officer raised his
voice above the din. " Captain, we have an incoming message from the station.”
Drysso turned and pointed to a holoprojector pad to hisleft. "Please, Ensgn

Y edti, routeit here." Astheimage began to resolveitsef into that of atall

man with one artificid eye, Drysso raised himself to hisfull height. "Thisis
Captain Joak Drysso of the Lusankya. Y our fighters have deserted you."

"| sent thefighters off to play with something moretheir sze" Thetdl man's
hologram posted itsfistsonitships. "I'm Booster Terrik, and thisismy



gtation. Y our rate of closure puts you five minutes out from your preferred
rangefor thissort of operation. I'll give you those five minutes before |

destroy your ship.”

"You'rerather bold, Terrik, for having agtation with minima shields, a
half-dozen laser cannons, and ten turbolaser batteries.”

Terrik'simage laughed. "Weve made some modifications to the gation.” The
figure nodded to someone outside the image area.

Drysso fdt the Lusankyarock a bit. Heimmediately sgnaled for Yesti to cut
off the transmission, then he snarled at hisaide. "What happened?!

"They powered up agravity well projector. It's project-

ing acone of energy inour direction. It can't hurt usthe bump wasjust our
own gravity-keeping generators adjusting the gravity on the ship. We have no
damage or injury reportscoming in.”

Drysso frowned. The only thing the gravity Wdll projector did was prevent them
from turning and going to lightspeed while il in the cone. "Lieutenant

Ros on, compute hyperspace solutionsfor me.”

"That will bedifficult, Sr. Because of Y ag'Dhul's density, the array of the
moons, and the gravity cone, we're severely limited in our choices. All we can
doisrun away from the plane of the dliptic until we escape the current
congtraints on us, then head out. If you want usto return to Thyferra, our best
bet would be get free, take ashort jump to the edge of the system, and then
head back on our entry vector, since that isthe fastest route to Thyferra.”
Something elseisgoing on here. "Lieutenant Waroen, shift assetsto scan the
edges of the system along our entry/ exit vector.”

"Yes gar.”

Drysso turned to watch his red-haired aide work. The young man's pale complexion
drained further of color. "Sir, | have asmall taskforce on the system rim. It
iscomposed of snubfighters and freighters and maybe alarger ship.”
"Anambush?'

"Perhaps, no, wait. Sir, the ships are outbound toward Thyferra. Exit speed is
consgtent with that of the freighters or our own ships.”

Drysso nodded, then turned back toward the viewport. His assessment of
Antilless tactics had been correct the man opted to send part of hisforceto
Thyferra. Thefact that the freighters had been waiting at the edge of the
system indicated that Antilles had indeed anticipated their strike. Even with
freighters and the War Cruiser in support of his operation, he can do littleto
hurt Thyferra Histroopswill be tired because of the journey and unable to
fight well. Moreover, once | destroy this station, | can return to Thyferra. |
will arrive shortly after he does and pounce on hisforces, destroy-

ing them. The gravity well will buy him sometime, but not enough.

Drysso pointed to the holopad. Y esti, open a comm channd with the station.
Lieutenant Rosion, bring usto range and have us hold there, please.”
"Asordered, Captain. Engines, al stop.”

Terrik'simage appeared again on the Lusankyas bridge. "I notice you have
stopped, Captain Drysso. Do you have surrender on your mind?'

Drysso amiled. "I do. Yours."

Terrik's anticipatory smile faded into puzzlement. "'l guess you think we don't
want to fight. Believe me, we do.” Again he gestured to someone outside the
image areaand amuch heavier tremor shook the Lusankya. "Asyour people will
tell you, we've just powered up al of our tractor beams and have them on you.
You cantry to break free, but if you do, I've got to see aman about a



guarantee he gave me."

"Y ou better hope he works fast. Rosion, enginesfull back. Break those locks."
"Cant, 9r. Hmis duggish and those beams are very powerful .

Drysso snarled at Terrik. "Y ou give me only one choice.”

"Good. Theterms of surrender are. . ."

"No, you fool, my choiceisyour complete destruction. Wesgpons, al bear on the
gation. Fire on my command!"

"Emperor's black bones!"

Drysso whipped around and spitted Lieutenant Waroen with aharsh stare, but his
alde remained engrossed by amonitor and missed it. "What is happening,
Waroen?'

"Sir, we have multiple proton torpedo and concussion missile sensorslocked onto
s

"How many?'

"Many, sir, over three hundred." Waroen looked up. "Were dead, Sir.”

Drysso turned back to the viewport and imagined the rippling fire of three
hundred proton torpedoes and concussion missles smashing into hisforward
shield. Under that ondaught it would collgpse and the missileswould begin
nibbling away on hisship. And that'sonly thefirst volley. The

subsequent volleys would consume the Lusankya utterly and completely.

With Drysso'svision of disaster came the crumbling of hisplansfor the future.
The Lusankyawas the key to everything, but hed been tricked. Antilles had
anticipated the strike at the station. He had set up atrap to destroy the Super
Star Destroyer. Evenif | do shoot and eliminate some of the launchers, some of
the tractor beams, dl that will get away will be a severely damaged ship.
Drysso heditated and that hesitation should have lost him hisship and his
dreams.

Two kilometers off hisbow, the Virulence lanced upward, eclipsing the sation.
All of asudden the Imperid Star Destroyer began to shrink, but it was only
when he saw stars flashing back into sight at the corners of hisvison did he
redize why it was disgppearing. They're not destroying my ship, we're speeding
away from the sationengines are dtill at full reverse. The Virulence broke the
locks by interposing itself between us and the Sation.

Drysso smiled and tasted swest in the corners of his mouth. We're free of the
trap Antilleslaid for us. He thought he had found away to destroy us, but he
did not. Now we get to spring atrap on him.

The Lusankyas Captain turned to face his bridge crew. "Rosion, plot a course
back to Thyferra, asfast as we can get there. Y esti, send Virulence our thanks.
Tdl them their sacrifice will be remembereda sacrifice that dlowed usto
destroy Wedge Antilles and hasten the Empiresrebirth.”

Waroen looked up at him, dishelieving. "Were not going to help them, sir?!
"They'rejust doing their duty, Lieutenant." Drysso's mouth soured with the fear
of ever engaging the station. "We now go to do ours.”
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By the time the Lusankya reverted to realspace, Captain Drysso had constructed a
completerationalization for hisactions. He knew it was just that athin

fabric of facts, circumstances and lies that would probably crumble under
Isard's scrutiny. The fact remained, though, that he needed an explanation, and
it was the best he could come up with.

It dl garted with the premisethat Antilless station would kill the Lusankya.
This he knew and had the sensor reportsto back it up. Isard herself had made it



very clear that preserving the Lusankyawas vital, so disengaging when given the
opportunity to do so wasthe only choice he had. With the station being as
heavily armed asit was, the only prudent course of action would be to cordon it
off and let the inhabitants starve until they chose to surrender.

Once disengagement had been mandated, the next course of action had also been
obvious. He had sensor reportsto indicate Antilles, the War Cruiser, and dozens
of freighters had headed out for Thyferra. That was a much larger taskforce than
Isard had anticipated being used againgt Thyferra. Only by returning home at
flank speed could the Lusankya be in position to destroy that taskforce. In

fact, it

seemed rather obvious, that without the Lusankya's help, the Thyferran Home
Defense Corps would be overwhelmed.

He had no choice but to return to Thyferra.

Heredlized that abandoning his TIE fightersat Y ag'Dhul could be criticized,

but he could even explain that away. The TIES were meant to supplement the
Virulence's defensesthe fighters could track and shoot down missiles before

they could strike the Imperia Star Destroyer. He also expected them to get in
close enough to the station to destroy launchers and then complete the
destruction of the station. That his pilots were dead if both the station and

the Virulence were destroyed meant little to himthey had their duty to do just
ashe had his. If heremained to pick them up, he would have been destroyed.
Standing before the bridge viewport, he anticipated reverson into a

battlefield. Asthe light tunnel melted away into a scattering of stars, he saw

the green-and-white ball of Thyferra above him. No X-wings swooped about. No
TIEsfilled the void with green laser fire. He saw nothing out of the ordinary,

just freighter traffic and afew system patrols.

Drysso dammed afist off the transparisted viewport. Hed been had by

Antilles. Thefeint a Thyferrahad drawn him off, causing him to sacrifice the
Virulence. The Rogues probably abandoned the station except for a handful of
volunteerswho were willing to trade their livesfor that of the Virulence. The
convoy | saw heading away from Y ag'Dhul probably moved to another basea base
weéll haveto search out, dl the while enduring more hit-and-run attacks by the
Rogues.

Lieutenant Waroen's voice cut through the cocoon of mortification closing around
Drysso's mind. "Captain, we have an Imperiad Star Destroyer reverting to

real space twenty-five kilometersto our aft.”

How did Varrscha get the Virulence out of there? Drysso looked over at the
holoprojector pad. "Y esti, open acomm channd to that ship. Captain Varrscha,
how did you get awvay?'

It took him amoment to recognize the holographic image facing him, but when he
did hefdt acold hand tighten

around his heart. "Captain Drysso, | fear you've mistaken my Freedom for your
Virulence." Captain Sair Yonkasmiled at him. "Don't say you're happy to see
meyou won't be."

"Captain Drysso, the Freedom is deploying snubfighters, X-wingsand Uglies"
Drysso stopped before he ordered his own nonexistent fightersinto battle.
"Contact the planet and have the THDC's squadrons scrambled. | want all their
fighters up here protecting me. Helm, bring us about to engage the Freedom.” He
pointed afinger a Y onkasimage. "I don't think, sir, when dl issaid and

done, you will be happy that |'ve seen you."

The abundant undergrowth around the X ucphra corporate headquarters provided



Iellaand her people the meansto get within twenty-five meters of the back
entrance. They had expected to walk up to it, set alittle lock-popping charge
onit, blow it open, and be insde before much of an alarm could beraised. Ten
meters aong the corridor beyond the transparisted door they'd bein the
building's security center and would be able to control dlarms and accessto
corridors and turbolifts.

But now there are two stormtroopers standing guard at the door. At first glance
they looked to be the genuine articles, but Iellanoticed they chatted back and
forth quite abit. THDC banthasin rancor clothing. Even so, the strip of open
ground she needed to cover was enough that the guards, no matter how poorly
trained, should be able to cut her down. Because they had been prepared for a
close assault, none of her people carried ablaster rifle, just carbines and

pistals, so killing both of them from cover wasimpossble. We might hit them
with carbine shots at this range, but the armor means we don't have a guaranteed
kill.

She needed adiversion, but the only real option she had wasto use an explosive
charge to distract them. The problem with that ideawasthat if it didn't kill

them, they'd undoubtedly report the explosion, providing more of an dert to

the forces insde than she wanted. She reached for her comlink to

ask Elscal to divert some of her people to help out, when a TIE fighter screamed
overhead at treetop level.

Asasecond and third TIE screeched past, lellasaw the door guards look up and
point a the starfighters. One even took his helmet off to get a better look,
tucking his headgear under hisarm. Without a second thought 1ella stood and
gtrode from the undergrowth in their direction, shielding her carbine from sight
with her body and turning her head to likewise watch the sarfightersfly past.

A full dozen of thefightersroared out of their hangar, letting lellaknow

Wedge and his people had findly arrived. Now if | can just do my part. She
looked up at the guards, smiling at them, as she reached the base of the sairs
leading to the door.

" 'Scuse us, maam, but you can't be here." The helmet-less guard leaned his
blaster carbine againgt the wall and began to fumble with hishelmet again.
"Redtricted area.”

"Oh, sorry." Iellareinforced her smile, then brought her blaster carbine up.

She scythed fire back and forth, burning holesin the white plastoid arm or over
the guards chests and bellies. The helmet fell from lifel ess hands and bounced
down the ferrocrete stairs as she ran up past it. She stepped over the body of
one guard, then leveled her carbine a the door'slock and triggered a burst of
scarlet firethat vaporized it.

Before she could push the door in with her foot, two Ashern Vratix reached the
landing. With their powerful legsthey kicked the guards bodies off the

landing. Brandishing blaster pistolsfitted with adapters to accommodate their
thick-fingered hands, the Ashern warriors bulled their way through the door and
staked down the halway.

