1}, - BOOK 5 IN THE EXCITING SERIES!

TEST OF WILLS

Myn Donos, the X-wing squadron commander, looked around in confusion. Thiswasn't right. Hed
been through thisaready. Thismisson could only lead to ...



Degth.
The ambush. They were dl about to die.

"Taon Leader to squad, break off! Omega Signal!" Herolled up on his port wing and curved in atight
arc. Away from death.

The other Talons did not follow. They sped down their destined path toward annihilation.

"L eader to group! Bresk off! Follow me!"

A woman'svoice "Cantdoit, gr."

"Follow me. That'san order!”

"No sr. What does it matter whether | die down there or on the way out?"

Donos continued hisarc until he completed afull circle. He now sped on in thewake of hispilots,
heedlesdy rushing toward their doom. He felt an unfamiliar weight crushing his chest. It wasn't

acceleration; it was the inevitability of those pilots needless desths. "Please.”

"Don't ‘please’ me, Lieutenant. Y ou don't care enough about yoursdf to live. So you don't give adamn
about us."

"Y ou'rewrong. Turn back."
"Swear it."
"l swear it! Turn back!"

The canopy of his X-wing went black and the roar of hisenginesdied. . . .

1
Twelve X-wing snubfighters roared down into the atimosphere.

The world below, Coruscant, former throne world of the Empire, was an unbroken landscape of urban
congtruction, avast city reaching from pole to pole, blanketed by gray clouds shot through with white and
ydlow flashes of lightning.

The squadron commander, piloting ablack fighter with an incongruoudy cheerful green and gold
checkerboard pattern on the bow, shook his head over the grim vista of the world below. Even after all
the time he'd spent here—even after the crucia role held played in conquering thisworld for the New
Republic—he il could not get used to the arrogance of Coruscant. It was aworld that could only rule
or perish, for it produced nothing but soldiers, officers, and bureaucrats, and could not feed its population
without importing massive quantities of food from around the gaaxy.

Hetook avisua scan of hisimmediate surroundings. "Rogue Three, tighten up. Were putting on a



show here"

A green X-wing closed in tighter to theformation. "Y es, Sr." Though distorted by the comm system,
the voice sounded indulgent rather than military.

"That's"Y es, Wedge' until we'reformaly returned to duty.” The commander smiled. " Or perhaps, 'Y es,
Exated One.' Or 'Yes, O envy of dl Cordlia’ Or—"

A chorus of groansinterrupted him. The voice of Nawara Ven, the squadron’'s Twi'lek executive
officer, cut through it: "' Stop complaining. He's earned hislittle vacation from redity.”

Then the voice of Tycho Celchu, Wedge's second-in-command, sharp and military: " Sensorsregister a
squadron of fightersrising toward us. Speed is X-wing or better; sensor profiles suggest X-wings.”

"Maintain formation,”" Wedge said, then switched his comm unit over from squadron frequency
toNewRepublic military frequency. "Rogue Squadron to approaching X-wing formation, plesse identify
yoursaves”

The voice responding was brisk, amused, and familiar. "Wrong designations, sir. Were Rogue
Squadron. Y ou're smply arogue squadron. But for the next few minutes well do you the courtesy of
designating oursalves Red Squadron to avoid confusion. We're your escort.”

"Hobbie? Isthat you, Lieutenant Klivan?'

"That's Captain Klivan . . . again, just for the next few minutes.”

The other X-wing unit roseinto view, gradudly attaining the dtitude of Wedge's squadron. Wedge was
startled to see that the dozen snubfighters were painted in Rogue Squadron'straditional red stripes and
twelve-pointed inggnia. "Hobbie, explain this™

"No time, sir. We have a course change for you. High Command has decided to broadcast this entire
event across the HoloNet—"

"Oh, no."

"—s0 set your new course to ninety-three, follow my rate of descent, and welll get you therein one
piece. After that, you're on your own."

Within momentstheir destination was clear:lmperid Plaza,, a ground-level ferrocrete circle so broad
that in spite of the surrounding skyscrapers, it could be seen from high in the air at angles other than
directly overhead. The plazawas packed with spectators; even at this dtitude Wedge could see banners
and fluttering haze that 1ooked like chaff but had to be some sort of celebratory confetti.

A speakers platform had been erected on the plaza's west side, with barricaded open areas north and
south of it—obvious landing zones for the two squadrons.

Asthey descended toward the plaza, Wedge flipped his comm system back to the squadron channel.
"Once around the park, outbound port, return starboard, at five hundred, Rogues. They're herefor a
show; let'sgivethem one.”

Immediately he heard Hobbie's answer on the same channdl: " Same, Reds, but starboard to port return



at Sx hundred meters. Soppiest flight group buys drinks.”

The two squadrons parted, circling the plaza at its perimeter, the wingtips of the X-wings sometimes
only meters from the faces of admirers piled up against the skyscraper windows. The squadrons crossed
one another's positions on the far sde of the plaza and rgjoined at their first position, then spiraled down
toward the landing zones.

Rogue Squadron angled toward the northern area, Red Squadron toward the southern. At three
hundred meters, Wedge said, "Landing gear and repulsorlifts, people,” and both squadrons began the
safe, verticd descents dlowed by the snubfighters antigravity engines.

Wedge smiled. "Y our Red Squadron looks pretty good, Hobbie. A pity you haven't had timeto teach
them anything about precison flying."

"What?'

"Rogue Squadron, Three Diamonds Parade Formation, execute!”

After amoment's hesitation—it had been some time since the unit had practiced the intricate parade
formations—the Rogues split into their three flight groups, each group maneuvering into a
diamond-shaped formation—one X-wing forward, one back, the two others Side by sdeinthe

middle—with Wedge's group forward and the other two side by side behind, making atriangle of
diamonds, dl facing eastward.

Even over the sound of the repulsorlifts, Wedge could hear the cheers from the crowd.

Hobbie's voice came back immediately: " Red Squadron, same maneuver, but one-eighty to their
orientation.” He sounded amused rather than angry. And in moments his squadron was in the same Three
Diamonds Formation, but his X-wings faced west.

More cheers—the crowd was going wild over the aerid demonstration.

"A little wobbly, Hobbie."

"We haven't been together that long, Wedge, but we still know afew tricks. And you started this. Red
Group Three, deny Rogue Group One!"

The three-fighter triangle to Hobbie's starboard rear broke away from the Red Squadron formation,
Sdedipped and reversed orientation while maintaining the same internal order, and cameinto postion a
mere ten meters beneath Wedge's group, descending toward the spot where Wedge would have landed.

"Not bad, Hobbie. Rogue Group Two, deny Red Group Onel™

Corran Horn, in his green X-wing with the black and whitetrim, led hisgroup in asmilar maneuver and
positioned them directly beneath Hobbie Klivan's group.

"Y ou mynock. Red Group Two, deny Rogue Group Three!™

"Rogue Group One, subgtitute Red Two!"



The two squadrons flight groups crisscrossed above the speakers platform as they descended, a
dazzling display of precison flying, until, when al were amere ten meters above the ground, Rogue
Squadron was reassembled over the southern landing zone, Red Squadron over the northern. The two
dozen snubfighters set down within moments of one another.

Their pilots climbed down from their cockpitsinto awhirlwind of celebration: New Republic diplomats
and old friends dragging them up onto the speakers platform, clouds of confetti raining down from the
skyscrapers ringing the plaza, roars of gppreciation and exuberance from the thousandsin the plaza.
Wedge managed to get handshakes and backd aps from Hobbie and Red Squadron's
second-in-command, Wes Janson, before being dragged into line formation with dl the pilots; the
crowd's roar was too overwhel ming to alow them to hear one another's words.

At thefront of the platform, at the speakers lectern, stood the New Republic Provisional Council's
best-loved speaker, Princess Leia Organa of Alderaan. Unlike most of theNewRepublic 's
representatives present, she was dressed smply, in abelted robe of senatorid white. She caught
Wedge's eye and gave him asmile and haf shake of the head, acknowledging their mutua didike of
public spectacles such as this, then turned back toward the crowd.

With afew waves of her hand she managed to reduce the crowd's roar to the point her amplified voice
could be heard aboveit. "Citizens of theNewRepublic, | present to you Rogue Squadron!" Another
protracted roar, and then she continued, "Before | bring Commander Antilles up to spesk, | think |
should put the squadron's recent accomplishmentsin perspective. With their efforts, we now have, once
again, asteady supply of bacta—asupply sufficient to stamp out the last lingering effects of the Krytos
Plague. With their efforts—"

Wedge tuned her out. Thiswas dl old newsto him. Weeks before, held led Rogue Squadron—the
true Rogue Squadron, the men and women now in civilian dress—on amission that theNewRepublic
military command could not support. Resigning their commissions, the members of Rogue Squadron and
ahandful of professiond insurgents had mounted acivilian action against the new government of the
world of Thyferra, the world where the overwhelming mgjority of bacta, the miracle medicine, was
produced. That new government was headed by the Empire's former espionage leader, Y sanne lsard,
and could have become the core of areunited Empire.

But now Y sanne Isard was dead, and Rogue Squadron's resignations had apparently been cregtively
misfiled—meaning that they were never civilians—meaning that, with the misson's success,
theNewRepublic was retroactively making the Thyferran misson an officialy sanctioned operation.

None of which explained the presence of anew Rogue Squadron flying the unit's traditional colors.
Wedge traded places with Tycho, his second-in-command, to stand beside Hobbie Klivan. "So tell me
about this ersatz Rogue Squadron.”

The pilot with the perpetually mournful face shook his head. "It's not ersatz. Just sort of auxiliary. For
morale purposes, theAlliance needed a visible Rogue Squadron while you were off playing pirate. So
they brought me and Wes back from training-squad duty to cobble together atemporary Rogue
Squadron.”

"Temporary.”

Hobbie nodded. "We brought in some Rogue Squadron veterans—Riemann, Scotian, Carithlee,
several more—and a couple of new pilots each out of Gauntlet and Corsair Squadrons. Now that you're



back, they dl returnto their origind units. Except—"
"Except what?"

"Except me and Wes. We're back for good. Subject to your approval. That's the reward we were
unofficialy promised by High Command.”

"Well, I'll think about it." At Hobbie's stricken look, Wedge smiled. "I'm kidding you. Welcome home.
Is Gauntlet Squadron active? | thought they were till in digpers.”

"Y ou're behind the times. Corsair was our first squadron, Gauntlet our second, and our third, Talon,
wasjust commissioned.”

"Who's commanding?

"Lieutenant Myn Donos. A good pilot, smart—"

Lieutenant Wes Janson, gill baby-faced despite hisyearsflying for theAlliance andNewRepublic,
leaned in grinning from Hobbie's other sde. " Smart, egotistical, salf-centered, arrogant, insufferable—you
know, atypicd Cordlian.”

"Asafair, broad-minded officer, | should ignore that. But asa Cordllian, of course, I'll manage some
sort of revenge.” Wedge turned back to Hobbie. "Before your Rogues are dishanded, | want to see their
personnd files."

"Of course. Why?If | can ask."

"You can. | have anideafor another new X-wing unit

... something based on our experiences taking Coruscant and Thyferra"

"Y ou're going to form anew squadron?”’

Wedge nodded.

"Just like that? Wave your hand and it appears?’

"Well, | thought I'd tell High Command so they'll know what they need to give me.”

Hobbie shook his head. "Wes, you wereright. All Corel-Hans are like that. Oh, Wedge, the
princess—"

Wedge redlized belatedly that Leia had called his name and was beckoning to him. He put on his
meet-the-crowd smile and advanced, stopping a pace short of the lectern, taking Leia's outstretched
hand.

She gave him her most infectious grin, the private smile she never turned to crowds or officia
assemblies. She spoke quietly enough that her words would not carry to the amplifiers. ™Y ou looked as
though you'd been practicing that formation flying for weeks.”

"Wewere" he said, straight-faced. "Liberating Thyferradidn't take up much of our time."



"You'resuch aliar. Go tak to these people so we can al go home."
Twelve X-wing snubfighters roared down into the atmosphere.

Thiswas adark world with a polluted sky, its aimaosphere formed from gases and smoke hurled from
hundreds of active volcanoes. Four kilometers ahead, the TIE interceptor, fastest fighter of the Imperid
forces, was digtantly visible; it stayed well ahead of the X-wings, though the fact that it was not now
outrunning them was a clear indication that its engines were damaged. Further evidence were the sparks
and gouts of smoke issuing from its engines, too far away to see except with visua sensors; if the engines
failed, the pursuing X-wings could catch the interceptor.

Myn Donos, the X-wing squadron commander, toggled his comm system. "Taon Leader to Talon
Eight, any change?"

His communications specialist answered, "No, sir. He's not broadcasting. Asfar as| can tell, he's not
homing in on any sort of asignd. And I'm till not picking up any engine emissions, other than hisor ours,
on the scanners.”

"Veywdl."

The interceptor's speed suddenly dropped and the vehicle began bobbing asif hit by heavy turbulence.
It lost dtitude, veering to starboard toward a cleft between two enormous vol canoes. Talon Leader saw
glittering orange threads of lava crawling down the near dope of one of the black, fire-capped mountains.

"L eader to squad, it lookslike he'slosing thrust and going low to lose us with terrain-following flying.
Don't give him the opportunity. Get close and force him down.” Heled his squadronin alazy arc toward
the same gap. He watched the numbers changing on his distance-to-target register: three kilometers, two
point five; the interceptor was now emerging from the gap on the far Sde asthe X-wingswere entering it.

Tdon Eight's voice broke, high-pitched and nervous, over the comm system: "Engines powering up, Sir!
Directly ahead! | count four, seven, thirteen—"

"S+oilsto attack position!" Donos shouted. " Scatter and—"

Shiner, his R2 unit, issued a sharp squeal of darm. Donos's console echoed it with beeps and
indicators showing that someone ahead had a sensor lock on him—two locks— three locks— Donos
veered sharply to port—directly toward a volcanic flue and the impenetrable stream of gray-black smoke
belching from it. As he hit the cloud he pulled back on the stick, rising straight up the concedling smoke.
The sensor locks on him disappeared.

He heard explosions, some near, some far, and the excited comm chatter of his pilots. He added to it:
"Tadon Two, go skyward in the smoke screen; well hit them from above.”

No answer.

There was other comm traffic: "Five, Five, heson your tail!" "Can't get clear, vape him for me, Sx—"
"Cant, I've got—I've got—" "Nine banked into the volcano wall, she's gone—" Another explosion.

Moments later, at two thousand meters Donos angled to starboard, getting clear of the smoke and
emerging directly over the gap between volcanoes.



No onewas on histail. He checked the sensor board— didn't believe what it showed him, checked it
agan.

He and Taon Twelve were the onlyNewRepublic forces remaining on the board. He counted
twenty-three, twenty-four, twenty-five Imperia blips. A dozen were veering toward Twelve, the
remainder toward Donos.

In amatter of seconds, Talon Squadron had been al but destroyed. Glittering pieces of X-wingswere
gtill streaming down toward the planet's broken surface. In another few seconds, he and Twelve would
be vaped, and the destruction would be complete.

Through the shock of it, he said, "Taon Twelve, divefor the surface. Trench Run Defense. Omega
Sgnd. Acknowledge.”

"Omega Signa understood. Diving." The sensor register on Taon Twelve showed decreasing dtitude.
Donosfollowed suit, standing his X-wing on its nose and blagting toward the ground.

He hadn't even gotten a shot off at the enemy. Ten pilots dead and he had afull rack of proton
torpedoes |eft, laser batteries charged to full. Timeto change that.

The sensors showed an ominous cloud of TIE fighters— eyeballs, inAlliance fighter-jock
parlance—pursuing Twelve toward the ground. If she reached the planet's broken surface, which was
pocked with craters and crisscrossed with rifts, she might be able to ude them; there, her piloting skill
rather than the relative speeds of the fighters could alow her to lose pursuit, and any pilot who tried to
follow her from above would quickly lose sight of her—thiswas the classic Trench Run Defense used
againg thefirst Death Star. But for now, Twelve would remain within the enemy’'s wegpons range for
long, deadly seconds.

Within moments his sensorsindicated that he was coming within range of the weapons of therising
cloud of TIE fighters. He switched hislasers over to dud fire, giving him greater recycling speed, and put
the rest of hisdiscretionary power on forward shields, then began firing as quickly as histargeting
computer gave him the bracket color changes and pure audible tones of good target locks. He put his
X-wing into acorkscrew descent, making it harder for him to hit his enemies, but making it much harder
for themto hit him.

Mogt of hisshots hit the ground. One missed hisintended target but vaped its wingman. Two more
shots hit their intended targets, one shearing off awing and sending the fighter spinning into the nearest
volcanic mountainside, the other having no immediate effect Donos could see— but the TIE fighter
ceased dl evasive maneuvering, itsflight path becoming an easy-to-caculate ballistic curve. Donos
amogt amiled: It had been asurgica srike, the pilot killed by abeautiful shot straight into the cockpit,
leaving the rest of the fighter craft unharmed.

His assault had its desired effect. The oncoming cloud of TIEs spread out and he shot through the gap
in the center of their formation. They whedled, an angry insect cloud, to follow, but now the TIEs
pursuing Twelveinto the rugged terrain below were in sght. Donaos continued firing, vaping one
garfighter before the others knew he was upon them; that fighter's wingman, startled by the sudden
explosion, reflexively banked rightward, directly into the side of therift in which they wereflying. His
fighter dso detonated, filling the rift with flame and shrapndl.

Donos dropped into therift, pulling out of hisdive just before he could scrape his kedl on the ground.



He had stone formations to either side of him—~black rock so blurry from his speed that he could make
out no details. "Leader to Twelve, report condition,” he said.

"Minor damageto lower port strikefoil," she answered. "It's giving me alittle vibration, which should
go away if we can get out of atmosphere. Some starring on the canopy. Pursuit is hanging back— Wait,
here comes one! HE's trying to get alock on me!™

Donos put on more speed, increasing therisk that he would not be able to make some difficult turn
ahead. He whipped around abend in the rift and dmost dammed into theion engines of adow-moving
TIE fighter immediately ahead. He snapped off alaser shot out of reflex, saw it lance straight into the
garfighter's sarboard engine.