The security gation's duraplast door crumpled beneath a Vratix kick. The Vratix
went in, and lurid blue backlighting accompanied their assault. Idlaarived at
the doorway seconds behind them and went in with her carbine ready, but all
three of the Xucphra security police were out. Two had never even had a chance
to draw their blastersand al threelay in pools of steaming caf.

"Definitely picked the wrong time to be taking abreak. Secure them so they
won't be a problem when they wake up.”



Two human resistance fighters complied with her orders while athird dropped
into the chair a the center of the building's security console. "Can you shut

this place down, Jesfa?'

"CanaVratix jump?' The dark-haired commando pointed at the twin banks of four
monitors atop the console. "These provide views of various Sites around the
building onefor each of six floors and the two towers. | can see everything

and," he added as he settled hisfingers on the keyboard, "“from here | can shut
everything down. Thisisthe same system | used to use when | worked security
for Zdtin."

"Good. Lock everything down except for one turbolift. Secure the shuttle hangars
in the towers and open up the main entrance.”

"Congder it done. I'll shift my comlink to Tac-two so | can keep you apprised

of anything | see”

lelasmiled. "Do that, but don't be surprised if they shoot the holocams out. |
would."

She patted him on the shoulder, then fished her comlink out of her pocket. "Hook
to Blade, we'rein. Theway isclear for you."

"On our way, Hook." Elscol sounded happy for the first time lellacould
remember. "Good work."

Eris Dlarit'sanger a having her squadron last inthelong line of Thyferran

Home Defense Corpsfliers heading out to engage the Rebels made her tighten her
grip on the Interceptor's controls. Might Squadron, agroup of green pilots

that shared hangar facilities with her Elite Squadron, had been scrambled
immediately. They take their name to mean strength, but we've always considered
it the answer to the question "Will they fight?"

. Sheld had to place acadll to Isard's office to find out why her pilots had not

been called up, but no one there answered. Exercising the discretion her

position gave her, Eris immediately scrambled her own squadron. Better we're
destroyed in space than destroyed on the ground.

Theingtant she became airborne, Eris pulled tactical datafrom ground control

and didn't like what she saw. An

Imperiad Star Destroyer and an Alderaanian War Cruiser were moving to engage the
Lusankya. The Imperiad Star Destroyer had rolled and wasflying dong soits

hull was perpendicular to that of the Lusankya. Thiswould dlow the Impstar's
port gunners to be shooting down the top of the Super Star Destroyer. The
Alderaanian War Cruiser worked back toward the Lusankya's aft; and once it
worked itsway in past the system's freighter traffic, it would be able to

attack the larger ship'sengines.

The snubfighters deployed by the Impstar were closing in formation on the
Lusankya. The THDC fighter squadrons coming up to oppose them were not flying
together, but were strung out so the Rogues would engage them piecemeal. That's
suicidd.

Eris punched up atactica frequency on her comm unit. "Elite Lead to Virile

Lead. Slack your speed and let Might Squadron join up with you."

"No can do, Elite Lead. We have our orders.”

"Congder them countermanded. Make sense, thisis Rogue Squadron you're facing.”
"And it's Rogue Squadron well bekilling. For theglory of Thyferra"

Eris popped her comm unit over the tactical frequency the Elites used. "Stay
tight, Elites. Were going for the Rogues. L et's hope our comrades tire them
Wedge watched the tactica feed coming from the Vdiant and felt acold chill



creep up hisspine. "What are they doing? Why arethey comingin at uslike
thet?'

HisR5 unit whistled curtly.

Wedge glanced at his monitor and smiled. "That was arhetorica question, Geate.
Y ou wouldn't have sufficient datato be able to calculate an answer.” After his
last outing, Wedge had |et the techs wipe Mynock's memory and upgrade his
software. Because of the modifications Zraii made on the droid, he so learned
the droid's designation had been changed to R5-G8, which he just truncated into
Gate. " Give me a check on the trangponder.”

Another quick whistle announced it wasin full working order.

Wedge keyed his comm unit. "Thirty secondsto the first wave of TIEs. Remember,
our god isto get a the Lusankya, not to spend our time dogfighting up here.
Kill what you must, but keep with the misson. Two, stay with me."

"Asordered, Lead," came Asyr'sreply.

Wedge flicked hislasers over to dua-fire mode, picked atarget among the
incoming TIEs, then waited for hisaiming reticleto go red. Asit did he
tightened up on the trigger, | etting two bursts of fire go, then dove away from
the hissing green laser fire splashing againg hisforward screen.

His maneuver prevented him from seeing what happened to histarget, but Gate
dispassionately flashed the message " Target eiminated” in bloodred |etters at
the bottom of the monitor. Maybe Mynock wasn't redlly that bad. Wedge glanced at
his sensor readouts and saw only apair of TIEsin hiswake. Everyone got one,
nice shooting. He decided to leave the other two for the Twi'lek Chir'daki
pilotsfollowing themin.

Gate hooted at him.

"Thanks, Gate, I've got thirty secondsto the next TIE wave." He opened the
tactical comm channd. "Tighten it up, Rogues. Two more squadrons, then we
should beclear togoin.”
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Corran suppressed alaugh. "Only two more flights, Lead? | count five, including
oneof squints.

"Agreed, Nine, but thereis atwo-minute gap between three and four, and another
two minutes between five and the squints. | thought we could use thet timeto
down the Lusankya. With your permission.”

"Granted, Lead."

Corran hauled back on his stick asthe second TIE flight camein, then
barrdl-rolled to starboard and came over the top. The X-wing pointed itself
draight at apair of TIEsthat broketo follow hisclimb, but hisinversion

brought him in below their flight arc. One of them tried to pull aquick loop to
bear down in on him while the other tried to force his TIE fighter down into a
diveto spot Corran again.

Corran triggered two quad bursts of fire at the diving TIE. Two of the four

laser boltsin thefirst shot missed, but the other two seared scars dong the
bottom of the starboard hexagona wing. The second burst struck the bottom of
the ball cockpit, dicing off the bottom third of it and severely warping the
fighter'sstructural eements. The twin ion enginesripped free of their

supports and blew through the cockpit canopy, then exploded.

Corran rolled away to port to escape the blast, then hit the right rudder peda
and brought the X-wing's nose around to starboard. The looping TIE came out of
itsmaneuver and spitted itself on hisaiming reticle. It went red, and Corran
triggered ashot at it. All four laser bolts converged on its starboard solar



pandl and punched through to the cockpit. Corran saw abrief flash of light,

then the TIE started a corkscrew down toward Thyferra,

"Ten hasthenext flight, Nine."

Corran tucked his X-wing back in behind and to port of Ooryl'sfighter. The Gand
rolled his X-wing up on the port stabilizers, presenting the incoming TIEswith
avery narrow profileto shoot at. Corran aped his maneuver and watched as four
TIEs separated themsalves from the rest of the formation to come after Ooryl. He
glanced at hissensors.

"Whigtler, why didn't you say we were getting ahead of the rest”?"

The droid hooted a quick response.

"l would too have listened to you." Corran keyed his comm unit. "Ten, weredl
aoneherefor abit."

"Ooryl understands, Nine." Corran caught an edge to Ooryl's voice he couldn't
recal hearing before. "Ooryl hasthem.”

Ooryl hasthem? That sounds like something Jace or | would say.

Ahead of him, Oory! triggered aquick burst of quad firethat hitaTIE inthe
cockpit canopy and blew the engines out the back of it. A little etheric rudder
shifted hisaim point to port, then a second shot disintegrated another TIE's

port solar panel. Ooryl rolled out to port, then dove below the remaining

TIEs

Sithgpawn, that's greet flying! Corran inverted his X-wing and pulled back on
the stick to follow Ooryl's dive, but by then the Gand had started hisfighter
around in agrand loop. Corran rolled again to follow, but a sharp bleat from
Whigtler made him glance at his aft monitor. "Ten, your playmates are on my
tal.

"Ooryl copies, Nine. Continue on your arc.”

"Continue? They're coming up fast."

"No longer.”

Up ahead Corran saw Ooryl's X-wing tighten its arc impossibly quick, swapping
nosefor tail in the space of two hundred meters. The ship remained inverted, so
Corran couldn't see the cockpit, but he could imagine the Gand's mouthparts
moving apart in hisimitation of asmile. "Ready to bresk on your mark, Ten."
"Goto port, Nine. Mark."

Corran rolled to port, then, as Ooryl had done, he reversed histhrust. Instead

of looping the ship, Corran applied rudder until his nose swung back along the
path he had just traveled. He came about just in time to see Ooryl melt the wing
off another TIE.

[ts wingman dove abruptly away from the Gand's tra.

"Great shooting, Ten. Y ou've got a hot hand.”

"Thank you, Nine."

"Threeflight, want to tighten it up here?"

"Asordered, Lead." Corran started histhrust pushing hisfighter forward. "Come
on, Ooryl. Weve got abig target now."

Captain Drysso watched the holopad's display of the battle. "Helm, Freedom is
trying to dash over thetop of us. Rall us so we can track her."

"Captain, if you do that, well expose our ventral surface to the snubfighters.”

"I know that, Helm." Drysso looked over at the beefy man heading up his gunnery
command. "Guns, use our ion cannons on Freedom. | want that ship.”

"Captain, Guns copies your order, but requests you reconsider.”

Drysso's eyes narrowed. "We have moreion cannons than that ship has guns,
Lieutenant Gorev. | want it, and you'l giveit to me. | don't want to destroy



it unless necessary. Antilles got one of our Impstars, now well have one of

his"

"What about the snubfighters and the War Cruiser?'

"Use our concussion missiles. Use dl our turbolasers and heavy turbolaser
batteries.”

"The snubs are too smdll for turbolasersto track them. The War Cruiser isin

our &ft, so my misslesare having difficulty finding firing solutions™

"By dl that's Imperid, you'll find solutions, Lieutenant Gorev, or someone
elsewill bein your position, do you understand?' Drysso's hand rose with his
voice. "Understand me, people. Thisisa Super Star Destroyer. A handful of
snubfighters and a ship atenth of our size cannot hurt us. Do what you aretold
and victory will be ourd™

Hiry Vorru had seen the TIE Interceptors flash past the viewports of his office
and knew the time to make his escape from Thyferrahad come. My shuttleis
hyperspace capable. | run suborbita to the far side of the planet, wend my way
clear of obstructions, and vanish. He collected afistful of datacards and

tucked them ingde histunic.

He reached the door to his office and found it wouldn't open. He quickly punched
asecurity override code into the locking mechanism, and it opened. In his outer
office he found two stormtroopers and his secretary trying to open the door to
the hdlway.

"Stand back. Elicia, please do yoursdlf afavor and duck behind your desk. When
they come for you, tell them horrible stories about me, and they will protect
you." Asthe blonde did as she was told, the stormtroopers came to attention.

"Y ou two will conduct meto my shuttle hangar in the east tower.”

Vorru punched a security override code into the lock, and it opened aswell.
Stepping into the halway, he pointed out the security holocams at either end of
the hdlway. "Degtroy them.”

With avolley of shots his guards complied with hisorder and Vorru redized

they were just Home Defense Corps personnd. Of course, the amount of
clattering their armor makes could have told me that. He waved them on after him
and quickly worked hisway toward the east end of the building, shooting
holocams as they went. " Since the locks only respond to security override codes,
we have to assumethe Ashern arein the building. They will control the

turbalifts, sowell beusng gairs.”

Vorru ignored the grumbles from his escort and got them to the east tower
without meeting any resistance. So far, very good. He forced one of them to
precede him up the stairs and had the other one follow, but the precaution
proved unnecessary asthey saw no one and nothing while they climbed up two
floors. They emerged from the stairwell on the hangar level. "Down around the
corner, to theright. Hurry, | hear the engines powering up.”

Thisdid not please Vorru, since he had intended to pilot the shuttle
himselfprimarily because he was the only pilot he wanted to know hisfina
dedtination. Thefact that the shuttle had aready begun to power up meant
someone e se had decided to use his means of escape, which created a huge set of
complicationsto be dedt with. VVorru's displeasure with the Situation bled into
hiswords, causing his guardsto sprint on ahead of him and around the corner to
the hangar.