The TIE fighter ingtantly became aglowing firebd| of yellow and orange flame and debris. Donos's
X-wing rocked as he roared through thefireball; hishemet and hull were bardly sufficient to keep the
sound of the explosion from deafening him. Then he was through.

One moreturn, atight starboard bank that almost flung him into the rock wall to port, and he had
Twevein 9ght. Twelve, and the vehicle pursuing her—the interceptor that had led them into thistrap.
Thiswasthefirst time Donos had seen it visually, and he fleetingly noted the nonstandard red stripes
painted horizontally on the sarfighter's wing arrays before something €l se occurred to him: there were no
gparks or smoke plumes emerging from its engines now. With the deception done, al the false Sgns of
the interceptor's weakness had been shut off.

Theinterceptor had crept up to within meters of Twelve's aft end and was now skillfully matching dl of
the X-wing pilot's frantic maneuvers. Thiswas ademongtration of superior flying technique, a show of
contempt by one pilot for hisenemy, and there was no doubt that the interceptor could begin firing on the
defenseless Twelve at any second.

Donosfired off adesperate sngp-shot. At the same moment, the interceptor took itskill shot.

Donos saw hislasers strike and play across the interceptor's main body, dashing across the engines
and burning into the cockpit.

Theinterceptor'slasersintersected a Twelve's X-wing, hitting her aft shieldsin spite of her desperate
maneuvers. . . and then they penetrated. Both of Twelve's starboard engines flamed out. The starboard
grikefoils, softened by the lasers intense heet, began to deform under atmospheric friction.

The interceptor dowed.Sparks and flame, rea ones now, issued from the engines. It rose, jumping out
of the rocky rift, and wasimmediately lost to Donoss sight.

Twelve's X-wing began aportward roll. Donoss next command was haf ashout: "Twelve, bail out!
Tweve, gect!"

"Ejecting now! Leader, get out of here!™

Donoswatched helplesdy as Twelve's cockpit filled with the fire of an gection thruster, but the canopy
failed to open. The gector seat smashed Twelveinto it. Itstransparisted construction kept the canopy in
one piece as the X-wing continued to rotate to port. Under continued pressure from the thrust of the
g ection seat, the cockpit finaly broke away from the X-wing, but Twelve sat limp in the seat asthe
gection seat carried her mere meters from the doomed snubfighter, damming her into therift wall to port.
In asplit second she was gone, lost behind Donos, and her X-wing was nosing over to crash into the rift



wall below.
Donosforced himsdf to look away, to return hismind to mission parameters.

A few minutes of terrain-following flying and he should be able to jump free of theserifts and heed for
space. But suddenly the prospect of surviva didn't appeal much to him.

Donoss R2 shrieked at him. Startled back to attention, he looked around, saw that apair of TIE
fighters had gained on him during hisreverie.

He could stay and bekilled, or flee and describe hisfailure to his commandersin crud, humbling detail.

Hed prefer to die. But the families of € even good men and women deserved to know how their loved
ones had met their fates. With an anguished cry, Donos hit the thrusters again and rounded the next turn.

2

TheNewRepublic guard, his face as emotionless as a ferrocrete bunker, admitted Wedge to the office.
Within, the walls were a soothing blue, the furniture smooth and rounded with colors of the seg, the air
cool but uncomfortably moist. Still, Wedge was back inNewRepublic uniform, and that aone made him
more comfortable than the office's environment conditioner could have.

Behind the desk, Admira Ackbar, commander in chief of theNewRepublic's military operations,
returned Wedge's sdute. Like other Mon Calamari, with their outsized heads and rubbery skins, he
looked to most people like abipeda and intellectud fish, but Wedge knew him to be far more humane
and courageous than many who fought for theNewRepublic .

Ackbar gestured toward the visitors chairs. "Commander Antilles. Please, git. Isit too humid for you?|
can make adjustments.”

"Not at al." Wedge took the seat indicated. "Thank you for making timein your schedule for me so
soon.”

"Itisnot an imposition.” Ackbar leaned closer, focusing on Wedge, histwo widely separated eyes
sometimes movingindependently. "1 see no Sgns of hangover on you, Commander. Must | conclude that
you did not celebrate adequately?!

Wedge smiled. "Very adequately. Meseting old friends and new, old Rogues and new, and telling stories
until we couldn't string two words together. But | 1eft the heavy drinking to the younger pilots.”

"Wise of you. Younger pilots. | notice | did not recognize dl their names.”

"Rogue Squadron is catching up from attrition, Sir. At the end of the Thyferran mission we were down a
few pilots. Since then, we've brought our numbers up again. We're il one pilot light, but Aril Nunb
rgjoined us temporarily for yesterday's celebration.”

"I'm sure you will employ your customary skill in finding extraordinary replacements. Well, dlow methe
impatience of office. What brings you to me?'Y our message hinted at—what was it? 'Recommendations
for anew type of unit, particularly well suited to the search for Warlord Zsinj.'"



"That's correct.” Warlord Zsinj, aonetime Imperia admira ill in possession of a Super Star
Destroyer, an eight-kilometer warship capable of pounding a planetary surface flat, was now
theNewRepublic 's most important military objective. His hit-and-run missions againstNewRepublic Sites
wereincreasng in bold effectiveness and destructiveness, and the danger that he might assume Y sanne
Isard'srole as the center of an Imperia resurgence was not an empty one. "'I'd like to form anew X-wing
group, Sr."

Admira Ackbar's mouth bent in an approximation of asmile. A learned behavior—Mon Caamari did
not communicate amusement that way. But Ackbar was well versed in human body language. "Rogue
Squadron is no longer good enough for you?'

"Rogue Squadron will ways be good enough for me, Sir. But in the last severa years|'ve bumped
repeetedly into aglaring wesknessin our military. I'vetried to address it before and want to try again.”

"Please eaborate.”
Wedge leaned back, settling in for alengthy discussion.

"Y ou'll remember when | reorganized Rogue Squadron afew years back, | took the best pilots | could
transfer or sted . . . but when it came down to choosing between pilots of equa skill, | dways chosethe
one who had useful ground-based killsaswell.”

"Yes. Y ou wanted pilots who could also be commandos.™

"l got them. And they got quite aworkout as commandos, especidly in the liberation of Coruscant
from the Empire and then of Thyferrafrom Y sanne hard.”

Ackbar managed to smile again. "Y ou have certainly justified our faith in your experiment. Rogue
Squadron performed magnificently.”

"Thank you. Speaking for my men and women, | haveto agree. But I'd origindly thought that Rogue
Squadron would be used opportunisticaly: a strike mission would revea a ground-based weakness, and
wed have the training and supplies to go down and perform the necessary ground mission. Theway it
turned out, we keep landing full-fledged commando missions. So | think we need another commando
X-wing squadron, one where we choose pilots so asto have afull range of intrusion and subversion
skills. Rogue Squadron was designed as afighter unit first, commando unit second; thistime, | want to go
the other way around.”

Admira Ackbar's expression, so far as Wedge could read it, was dubious. "Higtoricaly, we've had few
problems coordinating the efforts of commandos on the ground and fighter pilotsfor aerid support.”

"l don't agree. Commandos can communicate strike locations to the pilots, but the pilots till won't have
the familiarity with these locations that the intrusion team will. Commandos who've had their extraction
plans busted might want to seize enemy spacecraft to escape; the way things stand, they can't count on
having enough pilots to make that escape, while commando-trained pilots could. Norma pilotsfollow
orders and conform themsalves to standard tactics— and should! But acommando X-wing unit might
develop new tactics. New ways of mounting even ordinary raids and pursuits. New ways of anticipating
assaults and ambushes.”

Ackbar abruptly leaned back from him, hiseyes hdf closing; it looked to Wedge like afrown of



concentration. "What made you say that?"

"Thinking about the subject on the long flight home, and during the time we were garrisoned on
Thyferrabefore that,” Wedge said. "Even though the garrison ass gnment was cut short from the two
monthsoriginaly planned, it still gave me plenty of timeto think."

"Y ou haven't heard any news?'

"No, sr. About what?'

Ackbar shook his head. "Please go on."

"Well, that's actually about it. | can dressit up inaformal report for you. But one other thing | think is
important— | can giveyou aunit like thisfor free”

Ackbar snorted, the sound emerging as a series of rubbery pops. "Can you, now?"

"Yes, gr. Fird, the replacement Rogue Squadron is being; disbanded, its pilots and X-wings being
returned to their original units. Correct?"

“Correct.”

"So you'l beissuing adozen new X-wingsto us, won't you? To the origind Rogue Squadron.”

"Why would we? Y our X-wingsarein functiond shape, are they not?"

"Well, yes, but they're notNewRepublic property any longer. They were sold to my
second-in-command, Tycho Celchu, at the start of our operation againgt Thyferra. They're his persond

property, held intrust for dl of us, until and unless he decidesto vest ownership in their pilots.”

"How uncharitable of you. Y ou could donate their use to theNewRepublic . | believe one of your pilots
has been using his persond X-wing dl dong.”

"Yes, ar. Lieutenant Horn. And Tycho would be glad to loan his snubfighters to theNewRepublic, for
the use of Rogue Squadron, if . . ."

"If the next dozen X-wings out of the factories are as-signed to your new commando sgquadron.”
"Yes gr."
"That'sblackmail. It's unbecoming.”

"Most unconventiona tactics are unbecoming until they succeed, Admird. | direct your attention to the
planet Thyferra. . "

"Bequiet. Therés ill the matter of pilots. Fresh out of the Academy, their training costing hundreds of
thousands of credits apiece. That isnot 'free.' "

"No, gir. | don't want new pilots. | want experienced ones.”

"Which isan even more significant expense.”



"No, gir, not with these pilots. | want pilots no one e se wants. Washouts. Pilots staring court-martias
in the face. Troublemakers and screwups.”

Ackbar stared asif he couldn't believe his tympanic membranes. "'In the name of the Force,
Commander, why?'

"WEell, some of them, of course, will beirredeemable. I'll wash them out, too. Some of them will be
good men and women who've screwed up one time too many, who know their careers are dead but
would give anything for one more chance...."

"Y ou're more likely to get aproton torpedo up your engines than you are to get afunctional squadron
out of such pilots. The torpedo might be launched accidentaly . . . but that's no comfort to awidow."

Wedge spread his hands, palms up, and smiled. " Problem solved. I'm not married.”
"l know you're not. Y ou know what | mean.”

"Yes, gar."

"What would become of Rogue Squadron?”

"I'd be happy to remain in charge officidly, but for al squadron activities, Captain Celchu is more than
quaifiedtolead . . . and now that he's been cleared of the formal charge of Corran Horn's murder and
theinformal charge of being a brainwashed double agent, there shouldn't be any responsible objection to
hisfull return to duties. I'd return Lieutenant Hobbie Klivan to Rogue Squadron as second-in-command
and take Lieutenant Wes Janson as my own second-in-command. Once the new squadron is established,
of course, I'd hope to return to direct command of Rogue Squadron.”

"Y ou're committed to thisides, aren't you?"'

"Yes, gr." Wedge consdered what he was about to say. "Since the battle at Endor, the military's public
relations groups have represented Rogue Squadron as if we were the lightsaber of theNewRepublic . A
bright, shiny weapon to cut down any dark Imperid holdoverswho sill stand against us. But, Sir, not all
battles cal for lightsabers. Some of them are fought with vibrobladesin back adleys. TheNewRepublic
needs those vibroblades too, and doesn't have them.”

"l understand.” Ackbar nodded agreesbly. "Request refused.”

Wedge couldn't speak; suddenly al the air seemed to leave his chest. HEd thought he was so close,
thought he had convinced the admiral.

"Unless..."

Wedge found hisvoice again. "Unless?’

"I'll make abet with you, Commander. Y ou get your chance a forming this squadron. If, three months
after it goes operationd, it has proven its worth—in my sole estimation— you can do as you please.

Continue with the new squadron, go back to command Rogue Squadron, whichever you choose."

"Andif | lose?'



"Y ou accept promotion to the rank of general and join my advisory staff.”
Wedge kept hisdismay from hisface. "I would seem to win either way, sir."

"Stopit. You're not fooling anyone. If you had your way, you'd continue flying snubfighters and
commanding fighter squadrons until you were a century old. How many promotions have you turned
down? Two? Three?'

“Two."
"Well, if you lose your bet, you accept this one.”

Wedge sighed and thought it over. He needed to keep flying; he wouldn't be happy in any other way of
life. But theNewRepublic military needed this new tactic, needed many new ways of doing things, before
they became astactically fossilized asthe Empire had been. "I accept, Sir."

Ackbar ground out alaugh. "In asense, you've dready

lost, Commander Antilles. Y ou're wagering your career for the good of theNewRepublic . You're
creating new tactics, new weapons for theNewRepublic , not just for your squadron. You're dready a
generd . . . youjust don't know it yet."

"l guessI'll accept that remark in the spirit in which it wasintended, Sir.”

"| have another remark for you, Wedge. News, bad news that you'll have to take to your subordinates.
And | don't envy you that task."

Wedge met with the othersin the hangar aboard the cruiser Home One where the Rogue Squadron
X-wingswere undergoing repairs and repainting. He watched with atrace of wistfulness as the black and
green-and-gold checks of his snubfighter, colors hisfather had chosen for the family refuding station and
never lived to see implemented, were erased and replaced byNewRepublic grays and the proud but
strident Rogue Squadron red stripes.

Tycho frowned, but not at the repainting job. " So how isthis going to work?"

"| act as commander for the combined unit—for both Rogue Squadron and the new squadron. | also
act as squadron leader for the new squad. Tycho, until | return, you're Rogue L eader, with Hobbie your
second-in-command; Nawara, you remain executive officer. Wes, you're my second-in-command.
Rogue Squadron is going to be assigned to the hunt for Zsinj; the new squadron will be put together at
Folor Base—"

Tycho winced. "Ah, yes, the center of NewRepublic entertainment and lunar beauty.”

"Onceit's commissioned, the new X-wing squad will dso join, covertly, the hunt for Zsinj, assuming he
hasn't been taken out by then. Both squads will fly together when circumstances dictate.”

Westurned to Hobbie, extended his hand. " Sorry to see that you're stuck with theflying fossils, whilel
stay with Commander Wedge on the cutting edge of—"

Hobbie batted his hand away. "Oh, shut up.”



Wedge cleared histhroat. "There's something else. Tycho, Nawara, could you excuse usfor a
moment?'

The two Rogues withdrew, |leaving Wedge with Hobbie and Janson. "I have some news for you two,"
Wedge said. "Y ou're not going to like hearing it. Ton Squad isgone.”

Hobbie frowned. "What do you mean, gone?"
"Wiped out. Ambush. Everyoneis dead except Lieutenant Donos."

Janson leaned againgt the near wall. Hobbie looked as shocked as though held jammed hishand into a
power generator. "How?'

"Wedon't know al the details yet. Only that they were pursuing an anomaly, astandard TIE
interceptor far from any hyperspace-capable ship, into an uninhabited system logged as recently secured
by New Republic Intelligence. That secure designation turns out to have been fase, diced into our code
a apoint yet to be determined. Theinterceptor led them into a shooting galery and € even members of
the squadron died. Lieutenant Donos is being debriefed now; I'm having him brought to Folor Base when
that's done. Even if he's cleared, alot of squadron commanderswill have no usefor him, so | want him
evauated for the new squadron.”

Janson's voice was ragged. "Eleven pilots we trained. Wiped out by asimple ambush. What apair of
incompetents we must be.”

Wedge shook his head. "It was more than a smple ambush. Well know how much more soon. Inthe
meantime, don't tear yourselves up. Any one of us could have been lured into something like that—all
we'd have to do is base decisions on Intelligence reports that seemed reliable. Y ou understand?!

Both men nodded.

From aflight suit pocket Wedge produced a datapad; this he handed to Janson. "There are a couple of
filesonthis. Oneisasat of pilot-datacriteria. The other is authorization to run it againgt pilot profiles
across records of allNewRepublic armed forces. Tomorrow, | want you to assemble alist of dl pilots
matching the criteria, then begin to contact them, find out how many of them arewilling to put in for
transfer to my new squadron for possible permanent assgnment. I'll bet pretty close to one hundred
percent will be. Those who answer in the affirmative, send to Folor without informing them of their
destination; well meet and evaluate them there”

He turned to Hobbie. "As soon as you've had a chance to debrief Donos, | want you to work up a
smulator run based on the mission that destroyed Talon Squad. 1t will be one of the first smulator
training sessions the new squad attempts—and the next one Rogue Squad experiences. So it doesn't

heppen again.”

"Understood,” Hobbie"After due consideration and review, | think it'sateribleides," said Generd
Crespin.

It was weeks later, and WedgeAntilles stood before another military leader in another office and
prepared to plead his case again. Wedge fet irritation well up within him. Crespin might be his superior,
but did not have agrasp of smdl-unit fighter uses and tactics superior to Wedge's. Few, if any, officers
did. But he clamped down on hisemotion. It wasimportant to meet Crespin reason for reason, fact for



fact; if helet emotion dictate his defense he would lose this argument.

Genera Crespin, new commander of the fighter training base on the moon called Folor, and persona
commander of two training squads of A-wings, paced behind his desk while Wedge remained standing at
attention beforeit. Crespin was atal, lean man who seemed to know only two expressions, impassive
and stern. Sincethe last time Wedge had seen him, in the briefings before the assault on the second
Death Star, Crespin had been promoted from colone to genera, had picked up alimp, and had had his
left eye replaced by aglossy black optica; he usudly wore amirrored patch over the mechanica
replacement, as the patch was far less ominous than the black, inhuman eye. Wedge suspected the
generd could see through the patch. Wedge had heard that Crespin had been injured during a
bombardment by Zsinj's Super-class Star Destroyer, Iron Fist, against aNewRepublic military base
established near the border to Zsinj-controlled space.