A volley of scarlet blaster bolts sent the armored guards tumbling back down the
halway. They dammed into the wall and rebounded, but were hit by ahaf dozen
more shots before they landed on the floor. One laser carbine came spinning



acrossthe floor to trip Vorru up. He crashed down hard, but bit back a curse
and thereby saved hisown life.

From the ground he had a narrow view of the hangar and the cloaked forms of two
of Isard's Roya Guards waking from the doorway over toward his shuttle, hard!
Shel's using my shuttle to escape. How dare she!

Vorru snatched up the blaster that had tripped him, then sprinted into the
hangar. At point-blank range he shot both of the men in scarlet armor in the
back, then dove for cover asthe shuttle's laser cannons sprayed the hangar with
bolts. He fdlt the hot backblast of the shuttle's maneuvering jets asit kited

off, then emptied the blaster's power cdll by pumping shot after shot into the
vanishing shuttlés shields.

Vorru tossed the useless blaster aside and rose from the floor. " She probably
thinks I'm stuck here, but I'd have been as stupid as sheisif | only had one

bolt hole." He toed one of the Roya Guards, then flipped the body over and
pulled the blaster carbineit had been lying on from the floor. "1 will survive

this, Ysanne Isard, if for no other reason than to make you pay for the trouble
youvegivenme.”

As Corran's X-wing raced in on the Lusankya, the Super Star Destroyer began to
roll. "Lead, what do we do?'

"Stay on target. We may not be edge-on anymore, but we can hit the guns from
bel ow. Commence weave, thirty secondsto firing position.”

Corran rolled hisfighter to starboard, opening up some room between himself and
Ooryl. He pulled back on his stick and nudged it to port, throwing the X-wing
into aspird the pilotsreferred to as aweave. The fighter's movements were

not whally regular, making it al but impossible for the Lusankyas gunnersto

get agood shot at them. Of course, one good shot with those heavy turbolasers
and al the bactain the galaxy couldn't help me.

The Lusankya's heavy wegponsfilled the void with countless bolts of green laser
energy. The shots spirded out as crewstried in vain to target the incoming
snubfighters. Corran studied the bases of the cones, mentaly recording the
location of each battery. Those are what make this mountain of metal dangerous.
Destroy them and it's just abig box in space.

Despite the spird, getting atarget lock on the Lusankyawas not hard at all.
Corran shifted his wegpon's-control over to proton torpedoes and linked them for
dud-fire. The box at the center of his head-up display went red immediately and
Whistler sounded a congtant tone indicating target lock. " Good, Whistler, good.”
He punched a button on his communication console that started green, then
quickly shifted to red.

"Nine hasdouble-lock. I'm firing."

"Launch, Nine, then get clear.”

"Asordered, Lead." Corran pulled the trigger on his stick and watched two
proton torpedoes streak away at their target. "Pull the Lusankya's fangs and
hope we don't get gummed to desth on the way out.”
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Drysso stared down at hisaide. "How many incoming torpedo tracks, Lieutenant
Waroen?'

"Twenty, Sr."

Two per X-wing. Survivable. "Y ou see, only twenty."

"Wait, sr. | have twenty-four.”

"No matter."

"Now | haveforty, no, eighty. Eight zero."



Drysso'sjaw dropped as he saw anovaflare blossom up over the horizon of his
starboard bow. The shields held for a second or two, then collgpsed. Warning
grens started shrieking on the bridge as multiple torpedo and missile hits
exploded six kilometers away on the ship's bow. The brilliant fire gnawed at

the clean lines of his ship, shattering armor plates and triggering dozens of
secondary and tertiary explosions.

Even before the tremors reached the bridge, Drysso started shouting orders.
"Waroen, kill those srens. Give me damage control reports. Guns, what have you
lost and why haven't you gotten me the Freedom yet?

Waroen's voice rose above the din. " Captain, we have full bow shield collapse.”
"How did they get that many missiles off, Lieutenant?'

"Sir, | don't know, gr."

"Sithgpawn! Find out how!" Drysso watched as the Freedom fired down at the
Super Star Destroyer. Salvos of red turbolaser bolts pulsed out from the smaler
ship, savaging the Lusankyas unprotected bow. Vaporized armor immediately
condensed into metal cloudsthat hid the full extent of the damage done, but
Drysso had no hopesthat his bow would look like anything but a blackened,
battered lump. Still, that damage is nothing compared to what we can do.

Over ahundred starboard ion cannons fired back at the Freedom in adisplay so
massiveit gppeared asif sheets of blue energy had erupted from the Lusankyas
dde Thelmperia Star Destroyer's shieldsimploded, leaving azure lightning

to skip and arc al over the ship's surface. Drysso saw secondary explosions
ripple through the smaler ship's port gun decks, letting him know the Freedom
had been badly hurt.

"Captan, I'velost fifteen percent of my starboard firepower.”

"Thank you, Guns. Lieutenant Waroen, where did those missiles come from?'
"Thefreighters, gr, they'relaunching missilesthat gppear to be using the
garfighter telemetry to target us." Waroen glanced at hismonitors. "Sir, | can
reestablish the bow shield, but it will lower our protection esawhere.”

"Do it, Waroen. Guns, forget the Freedom. Kill the freighters.” Drysso clasped
his hands at the smdl| of hisback. "Thefreighters are our main threat now.

Kill them, and thisbattleis over.”

Tycho Celchu rolled his X-wing to port, then pulled back on hisgtick. He
cruised in onthetall of aTIE fighter and pulled the trigger. Two burgts of
dual-fire lasers shot out, stabbing deep into the engine assembly. Herolled
quickly to starboard and dove, clearing the exploding TIE's blast radius.

"You ill with me, Eight?"

Nawara Y en's voice came back alittle less cam than Tycho would have wanted.
"With you, Seven, just barely.”

"New flight, Eight, then our second run on the Lusankya. Y ou take lead.”
"Asordered, Seven."

Tycho throttled back abit to let Nawara Ven pass him, then he sidedipped to
the left and took up aposition in Nawaras port aft arc. Coming back off the
first run on the Super Star Destroyer, the X-wings had boiled into the fourth

TIE flight. Between them and the Twi'lek Chir'daki, the TIEs never had a chance.
Asthey closed on thefifth flight, it lost unit cohesion asfour of the pilots

pulled away and headed back toward the incoming Interceptors.

"Only eight out there, Nawara. Choose your target carefully.”

"Got onein mind, Seven." Nawaras X-wing remained straight and level asit
raced in toward the TIES.

Tycho began to wince. Head-to-head is usualy awinner for us, but it burns some



shidds. In thisenvironment, I'm not so surethat'swise,

Nawaras X-wing snap-rolled up onto the starboard stabilizer foils, then fired

four dual burgts of lasers a itstarget. Thefirst two missed wide, asdid the
TIE'sreturn fire, but the last two hit the TIE dead on. Two of the bolts

sheered the starboard solar panel in haf while the other two pedled back the
flesh of the cockpit. The TIE started a crazy tumble through space, and suddenly
Tycho found himsdf through the line of TIEsand clear to run on the Lusankya.
"Lead, Seven and Eight aregoingiin.”

"I copy, Seven."

Tycho rolled left to give Nawara more room, then put his ship into aweave.
Coming in at the Lusankya from the front, he dropped hisaming reticle on the
blackened portion of the ship's bow. Guttering flamesindicated placeswhere the
ship waslesking amosphere. Tycho picked aparticularly bright torch ashisaim
point. He shifted over to missilesand immediately got akeening target lock

tone from his astromech. Secondslater he got ared light from histelemetry
transponder.

"Double-lock for Seven. Two away." He pulled the trigger, sending two proton
torpedoes streaking on jets of blue

flame at the Lusankya. From al around the larger ship other bluelights

suddenly ignited and began to cruisein toward the point Tycho had targeted.
From the very beginning of their operations, Wedge and Tycho had agreed that the
only way they could defegt the Lusankya was to overwhem it with proton
torpedoes and concussion missiles. The problem they had was that to do the job
correctly they would require twelve or more X-wing squadronssgquadrons they
didn't have. Taking alesson from the conquest of Coruscant, they decided that
freighters equipped with launchers and missileswould give them the launching
platformsthey needed. By daving the freighters misslesto the X-wing

telemetry, they eiminated the need for target acquisition sensorson the
freightersthe use of which would have immediatdy designated thefreighters as
targetsfor the Lusankya.

To prevent anyone from figuring out their strategy, Wedge had Booster buy
launchers, munitions, and sensor unitsfrom Talon Karrde. Reluctant to buy
something and not useit, Booster hooked the sensors up to the station, noting
that just lighting them up would be enough to make even the L usankyathink twice
about engaging the gtation. Astheir plans evolved, Booster agreed to stay

behind and make the L usankya think it had been trapped while the Rogues | eft the
system, rendezvoused with Sair Y onka's Freedom, and rode the rest of the way in
relaive comfort to Thyferra. The freighters moved onin to set up the ambush

while the Freedom waited at the fringes of the system for the arriva of the
Lusankya

Tycho's missiles exploded against the ship's shidds, but they buckled quickly
enough asthe rest of the missleslocked into histelemetry hit the ship.

Nawards shots likewise raced in, sowing explosions over the ship's surface.
Other Rogues continued the assault on the ship's starboard gun decks,

destroying turbolasers, ion cannons, and concussion missile launchers. If we

can kill Lusankyas ahility to strike from one Side, our ships can operate with
impunity.

Toward the other end of the Super Star Destroyer, Tycho saw the Alderaanian War
Cruiser Vdiant pour fireinto the

ship. The Lusankyastail guns exchanged shots with the Vdiant, but Aril

Nunb's droid crew managed to maneuver the smaler ship so shotsimpacted against



shieldsthat were still strong. The Super Star Destroyer's aft shields appeared

to be holding, but the Vdiant's constant battery had to be draining energy that
could have been used e sewhere to grest effect.

Roalling to port and diving, Tycho sailed hisfighter beneath somereturn fire

and noticed the Lusankya had begun to strike out & the freighters. They
presented a diverse choice of targets and began to scatter asthe big ship
turned its guns on them. Evasive maneuvers, as per orders, but that's going to
make missile launching tougher. He glanced at hismonitor. Only two missles
left anyway, enough for one more run.

He checked the location of the Interceptor squadron, but saw it had not closed
asquickly as anticipated. "Lead, Seven is set for one more run.”

"Negative, Seven. The squints have picked up alamb and are running it clear of
here. Y ou and Nine, with your wings, areto pursue.”

Tycho's astromech flashed a quick scan of the shuttle onto his monitor. " Shuttle
ispogtive for onelifeform. Y ou think that's sard?"

"Like asnot. She's not getting away. Go, Tycho, go."

"I copy, Jesfa" ldlla crouched and quickly ducked her head around the corner.
Shejerked her head back and rolled away as three blaster bolts gouged a divot
out of theferrocretewall. That was closer than | have any interest in getting
inthefuture.

lellakeyed her comlink. "Y our report was dead on, Jesfa. .Keep telling me what
holocams he'skilling and well get to him.”

Elscol came running up and dropped to one knee at ldlas side. "What have you
qot?'

lellajerked athumb at the corridor. "Trapped rat, it appears. Y our people
secured the stairwd |s?!

"Y eah. He'strapped here on thefifth leve." Elscol gave

Idlaahaf-smile. Y ou want usto evacuate innocents, or do we just track this
guy down?'

"Let'sget him."

Elscol waved ateam of two men and two Vratix forward. "We have alive one. Be
caeful.”

Two of Elscol's people took up positions a the mouth of the corridor. Their
effortstolook down it produced no fire, so they gavethedl-clear signal. The
two Vratix then rushed forward to flank the only door in that hallway and then
checked it. They indicated it was locked. Elscol and 1ellawent running down the
hall to its end and crouched there, preparing to glance down either branch

after their quarry.

lella pressed her back against the corridor's [eft wall. She started to nod to
Elscol, inviting her to check her end of the corridor firgt, but she saw

movement back the way she had come. The duraplast door exploded out into the
halway as blagterfire chewed it in haf. Two bolts caught the Vratix on the

right sde of the door in the albbdomen, spinning him further into the corridor.
Asthefire swung back through the doorway the second Vratix took a pair of
shotsto the thorax, dropping him to the floor with his sextet of limbs

twitching.