"We don't need misfits representing theNewRepublic ," the genera continued. "We need heroes. Men
and women with proper character and clean records. Hologenic pilotswho'll ook good in the
broadcasts, good in the archives.”

"With dl due respect, Generd, that's equivaent to piloting a course right into the dark side of the
Force."

Crespin's head snapped around and he glared at Wedge. "Y ou're insolent. Explain yoursdlf."

Wedge took a deep breath. Contain your anger. Make him an ally, not an enemy. "First, since
theAlliance wasfirst formed, we've made it apolicy to accept Imperia defectors.”

"I know that. I'm one of them." Crespin's chin came up, asif he were inviting Wedge to address the
question of hisloyaty.

"Yes, Sr. S0, as you know, sometimes these people had just been waiting for the chance to sde with
us. Like yoursdf. Sometimes they jumped when our position was stronger than the Empire's. Sometimes
they jumped for purely selfish reasons. We never cared, so long asthey did their jobs, continued to aid
theNewRepublic , and stayed loya to our gods.”

II&?I

"So dl these defectors are retreads, Generd. Many are men and women with spots on their records.
Sometimes more than spots. Here's an example. We pulled Black Sun criminals off Kessdl, introduced
them onto Coruscant, and kept the faith with them so long asthey did with us. Y ou seem to be saying
that their contributions should be ignored, kept hidden—the only people whose efforts we acknowledge
will be those with spotless records, uniforms, and faces.

"Ridiculous”

"Second, this ideathat appearance needsto be afactor in the choice of new pilots so they'll ook good
on holograms and broadcasts—air, | understand your reasoning, and | approve’—thelie nearly stuck in
Wedge'sthroat but he accelerated past it—"but it exposes the New Republic, the Provisona and Inner
Councils, to adanger | think you've overlooked."

"Whichiswhat?'

"I dl our pilots have to look a specific way, meet or surpass some arbitrary degree of beauty, were



exactly the same as the Empire, which kept hundreds of sapient species under its heel because they
weren't human. Because they didn't meet specific human standards of appearance.”

"Preposterous!” But Crespin looked atrifle shaken by Wedge's last accusation.

"Of courseitis, gr. Itsmore than prepogterous, it'sidiotic. Epecidly inlight of al the nonhumansin
Rogue Squadron and other units. But put that argument into the hands of Imperid insurgents working
within theNewRepublic and you'll have insurrections, protests from everyNewRepublic sgnatory race
that isn't represented in the cockpit of an X-wing or A-wing somewhere.”

Crespin grimaced but didn't answer.

"Third, the new squadron’'s makeup alowsfor better, not poorer, public relations. Every pilot who
makes it will be asuccess story, acome-from-behind story, suited to aholodrama or series. Most
importantly, they'll be common-being stories. Not everyone can identify with Corran Horn from Corellian
Security, or with Bror Jace, millionaire prince of the bacta-producing monopoly on Thyferra But some
tug pilot who joined theAlliance, fumbled his career into the gutter, and then recovered it, repaired the
damage hed doneto hislife—"

"Yes, yes." Crespin waved for himto be quiet. "Very well, Commander. Y our passion for this
experiment isobvious. Y our reasons are sound. Do it your way for now. Do note that | expect this
experiment to beadisagter . . . and I'll be on hand to clean it up when it detonatesin your face.

"Ya s'r.lll

"You'll haveto be aware of some changesimplemented since the last time you were stationed here.
Y ou may have noticed when landing that the base's emissons are much more contained than they used to
be; externd visua beacons arelit off only when landing craft need them.”

"Yes ar."

"We need the extra security, what with Zsinj'sraids increasing in frequency and boldness. . . and with
occasiond lapses such asyour own pilot, Eris Dlarit, turning out to be atraitor—"

Wedge reined in another flash of anger. "I should point out that she was placed in Rogue Squadron for
political reasons, not recruited by me. And so far aswe have seen, her controllers kept the information
she sent them about Folor Base to themselves, not sharing it with renegadeslike Zsinj. And now they're
dead."

"Whatever. We gtill need the improved security. So long asthisis border territory, we're vulnerable to
assaultslikethe ones Zsinj is so fond of making. AH your pilots are being brought in without knowing
wherethey are; the washouts will go out the same way."

"Yes, gr."
"Very well." Suddenly Crespin looked inexpressibly weary. Wedge wondered how many officers

regularly brought him arguments and back talk—even when it was as polite and well reasoned as
Wedge's. "Dismissed.”



3
"Y ou look like you've fought afew roundswith arancor.”

"Thanks, Wes. I'm sure Genera Crespin will gppreciate that comparison.” Wedge sat back in his chair
with asigh, put his booted feet up on his desk. His office was aformer storeroom with disma lighting and
not even a holoscreen to display a soothing picture of some faraway vista. His chair was arecycled
gection seat mounted on aheavy spring and a cross-brace. His desk was a section of metal bulkhead
suspended between two low filing cabinets. It wasdl typical of the decor in underfunded Folor Base.
Janson sat inasmilar chair againgt thewall, and athird gection seat was Situated opposite Wedge's.

"We have pilots today?' Wedge asked.

"We have pilots, possibly thelast group, if somelate arrivals makeitin.”

"Let'sget sarted. Who'sfirst?' Sincethefirst day of evaluations, Wedge had followed asmple
interview pattern: Janson kept the data on the pilots, alowing Wedge to meet each one without any
foreknowledge. It gave him a better opportunity to consult his gut with respect to each candidate. Janson
consulted his datapad. "His name is Kettch, and he's an Ewok."

Wedge came upright. "No."

"Oh, yes. Determined to fight. Y ou should hear him say, 'Y ub, yub.' He makesit a battle cry.”

"Wes, assuming he could be educated up to Alliance fighter-pilot standards, an Ewok couldn't even
reach an X-wing's controls."

"He wears arm and leg extensions, prosthetics built for him by a sympathetic medica droid. And he's
anxiousto go, Commander."

Wedge dumped and covered his eyes with one hand. "Please tell me you're kidding.”

"Of course I'm kidding. Pilot-candidate number oneis ahuman femae, from Tatooine, Falynn
Sandskimmer."

"I'm going to get you, Janson.”

"Y ub, yub, Commander.”

"Show her in."

Late in the day, Wedge looked over the list of candidates processed so far.

A Tatooine woman with excellent flying marks, aready an ace, but a career in the incinerator because
of what waslisted as" chronic insolence.” Aninability to keep scorn out of her voice when dedling with
superior officers shedidn't respect. Failure to maintain military discipline. Wedge wondered how badly
thiswould have affected her record afew years ago, when the New Republic was the Rebel Alliance and
the military was alooser, rougher organization where rugged individualism was the norm rather than a

common exception.

He wondered, too, whether Falynn Sandskimmer's attitude toward a certain Hero of the New



Republic had contributed to the two demotions that had canceled her two promotions. Asked about
Luke Skywaker, sheld said, "Can you imagine being compared to him al your adult life just because
you're another pilot from Tatooine? No, I've never met Luke Skywalker. In fact, | wish I'd never heard
of him."

It was an attitude that would not endear her to many of Luke'sfriends. Wedge, who was among those
friends, amply shrugged it off. Her worth wasin her performance, not her lack of appreciation of one
good man.

The second pilot, ahuman maefrom Etti 1V, was facing acourt-martid for theft. He expressed
confidence that he would be cleared and asked for a chance to prove himself to Commander Antilles. A
minute after hed gone, Wedge noticed that the framed holo of his long-dead parents was missing from
the tabletop. He sent Janson after the compulsive thief and scrubbed him from the candidate roster.

Thethird pilot wasaTalz, one of the white-furred humanoid inhabitants of Alzoc 111. A former Imperia
dave, held learned to pilot freightersfor the Rebel Alliance and had transferred to fighters when the
deadly pilot attrition of the year before the Emperor's death had put a premium on good fliers. But his
record showed a history of psychosometic illnesses and the possibility of mental breakdown increasing in
thelast severd years. Hismenta eva uations suggested that these problems resulted from conflict
between the TalZ's basically gentle nature and the fighter's mission of destroying enemy targets.

Wedge and Janson put him through a ssimulator recrestion of the fleet action at the battle of Endor—a
target-rich environment where the best fighter pilots racked up impressivekill scores. The Taz did well,
but Wedge and Janson watched his biomedical readings climb into the red danger zone—a clear sgn that
evenin smulators, stresswas egting away at him. They wished the disgppointed pilot agood flight home
and recommended atransfer back into freighters.

"Number four today," said Janson, "is Lieutenant Myn Donos.”

Wedge gave his second-in-command a sympathetic look. "Have you had a chanceto talk to him?”

"No, hel'sjust arrived on base. | read Hobbi€e's report, though. New Republic Military Intelligence has
cleared him of error or wrongdoing.”

"Good. Show himin."

Janson spoke into his comlink and amoment later alean man in the standard orange New Republic
flight suit entered. He was just over average height, with around face and athick mop of black hair. His
face betrayed no emotion. He saluted and held it until Wedge returned it.

"Lieutenant Donos, have a seet.”

"Thank you, Sr." Donos sat, military-sraight.

"I understand that Command has reviewed the Stuation on Gravan Seven and cleared you for
continued fighter duty. Congratulations.”

"Thank you, Sir." Donoss expression did not change.

Wedge glanced at Janson, who wore a puzzled look as he watched Donos.



"Y ou're aware that we're forming anew X-wing squadron.”

"Yes, gar."

"Interested in transferring over?'

"Yes, ar." There was no enthusiasm in the pilot's voice, nor was there atrace of the pain hewas
doubtless till feding from the destruction of his squadron. Wedge again checked Janson's reaction;
Janson was now leaning back in his chair, studying Donos curioudy.

"Westedls methat before joining the Alliance, you belonged to the Corellian armed forces. Sniper for
an dite counterinsurgency unit.”

"Yes, gar."

"Areyou dill sharp asasniper?

"No, gr. | haven't had a chance to keep up my skillsin the last three years."
"Do you think you can train up to your previous standard?'

"Yes, gr." Therewas no pride, no enthusiasmin histone.

"Do you have a problem with the role of sniper?”’

"No, gr. Whatever my role, my task isthe dimination of the enemy."

"Right. | so understand that you were decorated on Corelliafor conspicuous galantry. Thisentitles
you to wear the Corellian Bloodstripes. Y et you don't. Why?"

Donostook awhileto answer. "It just seemsabit silly, sir. | could also wear asign saying 'I'ma
wonderful person and | give money to the needy.’ What's the point?’

"l see" Wedge tried to discern some hint of anger, pride, regret, anything in the pilot's expression or

attitude, but he could not. "Well, then, for now, welcome to the squadron of candidate trainees.” He
shook Donoss hand. An exchange of salutes later, the lieutenant was gone,

"He used to wear the Bloodstripes," Janson said. "'l didn't notice until you mentioned it. Thisisn't the
Myn Donos| trained.”

"Interesting. How long was it from the time Taon Squad | eft on itslast mission to the time he returned?
Was there enough time for him to have been grabbed by the enemy, to have been programmed?”

"No, there's not enough time unaccounted for in hisreport for him to have stopped into acantinafor a
drink. No sign he ever left his cockpit. It'shim, but it's not him. He wouldn't even meet my eyes.”

"Well, well see how he performs. If he showsthe dightest sign of cracking up, or of needing a
protracted off-duty rest for psychologica reasons, I'm going to scrub him."

"Understood.”



"Hypercomm signa detected, Admira!"

Admira Apwar Trigit looked down from his command chair into the bridge crew pit. Hisexpression
wasmild. "Itsorigin?’

"Header code indicates that it's straight from Zsinj &t Rancor Base!l"

"I'll takeit in my private comm chamber.” Herose, aware that with his graying black hair and beard, his
lean form, and the silver and black uniform held designed himself, he was an imposing figure. He kept his
wak graceful and casud as he departed the Imperid Star Destroyer's bridge — true, he served the
Warlord Zsinj, but his chief officers must understand that he merely hired out his services and those of the
Implacable, that he was his own madter.

In the spherica chamber reserved for his private communications, Trigit hit aswitch onthemain
console. Immediately, athree-dimensiond image gppeared before him—2Zsinj, twice human-sized, Sitting
inablack command chair, doubtlessthe one aboard Iron Fist. Zsinj wore the crisp white uniform of an
Imperia grand admira, arank he had never truly attained—yet his current power was such that no one
could protest this presumption on his part.

Trigit smiled a the ego Zsinj routindy manifested. "My lord, you're going to twist my neck from staring
up a you." He dowly turned aknob and Zsinj'simage shrank until it wasjust over human-sized. He kept
from hisface the sheer ddight the action of shrinking Zsinj brought him; in the Imperia armed forces, it
would have been construed as an expression of pure insolence. He would have been lucky merely to
have been demoted to garbage scow pilot.

The warlord—a corpulent man, balding and graying, with aflorid complexion and drooping mustachios
that gave him an exotic look—favored him with asmile. "I'vejust read the report from your last
transmission. | wanted to congratulate you on the destruction of Talon Squadron.”

Trigit gave him asardonic little bow. "Thank you. The code-dicer who planted the fase information
about the security of the Gravan system later reported that they have decommissioned Talon Squadron
entirdy.”

"The pilot who escaped the ambush—was that by your design? Or an accident? The report doesn't

"No, we made every effort to kill him. Hisreflexes were just good enough to save him. In thefinal
analysis, | consider it to bejust as good as a clean sweep. He's doubtlesstold histale of woeto his
superiors; now they can begin to fret about forces cunning enough to wipe out X-wing squadrons without
sgnificant loss or effort. A few more such missions, and they'll begin to devel op asupernatura dread
about us.”

Zsinj smiled. "What about your code-dicer? What if he's caught and broken?!

"Impossible. She has dready left her Rebd station. I'm having her brought in and giving her a
commission aboard Implacable.”

"It would have been cheaper to have diminated her. Y our previous superior would have doneit.”

"Ysanne Isard kept all her officersand minionsin astate of fear,” Trigit acknowledged. "And when they
failed her, or proved in any way to be aligbility, she did diminate them. So they knew that there were no



happy endingsin their futures, no rosy retirements. They literaly had nothing to ook forward to except
death or escape. That's not away to engender loyalty. That's not my way."

"Good."

"But none of this discussion explains why you've contacted me at such considerable expense.”

Zsinj'ssmile grew broader. "1 want to hear early results from the Mont Project.”

"Ah. Wdll, thefirst few thousand Morrt-class parasite-droids have been distributed. I'm getting
preliminary reports already. Naturally, thereé's a concentration of sgnd hits from known population
centers—Imperia, New Republic, and independent. We're dso getting afew hits from unknown sites,
and Sites designated destroyed or abandoned. Once we get reinforcement on them, we can go looking."

"Good. Keegp me up-to-date on al your interesting little operations.”

"Asdways, my lord."

Zsnj gave him agraciouslittle nod and hisimage faded to nothingness.

Trigit Sghed. Zsinj was much easier to ded with than Y sanne lsard, also known as | ceheart, former
head of Imperid Intelligence—now dead at the hands of Rogue Squadron. Unlike Iceheart, Zsinj
understood something about the folly of waste—such as murdering subordinates on awhim. But Zsinj's
desire to be up-to-date on every operation, to have hisfingersin each new plan and enterprise, was
extremely tiresome,

Ah, well. Aslong as Zsinj remained reasonable and kept Implacable stocked with fuel, wegpons, food,
and information, Trigit would remain with him. Far better than setting out on the lonely warlord's road
himsdf.

That is, until he had power and advantagesto match Zsinj's.

"Any more?' said Wedge.

Janson consulted his chrono. "It's getting late. But we have only two more candidatesto review."

"Today, or totd?"

"Total. Y our dave-driving habits have gotten us dmost through the first phase of the evaluation
process." Janson consulted his datapad. "Next is Voort saBinring, a Gamorrean.”

"Very funny. Y ou had me going thefirst time, Wes, but that joke won't work twice."

"He'saGamorrean.”

The green-skinned, pig-faced Gamorreans were found among untrained guard and police forceson
many worlds. They were technologicdly primitive, disinterested in any of the advanced sciences required
for technologica professons. "It'simpossible to train Gamorrean males to something as complicated as

fighter piloting. They have glandular balances that make them very violent and impatient.”

"He'saGamorrean.”



"Just keep up your little joke, then, and show himin."

Janson spoke into his comlink. A moment later a Gamorrean—21.9 meters of glowering porcine
presence, dressed in the standard New Republic pilot's uniform, the bright orange of the jJumpsuit
clashing nauseatingly with the cresture's green skin—walked in and saluted.

Janson smiled ingratiatingly at Wedge. Y ub, yub, Commander.”

Whenever the Gamorrean spoke, hisnatura voice, grunts and squedls not pleasant to the human ear,
emerged first. Then, below it, cutting through it, was his other voice, the mechanical one, emerging from
the trandator device implanted in histhroat. "No, Commander. | have not lived among other Gamorreans
gncel wasachild."

Wedge cleared histhroat. "I'm sure you understand that thisis new to me. But | am curious, how you,
well, overcame Gamorrean biology and learned to fly."

"l did not overcome my biology. These were changes forced upon me. By Binring Biomedical
Product.”

"l know that name. They provide food to the Empire's armed forces. Nasty green nutrient pastes that
take forever to go bad. Perfect for stormtroopers.”

The Gamorrean nodded. "They aso engineer animasto adapt to different planetary environments.
They have lesswholesome experiments as well. | was one of them. For purposes of espionage, the
Emperor wanted Gamorreans with humanlike methods of sdlf-control. They made dterationsto our
biochemigtries. My attention span surpasses human norm. My mathematical acumen registers at the
geniuslevd. | do not lose control of my anger.”

"Thiswasan Imperid project?' Wedge thought that through. "How many like you are there?'

"None. | am the only success."

"The other transformations were fatal 7'

"Inasense. All the other subjects committed suicide.”

"If I knew, | would be among them. But | am certain it has something to do with isolation. How would
you fed if you were the only thinking human in the gdaxy, forced to live among Gamorreans, and dl the

other humans you met were bloodthirsty primitives?’