The two men at the far end of the corridor came running up and rushed the
doorway before Iellaor Elscol could call them off. The second manin
straightened up abruptly, then flew back into the corridor al loose-limbed and
burning from atrio of shotsto the chest.

Of the first man Iellaonly saw booted feet that jerked twice, then lay ill.



"Jesfa, get me asix-man team up here now.” lellalooked over at Elscol. "We
walt, right?"

"For that guy to escape? If he got in that room, he knows override codes. He
could have a secret turbalift in there and be on hisway out."

"l doubt it." Iellakeyed her comlink again. "Jesfa, have them bring concusson
grenades.™

Smoke drifted out of the doorway, then a blaster carbine came sailing out of it
and clattered to thefloor in the midst of the dead commandos. "I give up.”
lellaand Elscol exchanged glances, then lella snapped a command. *Come out with
your handsinthear.”

"Do | recognize that voice?'

lelasjaw dropped open. FHiry Vorru! 1 She dowly smiled. "Vorru? I'm expecting
those hands raised.”

The small white-haired man appeared in the doorway and gingerly stepped between
thelegslying therein. "Ah, ldlaWessiri. Someone | can trust to do the right
thing."

Elscol sood and leveled her blaster carbine at the man. ™Y ou want the right
thing?| havejudticein aclip right herefor you, murderer.”

lellareached up and laid ahand on Elscol's carbine. Y ou can't. He's
surrendered.”

"Surrendered? He just burned down four people.”

"More crimesfor himto betried for."

"Exactly." Vorru smiled rather smugly. "I'm sure -the people of Thyferrawill
want to try me, if the New Republic will let them.”

Iellafrowned as she stood. "Oh, once the New Republic is through with you, the
Thyferranswill havetheir chance.”

"I hopeyou'reright, Iella, because | know the Thyferran people have a strong
sense of justice.” Vorru's hands dipped down to the level of his shoulders. " Of
course, snce | know which of the New Republic officials have been hoarding

b actaand | know the backdoor deals made by member statesto get bacta, well, |
sugpect thisisinformation they won't want to have cometo light.”

lelalaughed. "Y ou think you're not going to pay for your crimes because youll
make some political dedl?"

"Alas, Idla, that istheredity of the Stuation.”

lellasharpened her laugh and her expression. "Y ou're assuming, of course, that

| don't have my own brand of justicein mind. | wanted |sard because she killed
my husband. If | can't have her, you'll do." Sheraised her carbine and pointed

it a hishead. "One shot and alot of crimefilesare closed.”

Vorru brought his hands together and applauded her. "Nice bluff, but I've read
the Imperia and Cordlian files on you, my dear. Y ou could never shoot me."
"True." Ielalowered her blagter. "But she can.”

Elscol's angle shot caught Vorru in the throat. It pitched him againgt the
doorjamb, from which he rebounded and fell on top of hisblaster.

"Nice shoating.”

Elscol looked down at her blaster. "1 don't remember setting this wegpon on
qun.”

Iellasmiled. "I do, when | stopped you from shooting him thefirgt time."

Elscal frowned. "Why only stun him? Why the charade?'

"Vorru dwayslikes being in control. He was expecting you to burn him downit
would have been hisvictory because you would have killed aman who had
surrendered, and that would make you as much of amurderer asheis. Once he



realized | was out here, he decided to play another game. He was in control
until the last second, when | let you shoot him."

The other woman nodded, then snapped her carbine's selector lever off stun.
"What he said, though, about paying for his crimesis probably true. The New
Republic will makeaded with him."

"Sure, if they get achance." Elscol smiled. "The Rogues pulled him off Kessdl.
We can aways dump him back there. No dedls, only justice.”

Elscol laughed doud. ™Y ou know, you keep this up and you might convince me
theré's more to do with unreconstructed Imperiasthan kill them.”

"Let'swork onit, Elscal, but only after Thyferraisfree
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Captain Sair Y onka picked himself up off the Freedom'’s bridge deck and staggered
to hisfeet. He swiped ahand at hisforeheadit came away bloody so hetorea
grip of cloth from thetail of histunic and jammed it againgt the wound.

Antilles, you paid mealat, but it wasn't enough.

"Someone give me areport on what's going on out there. Lieutenant Carsa?"
"Carsasdead, sir. Hismonitor blew up in hisface.”

"Areweblind then, Ensgn...?

"Issen, gir. No, sir, not blind. The Lusankya has been hit again by torpsand
missiles, but it's beginning to shoot at the freighters. We're being left

done”

"Thenit'snot dl bad news." Y onkaleaned againgt a bulkhead. "Helm, canwe
maneuver?'

A pained voice caled to him from the depths of the bridge. "We'velogt fifty
percent of our maneuverability, Captain. We can roll, but speed and turns are
going to be tough. | can muster enough to get us out of here, though, gr."
"Wegpons, what's our status?”'

"Weve gtill got most of our port weapons, sir, but starboard weaponry is shot.
No redlistic judgment about repairs.”

"What's the status of our shields?"

A bad man punched a button on a console, then clapped his hands. "Shidds are
coming back up. I've got seventy percent of power. They'll hold while we run
avay."

Sair Y onkashook hishead. "Were going nowhere. Lieutenant Phdly, roll usso
we can bring our starboard wesapons to bear."

"Begging your pardon, sir, but were not being paid enough to die here.”

"Then let's make surewe don't die.” Y onkaflung hisarmswide open. "Weadl
knew that staying with Isard would get uskilled. We dso knew that if weleft
her service, shed hunt us down right after she killed Antilles. Now we've got

to kill the Lusankya here, or it will kill us someplace ese. Thisisn't about
money, it'sabout our survival, our freedom.”

He pointed out the main viewport. "Out there you have peoplein freighters and
snubfighters pounding on that behemoth. They're gnats compared to the Lusankya.
They can ging it, but they can't kill it. That job is up to us and were going

todo it becauseif we haveto dig, it isn't going to be dying whilewe're

running. The Empire's deadwe dl know thatso thisis our buy-in to whatever
followsit."

Wedge saw the Freedom begin aroll as turbolaser fire lanced from the Lusankya
at thefreighters. One salvo caught a disk-shaped Cordllian light freighter and
snapped it in haf. He saw shields glow and shrink as other ships got hit by one
or two shots, but none exploded. He knew that was more luck than skill, and that



alot of the freighters weren't going to survive to the end of the battle.

"Lead to Two, timefor our last run.”

"Negative, Lead, | haveaTIE on me."

"Coming, Two."

Wedge pulled back on his stick and brought hisfighter up into aloop, then
rolled out to starboard as Asyr's X-wing shot past. A TIE streaked by, hot on
her tail. As Wedge dropped in behind him, the TIE fired avolley of shotsthat
pierced Asyr's aft shield. Something at the back of her fighter exploded, then
sherolled down and out of sight.

"Two, report.”

Asyr didn't answer hiscal. "Gate, assess damage on Two."

The droid beeped aresponse, but Wedge ignored the information filling his
secondary monitor. Got something to do first.

The TIE rolled to starboard then started to climb. Wedge pulled his X-wing into
asteep climb, then snap-rolled starboard and powered the fighter over the top.
The TIE danced before him for a second, prompting Wedge to snap a shot off. The
dua burst of lasers clipped one of the TIE's solar panels, but did no serious
damage.

Thisguy isgood.

The TIE rolled to port and pulled atight loop back along itsline of flight.
Wedge let himsdlf overshoot the TIE, then throttled back asthe TIE swung onto
histail. The TIE closed faster than the pil ot expected because of Wedge's
chopping the throttle back. Wedge tugged back on his stick, nosing the fighter
into aclimb. He held it for a second, then shoved the stick forward and broke
the dimb off.

Green laser fire hissed off hisshields, but he didn't panic. And Gate isn't
screaming! The TIE shot past his position, having started to climb to blast
Wedge, then trying to follow him as he sarted flying straight again. Wedge
pulled his X-wing's nose back up and triggered two more bursts of laser fire.
Both hit the TIE in the undamaged wing, burning it free of the ship'sfuselage.
The hexagond wing went one way while the TIE spun out of control toward
Thyferra

Wedge didn't watch to seeif it exploded. He brought hisfighter around and
found himsdf taring at the broad expanse of the Lusankyas, belly. Nearly an
eighth of the ship had been nibbled off at the front, but the guns till fired
relentlesdly. It's hurt, but not enough. "Lead here. Starting my third run.”
Thefact that no one acknowledged his call sent achill through him, but he
shrugged it off. Now's not thetime to

mourn the dead. That waits until the misson isdone. Hetossed hisfighter into
aweave and pointed it at the giant egress hatch in the bottom of the Super Star
Destroyer. We've broken your nose, now it's a shot to the guts.

Switching over to proton torpedoes, heimmediately got ared box and asolid
tone from Gate. He waited until his transponder button went red, then pulled
thetrigger. Two jets of blue fire shot away from his ship and another half
dozen joined them. It took four of them to blast aholein the ventra shields,
but that left aquartet of missilesto plow into the Lusankya's hangar deck. The
explosions spat decking and debris back out into space, then secondary
explosonstold Wedge that at least a couple of the TIE fud storage tanks had
ruptured.

Out of torpedoes, Wedge shifted over to lasers and started searching for more
TIEs. Andif there aren't any more of them, | guess!'ll just haveto getin



closewith the Lusankyaand light it up asmuch as| can.

"Y es, Madam Director, | understand.” Eris shivered asthe echoes of Isard's
voicedied in her ears. When sheld spotted the shuttle coming up she had
harbored a hope that it was Vorru, but Isard's mocking voice dashed that dream
to pieces. Eris switched her comm unit over to her squadron'stactical
frequency. "Elite Leader to squadron. We have anew mission protect the
Lambda-class shuttle Thyfonian. We are to cover it until it gets clear and can

go to lightspeed.”

"Six here, Lead. That meanswell beleft behind."

"Negative, Sx. The Lusankyais going to be following Thyfonian out and will
pick usup.”

"| copy, Lead."

"Twelve here, Lead. We have four X-wings coming up fast."

"l copy, Twelve." Eris shook her head. Only four? That'samistake you'll rue,
Wedge Antilles. "Keegp your formationstight and help each other out. These
pilotswill be good, but we can be better. Don't lose your heads and you won't
loseyour lives."

Captain Drysso laughed victorioudly. As nearly as he could determine his
Lusankya had been hit by over ahundred and fifty proton torpedoes and
concussion missiles, but it had lost scarcely thirty-five percent of its combeat
ability. Maneuvering was hampered and shield power wasfdling sharply, but the
Lusankyadtill outgunned its opposition. And the freighters have the surviva

rate of tauntauns on Tatooine.

Lieutenant Waroen called out to him. "Captain, the Freedom is coming back into
thefight.”

"Guns, let him have everything!"

"Asordered, Captain.”

The Lusankyafired its starboard wegpons at the Imperid Star Destroyer, mauling
it mercilesdy. Turbolasers crushed the shieldswhileion cannon beams skittered
over the Freedom's hull. Concussion missiles peppered the smaller ship, opening
huge hole sin the hull. Explosions wracked the Freedom, spraying debrisin all
directions.

Y et even before the Lusankyal's attack | eft the Freedom adrift in space, the
Imperiad Star Destroyer blasted back at the Super Star Destroyer. Turbolasers
drilled through the dorsal shields and stabbed fire deep into the Lusankyals
heart. Blueion lightning capered and danced over the hull, teasing firebals
tolifein itswake. The Lusankya shook with the violence of those explosions
and others.

Drysso shouted at his staff. " Damage reports!”

Waroen wasfirgt. "Ventra shields, down; dorsd shields, down; bow shields,
down; starboard and port shields, down.”

"You meantotdl mel only have aft shidds?'

Another explosion shook the ship. "Not anymore, Sir."

"Captain," ydled his communications officer, "1 have apriority message from
Director Isard. She's ordering us out of here. Wereto follow the shuttle.”
"What?"

"That was the message, sir. She said you should get out of here before you get
killed."

"Killed!" Drysso's laugh quieted the bridge. "Killed? We are winning here. The
Freedom is dead. Freighters are dying.