"A good point." Wedge sat back and considered that unhappy prospect for amoment. "How did you
cometojoin the Alliance?’

"One of my creators, who had watched hisother . . . children . . . kill themsalves one by one arranged
to have me put through avariety of different smulator training programs to measure my capacity. Or o
he sad. In actuaity, hewas doing it to teach meto pilot many different Imperia and Alliance vehicles.
Then he arranged for me to escape the Bin-ring compound. Eventudly | reached Obroa-skai."



"Thelibrary world."

"l learned much there, and eventudly chose to cometo the Alliance.”

"Y our, uh, creator—he didn't choose to escape?’

"He was sad because of the projects he had led. He chose to follow his other children.”
Wedge winced. "All right. To moreimmediate concerns. Y our record states that you have

temperament problems. Y ou're facing a court-martia for striking a superior officer, though that officer is
willing to drop chargesto get you transferred asfar as possible from his command. What do you haveto

sy?

The Gamorrean took afew moments to respond. "There are two types of pilotsin the New Republic.
Those who have been Imperid pilots, and may carry with them anirrationa didike of nonhumans. And
those who have had bad encounters with Gamorreans.”

"| tend to disagree.”

"Y our experiences do not match mine. And in my experience, aGamorrean flyer tendsto receive an
undue amount of abuse from hisfellows. Not just pranks. Sometimes sabotage. Lies. Chalenges.”

"Y ou didn't gtrike your officer?

"l have struck severd fdllow pilotsin well-moderated challenge matches. | have never had to strike one
more than once. Y ou will notice that charges werefiled againgt me within haf an hour of the aleged
incident. No one | have ever struck has been able to speak coherently within half an hour of my striking
him. Sir, he struck at me; | blocked his blow. He has chosen to remember that as an attack. Heiswilling
to drop charges only because heis not strong enough to accept responsbility for the full measure of his
persecution of me.”

Wedge considered. "Well, that's about al for now. Candidate training beginstomorrow.” Herose. The
othersfollowed suit, and he shook the Gamorrean's hand. "By the way, what do you like to be called?
Voort?'

"l am content with VVoort. But many others call me Piggy. | am content with it, too, for | canignorethe
definite derogatory component that goeswithiit.”

Wedge and Janson exchanged glances. "The lieutenant and | once knew a very fine human pilot who
went by Piggy. There's no 'derogatory component' to it in this squadron. Rather, it's abadge of honor |
hope you can live up to.”

"l will try to do s0."

When the Gamorrean was gone, Wedge said, "I wonder what Porkins would have thought of him."

Janson shrugged. "WEell know better when weve flown with him.”

"Well, who's next? A mynock? A womp rat?'

"My, you are getting paranoid. No, next, and last, isahuman male, Kell Tainer from SuisVan. | think



he's exactly the leader type you want to replace you when it'stime to return to Rogue Squadron.
Assuming Myn Donos doesn't return to normd..”

"Good. Show himin."

A moment later Hight Officer Tainer entered. Generd Crespin isgoing to love him, Wedge decided.

Kell Tainer stood nearly two meterstall, with ahandsome, scul pted face that holorecorders would
adore. Dark hair cut short framed light blue eyes—a couple of shadeslighter and they'd make him look
like amadman, but a this shade they were piercing, mesmerizing. Hewas built like an athlete, actudly a
little too broad in the shoulders to be entirely comfortable in an X-wing's cockpit, but that was a problem
for which hewould adready have learned to compensate.

Kell sngpped to aprecison saute and held it until Wedge returned it. "Flight Officer Tainer reporting,
sr, and apleasure to meset you."

"Likewise. Let meintroduce you to my second-in-command, Lieutenant Janson.”

Kel had turned toward Janson and was in midsal ute as Wedge spoke. Wedge watched as the pilot's
back suddenly locked upright. Tainer's saute pose and salute becameiron-rigid. Kell did not meet
Janson's eyes, but he did ask, "Lieutenant Wes Janson, Sr?"

With abewildered expression, Janson said, "That'sme." Hefindly remembered to return the sdute.

Kéll turned back to Wedge, kept his gaze focused above Wedge's head. "I apologize, sir. | cannot join
this squadron. | withdraw my application. Permisson to leave?"

Wedge sad, "Why?'
"I'd prefer not to say, Sir.”
"Understood. Now answer the question.”

Kdl seemed to vibrate for amoment as his muscles strained against one another. Then, hisvoice low,
he said, "Thisman killed my father, Sr. Permisson to leave?’

Janson, his expression shocked, came around to Wedge's side of the desk. His gaze searched Kdll's
face, and a shadow of recognition crossed his features. " Tainer—your name wasn't dways Tainer, was
it?"

"No, sr."

"Doran?'

"Yes gr."

Janson looked away, his eyes tracing something back through the years.

Kdl sad, "Parmissonto leave, Sr?"

"Waitinthe hdl,” Wedge said.



Kdl left. Wedge turned to his second-in-command. "What's thisdl about?!

4

Janson returned to his chair, finding hisway into it by touch; he seemed to look into the past, not seeing
anything around him. "My firgt kill—did | ever tll you that my firg kill wasan Alliance pilot?"

"NO_"

"Not something one advertises. Back then, | wasapilot traineein the Tierfon Y dlow Aces. With Jek
Porkins."

"Good old Piggy."

"The origind. Those were the days when atraining squadron might just get picked to do astrike
mission that should have gone to an experienced squad—"

"Liketoday, you mean."

"Well, it's much less common today. Y ou know that. That day, our mission was an ambush of an
Imperid freighter and its TIE fighter escort. They wereto comeinto alanding at atemporary Imperia
staging base weld found out about. We werein Y-wings. One unit of the Y ellow Aceswasto strafe the
base and run, leading off the garrisoned flyers, while the rest wasto hit the freighter. To takeit, if
possible; we redlly needed the food and fud.”

"So what happened?’

"Thefirg part of the mission went as planned. But asthe freighter camein, we saw that the TIE fighter
escort was twice as big as advertised. And one of our pilots, aformer freighter pilot from Alderaan,
Kissek Doran, had a panic attack and took off in his'Y-wing. Piggy and | were sent out to bring him
back ... or shoot him down."

"And you did?'

The words exploded out of Janson: "Wedge, | had to! If he communicated on any standard frequency,
if he crossed into the base's sensor range, if he bounced high enough that the moon's horizon no longer
concedled him; if any of these things happened, we were compromised and the unit might have been
daughtered. Porkinstried to crowd him down to land, but he couldn't, and I—" The words stuck in his
throat for amoment. "I shot him down. | had to use lasers. Couldn't risk the ion cannon; its energy pulse
might have been detected. The blast cracked his cockpit; vacuum killed him. His scrounged flight suit
wasntuptoit.”

"It sounds as though you did everything you could to keep him dive.”

"Yes, until | killed him. | knew he had awife and two or three kids back on Alderaan. | figured they'd
died when the first Death Star destroyed the planet.”

Wedge took up Janson's datapad and scanned Kell's record. "It doesn't say anything here about



Alderaan or the Doran family."

"They must have changed their family name, falsified records. The unit commander went to vist them,
not long after hed sent them the officid notification of Kissek's death. The story he was going to give her,
supporting the one in the notification, wasthat hedied in battle.. . . but Kissek's wife had aready heard
the truth from someone. Accused the Tierfon Yelow Acesnot only of killing her husband but of ruining
the family name. Maybe shetried to fix things by changing their name and moving away."

Wedge sighed over the datapad. "L ook at this. Tainer was afighter-craft mechanic on SuisVan.
When he cameto the Alliance, he trained as ademolitions expert. Served with Lieutenant Page's
commandas, then demonstrated a native talent for fighting in re-crestional Smulators and got permisson
totraininthered thing. Have you ever met Page?'

"No."

"A good man. Teaches his people wdll. Wes, weredlly need Tainer ... if we can persuade him to stay.”

Janson gave him alook that was all mock cheer. "Oh, wonderful. | killed hisfather. He hatesme. He
knows how to make bombs. Come on, Wedge, how does this story end?"

"If he's an honorable man, you'rein no danger.”

" S0 he getsto the boiling point, and then he pops like the cork on bad Tatooine wine."
"All Tetooinewineisbad."

"Don't change the subject. Anyway, keep reading.”

Wedge returned his attention to the datapad. "In training, one Headhunter crashed. One X-wing set
down hard enough that it took alot of damage. He claimed unresponsive controls both times?”

Janson nodded. "Typical response from someone who can't accept responsibility for hisfailures™

Wedge looked up and gave hisfdlow pilot apiercing sare. " So, back when you were hot to add him
to our roster, how were you going to convince meto overlook thislittle crash-landing problem?’

"Wedge. . ."
"Answer the question.”

Janson looked unhappy. "I was going to point out that he could have been correct. The two crashes
aren't congstent with hisskill index. HEs good, and | mean brilliant, in the smulators.”

Wedge considered the information on the datgpad for long moments. "Well, I'll accept your
explanation. | want usto try him out. If he doesn't work out, I'll scrub him. If he doeswork out and yet
the two of you can't work together . . ."

"In thelong run, you actualy need him in this unit more than you need me." Janson's voice was weary.
"Inthat case, with your permission, I'd transfer back to the Rogues. | can swap with Hobbie.”

Wedge nodded, solemn. "Thanks, Wes."



Janson let Wedge do dl the talking. Wedge imagined that it felt better not to have Kell Tainer turn any
attention toward him whatsoever.

Wedge explained the Situation in afew words, then asked, "Tainer, are you an honorable man?"
The pilot, hisback once again locked into correct but overtense military posture, said, "I am.”
"Do you think Lieutenant Janson isany less honorable?”

Tainer took histimein replying. "No, Sr." The words sounded as though they were being ground out of
him.

"Y ou took an oath to serve the New Republic, and you have to understand that we need your precise
skills more than you need to avoid reminders of what happened to your father. Janson took the same
oath, though in his caseit was to the Alliance to restore the Republic, back when you were still playing
with toys. And he understands that we need his skills more than he needs to be free of the didike you
have for him ... or of the memory of doing something he didn't want to do. Do you understand?’

IIYa S'rlll

"So I'm going to ask you to stay. For now. If you two can't work together, well make arrangements.
But | have to warn you, with your record, placement in any other unit meansyou're not likely ever tofly a
fighter again. Y ou'll probably end up back in the commandos.”

"I liked the commandos."

"Yes, but you'll never be ableto repair your father's namethere. Y ou'll never show the gaaxy that the
name 'Doran’ doesn't trandate as 'pilot and coward.” Tainer's head snapped down and he finally met
Wedge's gaze. His eyes were asfull of rage as any Wedge had ever seen; Wedge resi sted the temptation
to take a step backward. "How dare you—"

Wedge kept hisown voice low. "Attention.” He waited three long besats, until Tainer again assumed the
proper pose and returned his attention to the wall above Wedge's head. Then Wedge continued, "1 dare,
if that'sthe word, because it'sthe truth. I'll bet you've had this dream, adream of being a pilot and
restoring the honor to your family's name, since you were back on Alderaan. Well, you'veyet tofly a
combat mission and you're dready about to wash out of the pilot ranks. Here's your last chance. So, do
you stay or do you go?'

Tainer'sjaw worked for several moments, but he made no sound. Then: "I stay. Sir." Hisvoice
suggested that he was speaking in spite of adeep stab wound.

"Good. Dismissed.”

When Tainer was gone, Janson let out alow whistle. "Wedge, I'm not criticizing . . . but that wasthe
coldest maneuver I've seeninalong time”

"Y ou fly through vacuum, you sometimes need cold-gpace lubricants instead of blood.” Wedge
dumped wearily back in his chair. Suddenly he felt impossibly tired, and wondered how many pilots
would regularly bring him problemslike these.



Kell strgpped himself into his seet, an effort made alittle difficult because the cockpit was so tight
around him, and flipped the four switchesigniting his X-wing'sfusa thrust engines—actualy, igniting the
ersatiz engines on this X-wing smulator. Simulators being as sophisticated and redistic asthey were, it
was sometimes an effort to distinguish them from redlity; they even used gravitational compensatorsto
smulate zero gee during degp-gpace misson smulations.

Around him, in the viewscreens that smulated the X-wing's transparisted canopy, he saw afighter
launch bay; he knew thereal onewas actudly half aklick above him, much closer to the lunar surface.

Hisboard indicated that dl four engineswere live and performing at near-optimal levels. "Gold One has
four starts and is ready. Primary and secondary power at full. All diagnogticsin the green.”

His comm system crackled. "Gold Two, identical report. Ready to fly."

Kél didn't know who Gold Two was, the other pilotsin this Gold group mission had been sedled into
their smulators dready by thetime Kdll had arrived for the misson. Hewondered if they'd been getting
in afew minutes extra practice before the exercise. He wondered if he should have been doing the same.

Gold Two's voice, distorted through the comm system, was not deep but seemed to be male; odd
pronunciation suggested that Basic was hot his native tongue.

"Gold Three, everything isnominal. Ready to go." Those were the mechanical tones of Piggy, the
Gamorrean. Kdl wasinterested in seeing how that pilot flew; Piggy was the one candidate trainee who
was physicaly even broader than Kdll, even more uncomfortable in the standard X-wing cockpit.

"Gold Four, everything nomind, ready to go." A femaevoice. Kdl had met severd femde candidates
trying out for placesin this squadron, but comm digtortion kept him from being able to match thisvoiceto
anyone hed met.

Lieutenant Janson's voice crackled in hisear, not distorted at dl; Kell stiffened. "Launch in sixty,”
Janson said. "We have incoming spacecraft, eyeballs and squints, screening a capita ship. Engage and
hold them ten klicks from base. Y our job isto keep them off uslong enough to launch our transports.
Youfail, wedie. Training protocol one-seven-nineisin effect. Control out.”

Kdl tried to force his shoulder musclesto redax. He switched the comm over to adirect channe to his
wingman. "Gold Two, what's training protocol one-seven-nine?

"We don't know, One."
"We? Who'swe?'
"Gold Two, One."

Kell opened his mouth to ask for aclarification, saw that the chrono was down to ten seconds, and
decided to wait.

At five seconds he activated his repulsorlift engines and rose afew metersinto the air. At one second
he nudged the stick forward, made sure he was aligned perfectly with the tunnel exit from the hangar, and
kicked in the thrusters. A visua check showed the other members of his group doing the same.

His X-wing punched out through the magnetic containment field at the end of the tunnd!, into hard



vacuum— Straight into the incoming fire from agroup of four TIE bombers, dupes aready so close he
could clearly seethem with the naked eye.

Kell snapped up on his starboard wing, put al shields forward, bracketed one of the oncoming dupes
and pulled the trigger even before the brackets could glow with the green of alaser lock, and pulled upin
an arc that carried him to starboard and away from the lunar surface. He saw the rear edges of his
control surfaces brighten with the glow of an explosion behind him. Communication from his R2 unit
scrolled over his data screen: CONFIRM ONE KILL GOLD ONE.

Panicky, incomprehensible chatter came over his comm system; Kdll shouted it down. "Quiet! Strike
foilsto attack pogition! Intelligence was wrong, the intruders are dready all over the base. Two, stay with
me, we're going up after our origina objective. Three, Four, do afly-by over the base and report

damage!'

He heard a chorus of subdued acknowledgments and saw Gold Two pull up to his port rear quarter.
Then hetried the comm again: "Control, comein. Gold Oneto Control."

No answer.

His sensor unit showed three remaining TIE dupes below, at just above ground level—then two, as
Gold Three scored akill. But ahead and above, now at a distance of four klicks and closing, were
thirty-sx TIE fighter blips: three full squadrons. They maintained separation, were not converging on Gold
Oneand Two.

Gold Four's voice crackled over the comm system. "One, the launch tunnels are down, all of them.
They've been bombed out of existence.”

"Even the main tube? The trangport exit? That's the only one that concerns us.”

"A hundred meters of collapsed rubble, One. Nobody's coming out of that." Four's voice sounded
upset even across comm distortion. Kell wanted to tell her, Calm down, it's only asimulator run. Nobody
real isdead.

But he had other problems. Control had given him aclear set of missongoals. . . and then had
changed the mission parameters and invaidated al of them. What should he do now? And what was that
damned training protocol Control had cited just before they launched?

"One Group, our mission is scrubbed,” he said. "Our statusis omega. Three, Four, get to usand well
punch ahole out of here."

Three and Four acknowledged just as the range-to-target indicator dropped below two klicks. This
meant the oncoming enemy was within their wegpon range. . . and that Gold One and Gold Two were
within range of the enemy'stargeting.

They could ether bug out and suffer long-range potshots of the enemy on their way back to Gold
Three and Four, or try to punch their way through, get back alittle of their own, and loop back to their
comrades, hoping that their attack might leave the enemy in some disarray. The latter course was
potentidly suicidd. Kell said, "Gold Two, let's get out of here—"

Gold Two'sreply was aweird, warbling yell. His X-wing headed straight toward the oncoming
squadron. Little needles of green Imperia laser fire camelancing in, nonetoo closeto him.



"Gold Two, return to formation. Gold Two . . ." Kdl cursed. Had Two's comm unit malfunctioned?
That would be in keeping with the foul -up nature of thismisson. "All right, Gold Two, I'm your wing." He
continued in pursuit of Two and prepared to cover him.

Two's course carried him straight toward the center of the port squadron. The enemy's laser fire now
flashed thick around him, and Kell saw some of it dissipating meters ahead of Two's fighter, stopped by
itsshields. Two was performing the most dangerous and most effective sort of fighter maneuver, the
head-on approach, but against an entire squadron . . . and twelve-to-one odds madeit likely he'd end up

being vaped.

Timeto change those odds. Kell logt alittle relative dtitude so that Gold Two would be lesslikely to
wander across hisfield of fire, then switched hislasers over to dud-fire, giving him less punch but amuch
higher rate of fire. He hit the etheric rudder, dewing hisbow to port while maintaining his current course,
then traversed his bow back to starboard—and as fast as his targeting brackets panned across the line of
TIE fighters and went green to indicate laser lock, hefired, sending sireeks of destructive red light toward
the enemy. The musical tones of successive laser locksfilled his cockpit.