That War Cruiser is next and we've westhered the worst those X-wings can throw



at us. We have won! She can run if she wants, but the Lusankya stays here. I
shewantsto abandon Thyferra, | will take her place and regp what she has
sown."

The crew stared at him, gape-mouthed and silent for amoment, then acheer
spread through the bridge, beginning at Lieutenant Waroen's sation and building
around through the crew. For a handful of heartbests Drysso thought they were
cheering him, but those nearest the viewport stared past him, prompting Drysso
to turn.

Out there, hovering off the Lusankya's port bow, was the Virulence.

Drysso clapped hishands. "It's the Virulence and they have our TIE squadrons.
Order Virulenceto deploy itsfighterst Now nothing stands between us and total
victory!"
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Three squadrons of fighters poured from the Virulence and entered the fray.
Wedge's heart had sunk when Gate reported the launching of the Virulence's
fighters. He brought his X-wing around and resgned himsdlf to onelast glorious
battle. That Impstar only carries six TIE squadrons. | always sort of figured
Rogue Squadron would go out in ablaze of glory, and thislookslikeitisit.
"Gate, target me one of Virulence'sfighters.”

The droid complied with a beep. Wedge glanced down at the image the droid
painted on hismonitor. "That's an A-wing."

Gate corrected him with ableat.

"Okay, aMark Il A-wing." Wedge shook his head to clear it. A-wings? Where did
Isard get A-wings?

A familiar voice crackled through Wedge's comm unit. "Ace Lead to Rogue L eader.
Mind if we crash your party, Wedge?'

"Pash Cracken? Where in the Emperor's dark heart did you come from?"
"Booger'sflagship. The gravity wel pulled my unit out

of hyperspace right on top of Virulence during their little standoff. Booster
talked the captain into believing it was all part of thetrap, so she

surrendered the ship to him."

So hefindly found aship that was big enough for him. "The Lusankyaisal
yours, Captain Cracken."

"Obliged, Wedge. Weregoingin."

Inverting and rolling out, Wedge reoriented his X-wing toward the Lusankya as
the Virulence fired afull broadside into the Super Star Destroyer. The smaller
ship'sturbolasers and ion cannons wrought havoc upon the Lusankya's port
gunnery decks. A ribbon of fire raced aong the port gunwale and secondary
explosonskept it dive long after the Virulence's weapons stopped firing.

To the Lusankya's aft, the Vaiant closed to point-blank range and blasted away
at the big ship's engines. Sparks cascaded away as turbolasers drilled deep

into the Super Star Destroyer. A brilliant flash eclipsed the Vdiant for a
moment. A violent tremor shook the Lusankya, snapping free ablackened chunk of
the bow.

Fast and nimble, Pash's A-wings dashed in a the Lusankya They flitted over
the massive ship's surface, shooting concussion missiles a gunnery towersand
sensor domes. Fiery craters stippled the Lusankyain their wake. What few
wegpons did remain on the Lusankyafired ineffectively a the A-wings; dl of
their destructive power proved impotent againgt atarget they could not hit.
"Rogue Lead, thisis Three. Werre going in for agtrafing run.”

"l copy, Gavin." Wedge glanced at his monitors, but the only TIEs he saw were



the ones escorting the shuttle. Can't catch them now. "If you don't mind, Three,
| think I'll join you."

Closing with the squints Corran switched his weapon's-con-trol over to lasers
and linked them for dua-fire. While aquad burst would be certain to burn a
squint down, dua-fire allowed the gunsto cycle that much faster. One shot
should il beakill, but if these guys can put the maneuverability of

those sgquintsto good use, I'll need al the shots| can get. His X-wing il

had an advantage because of its shields, but that still didn't make him immune
to damage.

"Nine, let'sbe careful .

"Asordered, Seven. Ten, on me."

"Ooryl copies.”

"Whigtler, scan comm frequencies and bring up whatever one they're using.
Squelch scrambled messages. | don't care what they're saying to each other. |
just want to be able to talk to them.”

Whistler moaned in alow tone.

"Yes, | dothink Erig isflying with them. | want to let her know who's coming
after her."

Thedroid hooted derisively.

"She can decide to flame me dl she wants, doesn't matter.” Corran let himself
smile. "She dready knows| can play hard to get. She'sthe reason | went down
on Coruscant, and I'm bringing her down here.”

He picked one of the squintsin the middle of the formation as atarget, but

kept hisflight path pointed as if he were preparing to attack one of the closer
Interceptors. Asthe close Interceptors broke, Corran rolled on his starboard
dabilizersasif he were going to follow them, but then applied some rudder and
gpitted histarget on hisaiming reticle. Hetightened up on histrigger.

Two sets of two bolts skewered the squint's ball cockpit. The twin ion engines
exploded, launching debrisinto space from amid asivery firebal. Pieces of

the fighter struck sparks from Corran's shields, but he reinforced them quickly
enough. " Scratch one squint.”

Whistler keened at him so Corran punched a previoudy unlit button on hiscomm
unit. "Hope that wasn't you, Eris. I'd hate to think your flying skill had
atrophied so much.”

"It'smy killing skill that should be concerning you, Corran.”

"Eight here. | have apar on my tail."

"Seven on theway, Eight, hold tight.”

Corran rolled and came out in aloop with Ooryl in his &ft port quarter. Two
TIEswerelining up for arunon

Nawaras X-wing. Tycho pulled aright turn that brought him around quickly, but
he only managed to pick off thetrailing TIE. Nawara broke hard to port, then
twisted back again to starboard, but the squint stayed with him throughout his
maneuvers

That's got to be Eris.

The Interceptor fired four times, thefirst two pairs of green laser bolts

burning through Nawara's aft shield. The other two blew out the port engines and
hit the fuselage right behind the cockpit. Nawara's astromech exploded, then the
cockpit canopy flew apart. When firefilled the cockpit Corran feared for the
worg, then he saw the X-wing's command couch jet out from the stricken fighter.
"Eight isextravehicular! Corran's green eyes narrowed. "Ten, keep them off
him. I'm going &fter Erig. Whidtler, give me her comm frequency again.”



The droid complied with the order slently.

"Always did pick off the easy targets, didn't you, Eris? Couldn't stand to work
hard, could you?'

"Isthat you on my tail, Corran? All done?' Her laughter filled his cockpit. "l
thought you'd learned from your father that dying aone wasn't something to do.”
"That should be your concern, Erig, because I'm not dying here. Horn out.” He
punched the comm unit button that cut frequency off. "Come on. Whidtler, it's
time we collect the debt she owes us."

Corran's X-wing streaked in on Erig'strail, but the squint juked and danced,
making it impossible for him to get agood shot at her. As she broke to port,
Corran rolled out into along starboard loop and began a head-to-head run with
her. The squint broke to starboard before they could close, forcing him to turn
to port to pursue. Okay, she knew head to head would be suicide.

As her ship began to pull away from his, Corran redlized killing her wasn't
going to be as easy as he expected. While she hadn't been abad pilot in an
X-wing, shewasn't as good as he was. Her Interceptor, on the other hand, has
more speed and maneuverability than my X-wing. That might give

her the edge she lacked before. And she knows very well dl the performance
cgpabilities of my ship.

Corran amiled. Y ou don't fly againgt afighter, you fly againg the pilot, and

her arrogance is one huge flaw | can exploit. Corran pulled histhrottle back to
85 percent of full power, letting her stretch her lead on him. Herolled up on
his port stabilizer and started along loop that would take him back toward the
main dogfight. He started in on an attack vector for one of the Interceptors.
Whileflying dong it, he watched his main monitor. Therate of changefor the
range between his ship and Erig's Interceptor dowed as the distance
stabilized, then the distance started to decrease. The rate of change
accelerated, and when the range hit three kilometers, Corran hauled back on his
stick. He tightened hisloop considerably, then punched histhrottle forward and
headed straight for her.

Her hastily snapped shots splashed harmlesdy over hisforward shields. Corran
fired back, catching her squint on the port wing. Heinverted and dove, then

i nverted again and cruised out into along loop that took him past Thyferras
cloudy face. "How badly is she hit, Whistler?!

The droid graphed performance statistics on the main monitor. The Interceptor
had suffered a5 percent reduction in speed, which gtill |€eft it faster than the
X-wing, but not by that much. There aso appeared to be areductionin
maneuverability, but not enough to cripple her performance. Thisisgoing to
takeawhile.

"Nine, areyou chasing Erig?’

"Yes, Seven."

"Fnish her fag."

"Y ou need hep?'

"Ten ishandling things, but the shuttleis running. It can clear to lightspeed

if wedon't stopit."

"l copy, Seven. I'monit." He glanced a his monitor. "Whidtler, give merange
to the freighters who were tied to my torpedo telemetry.”

Thedroid whistled mournfully. "No, it's okay that they'redl out of range. |
didn't want them wasting any torps.”

Just to be on the safe Side, he hit the switch that turned the telemetry
trangponder off, then shifted his weapon's-con-trol over to proton torpedoes.



Coming about, he picked Eris up and started after her again. He nudged hisnose
up and to port, getting astuttered beeping from Whistler asthe droid tried to

get afiring solution for the Interceptor. The tone went constant asthereticle

went red.

Corran hit the trigger and launched both torpedoes at Eris. Hislast two proton
torpedoes streaked out at her and she immediately began maneuvering to avoid
them.

/ have thirty secondsto kill her. Corran switched back to lasers, then drained
energy from hisaft shield and fed it into hisengines. That kicked his speed up

to better them that of an unhurt Interceptor, allowing him to close the gap
between their shipsfas.

Asthe missiles gpproached her Interceptor, Eris rolled to port and broke hard
toward Thyferrdslargest moon. The missles overshot where she had been, then
turned and started in pursuit again. She kept her ship pointed straight at the

bone white moon and as the torpedoes closed with her again, sherolled to port
and pulled her fighter into aglide path that followed the rough terrain of the

lunar surface.

Onetorpedo, unableto fight inertiaand lunar gravity both, dammed into the
moon and exploded. The second sailed through the gout of lunar dust and started
closing with the Interceptor. Eris bounced her squint up and over aridgdine

and back down again, interposing it between her and the torpedo.

Theridge shielded her from the torpedo's blast.

It also blinded her aft sensorsto Corran's presence.

AsEris pulled her squint up to climb away from the moon's surface, Corran came
up over theridge and pounced. Pairs of scarlet bolts burned into the squint,
shredding both solar panels. Asthe stabilizers disintegrated, the Interceptor's
climb became aloop into adive that brought it in on acollison course with

the moon. Both engines thrugting fully, the Interceptor plowed into the lunar
surface, gouging out a huge furrow. The Interceptor hit the edge of asmall

impact crater, skipped up, then battered itself again and again against the

moon. Finally, crushed into a shape that was unrecognizable as any part of a
fighter, it rolled to astop as the engines sputtered out.

Corran circled the spot once. "No explosion, nothing spectacular. Eris would
have hated it."

Whidtler blatted harshly.

"Right who cares what she would have wanted.” Corran pulled his X-wing away
from the moon. "Find me that shuttle, Whigtler. | don't carewho'sonit, we're
going to Sop it."

Another salvo from the Virulence ripped into the Lusankya as \Wedge swooped low
over the Super Star Destroyer and peppered its hull with laser bolts. The
Lusankyatried to defend itself, but the surface-mounted turbolaser cannons
amply made themsalvestargets for strafing runs by X-wings, A-wings, Twi'leki
Chir'daki, and the Gands curious ships. What shots the Super Star Destroyer did
oet off at the Virulence failed to penetrate the smdler ship'sshieds.

The Lusankyaisfast becoming defensdless. Much more of thishammering and the
ship could begin to break up, and that would jeopardize the prisoners we want to
rescue from her. Wedge pulled up and flashed past the bridge. "Gate, get me an
open comm channel to the Lusankya"

The droid complied with the order ingtantly. "Thisis Commander Wedge Antilles
to the Captain of the Lusankya. Well accept your surrender at any time."

An angry, shrill voice arced through the comm unit. "Thisis Captain Joak



Dryssono, Admira Dryssoof the Lusankya. Wewill never give up.”
"Captain..."