He saw distant light flares indicating he and Two had managed at |east to graze some targets. His data
screen showed onekill and agraze for Kdl, just agraze for Two. He returned more incoming fire and
juked asthe oncoming TIEs were suddenly on them, then past them— Time to come around in atight
loop and hit therear guard if the TIEs had one, fall upon the TIEsfrom the rear if they didn't. But,
dammit, he wasn't lead fighter, the erratic Two was. He found Two visually and on the sensors; the pilot
wasrolling out and coming around in atight starboard loop. Kell kept with him.

Sensors showed four TIE fighters coming around to engage them; the other fighters were continuing on
toward their objective. Closer to the lunar surface, Gold Three and Four were approaching that
remaining line of seven TIEsin the weakened squadron. Good; they were obvioudy going to plow
through the weakest link in the attackers chain. There were no blips remaining from the four TIE
bombers; Three and Four must have finished them.

Two waslining up for another head-on run, but Kell saw the four TIE fighters spreading out in box
formation. "Two, break off. They're setting up for you. Follow mein; I'm lead now."

Two ignored him, accelerating even faster and replying with another wavering war cry.

Kell gritted histeeth. All right. Let'sseeif | can save him in spite of himsdlf. Helet Gold Two continue
to increase the distance between them. He switched over to proton torpedoes.

The oncoming fighters were arrayed like the corners of atwo-dimensional box, and Two was headed
graight for the lower-left corner. All four TIE fighters began spraying laser fireat him.

Kell pointed his nose up, caught the upper-left eyeball in his brackets. They immediately went red,
indicating torpedo lock, and hefired. At thisrange, the TIE fighter had plenty of time to dodge or range
thetorpedo . . . but in so doing, he'd have to break off his own attack against Two. Kdll rolled up on his
starboard strike foil, targeted the upper-right corner the same way, and fired again.

The two TIEs held targeted broke off their approach, going to evasive maneuversin order to elude the
torps. The other two continued firing. Kell rolled over to bring the lower-right eyebal into position. That
fighter must have had a sensor unit that could detect torpedo locks; it immediately began evasive
maneuvers



He heard comm chatter that reassured him: "Y ou vaped him, Three. I'm your wing." "Got it, Four.
Theré's one coming up on my tall—" "Hesmine."

Then Two's X-wing, invisible against the blackness of space, suddenly flared back into Kdl'svison. It
exploded, an expanding bal of orange and yellow.

A dull weight settled into Kdl's somach. He knew the real Gold Two was unhurt, probably now
emerging from hissmulator . . . but Control would probably blame Kdl for failing to save him. Failing to
save himin spite of himsdlf.

He flipped weapons control back to lasers, linking them for quad fire. Histarget momentarily ceased
evasive maneuver's, probably thinking he'd broken Kell's torpedo lock and was out of danger. As soon
as hislaser brackets went green, Kell fired. His lasers shredded the eyeball, one lancing beam dicing the
port wing clean off a the pylon and two others punching through the cockpit. The TIE fighter didn't blow
up, but it did explosively vent its cockpit atmosphere and sailed past Kell on abalistic trgectory that
would end on the smulated surface of Folor.

That left Kell with threeimmediate foes. No, two: One of historpedoes caught its luckless target,
turning himinto argpidly expanding cloud of gas and shrapnel. But his other intended torpedo victim had
eluded the explosive device, and that TIE fighter and Two's original target were now wingmates |ooping
around to get behind him.

Kell pulled back on the stick, attempting astight aturn as the X-wing could manage. TIE fighters were
actualy more maneuverable than X-wings out of atmosphere, but that meant lessif they were being flown
by indifferent pilots, asthese eyebal drivers seemed to be.

Hewas at the top of hisloop, staring relative-down at his pursuers and the surface of Folor beyond,
when red laser fire from moonward diced through one pursuer and atorpedo from the same point of
origin destroyed the other. He checked his sensor board and whistled. "Good firing, Three, Four.”

Piggy's mechanica voice: "Thank you, Sir. The eyeballs are bresking off. Shall we pursue?’

They were indeed heading off. But why wasn't Kdl's canopy fading to black, indicating thet the
exercisswasover?

Kl thought about that long enough to take a couple of deep breaths and steady his nerves. "No,
they're heading back to their carrier. Which means we have more incoming. Did anyone ever get asigna
from Control ?"

“No, gr."
"NO_"

"Then we have to assume Folor Baseisaloss and were dl that'sleft. Close and follow my heading.”
Rdative to Folor's surface, he sood his X-wing onitstail, then called up his nav program.

Had this been ared attack and Folor Base unable to launch its transports, he would have been
expected to get dl viable forcesto safety and later link up with other New Republic units. So he plotted a
quick jump to get them away from Folor and to an unoccupied spot in space—somewhere from which
he could set up a more sophisticated course to Allied-controlled space.



The other two X-wings grouped with him. As soon as he had anavigation solution and had |eft the
moon far enough behind to be free of its gravity well, he transmitted the course to the others. "All right.
On my mark, three, two, one, executel"

But instead of eongating into brilliant stripes of light, thefirgt visual sgn that a hyperspace jump was
being successfully executed, the stars faded to nothingness. Kdl's canopy rose and harsh artificid light
made himwince.

Janson gathered the four pilots together at atable beside the quad group of smulators and Kdl got his
first look at hiswingman.

Gold Two was not human. He was definitely humanoid, with arms, legs, torso, and head arranged in a
comfortably recognizable fashion. But, though nearly astal asKdl, he was very lean, covered in short
brown fur, with an elongated face, huge brown eyes, abroad, flattened nose, and amouth full of squarish
white teeth. Hiswere features better suited to a draft anima than a sapient being—but for theinquidtive,
luminoudy intelligent quality of hiseyes. He dso had ahead of hair that would be the envy of many a
human, mae or femae; asKel arrived a the table, Gold Two wastugging hishair free of an dagtic band
and dlowing it to shake out into awaterfall of midback-length chestnut brown.

Kdl tried toreinin hisirritation at the other pilot's blatant disregard of orders and protocol. He
extended ahand. "Kél Tainer."

Theadien took hishand and shook it in human fashion. "We are Hight Officer Hohass Ekwesh."
"We?|sthat aroyd we?' That would explain the dien's gpparent disdain for procedure.

"No, acollective—"

"Biographies can wait," Janson said. "We're here to review performance, remember?”

Kell stiffened up at the reprimand. "Yes, ar.”

"Good. All right. Four, you had two kills and did agood job on your reconnai ssance fly-by. Three,
threekills, and initiative points for double-checking Tainer's hyperspace caculations.”

"Triple-checked, sir. | also ran the numbersin my heaed.”
Kél glared a the Gamorrean. " And did my numbers check out?"
The Gamorrean nodded. "They were inelegant numbers, but perfectly functiond, and correct.”

"Gold Two, you scored no kills, disobeyed orders twice—though we have to drop one of those
because Mr. Tainer yielded lead to you, even if it was abit retroactive— and managed to get yoursdlf
killed through bad tactics." Janson paused over the datapad. He kept his attention on the data before
continuing—possibly, Kdl thought, in order to keep from having to meet Kell's eyes. "Gold One, very
impressive. Fivekills, an ingant aceif it werered life, including one snap-shot while your drike foilswere
dill inflight position. I'm saving that one for instructiona holos. Good choice of new orderswhen the
mission parameters changed. All indl, closeto perfect.”

Janson glanced around among them. "Now, for scoring. This mission was worth two thousand, with



bonuses possible for exceptiona performance. Gold Four, thirteen hundred fifty. Gold Three, twelve
hundred. Gold Two, twenty-three hundred. Gold One, zero."

"What?' The word exploded from Kédll. "Lieutenant, | think you've got that backward.”

Janson finally met his gaze, and nodded. "That'sright. It is backward. But till correct. Didn't you hear
me cite training protocol one-seven-ning?"

"I did, but | don't know what that means."

Janson smiled. "Piggy, it seemsto me | heard you telling your wingman over your private channel what
that protocol represented. Would you please inform your group commander?!

Piggy cleared histhroat; through the mechanical trandator, the sound emerged as an ear-popping burst
of gatic. "It isascoring variation. In order to encourage cooperation, particularly among trainees who
have not been together long, each wingman earns the points his wingman scored.”

"That's—" Kdl heard hisvoicetry to crack. He lowered histone, tried again, but couldn't keep the
anger from hiswords. "That is manifestly unfair. Isit going on my permanent record that way? A zero for
what you called a near-perfect performance?’

"Certainly it'sunfair.”" Janson closed down his datapad. "Take it up with the wingman who ended up
with al your points. For now, dismissed. | recommend you al talk it over together at DownTime. You're
through for the day, but thisisan order: Do not discuss your performance or the mission parameters with
other pilot candidates until they've concluded the exercise. Understood?" At their chorus of affirmatives,
Janson brusquely waved them toward the exit from the smulator chamber.
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It was just over three hundred paces along one broad cut-stone corridor, down a shuddering, clanking
escalator, and through asmall chamber to the cantinaknown as Down-Time, and Kell glared at his
wingman every step of theway. Findly, in thefina chamber before they reached DownTime, the
long-faced alien faced him. "I am sorry, Hight Officer Tainer."

"Why did you do it? Fly off on your own, disobey orders?’
"l don't know."
"Y ou don't know? If you're going to mutiny, you redly ought to remember why."

"Itisnot so smple.” Thedien paused to consder his next words, and the delay brought the four pilots
into Down-Time.

Thiswas alarge chamber cut from living stone back when the Folor Base had been an active mining
colony. It wasalarge gdlery, but its Size was not what kept visitors from seeing the far wall; the absence
of illumination, other than glows from neon decorations and holoprojectors, wasto blame Kdl led them
to afour-seat table againgt one wall, but Piggy pointed to amuch longer table nearby. "WEell bejoined by
other candidates," he said, his mechanical voice cutting efficiently through the cantina's ambient noise, and
Kdl had to agree.



When they were seated, Kdll turned back to the long-faced dien. "Y ou were saying."
Gold Four laughed. Kell turned his attention to her for the first time.

By the standards of DownTime, they had pretty good available light, most of it aglaring cyan froma
nearby holo advertisng Abrax cognac, so he got agood view of her—and was stunned by it.

If he could have created a holo of what he thought the perfect female pilot would be, Gold Four would
have matched it exactly. Shewastal and dender, with light hair, probably blond in normd light, worn
long in aponytail. Her festures were even and expressive; hers was the sort of face that could go from
military blanknessto unusua beauty just by assuming asmile, and she was smiling now.

Kell covered up his sudden discomfiture by growling, "What's so funny?' He discovered that his mouth
wasdry.

She stuck out ahand. "Sorry. TyriaSarkin. You'rejust so relentlessit struck me asamusing.” Her
voice was low and she spoke with an accent, arich roll that was as enchanting as her appearance.

He shook her hand and grinned alittle glumly. "It'sless funny when you end up with vacuum for a
misson score.”

"l suppose. I'm sorry."

"l will answer," thedien said. "Firg, please: | am Runt to my friends and fellows, even when they are
angry withme"

Kdl frowned. "Why 'Runt'?"

"It isaccurate. Compared to my siblings, | am tiny. None of them would fit into afighter cockpit. So.
Y ou asked why | did not remember doing what | did. | am beginning to remember. But | did not recdl
before because it was not | doing that. It wasthe pilot.”

Tyriaasked, "Which pilot?’

IIMe.lI

Kell dumped, momentarily defeated by the circuitousness of Runt's answers, and put his head down on
thetable. Heimmediately regretted it: His forehead adhered to some dark, nameless substance there. He
pulled himself free and began scraping away the stain left on hisskin. "I'm not reading you, Runt.”

Tyriasad, "l think | am. Runt, are you talking about many organisms, or many minds?"

Runt smiled with the relieved satisfaction of someone who hasfindly gotten a point across. "Minds.”

"Y ou have many minds, and one of them isthe pilot?

"Yed Yes"

Kdl snorted. ™Y our pilot mind owes me twenty-three hundred points and deserves agood begting.”



Runt looked solemnly at him. "We know. We are sorry. He, my pilot, has earned many such beatings.
And transfers from many units. | think soon you will seethelast of us."

Kell wasrdieved of the need to respond by the arrival of the waiter, which was heralded by a
repetitive squeaking. The waiter was a 3PO unit, a protocol droid, but this one was unlike most of the
onesKell had seen: Most were dl gold tone or silver, but the waiter was mostly silver with severd gold
parts, and squeaked with each step. Kdll said, "I'll have—"

"Wait," the droid said pleasantly but firmly, in the melodious voice al 3PO units seemed to share. "'In
the absence of ahierarchy of rank among you, | will default to ancient protocols and have the lady's
order first. My lady?'

Tyriasmiled. "Lum. A good one"

Kdl sad, "I'll have—"

"Wait," said the droid in the same tone as before. ™'Y ou have now annoyed me twice. Thismeansyou
will order last of dl, but | will till take your order correctly. If you annoy me three times, you would do
well not to drink what | bring you." Heturned to Piggy. "My lord?'

"A shot of Churban brandy,” said the Gamorrean. "And abucket of cold water."

"That sounds good," said Runt. "The samefor us. Me."

The droid turned back to Kell. Kell waited until he was certain the droid was ready for him before
speaking. "Corellian brandy. And awet ngpkin. Please.”

The droid bowed and departed. Kell heaved asigh. "Not my day. Even the waiters around here are
tyrants™

Tyriaturned her smile on him. "That's just Squeaky. Y ou'll get used to him. He has agood heart. Or
whatever serves droidsfor aheart.”

"Why isan expensve protocol droid dinging drinksin astony holein the ground? That doesn't make

"He doeswhat he wants. He was manumitted years ago. The Runaway Droid Ride, you remember?”

Kell frowned. "I don't."

Sheleaned in close, the better to be heard. " Among droids, and some pilots, he'sfamous. Hewas on
the Tantive IV when Darth Vader captured Princess Leia Organa severa years back. The humans
aboard ship werekilled, but he and the other droids ended up on Kessal. He kept inventories of spice
shipmentsfor the pena colony.

"Then, one day, he arranges for awhole bunch of the colony's servitor droidsto visit an Imperia
freighter that had landed to pick up aload of spice. They arrive over severa standard hours, so as not to
make the guards suspicious, but they don't leave. And then the freighter takes off and escapes.”

"Heflew it?1 thought droids were forbidden to pilot spacecraft. Degp-down programming inhibitions.”



"They are, except for Vee Ones and afew specid cases. He didn't actualy act as pilot. What he did
was reprogram the ship's autopilot to fly them in terrain-following mode a couple of hundred klicks away
from the spaceport, out of range of the port's defensive batteries, then punch up out of the atmosphere
and jump out of the system. But what he forgot"—her expression turned merry—"was that due west of
the spaceport was a series of canyons and mountain ridges, and histerrain-following program was strictly
height-above-ground . . ."

Kell caught on before the other two pilots did and burst out laughing. " So dl those escaping droids
went onawildride.

Tyriagestured with her hand as though she were following the path of afrantic oscilloscope wave. "So
imagine you're on thistub of a Cordlian bulk freighter, and suddenly you're dl over the map, up and
down, 'Whee!" 'Aaah!" 'Whed' 'Aaah!" for more than ahundred klicks. . ."

Runt and Piggy joined in the laughter. Runt's was a hyperkinetic wheezing, nearly an anima bray;
Piggy's was a pleasant, deep gruntlike noise, one which hisimplant was gpparently programmed not to
trandate.

Thelaughter settled. "Anyway," Tyriasaid, "they survived, and he cameto the Alliance with abulk
freighter and alot of vauable information about K essel—such as who was sentenced to serve there and
what sort of supplies and defenses the Imperial garrison had. So Squeaky was given hisfreedom. He
doesn't even have arediraining bolt port anymore. And he earns hisliving like people do.”

Kell nodded. "By offering insult to those he serves.”
"Y ou know what | mean."

Runt turned to Kdll. " So. Y ou would not release us from the subject. We should not release you until it
isdone. You will forgive usfor our mistake?"

"Sure. But tdl your pilot mind I'm going to ride him hard if he foulsup again.”
"l will do that. He deservesit.”

Squeaky returned with their glasses and buckets. Kell went to work on his sticky forehead with the
napkin Squeaky gave him. Asthe droid departed, Tyriaglanced at the entry-way and straightened up.
"The second wave has arrived.”

The othersturned to look. Approaching them were two men in pilot suits; with them was an R2 unit.
Both men had been through rough timesin the past: One would have been quite handsome but for the
long, wicked scar that puckered hisleft cheek, crawled across his nose, and marred hisleft forehead,
while the other, taller man had aprosthetic shell over the upper portion of the left half of hisface.

The onewith the scar said, "More survivors of Lieutenant Janson's bait-and-switch misson scenario?!

Kel managed amirthless chuckle and gestured for them to Sit. ™Y ou two just get out?"

The pilot with the prosthetic headgear nodded. The portions of hisface still exposed showed lean
features, a cold blue eye, and athin, immaculately trimmed mustache and beard that suggested

ex-Imperia warlord more than New Republic fighter. "Ton Phanan. Thisis Loran and hisR2 unit, Vape.
The othersin our group for the smulator mission were Chedgar and a Bothan who cals himsdf Grinder.



Chedgar was gtill arguing about the scoring when we left, but | think it's because he knows he's about to
be washed out." He leaned back in his chair, laced hisfingers behind his head in an attitude of blissful
relaxation. "'l just made out like a pirate on points; shot down one eyebd | and got credit for Loran's
three. | could get to like thisassignment.”

Kél introduced his companions, then took another look at the man with thelivid scar. Therewas
something familiar about the pilot, about the man's dramatic shock of black hair and emerald eyes, about
his poise and ease among the others.. . . "Loran? Not Garik Loran? The Face?'

Phanan sat forward to take another look at his companion; Tyriadid likewise. Piggy and Runt merely
looked quizzical.

The scarred pilot nodded, looking rueful. "That's me."

"| thought you were dead! Seven, eight years ago. The story broke just before the news about the first
Death Star."