"How dareyou insult me!™

"Admird, then, even Grand Admirdl, if it will make you see sense. Y our shields
aredown. Y our engines are hit. Y ou have no fighter cover, you can't hurt your
opposition.” Wedge let his damage assessment sink in for amoment. "It's
hopeless. No one else needsto die. Give up.”

"Giveup? An Imperid Grand Admira never gives up. If you think onewould,
you'l rue the day you engaged onel”

"That could be, Sir, but that day isn't today!. WEll treat dl your people with

all due respect.” Wedge fought to keep hisvoice even. " Surrender.”

"Never!l Wearedl loya sons of the Empire. We are not afraid to put death
before dishonor. Helm, give me dl speed. We're going to ram the planet! There,
Antilles, see, aGrand Admird never . . ." The comm unit popped and abruptly
went Slent.

"Drys0!"

"Captain Drysso isn't here anymore, Sr. Ah, thisis acting-Captain Waroen.”
"Areyou going to crash your ship into the planet, Waroen?"

"Not if I can helpit, gr. If you could get the War Cruiser to stop shooting my
engines, and if Virulence will pull usabit further out into orbit so we don't
crash of our own accord, well accept any conditions for surrender you want to
offer us"

"I'm happy to be working with you, Captain Waroen. What you're doing isno
dishonor.”

"l know that, S, and | think it bests death dl hollow."

Corran found the shuttle easily enough and brought his X-wing in on its aft
without a problem. Heflipped hislasers over to quad fire. "Whistler, seeif

you can open acomm channd to the shuttle.” Corran fired hislasers acrossthe
Thyfonian'sflight path when Whistler announced he'd found the two frequencies
the shuttlewas using.

"Just pick one." Corran punched the button on his comm unit. "Thisis Corran
Horn to shuttle Thyfonian. Stop now and turn back to Thyferra, or I'll be forced
to destroy you."

A moment's delay ended with avoice Corran had never expected to hear again
coming through the comm channedl. "' should have known it would be you, Horn. Go
away. Y ou can't ssop me with your lasers.”

"Maybe thiswill warm your heart, Y sanne." Corran dropped hisaming reticle on
the shuttle's rear and pulled the trigger. Burst after burst of laser fire

splashed against the spacecraft's shields, but did not penetrate them. What?
Shuttlés shields aren't that good,

"Y ou can thank Hiry Vorru for me, if hestill dive. He ordered

heavy-capacity shield generatorsfor his shuttle. Cuts down on the passenger
room, but | don't mind. Quite smply, your X-wing lacks the power to burn
through them.”

Maybe one will. Corran shifted his comm unit over to the squadron'stactical
frequency. "Nine could use some help here. It'slsard. | can't get through the
shuttles shidds.”

"Seven here, Nine. Coming asfast as| can. Keegp her from jumping to
lightspeed.”

"I'll do my best, but | need your lasersto stop her.”

"1 copy, Nine. I'll hurry."



"Whistler, project how long it will be before she's clear to go to lightspeed.”
The droid splashed an image of the solar system up on Corran's secondary
monitor. He used overlapping circles of color to indicate the boundaries for
gravitationa effects of the bodiesin the system and showed the shuttle asa
pinpoint of light at the edge of Thyferras hyperspace mass shadow.

Sithgpawn, she'samost there. Corran triggered another burst of laser fire, but

it only washed abloody hue over the aft shied. What if she'sbluffing and just
has al power going to the aft shield! That'sjust the sort of thing she'd do.

He punched power to histhrottle and let the X-wing surge forward. He brought it
around in aloop that would give him an oblique shot at the shuttl€'s port Sde.
Ashesaledin, the shuttle shifted direction and came abouit to face him.

Corran hit histrigger and pulsed energy into the shuttles shields.

The shuttle fired back. Green energy darts blew through the X-wing's forward
shidd and hit the port stabilizer. Corran rolled immediately and dove, then
came back up in aweave that took him in behind the shuttle. "Whigtler, what
just happened?’

Isard's voice crackled over the comm channdl. "Did | mention that Vorru also
upgraded the lasers on this ship?!

I'll give you an upgrade, Iceheart. Corran snarled as he looked at the
diagnogticslisting Whistler scrolled op on hismain monitor. He winced, then
looked to his port Sfoil. Where once there had been apair of laser cannons he
had melted metal. And about ameter less of S-fail. A glance at the secondary
monitor showed Isard had a kilometer before she could begin the run to
lightspeed. Once she getsclear, it'sjust leve flying and she's out of here,

Corran dowly smiled. Upgraded that thing, did he, Iceheart? The Coréllian pilot
flipped hisweapon's-control over to proton torpedoes and dropped it on the
shuttle's outline. Whistler began to beep as hetried for afiring solution.

Out ahead of the X-wing the shuttle began to juke, broadening Corran's amile.
Y es, he supplied the shuttle with amissile targeting lock warning system. Only
good thing you've donein your black life, Vorru.

"So your shieldswon't stop a proton torpedo, eh, |ceheart?”

"Youll find out if you ever get alock on me, Horn."

Corran glanced at his monitor and saw Tycho's X-wing eight kilometers back and
closing dowly. Aslong asyou keep dancing, Iceheart, you can't run up to
lightspeed. That meanswe can burn you down. "I'll get alock on you, then
you're done."

He painted her with atarget lock again, but alowed her to bregk it. He
reacquired it again and shifted his ship around to herd her back toward
Thyferrals mass shadow. The shuttle rolled in the other direction, breaking the
lock, but Corran camein and got it again fairly easily. Y ou can't escape me,
lceheart.”

Isard's reply came dmost languidly voiced. "I've stopped trying, Horn. You're
bluffing. If you had torpedoes, you would have used them aready.” The shuttle
leveled out and prepared for the run to lightspeed.

"l was hoping to take you dlive, Isard. I'll shoot if | haveto.”

"Please, Horn, do your worst. Know that when we meet again, to you | shal do my
worg!"

She can't get away. | can't et her get away! Corran punched his comm unit with
aclosad fist. Hismind redled asfury and afear of failure raged through him.

My lasers can't get through her shidddsand | don't have any missilesto batter
them down. Therésnothing | cando . . . nothing . . . wait, maybe there's



something . ..

"Quick, trandfer dl power to the forward shidd!" Corran smiled grimly and
reached for the throttle. "Hang on, Whistler, were going to ram her."

The droid began hooting loudly, but Corran ignored him and focused on the
shuttle. "Y our logic boards are fried. There's a chance we can survive, but that
doesn't matter. If we cripple her ship ... we haveto cripple her ship . . ."

Before Corran could jam the throttle full forward, two blue darts streaked past
either Sde of hiscockpit. Thefirst exploded againgt the shuttle's aft shield

and collgpsed it. The second drilled through the engine housing, skewing the

ship to port. The proton torpedo detonated inside the shuttl€'s fuselage. Corran
saw the angular ship puff up and out before fire lanced out the cockpit

viewports, then agolden firebd| ripped the ship apart from theinside out.
Corran's X-wing passed straight through the center of the explosion and by the
time he brought his ship around the sparks from debris hitting his shieldswere
the only indication that the shuttle had been there a al. Consumed by fire.
Somehow fitting.

Corran keyed his comm unit. "Who did that?"

"Seven here, Nine. Thanksfor giving methe target lock."

"What?' Corran glanced over at the transponder switch and saw it waslit. When |
punched the console, | must have hit it by accident. Theimage of Luke Skywalker
cameto mind. Hed tell me that wasn't an accident, wasn't luck, just the Force.
Corran dowly nodded. | prefer to believe it wasjustice.

"It was agreat shot, Tycho. If | couldn't get her, well, your claim predated

mine"

"Corran, we got her. That'sdl that counts.” Tycho's X-wing cameinto view as
Corran headed his X-wing back toward Thyferra. "1 don't see any more squints,
Tycho. You got aworkout.”

"I got my share, but Ten vaped the bulk of them. He accounted for six
Interceptors dl by himself." Tycho chuckled lightly. "And it lookslike the
Lusankyaisn't shooting anymore.”

Corran smiled. "A tyrant dead; atraitor dead; a Super Star Destroyer dead; and,
if Elscal, 1ella, and the Ashern have done their jobs, a planet liberated. Not a
bad day at all."

41

"Looksdifferent, doesn't it, Corran, when you're walking on the celling?’

"Y eah, but not any better." Despite having the lights strung throughout the
Lusankya prisoners quarters, the warren's rough-hewn walls still pressed in on
Corran. He turned toward Tycho Celchu as he climbed over the low wall into what
had been Jan Dodonnas cell. "It's very strange to have mounted thiswhole
operation to try to get Jan and the other prisoners out, just to get in here and

find Isard had them shipped out by shuttle to other places months ago. Deep down
she must have known we'd win, so shedid thisto frustrate us."

"You'vegot it dl wrong, my friend." Tycho patted Corran's right shoulder with
his left hand. "When you escaped from the Lusankya, you ruined it for her. She
could no longer view her little prison without thinking about how you best her.
Whereas anyone € se would have beefed up security, she decided to scrap the
wholefacility. And it'sjust aswell, because this section of the ship lost
atmosphereeveryone would have died in here. Had I sard redlly been on her game,
shewould have let them die that way and would have us

blaming oursdvesfor killing abunch of the rebelion's heroes.

Corran nodded dowly. In the week since the battle for Thyferrahe'd waited for



repair crews to restore atmosphere to the prison area on the ship. To the others
that had seen it, the whole areawas just part of a ship where the bulkheads had
been lined with rock. Thefact that the primitive latrines had drained into a

zero gravity vacuum, then the waste settled wherever it had drifted when

gravity and atmosphere had been brought back, did not help things. Everyone who
visted the facility could see very clearly why he hated it

But the stink and the crudity of its manufacture wasn't why he hated it. Corran
frowned. "It feelsto me asif despair and failure have permeated these walls.

The men who werein here didn't dare try to escape, and yet most of them could
have, I'm certain. Jan could have come with me, but he didn't because hefdt a
responsibility to the others. That made him more a prisoner than thesewalls.”
"But what you saw as a prison for him was not what he saw for himsalf. Jan knew
he was keeping people dive by leading them. He hadn't surrendered, so they
couldn't quite do it themsalves." Tycho brushed fingers across the rocky

surface of thewalls. "What he was doing, by staving behind, was as much apart
of him asyour need to escape was a part of you. | don't remember much of my
rime here, but | felt certain | was going to die here. It'saterrible thing to

come back to your senses after having been out of it, to find yoursdlf ina

place where you think you're going to die. Jan told me | wasn't, and | didn't.”
"And you escaped from the place where she sent you after you left here.”

"Right." Tycho smiled. "We have to hope the others will be able to do that,

too."

"It1l befineif they do, but I'm till on for finding them myself."” Corran

amiled. "Zraii'saready got my X-wing back to normawell, asnormd asit gets
after aVerpine messeswith itso I'm ready to hunt. Y ou with me?”

Tycho nodded thoughtfully. "I am, though | think were going to have some stiff
competition. One of thefirst 'repair’

crewsin thisareawas aforensic team from Alliance Intelligence. They are
supposed to have swept this place, pulling fingerprints, hair and tissue
samplesaven samples of some of the solid waste floating around. Y ou know better
than | what that sort of evidence can tell them, but | gather they were ableto
confirm the identities of some of the prisonersfrom what they got."

Corran smiled dowly. "Which iswhy Genera Airen Cracken showed up two days
ago. The New Republic isgoing to hunt for the prisoners, then?”

"That would be my guess. They couldn't do it before because they only had your
word to go onmy identifications were spotty and old. Since you choseto resign
from Rogue Squadron and started al this, they had to disassociate themsalves
with our effort. Now they have solid evidence, which changes everything.”

"Grest, they can race usin finding them."

"Ah, thereyou are, Corran.” Ooryl filled the entryway. "I thought | could find

you here"

What? Corran sared at the Gand. "Ooryl?"

"Did Ooryl say that right?" The Gand's mouthparts snapped open and shut
excitedly. "Ooryl wanted you to be the first to hear.”

Corran looked over a Tycho, but the Alderaanian just shrugged. "Y es, Ooryl, you
said that correctly, but I thought Gands didn't use personal pronouns unless. .
The Gand'sfist clicked off hischet. "I am janwuine. The ruetsavii, they have
declared mejanwuine. They have returned to Gand to tell Ooryl's, ah, my story.
What we did here, Ooryl's part in the taking of Coruscant, and the battles

againg Iceheart, these will become known to dl the Gand. If Ooryl says'l,’



they will know towhom | refer.”