"Wearesorry," said Runt. "It is obvious we should have heard of this man, but we have not.”

"Maybeit'sjust ahuman thing,” Kdl said. "The Face. The most famous child star of Imperid
holodramas. Like The Black Banthaand Jungle Hutes. He made Win or Die and Imperid military
recruitment went up five percent. Y ou never saw them?”

The two nonhumans shook their heads. Phanan obvioudy had heard of Loran; he grinned wickedly at
this sudden revelation about his companion's past.

Tyriahad heard of him aswdll; her jaw was dightly agape. Findly she said, "'l had such acrush onyou
when | wastwelve. . ."

The scarred pilot snorted. "Don't fed bad. | was hand-picked to be the boy most likely to be the
subject of crushes.”

"What happened to you?' she asked. "Everyone said that Alliance extremigtskilled you.”

He shrugged. "Almost. About the time | was trying to make the trangition to teenaged roles, some
ex-Alliance extremigts kidnapped me. They wanted to kill me as ademonstration to those who aided the
Empirein civilian roles Hisvoice was melodious, controlled, exactly what Kell would expectina
onetime actor. "They thought it would be ablow to Imperid morade.”

"It was certainly ablow to the morale of young girls" Tyriasaid.

"But firgt they decided to show me what the Empirewas all about. | got the hard-core briefing on
Imperid military and Intelligence activities. Then, when they were set to kill me, an Imperiad commando
rescue misson struck. That'swherel picked up my littlefacia blemish, agraze from alaser blast. The
two sides damn near killed each other, with only a couple of commandos | eft dive. | wasarea mess,
emotiondly aswedl asphysicdly, so | hid from the Imps. | decided not to be found until | could sort
things out. Since my body was missing and never turned up, they reported me dead and claimed
kidnapping me was an approved Rebe misson, which it wasn't."”

Tyrialooked delighted. "But where have you been al these years?!



"With some members of my extended family. | grew up on Pantolomin, but my people were from
Lorrd origindly, so when | got back to civilization my parents arranged to send me there. From Lorrd it
was an easy step to reach the Alliance. My parents had invested my earnings pretty well, so | never
lacked for money when hiding out.”

"If you don't mind the question . . ." Tyrialooked alittle distressed. "Are you dlergic to bacta? I s that
why you gill have your scar?!

"No. | just kept it. A little reminder | earned from people | helped quite abit when | wasyoung.” He
shrugged.

Phanan held up ahand. "I'm the one alergic to bacta.

That'swhy I'm twenty percent mechanical, and gaining.” He smiled at Tyria. "But every human cell
longs to become better acquainted with thislady.”

She shot him alook of amused scorn. "Isthis going to be one of those units where there's onefemae
pilot, me, constantly being pursued by every jockey with nothing better to do?

Phanan sat forward and grasped her hand. His voice became low, melodramatic in tone. "Tyria, I've
just met you, and dready | love you. And don't think | love you for your looks, which are stunning, or
your body, which isstelar, or your manner, which is bold and inflames me with desire. No, | love you
because | hear you're a Jedi intraining, and | need dl the powerful friends| can get.”

Shelooked distressed and yanked her hand away. ™Y ou heard wrong. And you have the manners of a
womp rat."

Kel sad, "Areyou redly aJedi in training?'

"No. | havejust alittle, avery little, control over the Force. But I've been working oniit for yearsand
haven't improved on it much." She managed awry smile. "The Forceisweak in thisone."

Satisfied that hisforehead was as close to norma as he could makeit, Kell discarded his napkin.
"Have you ever met Luke Skywalker?'

She nodded. "He put me through some exercises. A lot of them, redlly. And he was so nice when he
told me he didn't think 1'd ever progress very far in my control of the Force. That thisdream I'd had for
S0 long was never going to cometrue.”

The scarred pilot said, Y ou know, if | had even thetiniest control over the Force, what I'd do with it?”

She shook her head.

"On thoselong missions, I'd scratch that little spot in the center of my back | can never reech .. "

She stood up fast enough to rattle her tankard of lum. "Go ahead, make fun.”

"Oh, comeon. Y ou think Skywalker doesn't do that?

"l don't havetimefor this. | havethingsto do." She headed off toward the exit, her stride suggesting
shewasfurious.



Phanan twisted to watch her go. "Can | walk you to your quarters?' he cdled after her.
"No!" Shedidn't look back.

"Can | hdp you with your things?'

"No!"

"What can | do for you?'

"Shoot yoursdf!" Then she was out the entryway.

Phanan settled back in his chair, looking morose. "I've done that a couple of times. Shooting mysdlf.
Accidents. It'snot fun.”

Kél glared. "Thanks, Phanan, Face. That helped alot.”
The scarred pilot shrugged, apologetic.

Phanan ignored him. He looked around, raised his hand. "Waiter? Hey, you, the bucket of bolts. We
could use some service, right now.”

Kel grinned. "Phanan, you just named your own punishment.”

The next smulated mission was an ambush on avolcanic world. Kell escaped that one damaged but
dive. He heard that Runt had once again been vaporized without scoring akill, and that Lieutenant Myn
Donos, senior ranking pilot candidate, was not required to undergo the scenario; Kell wondered why.

On another smulator mission, Kell was paired with Runt again. In the exercise, Green Squadron and a
sguad of TIE interceptors converged on an asteroid field; Green Squadron was to defend the space
station concealed there, the interceptorsto find and destroy it.

Eight klicks from the engagement zone, Runt let out another wild, warbling whoop and kicked his
thrusters, moving out ahead of hiswingman.

Kell centered histargeting bracket on his partner's X-wing. It went red, the computer giving him the
tone of agood lock, a split second later.

A moment later Janson's voice sounded in his ear. "Green Five, what are you doing?”'

Kdl tensed at the sound of that voice and silently cursed himsdf for doing so. "Just trust me on thisone,
Contral."

Runt'sirritating war cry cut off. Then hesaid, "Six to Five, are you going to fire on us?'
"Negative, SX."
"Then what are you doing?"

"Getting your atention. Do | haveit?'



"Yes Five"
"“Then get back in formation. Right now. I'm lead, you're wing. Do you reed me?"
"Yes, Five" Runt decelerated anotch, returning to his proper position behind Kell.

Runt was good until battle waswell under way. Then, when he and Kell each had onekill, he belted
out hiswar cry again and rolled out of formation, attempting a pursuit of two interceptors.

Kel hadtily said, "Y ou havelead, Six," and followed.

When the lead interceptor tried to ped off and circle back behind Green Six, Kell used histrailing
position to cut atighter circle and vaporized the Imperid craft. It took him a standard minute to pull up
abreast of Runt again, and in that time Runt smoked his own opponent with atorpedo.

Kél keyed hiscomm unit. "Fiveto Sx."

Thewar cries ceased, but it was amoment before Runt replied. "Six here.”

"Just checking. Try to rein your pilot in whenever you don't need him; he'stoo noisy."

"Weread you, Five."

"Good. Keep the lead; I'm on your wing."

Kell ended that episode with only two kills; an interceptor smoked him with a pop-up shot from behind
argpidly twirling asteroid. Still, he didn't fed too bad about it; he was actudly getting through to Runt,
forcing him to respond.

Kel's canopy sed broke and the smulator canopy opened. Beyond were bright light and Janson.

Kél's gut went cold and he suppressed the urge to stay under cover. Intellectudly, he knew he wasin
no danger from Janson, but he il felt ajolt of fear every time he saw the veteran pilot. In spite of it, he
clambered out of the smulator and stood before the squadron’s second-in-command.

Janson barely glanced at his datgpad. " Average earningsthistime around, Tainer. But some
unorthodox tacticsin"— he hesitated over the words—"personne management worked pretty well.
Some bonus pointsthere. Let's bring up the win-lossratio alittle bit next time; otherwise pretty good.
Any questions?'

"Yes, d9r. Wasit aprogram mat vaped me, or apilot?’

Janson managed atight smile. "There's pilot ego for you—unwilling to accept that a standard program
took you out. No, you'reright. It wasapilot. You've heard of him. Wedge Antilles. Likesto Sitinon
these missonsfrom timeto time. Dismissed.”

Thetraining took itstoll on the roster of candidate pilots.

Chedgar was gone the next day, the victim, Kl beieved, of hisown paranociaabout officer
conspiracies againgt him. The Quarren named Triogor Sluswas washed out two days later, for



backhanding aMon Calamari candidate named Jesmin Ackbar—the niece, Kell learned, of the
legendary Admird Ackbar. A human named Banna, adecent but not extraordinary code-dicer, was
caught "improving" hisrecorded scores; his bunk was empty the next day. Others vanished with no
explanation, and Kdll wondered if they'd al failed at their last chance at a piloting career. He wondered if
he'd be next.

At one of the pilots DownTime gatherings, he discussed thiswith other surviving candidates. "When |
arrived to try out for this squadron, | thought | was the only one at the end of my rope asapilot. But it
looks more and more asthough al of usarewaking in therma boots on thinice. Am | wrong?"

Most of the others|ooked sober. Ton Phanan didn't; he smiled with diabolic humor. "1 have abit of a
problem with luck in combat. Unlike most of you, I've seen some of it—"

Tyriasnorted. "Braggart.”

"But infivelive-fire missons, I've been shot down twice and landed successfully threetimes. Not a
good ratio. Between that and al the new prosthetics, I'm sort of an expensive proposition for any
commander.”

Runt, his big eyes solemn, said, "We know why we are here. We lose track of ourselves. But
Lieutenant Janson sayswe are doing better, with many thanksto Kdl."

Kl amiled. "You'reworth it. One day you'll be able to toggle between minds as though they were
channels on the holoprojector. Tyria, Face, it'syou two | don't get. Y ou two don't act like screwups—"

Phanan glared with hisgood eye. "Unlike therest of us, you mean.”

"That'sright. Y ou epecidly.”

Far from being offended, Phanan grinned at the rgoinder. "Just so that's clear.”

Face leaned back, relaxed. "I bought my way into the fighter corps, Kell. That'swhat my first
commander said, and he'sright. | used my own money to purchase an A-wing, under kind of odd
circumstances, and to get thetraining | wanted. Flew two missionswith Colone, | mean Generd,
Crespin's Comet Group and had to punch out or eat a bomber torpedo. Bought an X-wing next time just
for variety . . . and ended up back at the base run by Crespin, just my luck.

"The generd thinksI'm adilettante who did too much good for the Empirein the old days ever to make
up for it. Maybe helsright . . . but when he told me I'd never amount to anything, | snapped back at him
likeanidiot. | said | wasjust following in hisfootsteps. Well, that wasit for my career. Until this
opportunity came up.” He shrugged.

"Yourethat rich."

"Not rich enough to keep buying fighters, no. | hope to be accepted asared pilot someday. Enough so
that if | losethis snubfighter, the Alliance, rather than my persond accounts, will replaceit.”

They dl turned to Tyria, who looked uncomfortable under their scrutiny. "I don't want to talk about it,"
shesaid.

"Fair enough," Face said. "But tdll usthis Doeswhatever it isthat brought you herefdl within the



parameters we've been talking about? Something may have wrecked your chances for advancement?!
Shewas slent, but nodded.

"Interesting,” Face said. "There's something e se. | noticed one of the quartermasters delivering
Lieutenant Donos a hard-shell case that suggested 'laser rifl€ to me—"

Phanan smirked. "There's another vaped career. Y ou know that Ssm run on the volcano world? |
heard—"

Kél's comlink beeped. As he reached for it, each of the other pilots comlinks also signaled for
attention. He turned away from them and activated it. "Hight Officer Tainer."

The voice was female, impersonal, and, he suspected, recorded. ™Y our presenceisrequired
immediately in the X-wing squadron briefing amphitheater. Repest, your presenceis required immediately
in the X-wing squadron briefing amphitheater.” There was aclick as the speaker disconnected. Kdll
heard the comlinks behind him all repeeting the same message.

Helooked at the others. "'l think we have aunit roster," he said.

6

The briefing amphithester was awhite dome. Severa dozen seats were assembled aong the wall of
one half of the dome; long curved tables, adais and lectern, and a holoprojector curved aong the other
half.

Tyriasat at the end of one row of seats. Phanan smoothly moved in to St beside her, but Kell,
uncharacterigticaly awkward, bumped him out of the way with his hip and sat thereinstead. "Oh, sorry,
Phanan. Were you there? | didn't see.”

Phanan smiled, unperturbed. "Perhaps you need an optica enhancement. | could arrange for you to
lose an eye; then you could put in for one.™

"Thanks, no."

Ten pilots arrayed themselves among sixty seets, then Wedge Antilles and Wes Janson entered the
chamber. The door closed behind them. Kell felt his ears pop as a pressure seal activated.

Janson took a chair by one of the long tables; Wedge stood before the lectern and hol oprojector.
Without preamble, he said, "1'd like to congratulate you on surviving our initid culling process. We had
forty-three candidates; you ten survived. We'd actualy hoped to have twelve, afull squadron roster of
new pilots, but to put it smply, you ten were good enough and the other thirty-three weren't.”

Wedge glanced down &t his datapad for amoment. "Now to what we're herefor. Y ou ten, plus
Lieutenant Janson and myself, are forming anew squadron; that much you know. What you probably
don't know isthat we're doing something alittle new.

"Rogue Squadron, the last time it was reorganized, was built with pilots who had anumber of intruson
skills. Our new squadron isthe reverse: afull-fledged commando unit augmented by X-wing fighters." He



looked among the ten pilots, making eye contact. "As much as anything, it isyour secondary skills, some
of them bardly acknowledged in your records, that have earned your places here. Well be doing as much
work on the ground—sabotage, subversion, intruson—asflying.”

Phanan put up ahand. Wedge acknowledged him by pointing. Phanan asked, "Assassnation?’

Wedge hesitated over hisreply. "If you can find away for usto infiltrate and surgicaly destroy an
Imperia base without our enemies being ableto call it assassination, | want to consult with you &fter this
mesting. Other than that, under my command, members of thisunit will never be assigned atask like
picking off aspeaker a an assembly or waking up to atarget and knifing him."

"That'sfine. | just wanted to know. | actudly don't mind nation.”

Wedge gave him a cool look before continuing. "At the moment, we are designated Gray Squadron.
Put in recommendations for a permanent name; if | seeonel likewell enough to chooseit, the submittor
gets athree-day leave on Commenor.

"Now, our roster. Most of you know one another. Because of our shortfal of pilots, Lieutenant Janson
and | will beflying with Gray Squadron aswell as being in command. Janson, incidentaly, isacrack shot
with hand weapons and fighter weapons systems; anyone who wants some extra wegpons training should
consult with him.

"Our next ranking officer is Lieutenant Myn Dones."

Kell looked over to where the emotionless Cordllian pilot sat, well away from the other nine. "In
addition to hisflying duties, Donosis our sniper.

"Therest of you are dl of equa rank. For thisbriefing, I'm going to dispense with the tradition of
arranging you by the date of your commission or by your specific flight experience; instead, I'll rank you
by your scoring during our pilot training. So first among equals of you flight officersisKedl Tainer. He's
our backup mechanic when we're away from our support crew and is our demoalitions expert. He also
served with distinction among the commandos who helped take Borlelas last year."

Tyriagave Kell awide-eyed look. She whispered, "Did you redly?!

He shrugged. "1 planted charges while my buddies returned fire againgt unfriendlies. Somebody thought
it called for extrarecognition.”

Wedge cleared histhroat to regain everyone's attention. "Next, Garik Loran—" He was interrupted as
Face stood and took a bow; several of the pilots offered mock applause. Amused, Wedge gestured for
him to Sit, then continued. "Face is one of our insertion experts, proficient in makeup, speaks severd
languages other than Basc—"

Face called out, "Don't forget, master actor."”

Wedge nodded amiably. "And sometime cook. Y ou're peling tubers on kitchen duty tonight. Do you
have anything elseto add?"

"Uhhh ... No, 5r."

"Faynn Sandskimmer knows alot about ground vehicles, andisaY-wing ace." All glanced & the



dark-haired woman from Tatooine; she stared back, an expression somewhere between hard-edged and
actively hogstile. Her look made her features, which under ordinary circumstances would have been
attractive, rather forbidding. "In the abbsence of our support crew, she'saso in charge of acquisitions.”

Kdl raised ahand.
"Mr. Tainer?'

" Speaking of acquisitions, do we have a squadron quartermaster? I'll want to work with him on the
matter of spare partsfor the X-wings. . ."

"We don't yet, but I'm looking among available personnd for someone who can do that. I'll let you
know." Wedge looked down at his datapad to find the name of the next pilot. "Ton Phanan isour
medicd officer."

Three or four pilots burst out in laughter; the fact that Phanan was at |east one-fifth mechanical and not
possessed of a heder's manner waswell known. Phanan himself grinned.

Face asked, "Corpsman?’

Phanan shook his head. "No. | used to be Dr. Phanan. Fully licensed to cut you open and weld you
shut again.”

Tyrialeaned across Kel and whispered, "Why did you giveit up?’

He gave her hismost diabolic smile and whispered back, "Because | didn't care for patching up people
| don't care about and do enjoy killing people | hate."

Tyriadrew back with a shudder.

Wedge nodded to the femae Mon Caamari sitting on the front row; her chin barbelstwitched at the
recognition. "Jesmin Ackbar is our communications expert. VVoort saBinring, Piggy, isproficient in
hand-to-hand combat, and capable of infiltrating Gamorrean units, which will be helpful on certain
worlds. Hohass Ekwesh, Runt, has substantial physica strength—nearly three times greater than ahuman
of equd size, and | understand he's small for amember of the Thakwaash species. Eurrsk Thri‘ag, whom
most of you have met as Grinder, isour code-dicer.” The Bothan named Grinder sat upright, his
gorgeous silvery fur rippling, and nodded at Wedge. Kdll didn't know much about him; held kept to
himsdf much of the time, not bonding with any of hisflying partners.

Wedge continued, "Tyria Sarkin isone of our intrusion experts; sheisamember of the Antarian
Rangersfrom Toprawa, and particularly proficient in silent movement in difficult terrain.”