"That's great, Ooryl." Tycho extended his hand to the Gand. "The Gands have
every right to be proud of you."

Ooryl shook Tycho's hand, then Corran'saswell. "Thereis more. Each of you
have been declared hinwuine. This means that when you come to Gand for Ooryl's
janwuinesjika, you may speak of yoursalveswith personal pronouns and will not
be thought vulgar or rude."

Corran's eyes narrowed. "Y ou mean to tell me that the whole time you've been
here in the squadron you felt the way we talked made us vulgar or rude?"

The Gand shook hishead. "Ooryl never assumes vulgarity when ignorance suffices
asan explandion.”

"Thanks, | think."

Tycho shot him ady smile. "That should be 'Corran thinks.""

"But not often,” Ooryl added.

"Corran thinks Ooryl should practice using persond pronouns more regularly
before he tries comedy." Corran opened hisarmswide. "Not much better than the
shack we shared on Tdases, isit, Ooryl?!

"The minera deposits do add some color, but Ooryl, er, / would not liketo live
here.” The Gand held ahand up. "1 would explore this place with you more,

later, for the story of your time here will be vitd to my janwuine-jika, but

there are other things we must do right now. Captain Celchu, Commander Antilles
asked Ooryl to tel you heiswaiting for you in the Lusankyas staff officers

mess."

"Last minute things before his party?"

"Ooryl, | mean/, believesthisisthe case. Captain. And Corran, Generd

Cracken has asked to speak with you."

/ wonder what that's about?"Wheredo | find him?"

"Ooryl will teke you there.”

Thetrio of pilots carefully picked their way out of the cavern complex and took
the turbolift up. Tycho exited first while the Gand and Corran continued on,
climbing higher and higher in the Lusankyas superstructure. When the turbolift
stopped, Corran found Airen Cracken waiting for him outside the door to the
Captain's ready-room.

He nodded at the Gand as the turbolift's door closed behind him, then turned to
the older man. "What can | do for you, Sr?"

Cracken raked fingers back through reddish hair tinged with white. "I need you

to talk some sense to Boogter Terrik."

Corran immediately raised hishands. "Got a Death Star you want killed instead?”
"Close." Cracken shook his head. "Boogster wants to keep the Virulence."

"And you want himto giveit to the New Republic?' Corran laughed dloud. "He
won't lisen to me.”

"Mirax suggested | get you up here"

"Okay, you have me, but | don't know what | can do."

"Back me up, or we're going to have Booster Terrik in command of afully
operationa Impstar deuce." Cracken sighed. "Terrik was never as bad as some of
the smugglers out there, but now he's hooked up with Taon Karrdeand . . "
"Booster and Karrde are together? Allied? | mean, | knew Karrde had come into
the system, but | assumed it wasto work aded with Thyferrals new government
about hauling bacta. Are you sure Karrde and Booster are working together?”
"Seefor yoursdf." Cracken opened the door to the ready-room and allowed Corran
to precede him in. Corran found Booster at the far end of an ovd table, with



Mirax seated on hisright and a handsome man he took to be Karrde seated on his
left. Corran went over to Mirax's Side of the table and gave her akisson the
cheek. "Boogter, you're looking fit."

"Captaining aStarship agrees with me."

Corran extended a hand across the table to the other man. "Talon Karrde, |
presume. Pleased to make your acquaintance.”

"Better now than when you were with CorSec." Karrde seemed to be watching him
very closdy. "Theresemblance to your father isunmistekable.”

"Thanks." Corran sat down, fighting to concedl a shiver. He didn't know why, but
he gained the impression that Karrde knew more about him than perhaps even Airen
Cracken did, and that disturbed him. | think I'm happy | didn't meet him when |
was with CorSec as well. He would have been to me what Booster was to my father,
but I don't think | would have been sending Karrde to Kessdl.

Booster looked up at Cracken, then jerked athumb at Corran. "Did you think he
could convince meto give up my ship?'

Grest, thisis off to agood start. Corran glanced at Cracken and shrugged.
"Boodter, | just thought Lieutenant Horn here could sup-ply you with some more
perspective on why you're not going to be able to keep the Virulence. That ship
presents arather mgor danger . . ."

"Right, adanger to anyone who triesto take it awvay from me."

"Let meseeif | can rephrase thisthe only people with that sort of firepower

at their digposa are Warlords and other Imperia renegades. The New Republic
hasto consder any Star Destroyers that are not under the control of itself or
itsaliesto be animmediate threat to the New Republic's sability.”

"Fine, Generd, fine. I'll just take the Virulence, conquer some planet withiit,

have the planet become one of the New Republic'sdlies.

Mirax shook her head. "That's pretty much what they're afraid of, Father.”

Booster winked at his daughter. "Okay, then try thisI'll make the Virulence

hersdlf anation. Well just move from system to system, trading here and there,
and well be sovereign and even join the New Republic. Think of al! thegunsas
ground-based defenses.”

Cracken's bresth hissed in between histeeth. "No, | don't think that will work.
That would condtitute quite alarge threat to peace in the gdaxy. Such athreat
would have to be dealt with."

Booger'sartificia eyeslight seemed to flare for asecond. "1 think there

are severa different degrees of threat, Generd, and I'd have to say, right

now, you're acting more threatening than I've ever contemplated being. The
Virulenceis mine. She was surrendered to me."

"But only after three squadrons of New Republic A-wings appeared in the Y ag'Dhul
system, giving Captain Varrscha the impression she had been trapped by New
Republic forces." Cracken pressed his hands flat against the white tabletop.

"'She thought she was surrendering the ship to

the New Republic, and you know that's true. Y our representations to her did not
dissuade her of thisfact."

Corran looked over at Booster and shook hishead. "Y ou let Isard's conviction
that we were a covert New Republic operation trick Varrschainto believing we
actudly were part of the New Republic? Not bad, Booster.”

Mirax'sfather smiled proudly. " She was looking for any excuse to get out of
trouble, so | just used the one she gave me."

Corran winced. "Unfortunately, that means you've given the New Republicaclam
on theVirulence"



"What2"

"Mirax, tdl him. It'sthe same as a partnership for savaging hulks. Just

because one partner is ceded ownership, he doesn't own itthe partnership does.”
"Corran'sright, Father."

"Nonsense. I've never heard of such athing.”

Mirax laughed. "No? As| recadl, that's how you got your share of the Pulsar
Skate."

Boogter frowned heavily. "That's not the samething at al, not at al. But, for

the sake of argument here, let's say Captain Varrschawas mistaken about my
connection with the New Republic. | still possessthe ship, and if they havea
share, sodo|."

Cracken nodded. "Y ou do. Wewill justly compensate you for it, of course, and
you'll earn our undying gratitude. Even a pardon for any indiscretions you might
have committed . . ."

"Y ou can stop there, Generd. Unless you want to give me back the five years|
spent on Kessdl, I'm not interested in any judicia rewards, thanks. How much?!
The New Republic's representative hesitated. "The current Stuation is such

that an immediate payment is out of the question, but | think we could
compensate you with five million credits”

"Hal Thisisan Imperia Star Destroyer Mark 11 we're talking about. It doesn't
have ascratch oniit. It isworth billions and hillions of credits. I'll settle

for ahbillion credits, payableintwo hours, or I'm flying it out of here.”

"Ah, Boogter, you're dreaming that if you think that ship is going anywhere."
Cracken smiled confidently. "Asyou know, Thyferrahas voted to join the New
Republic. Because of this, dl shipsin the system are subject to New Republic
law. In accord with said laws, your navigation and engineering section crews
have been taken planetside for debriefing.”

"That'spiracy.”

"No, it'sactudly a security concern. As Lieutenant Horn can attest, a number

of prisonerswho were on this ship are missing. We want to question anyone who
might have been used to move them to other locations, and your astronav crews
could have been employed in that capacity. Right now, your shipisgoing
nowhere"

Booster frowned. "Okay, I'll come down to five hundred million credits.”

The sum seemed to stagger Cracken for amoment, then Karrde spoke. "Booster, be
reasonable. Try twenty percent of that."

Boogter stared a him. "Y ou're being very generous with my money, Karrde."
"Twenty percent of something, Booster, is better than one hundred percent of
nothing."

"True, but if they can't deliver, why not dunk big?'

Corran raised ahand. "It just struck me that we might be arguing about the
wrong thing here. Booster, how serious are you about making the Virulenceinto a
hyperspace-capable smuggler's den?”

Booster scratched at the beard stubble on histhroat. "Very. | spent my life
hauling cargo from one point to another. It would be nice to own a place where
the cargo cameto meand | just brokered dealsfor it. The Virulence would do
nicely in that regard.”

Corran smiled. " So would the Freedom."

"No!" Booster and Cracken dismissed the idea a the same time. They exchanged
surprised glances, then shook their heads.

"| don't want the Freedom. Refitting it will take alife-time. I'd haveto get



it to SuisVan, and General Cracken here

would guarantee my work was never scheduled. Stick to flying, Horn, because
that ideawasredly dumb.”

Mirax dapped her father on the arm. "Don't speak to my fiance like that."
"What?" Booster'sjaw dropped. "No, that'simpossble.”

Corran raised an eyebrow. "Mirax, I'm not sure thiswas the best time to mention
that.”

Booster pointed at Cracken and then Corran. "He wants to take away my ship, and
he wants to take away my daughter.” He turned to Karrde. "'l suppose you want
something of mine, too."

"Perhaps, Boodter." Karrde smiled in avery genia manner. "l think | want you

to reconsider what Lieutenant Horn suggested. It strikes me that General Cracken
is primarily concerned with your being in command of aship with enough
firepower to dag an inhabited world.”

"Succinctly put, Karrde."

"Thank you, Genera." Karrde looked at Booster. "Now you're concerned that your
shipwould fal prey to dl sorts of piratesif they take its wegponry away.

Even stripped of wegpons ahulk like the Freedom would be quite aprize.”
Booster nodded dowly. "Y ou're talking sense, Karrde. This scaresme.”

"Booster and | agree on something." Corran narrowed his eyes at Karrde. "Where's
thisgoing?'

"Y ou know the law, Lieutenant. A ship the size of the Virulence, in private
ownership, would be alowed to lawfully carry how much in the way of wesponry?'
Corran sat back. "Nothing that Size in private ownership, but it would be
something on the order of two tractor beams, ten ion cannons, and ten heavy
turbolaser batteries.”

"My calculations exactly, which leaves eight tractor beams, ten ion cannons,

forty heavy turbolaser batteries, and fifty heavy turbolasersto be pulled off

the Virulence. Generd Cracken, those weaponswould pretty much replace what the
Freedom lost here, wouldn't they?"

Cracken frowned. "For having been herelessthan a

week, Talon Karrde, you know more than I'm comfortable

having you know."

Booster shook hishead. "Those guns aren't leaving my ship.”

Cracken snarled, "The Virulenceis not your ship.”

Karrde held ahand up. "Ah, but it can be. According to the Admiralty
regulations governing savage disputes, Booster has named afair pricefor his
share of the salvage rightsto the Virulence. Since you can't meet hisprice, he

can assume control of the vessdl by depositing ten percent of that price, in

this case ten million credits, with aduly recognized judicid authoritysuch as

the government of Thyferra

Boogter frowned. "I don't have ten million credits, Karrde."

"No, Booster, you don't, but you do have alot of surplus military-grade

hardware that you're going to haveto get rid of. I'll buy it for ten million.”

Cracken tapped afinger againg the table. "1'm no more comfortable with you
having that hardware, Karrde, than | waswith Terrik havingit.”

"| expected that, Generd. I'll sl you the wegpons for twenty-five million

credits”

Cracken'sjaw shot open. "You'll what?'

Boogter amiled. "1 want fifteen million, Karrde. | have operating expenses.”

"Il makeit eighteen if you aso sell mefour squadrons of TIE fighters.”



Karrde sat back in his seat. "And the price to you, Generd, is now thirty-five
million, but you'l find | issue credit more easily than my friend. Oncethe

court here on Thyferrahasreviewed the Virulence case, Booster will pay you
whatever additiona amount they decide he owesyou.”