Kell restrained awhistle. Hed never heard of the Antarian Rangers, but he knew the name Toprawa: a
human-occupied planet where members of Alliance Intelligence had staged the critical datathat led to the
destruction of the first Death Star. Not long afterward, Imperid forces had savagely destroyed the
world'sarmed forces, incinerated its cities, and sent the entire native population out of the citiesto livein
undeveloped wilderness. Kell had heard that the surviving inhabitants had to participate in regular rituals
of self-degradation before the Imperia conquerorsin order to receive food.

Wedge shut down his datapad. "All right, wingmates and designations. I'm Gray Leader or Gray One.
I'm taking both designationsto limit confusion. Mistress Ackbar, you'l fly with me as Gray Two."



The Mon Cdamari nodded again. "An honor, gr.”

"Falynn, you're Three. Grinder, you're Four." Both the woman from Tatooine and the Bothan |ooked
unhappy with the pairing. Kell suspected that neither would be pleased with any wingman assignment.

"Kdl, you're Five. Can you guesswho's Six?"

"Runt, Sr?'

"Y ou're developing into something of agenius, Kell." The otherslaughed. Wedge continued, "Ton
Phanan, Seven. Face, Eight. | want the mgjority of the squadron’s sarcasm concentrated in onewing pair
S0 we can dispose of it more conveniently.

"Lieutenant Donos, Nine, you're with Tyria, Ten. Lieutenant Janson is Eleven, paired with Piggy,
Twelve. When we break down into four-fighter flights, I'min charge of One Fight, Kell'sin charge of
Two Hight, and Janson'sin charge of Three Hight. Any questions on organization?"'

Therewere none.

"Good. Y ou're donefor the day. Except you, Mr. Tainer: We've received thefirst delivery of new
X-wings, four of them so far, and | want you and the mechanicsto go over them thisevening. Join usin
the X-wing hangar in fifteen minutes. Tomorrow, live-fire exercisesin thered thing." Wedge smiled
through the pilots whoops and cheers, then added, " Dismissed.”

Wedge waited until the last of them was gone. "What do you think?'

Janson stretched; tendons popped. "A pretty good roster ... if we can keep them out of trouble. Some
of them are experienced hard cases."

"How are you getting along with Tainer?'

Janson dumped in his chair and grimaced. "Oh, outwardly, pretty well. But every time he seesme he
shoots methislook of pure hate and knots up into aball of quivering muscle. He spooks me sometimes. |
don't like being comforted by the presence of my blaster on base; I'd prefer to be able to relax among
dlies”

Wedge nodded. "Can you bear up under it for awhile longer?'

"I think 0."

"All right. I'd gppreciateit if you'd dig us up a squadron quartermaster sometime today. I'll be with the
new snubfighters and then with our guest if you need me.”

Tyriaseemed to bein astate of shock asthey |eft the briefing room. Kell asked, "What's wrong?"
"l wasthelast one he named,” she said. "I'm last again. The worst pilot in the squadron.”
"No. You'retenth out of forty-three."

Sheglared at him. "The washouts don't count, Kell."



"Wadll, let me put it to you thisway. Y ou're the lowest-rated pilot in a squadron assembled by Wedge
Antilles. Youretheworst of thisgroup of dlites. Elites, Tyria. And tomorrow, you could be ninth, and the
day after, you could be eighth.”

Her expression softened. "Wl . . . maybe. But let me ask you something, Kell. Have you ever been
the wordt at something?

He thought about it. "No."
"l didn't think s0."

The X-wing hangar, so-caled because there was only one X-wing squadron on Folor Base and the
hangar was given over to its sole use, was cavernoudy empty. It could have held three full squadrons of
fighters, but now was occupied only by ninevehicles.

The largest was the Narra, the Lambda-dass shuttle assigned to Gray Squadron. It had been captured
not from the Empire but from arogue Imperia captain who had turned smuggler. This accounted for the
way it had been retrofitted, with a hidden, dectronically enhanced smuggler's compartment worthy of
Han Solo.

The other eight vehicleswere all X-wings. Four had seen combat, the ones belonging to Wedge,
Janson, Donos, and Face. Now alongside them were four spotless new fighters. Kell smiled, cheered by
the gleaming surfaces, the unscratched paint and canopies, the sentinel-like quality of the deeping R2 and
R5 unitstucked in behind the cockpits, the overal appearance of invincibility.

The man besde him said, "How | hate these things.”

Kl looked at him. Cubber Daine, the squadron’s chief mechanic, was abit under average height and
over average weight, straining alittle at the ssams of the jumpsuit that might have begun life an orange
color but was now 0 stained with [ubricants that it wasimpossible to be sure. He had intdlligent eyes
deeply sunk in aface that looked as though it had been sculpted out of chopped meat and hastily
decorated with hair.

"Y ou hate X-wings?'

"No, no, no. | hate factory new X-wings. They look so sweet. But then you get in under the panels,
and what do you have? Factory defects just waiting to blow up in your face. Assembly mistakesno one
noticed. And worgt of dl, they're dways making improvements at Incom, dipping in these so-cdled
technologica upgrades without documenting them, without fully testing them—"

"And without getting your explicit permisson.”

Cubber's face broke out in abroad grin. Y ou do understand! All right, kid. Let's pop these things
open and see what they've done wrong.”

Within afew minutes, Kell decided that Cubber was correct. Therails on which the pilots chairswere
mounted, so that they could be adjusted forward or back to account for the pilot's height, seemed to be a
glossy black ceramic instead of the stainless metal he was used to; he had no idea how the things would
hold up under hard wear. He resolved to make sure there were some of the old-fashioned railsin the
replacement partsinventory. The canopy seal on one of the snubfighterswasfaulty. Theinertid



compensators, the anti-gravity projectorsthat kept the pilot from suffering ill effects from acceleration,
decderation, and maneuvering, were smaller than he was used to and lacked the externd kinetic rod
array that was supposed to supply their internal computers with data about current inertial conditions.
One of thefour X-wings had asmall, rectangular equipment module mounted on its exterior aft of the
cargo compartment, but Kl couldn't find any wiring or other connectors from it into the fighter'sinterior.

So when Wedge arrived and asked, "How do they look?" Kell pulled himsdlf out of one engine and
sad, "Terrible Cubber extracted himsdf from the next one and said, "Theworst batch ever.” Therest of
Cubber's crew, crawling over the other two new snubfighters, shouted confirmation in explicit and
unpleasant terms.

Wedge stared at Cubber and Kell with the ill-conceal ed incomprehension with which normal people
routingy greet the pronouncements of the interplanetary society of mechanics. He heaved asigh. "Can
they be ready for training exercises tomorrow?"

Cubber looked dubious. "Wéll, two of them, sure.”

Kdl sad, "If we get aperfect run-through, first time, on the inertia compensator checks, maybe three."

Cubber said, "And if amiracle occurs on the extruder valve tests, we could theoreticaly have al four
ready. Maybe."

Kl kept amusement from hisface. There was no such thing as an extruder valve on the X-wing
desgn.

Wedge looked unhappy. "Wdll, do what you can."
Kel sduted. "Will do, Sr."

"And when you have a chance, though thisisn't necessary for tomorrow, paint out the red stripeson all
the X-wings except mine and Janson's. Replace them with gray.”

"Will do."

When Wedge had withdrawn to his personal X-wing on the other side of the hangar, Kell asked,
"What do you think? One hour, two?"'

Cubber nodded. "One. Unless we do the stripes tonight. Which wewon't. Y ou play sabacc, son?"
"A little. But I'm not very good &t it."

Cubber glared. "Do | look stupid?'l'm not very good at it,' indeed. My six-year-old daughter isa
better liar."

"Well, | liealittle, but I'm not very good &t it."
Cubber snorted and pulled himsdlf back into hisengine.
Wedge Antilles wandered around the hangar for the next hour, long enough for the mechanicsto grow

nervous a his continued, needless presence. They got back at him by loudly telling one another stories of
amazing mechanica falluresthey'd heard about, and the great loss of life that had usudly resulted



therefrom. Their work was done, but Cubber couldn't dismissthem while Wedge Antilleswas present; it
would fly in the face of the story held told of the X-wings state of readiness.

Findly Kl heard asound from the far end of the hangar's exit tunnel: 1ts magnetic containment field
hummed into life, and amoment later the heavy doors just beyond it rolled open. Outside, Kell could see
dusty lunar surface, blast craters, the silhouettes of other surface buildings of the onetime mine, the distant
lunar horizon, and gars.

Then, alight dot in the distance, gradually growing as it approached. When it was severa hundred
meters from the tunnd entrance, it resolved itself into ashape Kl recognized. "Cordlian Y T-1300
Transport,” he said. "Not just any Y T-1300." Cubber had moved up beside him. "That's the Millennium
Facon.”

Kell gave the approaching ship aharder look. "Are you sure?"

"Oh, yes. | wasayear on Hoth, passing by that dab of rust and bad wiring every day. | never got to
service her— Solo and his Wookiee friend hated for anyone but them to work on her. Y ou can dways
recognize her by the specific pattern of corroson.”

Kel heard adistant pop as the ship breached the magcon field, which obligingly permitted the ship
through but held the tunnd's atmosphere within. The twin-pronged prow of the ship dipped alittle asit
finished navigating the tunnel and reached the hangar proper. The Falcon moved smoothly to the largest
bare patch of hangar nearest the tunnel entrance, then rotated in place so the bow was facing back out
the tunnel. Only then did it set down, its master displaying consderable skill with the repulsorlift landing

engines.

Its boarding ramp descended as Wedge Antilles approached. Down the ramp came Genera Solo, but
not as Kell had seen him on holorecordings. Instead of being an uncomfortable-looking man in aNew
Republic generd's uniform, Solo wore brown pants and vest and alight tunic much better suited to casual
travel. He dso wore abroad grin that did much for his craggy features.

He and Wedge embraced, then turned toward the hangar exit. Kell caught afew of their words:. ". . .
flightin... diplomatic functions. . . Zsnj." Then they were gone.

Cubber clapped Kell on the back. "There's your brush with greatness, kid. Y ou can tell your children,
'l saw Han Solo get off his ship once. He ignored me completely.' C'mon, let's get out of here.”

"Right." But Kell lingered and watched for amoment as a gigantic humanoid mass of hair, doubtless
Solo's companion Chewbacca, descended the ramp. The famous Wookiee stood there along moment,
sniffing the air, then uttered aroa—not menacing, but low and resonant, perhaps just announcing his
presence or claiming this part of the hangar as histerritory. Then the Wookiee ascended the ramp and
was gone.

AsKédl returned his attention to the X-wing held been working on, he heard a scuttling noise. He
jumped, then spun around, looking for its source. The sound was what he'd ex- pect if aninsect thesize
of asmall floor-scrubbing droid were running around in the hangar. But he caught no sight of such athing,
and the sound ended as soon as he moved.

Cubber was dready dismissing the men and waving Kell to follow. "C'mon, kid. Remember sabacc?’

"Right, right." Kell smoothed down the hair that had stood to attention on the back of hisneck. He



closed up thelast of the X-wing's engine panels and followed.
"How wasyour flight in?" asked Wedge.

"Dull, what do you think?" said Han. "But not as bad as anight of diplomatic functions back on
Coruscant. Sorry | missed you when you got back from Thyferra, but | was off on another pointlessleg
of the search for Zsinj."

They passed through the archway leading into the main access corridor serving most of the hangar
chambers.

"You're not gill doing that? | was under theimpression that you were on the Mon Remondaand that
the Millennium Falcon would be in storage until Zsinj was flushed out.”

Han grinned. It was the roguish grin he offered up when he was among friends and enemies, but never
at official functions, never in the presence of holorecorders. "I escaped Coruscant and its endless
diplomatic functions with the Mon Remondamission, but we haven't had any luck on the Zsinj pursuit in
thelast few weeks, soit'sdl dull procedure and maintenance right now. Y ou know how | fed about
procedure and maintenance.”

"S0 you escaped your escape?”

Han nodded. "Officidly, I'm hand-carrying orders regarding the hunt for Zsinj. Unofficidly, I'm hereto
compare and evaluate on-base gambling al over the Alliance." He sobered. "The orders are variations of
the ones Coruscant has sent out recently. They supercede those orders. We're trying to see whether
Zsnj and the other warlords have atap in on those transmissions.”

"Meaning that if they set up patrols and ambushes that would be redly efficient against the old orders
but not as good against the new, you have aproblem.”

"Right. | have to head out again tomorrow for my next destination—which leaves only tonight for
recrestion. So, what do you do around here for entertainment?'

"Nothing." Wedge kept hisface straight. " There are no women assigned to Folor Base. Because of the
generd's philosophica beliefs, theré's no acohol, no gambling, and we can't watch broadcasts from
Commenor. Thishasled to arather high suicide rate, but there's no getting around that. We do have
some holorecordings of Coruscant diplomatic functions, if you'd like to seethem.”

Han wore an expression of growing horror, then it became pure outrage. He pointed afinger at Wedge
asthough it were ablagter barrel. "Y ou—you—"

Wedge grinned. "I had you going. Y ou believed every painful word. Come on, I'll introduce you to
Generd Crespin, and then to DownTime, which has the moon's grestest supply of Corellian brandy.
Well seeif wecan put adentinit.”

"] should never ligento you.”

"No, you shouldnt.”

"Even Leafindly redized that yourealiar."



"Well, shesright.”
"Sheadwaysis. But if you ever tdl her | said that—"

"I'll be vaped for sure. | know."

7

Four X-wings raced through the hangar tunnel and punched through the magcon field into the vacuum
surrounding Folor.

"Two Group, form up on me," said Kell. "Pack it in close. We're under theeye.” The"eye" was
another X-wing, Wedge's, dready on station half aklick above their position.

Runt, Phanan, and Face formed up smartly around him. Thisdidn't do much to aleviate the tenson that
had clamped down on Kdll as soon as helit up the engines of the X-wing. Janson wasn't around to cause
his concern; no, thiswasthe old trouble, the tightness, the difficulty in breathing that came to haunt him
whenever he wasin charge of something. It wasn't the samein asmulator; now hewas piloting ared
snubfighter worth afortune in amission where doppy am or bad maneuver could cost hislife or thelife
of awingmeate.

He forced his shouldersto loosen, tried to bring himself under control. Maybe Wedge wasn't listening
too closaly to the comm, couldn't hear hislabored breathing. Maybe no one was monitoring the biodata
sensors that were sometimes wired into the chairs of novice pilots. Maybe no one would notice his
trouble.

He checked out the data currently reading on his naviga: tional computer—very smple data, asit didn't
involve ahyperdrive jump or even extralunar travel. He transmitted the data to the others, then brought
his snubfighter around toward the south. A visua scan showed the rest of Two Group maintaining their
positions; sensors showed Wedge still on station and another blip, doubtlessrelated to their objective,
straight ahead klicksto the south.

Wedge's voice broke over their comm systems. " Gentlemen, thisisasmple strafing run exercise. The
blip on your sensorsis not your target. That's Lieutenant Janson in the Narra, our shuttle. With the
shuttle's personnd retrieva tractor beam, Janson will be maneuvering atarget, which will be about three
hundred meters behind him. Five and Six will perform their run, then Seven and Eight thirty seconds later.
Your ordersare simple: Arm at two klicks, fire at aklick and ahaf, immediately disengage and return to
base. Thereis now agovernor on your comm systems, Five and Six will not be ableto talk to Seven and
Eight, and vice versa. If you hear 'Abort," bresk off your attack and await orders; it probably means one
of you jokers hastaken atarget lock on the Narra. Any questions?”

Kell said, "No, sr,” and heard Runt repedt it.

"Good hunting, then.”

Kell watched the numbers on the rangefinder spin down at arapid pace, then saw the faintest shadow
of anew blip beginto flicker in and out of existence a short distance behind the Narra. Moments later, he

saw the Narraitsdlf, adistant diver of lightness against the backdrop of some of Folor's mountains, and
saw thetarget: asall of reflective cloth about the size of the shuttle when fully deployed. It was not fully



deployed now; it twisted and curled in the shuttle's tractor beam.

With its shape and size continuadly changing, it would be a chalenging shot at one and ahdf klicks. He
addressed the R5 unit situated behind his cockpit: "Reset proton torpedo one to aten-meter proximity
fuse. Communicate with Six's R2 and ingtruct him to do the same.”

The R5 beegped confirmation at him. Kl hadn't given aname to the shiny new droid; that wasthe
privilege of thefirgt pilot to be permanently assigned to this X-wing and its astromech.

At two klicks, he called, "S-foilsto attack position.” He reached up and right to throw the appropriate
switch, saw the strike foilsto port and starboard part into the formation that gave the X-wingstheir
unique profile.

As soon asthey locked into place, his heads-up display faded. Kell had a clear sensor view of the
target . . . and no way to lock on to it with hisweapons.

"R5, what happened to my targeting?'

The R5's confused whistle tweeted at him over the corn-link, and the data board reed UNKNOWN.
"Six, | have no targeting!”

"Five, we have no wegpons systems. We have agenerd falure.”

"Dammit, dammit . . ." Kdl'sgutswere going cold so fast it was as though an overenthusiastic
refrigeration unit had been ingtalled there. He pointed his X-wing in as direct a path as he could toward
the target, corrected to a couple of degrees port to account for the speed of the towing shuttle. With
seconds remaining, he checked visudly and by sensor to make sure that the torpedo wouldn't come
anywhere near the Narra.

The rangefinder's numbers rolled down to one and a hdf klicks. Kell fired, saw the torpedo flash
toward the target, saw it miss by forty meters or more. As he pulled up and began the long loop around
to orient him back toward Folor Base, he watched the torpedo continue on its ballistic path, eventually
damming into the 9de of one of the digtant mountains, illuminating the mountain dope with abrief, brilliant
flash.

"Not too good, Five," Wedge said. " Seven, Eight, begin your run."

"Seven, afirmative.”

"Eight, affirmative

Kell frowned. Suddenly he could hear Seven and Eight again. Doubtless, since he and Runt were
through with the run, Wedge had reenabled their ability to do so. "R5, can you give me views through
their telemetry? Seven's and Eight's?'