Corran laughed doud. "The Virulence's, appearance heretipped the balancein
the Thyferran war of liberation, so | suspect Booster isn't going to owe much.”
"I suspect the judges here might be swayed by that fact, but the New Republic
will be ableto argueits case." Karrde pressed his hands together. "Booster,
you get your ship and, Genera, you get wegpons out of his hands and into
yours."

Cracken remained silent for amoment, then nodded

dowly. "You bargain very wdl, Karrde. Perhapsthereis other busnesswe can
do."

"No, Generd, | don't think so. 1 did thisfor the obscene profit you'll pay me,
which, since you don't have liquid capitd available, will be renderedin

trading concessions for bacta and other things. | don't mind dealing with you,
but I'm not of amind to take Sidesin thiscivil war. Isard and Zsinj aretwo
examples of countless Imperia holdouts. I'd like to avoid becoming avictim of
futurewars.

"Y ou'd rather be caught between us than with us?’

"I'd rather not be caught at al." Karrde's smile carried up into his pae blue
eyes. "Haveweaded?'

"The Provisona Council will have apiece of my hidefor this, but, yes."
Cracken stood and nodded to Boogter. "The Virulenceis yours. Please change the
name."

Boogter stood at hisend of thetable. "I dready know what I'll cal her the
Errant Venture."

Corran smiled weakly a Genera Cracken. "Sorry | couldn't have been of more
hdp."

"It wasn't the solution | wanted, but it was asolution.” Cracken tossed them a
casud sdute. "Until later.”

Mirax glanced at her chronometer, then stretched languidly. "Two hours until
Wedge's party.” She amiled at Corran. "Any ideas about how to kill that time?”
Booster settled hisright hand over her left. "Y es, my dear. We're going to
discussthis engagement of yours. My daughter isn't going to marry anyone from
CorSecthey'redl of low morasand intellect. Not going to happen. Period.”
Corran looked over at Karrde. "Y ou want to help me out here?

"Do you think you could afford my help, Lieutenant?"

"No, probably not."

Karrde nodded solemnly. "Definitely not. Fortunately for you, however, now
Booster hasto pay for my help. We need to head over to the Errant Venture and
pull specs on your wegpons.”

Boogter frowned. "Now?"

"Unlessyou want Cracken to do it first and leave you

with the weapons most likely to break down, we better do it now."

Boogter's eyes narrowed. "Thisdiscussion is just delayed, not abandoned.”
"Yes, Father." Mirax kissed him on the cheek. " See you in two hours at the
The two smugglers exited the ready-room, leaving Corran and Mirax done. He
shook his head. "How far away from here can we get in two hours?'

"Not far enough, I'm afraid.”



"I'm not looking forward to this discussion of our engagement.”

"My father may growl like arancor, but hisclaws aren't that sharp.”

"Oh, that makes me fedl |ots better. Hell be insufferable for the period of our
engagement, you know."

"Agreed." Shetook hishandsinto hers. "However, | think | know away to
deflect him.”

"How?"

"Youll see" Mirax stood and pulled him up out of hischair. "Comewith me,
love, and dl shal be made clear to you."

42

Wedge waited until everyone had been sested in the Lusankya's staff officers
mess before he stepped behind the podium Emtrey had found and set up on atable
at thefar end of the room. He smiled as he faced the motley gathering. Closest
sat his pilots; beyond them the Twi'lek Chir'daki pilots who had survived,
including Ta'dira; Captain Sair Y onka of the Freedom; General Cracken and his
son, Pash; Booster Terrik and Tadon Karrde;, 1ellaWessiri, Elscol Loro, Sixtus,
and ahandful of Ashern hedidn't know; and severd Vratix officiasfrom
Thyferra. The only things we need now for afull-fledged victory celebration are
abonfire and alegion of Ewoks.

Wedge held his hands up to quiet everyone and aside from the whirring of serving
droids passing between the tables, slence reigned. "'l want to keep my remarks
as brief as possible because, one, | respect you al too much to want to bore
you and, two, | know you're al quick enough witsthat the heckling will be
worse than the fight to take this hulk away from | ceheart.

"I have acouple of pieces of businessto transact fird, though, with your
indulgence." Wedge smiled and nodded

over at Asyr Sa'lar. "Asyou cal cantell, Asyr isdoing well after spending
sometimein abactatank. Theinjuries she sustained when her X-wing was hit
werefarly minor, but the

Onebee droids have already certified her asflight capable.”

A polite round of applause greeted that news. "Unfortunately our other casudty
did not get away o cleanly. Perhaps you want to explain, Nawara."

The Twi'lek nodded. "While | was out of my X-wing | had the misfortune of having
amicrometeorite hit mein theright leg. It severed thelimb just abovethe

knee and did so much tissue damage all the bacta.on Thyferracouldn't fix it. My
suit shut down around the wound, which iswhy | survived. Actudly, thered
reason | survived was because of Ooryl vaping dl the squints that wanted to
finish me off, but theleg wasaloss.”

Corran turned in his seat. "They can fit you for amechanicd, right?"

"Y es, which iswhat the Onebees will be doing.” Nawararapped his knuckles
againg the hollow-sounding lower part of hisright leg. "Unfortunately | don't
scan as being ableto utilize aprosthetic aswdl as| need toif | want to
continueflying. I'll have ninety-five percent use of the mechanicd, but that's

not enough to keep up with the rest of younot thet | ever could before.”

Wedge smiled. "Y ou were a bit rough on our equipment, Nawara. That not
withstanding, Nawarawill remain with the unit as our new Executive Officer.
Td'dirahas been invited to join us and has accepted, so well have a Twi'lek
flying with ustill." Wedge led the gpplause, which started lekku twitching
among the Twi'lek pilots.

"Bror Jace has been appointed by his government to head up the formation of the
Thyferran Aerospace Defense Force, so well lose his services, at least



temporarily. The government has also asked usto stay on here for the next

couple of monthsto help train the new unit. Thisisan assgnment I've chosen

to accept so we can make sure no one gets too adventurous and tries to repest
what Isard did here.”

Helooked over toward General Cracken. "After that, well, General Cracken has
communicated to me the contents

of aresolution voted by the Provisional Council to congratul ate us on what

we've accomplished here. He also said that, due to a bureaucratic mixup, our
resgnations were never formaly logged to our files. If we want them, our
commissons are available to us and Generd Cracken has assured methat he's
looking for and dite unit to be able to follow up on inves-tigative leads

concerning the lost Lusankya prisoners. Once our work is done here, | intend to
rgjoin the New Republic and I'd like to bring Rogue Squadron back with me.”
Wedge smiled, "I've dready spoken with Tycho and Corran, and they've agreed to
rgoin. Aril, are you going to keep the Vaiant or come back with us?"

The Sullustan smiled. "1'm coming back to the Alliance, Wedge. I'll ill

command the Vadiant, but | think we can work out adeal with Genera Cracken to
pull missonstogether.”

"Good. Asyr?'

The Bothan looked over a Gavin, got anod from him, then smiled. "We're both
in'

"Rhysti?'

“I'min."

"Nawara?'

"Can't be an Executive Officer if | don't stay with the unit, can1?I'min.”

"Ooryl?'

"Rogue Squadron made me janwuine. | would never say no to the honor of remaining
withit."

“Td'dira?"

The Twi'lek warrior nodded solemnly. "I could not let Rogue Squadron be without
aTwi'lek pilot. | am pleased to accept the offer to join the unit.”

Wedge smiled at Inyri Forge. "1 know serving with Rogue Squadron was your
sster'sdream, but you've earned your own place with us. We'd be proud to have
you if you want to stay with us"

A grin dowly spread across the blue-eyed woman'sface. "My Sster dways wanted
the best for everyone ese. Joining the squadron meant she got to fight the evil
plaguing others,

making things better for them, Her exampleis pretty compdling. I'min."

With her acceptance, cheers erupted, hands were shaken and backs dapped. Wedge
swalowed againg the lump rising in histhroat. "Two more things, then my
remarks. First we've been invited to Gand for Ooryl's janwuine-jika. Thisisan
unbelievably huge honor for one of us who has earned many honors. Second, and
equally worthy of celebration, issomething | did barely ahaf an hour ago. As

you will recal, the Lusankyawas surrendered to me, making meits de facto
captain. In my capacity as such, with Tycho and lella present as witnesses, |

had the pleasure of marrying Mirax and Corran.”

"What!" Boogter's shout accompanied an immediate reddening of hisface.

Wedge held hishands up. "Takeit easy, Booster. They plan another, more formal
ceremony we al can attend back on Coruscant, but they figured that if you were
going to be upset with them for getting engaged, they might aswell save
themsalves that aggravation and just have you mad at them for being married.”



"I'm not upset about that, Wedge. | was upset when | thought she was marrying
someone from CorSec." Mirax's father smiled. "Now he's part of Rogue Squadron
agan, so | have no complaints.”

"Right." Wedge shook his head. "No complaints you want to voice a thistime.”
Boogter hesitated for a moment, then nodded to an accompaniment of good-natured
laughter.

Corran frowned a hisfather-in-law. "Then the red in your face and the anger in
your voice wasn't because of us?'

"Y ou CorSec people dwaysthink it's about you." Booster shook his head, then
jerked athumb at Karrde. "He bet me amillion credits that you'd go and do
exactly what you did, and he even conned meinto giving him odds.”

Wedge laughed. "Corran, Mirax, | think that's going to be a mgor bone of
contention for the future.”

"One he'sgoing to worry like ahungry nek." Corran

Mirax's left hand to his mouth and kissed it. "Not too steep apriceto pay,

though."

"Ha" Mirax snickered, "serveshim right for betting againgt us.”

Even Booster joined the resulting laughter. To Wedge the

sound was atonic. In dl the time I've been with Rogue Squadron, there has been
too little laughter and too many tears. Again histhroat thickened, but he

smiled and swallowed to loosenit.

"Again, | want these remarksto be brief. It was about ayear and a half ago

that | first met most of you. Y ou were bright-eyed and enthusiadtic, ready to
launch into one grand adventure after another. | had seen that before with other
pilotsin Rogue Squadron. | remember the days before Y avin when we were all
young, armored with the invincibility of youth and fired by the belief that the
Emperor's evil Empire could not win. It didn't, but the cost was more horrible

than any of us could haveimagined. Y ouve dl seen therall of those who died
with Rogue Squadron. Had we known at the start of things how few of uswould
survive, | think many of uswould not have answered the cdll to fight."

Wedge caught hislower lip between histeeth for a second, then continued. ™Y ou
al cameto Rogue Squadron knowing how few of us had survived. Y our decison to
join uswas an informed decision. Y es, the Emperor was dead, Darth Vader was
gone, but the Empires ability to grind up our warriors was not significantly
diminished. On both sides of the battle the weak and incompetent had been

killed, leaving only the most lethd of each force to stalk each other.

"Nothing we've doneincluding the conquest of Coruscantwill be compared
favorably with the destruction of the Death Stars and Pl patine's death, yet as

| look back on what we've done, | fed agreater sense of accomplishment now
than | ever have before. Y avin and Endor were battles we had to fight and had to
win because if we did not our movement would be exterminated. We fought with the
abandon of people who knew, either way, they were dead; and desperation, while
not pretty, can often be very potent and deadly.”

He glanced down for a second, then looked back up.

"Our missions have been no less criticd in the destruction of the Empire than

those that went before, but they were differ-ent. We took the war to the Empire.
We made plans and successfully improvised when those plansfdl apart. Wedid
things that no onenot even the seemingly prescient Talon Karrdecould have
expected usto do.

"And we did things no one could have ordered us to do. We accepted the burden of
responsibility thrust upon us and overcame the obstaclesin our way. That has



always been the Rogue Squadron tradition, but you've added anew layer to it

Y ou survived those missions. For that I'm most thankful, because | did not join
Rogue Squadron to lose friends.”

He reached down, accepted atumbler of Corellian whisky from aserving droid,
thenraised it on high in hisleft hand. "I would ask dl of youto lift your

glassesand join mein atoast. To Rogue Squadronpast, present, and future.

Those who oppose freedom and liberty oppose us. Let that fact give them pauseto
think and encouragement to travel the path of peace.”