The R5 unit hooted in the affirmative. A moment later two views of the distant target appeared side by
sde on Kdl'smain screen—views that were dike but not identical, so they appeared to be an unmerged

stereoscopic image.

" Seven, recommend we set the torps to abroader proximity fuse. That target'sugly.”



"Good point. Doing s0. All right, Eight, Strike foilsto attack position, now."
"Affirmetive”

A moment later one of the visua images went to gray. Kell grinned sourly. Seven and Eight were about
to experience the same failure he had.

"Eight, my wegpons are gone. Some sort of system failure.”

"Seven, my targeting's shot.”

"Do you dill have wegpons?'

"es"

"Hold on, I'm transmitting my targeting informationto you . . . wait for thelock . . . Got it!"
"Firing, Seven. We have detonation . . . Lookslikeakill. But | still don't have targeting sensors.”
"Mine show aclean kill. Good shot, Eight."

"Youdid dl thework, | just pulled the trigger. Kind of theway | likeit."

Wedge's voice crackled in: "Good work, you two. It's back to base so Three Group can do this. Do
not inform anyone who hasn't gone through this exercise of its parameters. That's an order.”

"Yes gr."
"Oneout."

Kéll gritted histeeth. Once again, because of one of Wedge Antilless oh-so-clever tricks, he had come
out looking like an incompetent. Hed worked very hard to overcome thet first score of zero in the
smulators, worked hard enough to put him at the top of the pilots roster, and now it was starting dl over

again.

The punching dummy was shaped like aman—that is, if you fed aman until hewas so fat that his
features haf disap- peared in folds of flesh, then mounted him on aflexible rod in the Folor Base
gymnasium. Kell shook his head; he certainly wouldn't want to be treated that way. Nor would he want
to suffer the damage he wasinflicting on the dummy.

He started with a one-two combination that rocked the dummy's head, deforming it temporarily; in
seconds, the puttylike memory material inside began to restore the head to its proper shape, but until then
it bore the marks of Kdl'sfists. He switched to aknifelike blow with the edge of his hand to the thing's
neck, stepped in for aforearm shot to the nose, stayed in close to bring his knee up into the dummy'srib
cage twice. Both times, he heard cracking from within the dummy; it was constructed to fed likeflesh, to
give way like flesh and bone when the assaults were powerful enough, then return to its pristine Sate.

He danced back, bobbing, weaving, threw aleft-hand feint, followed up with aright hook that whipped
the dummy's head partway around. Very satisfying . . . though not as gratifying asif it were the redl
Wedge, the real Janson.



Kdl knew he wasn't the best hand-to-hand fighter around. Hisinstructor in the commandoswas a
woman haf hisweight, ahead shorter than he. She could throw him around the mats at will and could hit
harder than he ever could. But he was big, fast, and trained, so he figured he wasin the top ten percent
of unarmed combatantsin the military. It was just something he was good at.

Too bad it didn't help him on Folor Base. He spun, planted a powerful side kick to the dummy's
sternum, watched the rig sway far back on itsflexible pole and then snap upright.

Just like histenure here on Folor. If dl hisskillswere as polished as hisfighting, dl his objectives here

seemed asresilient asthat dummy. He gave them everything he had and till they popped upright,
unmoved, undamaged, unmarked.

"Are you mad a the dummy? Or isthisamad mind?"

Kell spun. Runt was seated on a balance bar, watching curioudy, his brown eyes open wider than
usual. Thefur that covered hisbody was fluffed and disordered in places, patchy with moisturein others,
clear sgns of arecent shower and inadequate drying. "Uhhh ... | guessit'samad mind," Kel said.

"It seemsto be a competent mind. Y ou seem to be able to abandon it when you want. Else you would
be attacking us."

Kel smiled. He till couldn't quite work his mind around hiswingmateslogic or figure out Runt's
circuitous approaches to subjects of conversation. "'l suppose so. This 'mind' works better if you can shut
it off a will."

"Yes. Our pilot mind is getting better that way. Have you noticed? Y ou can cut through its haze
sometimes. Thisisgood.”

“I'mglad.”
"But you have another mind that worriesus."
"Us, asindl of Runt?'

Runt shook his head, sending his ponytail swaying. "Usasin al the squadron. All who admit to worry,
thetis"

Kel picked up histowel from thefloor, threw it over his shoulders, and sat up on the bar beside Runt.
"l don't get it."

"Y ou have abad mind in you. Y ou think we do not seeit? It speaks to you when you fall, and lashes
youwith your falure

Kell turned away from him, looking back a the dummy. Its features restored to normalcy, it seemed to
be grinning at him. Grinning with amused indifference. Or contempt. " There's nothing wrong with that.
Identifying failure correctly isjust part of andyss."”

"Then it kegps at you. For days. Weeks. Eating at you. Like some anima that has crawled into you and
now wishesto chew itsway out."



"Cdl it my motivationd mind."

"No. Itisnot. It makesyou think things that are not true. It isyour enemy. | am your friend. | wish |
could turn my gunsonit.”

There was such bitternessin Runt's voice that Kdll turned back to him, surprised. "Don't beridiculous.”

"Falynn and Grinder aso failed today's mission. Do you know where they are? In the cafeteria. Eating.
Laughing. Looking forward to tomorrow's missions. They and others have settled in around Myn Donos
and aretrying to make him smile. Where are you? In the training room, punishing yoursdf and adummy.”

"Is Tyriathere?"

Runt blinked at the sudden change of subject. "Yes."

"Havethey been therelong?'

“No."

"Well, | haven't eaten. | think I'll take aquick shower and join them. Y ou coming?"
"l do not think you have heard what | have said.”

"Of course | have. I'll seeyou therein afew minutes.”

As he waked toward the showers, Kdll heard Runt breathe along sigh.

It was as Runt had said. Most of Gray Sgquadron was at the longest table in the officers cafeteria.
Fdynn and Jesmin had Donos pinned between them. They were laughing as Kl approached; Runt
waved him toward a seat beside him, but Kell took the one beside Piggy, opposite Tyriaand Phanan.

Face was speaking. "So here | am stark naked, locked out of my quarters, running around the
corridorslooking for atowd, arag, anything, and | turn acorner and bump right into the executive
officer. He has about the same sense of humor as aWookiee with arash. So | throw my best salute and
say, 'Mgor, | regret to report only partial success with the Personal Cloaking Device.™ The others burst
out in laughter. Even Donos, dowly stirring some sweetener into his cup of caf, managed afaint smile,
Faynn asked, " So, what did he do?'

"He turned out to be al right. He made me hold salute for awhile, looked me over, returned my saute,

and sad, 'It'sobvious this project was afailure. | suggest you go and cover up its shortcomings.' So |
did."

Falynn snickered, then asked, "What about the lieutenant?”

Face shrugged. " She had a sense of humor like mine. Probably why we got together, and certainly why
we got apart just asfast. The next day, they found my clothesjust in front of the intake door of the food
reprocessing plant. There was anote on them saying, ‘I cannot live with what | have done. Think of me
whenever you have abiteto eat.' She signed my name, of course. | got away clean, so to speak, with the
naked-in-the-halls thing, only to be written up for my ‘practica joke.' | had to clean everyone's dress
uniform boots for graduation.”



Phanan said, " So, Lieutenant.”
Donoslooked up. "Were off-duty. Y ou can cal me Myn."
"S0, Myn, do they do that sort of stuff in the Corellian armed forces?"

Donos nodded. " A long and honorable tradition. I'll tell you sometime about the dead gurrcat that
wouldn't stay buried.”

Grinder sniffed. "Practicd jokes. A ridiculous waste of time."

The otherslooked at him. Face said, "Y ou've never diced into someone's secure files and changed
them, left messages or something, just for your own amusement? Or to make them look stupid?”

"Certainly not."

"You're not like any code-dicer I've ever met.”

The Bothan smiled. "I'm better.”

Faynn turned away from him and back to Donos. "' So, were you redly asniper?

Thelieutenant nodded.

"Did you ever haveto ... you know ... | mean, don't answer if that's too persond.”

"Did | ever shoot someonein cold blood? Without giving him achance?'

She nodded, somber.

"Yes. Threetimes| did that. | didn't much carefor it; if | did, I'd probably ill be doing it. But better to
have dead enemies than dead innocents." He glanced at his chrono. " Speaking of which, | need to suit up
and get in some practice out on therange." Folor Base had an interior shooting galery for blaster pistol
practice, but the distances for which alaser sniper rifle was best suited were much greater. Donos and
Janson had put together atarget site on ahilltop outside, in hard vacuum; Donos would be sniping on it
from severd surrounding hills. " Ten, are you gill going with me?”

Tyrianodded. "I'm certainly not going to let you wander around out there alone.”

Jesmin said, "Please, let me. | need the vacuum suit practice.” Sherose.

Donosfollowed suit and, with ashort nod for his squadmeates, left with the Mon Cadamari flyer.

"He certainly opened up,” Phanan said. "It makes mefed al warm inside, seeing the barriers come
down. | think we should get him atoy banthato cuddle at night."

"Oh, shut up,” said Falynn. "Heis better. He talked, alittle. He even smiled.”
"Imagining Face naked would make anyone laugh.”

Falynn glared & him. "Ton, would you die for Myn Donos?*



The cyborg chuckled. "Maybe some other day."

"Would hediefor you?"

"l don't know."

"Hewould. I'm sure he'd diefor any of us. He wanted to diefor hislast squadron, but his responsbility
wouldn't let him. Asfar asI'm concerned, that makes him better than you. Ton, what'sit liketo be
congtantly making fun of people better than you?' Sherose, not waiting for an answer, and stormed out
of the cafeteria

Phanan raised his eyebrow. "l say she's sweet on him." He turned to Face. "Want to bet?1'll giveyou
threeto one.”

"No, I'm betting your sde."

Grinder leaned in. "I'll have some of that. | am an expert in human psychology. Sheistoo independent
and pragmétic to have romantic yearnings for him. Sheis merely responding to the pain of ahurt animal.
Thisisahuman femaeingtinct. She wantsto nurse him back to hedth.”

Phanan grinned. "Twenty creds?’

"l:ifty.”

"Done"

Kél fixed Tyriawith agtare. "What do you bet?'

She shrugged. "They may both be right. Some women see aman who isamess, fed the urgeto repair
his problems, and then fdl in love with him while they're working on him."

"Emotiond distress as an attractant. Say, Tyria, | have asharp painin my childhood memories.”

Phanan winced. "What aterribleline. | wish I'd thought of it."

Tyriastood and turned an indulgent eye on Kl and Phanan. ™Y ou two go play your boy games. The
rest of us have some studying to do. Y ou know we're going to have a hyperspace nav mission soon.
How are your nav scores?"

Kel shrugged. "So-s0. But Piggy'sthe navigationa genius.”

"That'sright." Sheturned to walk away, but called back over her shoulder. "That's why we can be sure
Wedgewill forbid him to help.”

"Y ou know," Face said, "shée'sright.”
Phanan looked glum. "I hate it when that happens.”

Thefile appeared on Admird Trigit's datgpad, itstitle "Recent Morrt Project Data-Gathering Results
and Conclusions.” Itslisted author was Gara Petothel, the code-dlicer who had been so useful to himin



providing information leading to the demise of Talon Squadron.

He brought up the file and read its contents, then skimmed them again. Findly he crooked afinger to
summon his XO.

"Prep the TIE squadrons,” he said pleasantly, "do full diagnostics on our weapon and shield systems. .
.and tell Night Cadller to prepare aload of the new Empion mines. Well plant them in the unoccupied

systems closest to Commenor, and then head on to Commenor system itsalf. It looks asthough the
Rebd s are staging from the moon Folor . . . and | think it'stimefor usto put anend to it."

8 Over breskfadt, Kell told her, "I think I'm inlove with you."

They sat againin the officers cafeteria, but thistimeit was Kell and Tyriaaone at one of the smdler
tables, early enough that only Face of the other members of Gray Squadron was esting at another table;
there were afew of the A-wing pilot trainees about. Kell had arisen early, adjusting himself to Tyrids
hoursin order to catch her alone here.

Something like exasperation showed in Tyrias eyes. "No, you aren't.”

Kell nodded. "I know you think I'm probably kidding. Like Ton Phanan aways does. But I'm not."

"Oh, I'm sure you're not kidding. Y ou'rejust wrong."

Helaughed. "How could you possibly think that? How could | be wrong? Loveislove. Y ou're not
making any sense.”

She dtirred listlessly at anameless green puddinglike mass on her plate, then shoved the plate away.
"All right, let's hear your reasons.”

"Reasons?' He stared &t her, genuindly surprised. "Reasonswhy | love you?'

"Reasons why you think you do, yes."

He sat back, the cold of panic beginning to spread through his gut. She was not responding the way he
thought she would. Hed prepared himsalf for acceptance, for refusdl, for confusion, and
let's-talk-about-it-later, but not this coldblooded call for anaysis.

Hetook acouple of deep breathsto steady his nerves and organize histhoughts. "Well, it boils down
tothis: You're everything | want in awoman. Smart, talented, brave, beautiful. I've been attracted to you
gncethat firsg amulaor run.”

"Y et you've bardly talked to me."

"Wdl..."

"Youreaware| have no family?

"Wdl . .. yes" Face had mentioned that to him in passing, that her family had died when her world of
Toprawa had fdlen, that she had survived by her ranger skillsfor years until aNew Republic Intelligence



reconnai ssance mission had brought her and afew other rescuees offworld.

"Now, what | want to know isthis. Ismy lack of afamily adraw because!'ll bring you no in-lawsto
complicate your life, or because you get to bestow me with the boon of your own family and make me

happy again?”

He drew back. "That'suncalled for."

"Not the sort of thing you'd expect meto say, isit?"

“No."

"Proving my point that you don't know me. Y ou've just decided that | match the concept in your mind
of what your perfect mate should be, so now you'rein love. We'd be the perfect couple. I'm tal, so you
wouldn't have to bend over too far to kiss me, and welll ook good on the holograms together. I'm a
pilot, so we can be partners. | assume, back when you were in the commandos, that your perfect mate
would have been acommando. Right?’

The coldnessin hisgut solidified into asolid block of ice. "Y oure wrong. Y ou're wrong about me."

"Thentdl me" she sad, "how much time you spent thinking about me yesterday.”

"What?"

"That'sasmple question. How much time? Six standard hours? One? Ten minutes? Kell, givemea
truthful answer. Set Honesty to On."

Hethought it over, and asthe answer cameto him he fdt hisheart snk. "About fifteen minutes.”

She smiled without humor. ™Y ou don't spend very much time dreamy-eyed for aman who's hopelesdy
inlove, doyou?'

Helooked down at the tabletop and didn't answer. She continued, her voice ruthlesdy gentle, "The
good thing about fantasy loversisthey don't need much of your time. They're very low maintenance.
Unlikered people. I'm very flattered that you fed you'vefdleninlovewith afantasy Tyria But sheisn't
me, Kell." Sherose and was gone.

Miserable, he stared into his cup of caf—not seeking answers, just avoiding the eyes of those around
him.

Shewasright. Tyriawas hisideaof perfection. But the real Tyria? How close did she match hisidea?
Hedidn't know.

Face wandered by on hisway out. " She shot you down?' he asked.
"Vaped me. One shot.”
"Cheer up. Maybe thiswasjust asmulator run.”

Nor did the day'strids end there.



Kell stopped in at hislocker to retrieve his datapad. He keyed in his persona code and pulled the
locker door open.

Something shifted inside as he did so, then amass of wriggling tentacleslegped out a him, landing on
his chest, wrapping itsdlf around him.

Kel let out aydl, tore the dick creature from him, and hurled it to the ferrocrete floor. He gave it afast
kick to send it skidding up along the aide of lockers. He drew hisblaster from where it hung insde the
locker and aimed at his attacker.

It lay there on the floor, acollection of greasy tubes and metal springs. Its partswaved inthe air, dowly
ettling down to dillness.

Chuckles and laughter broke out from al directions. Kell looked around. Other pilots, X-wing and
A-wing, peering in down the aides, ducked away as his gaze fdll acrossthem.

Face was one of the other pilots, but he didn't pull back. "A prank.”

"Very funny. Ha, ha" Kdll wiped the sudden sweat from his brow and returned his blagter pistol to the
locker. "That'sthelast thing | need. To be reprimanded for shooting up the locker room.”

"Wéll, maybe the prankster will turn his attention to me. Won't that be fun? I'll destroy him
psychologicaly. Put himinfear for hissanity. Cogt him thewill to live."

"Sounds good to me. Of course, | don't know that you weren't the prankster.”
"True." Face shrugged.
Mogt of therest of the squadron gathered for breakfast alittle later in the morning.

"So, I'm curious," Phanan said. "Commander, Lieutenant, who do the old-timersthink of asthe greatest
fighter pilot inthe gaaxy?'

Wedge and Janson exchanged alook. "Well," said Wedge, "we can hardly speak for the old-timers.
Asamatter of fact, you're older than | am.”

"I'm sorry. | actualy meant your generation of pilots." Wedge sighed.

"It depends,” Janson said. "What are the criteriafor 'greatest pilot™? | mean, I've seen plenty of pilots
with brilliant skill. Luke Skywalker isone of them. On the other hand, he didn't fly regular combat
missionsfor aslong asmog, so hiskillsaren't up there with other pilots who have been around longer.
Other pilots were extraordinary, too, but ended up drifting into the path of some Imp gunner and were
vaped." He glanced at his commander. "If you want to go by numbers and survivability, of course, there's
only one pilot who has survived two Death Star runs. From that perspective, Wedge Antillesisthe best
pilot ever."

Faynn snorted with amusement. Therest looked at her. Janson asked, " Something funny,
Sandskimmer?'

"Oh, no offense, Sr." The sarcastic edge to her voice suggested that avoiding offense was nowherein
her misson parameters. "But piloting isfor the young. I'm sure Commander Antilleswasvery good in his



prime. He may have been the bet pilot at onetime, long ago. And | know he'sagood trainer even
today. But, Commander, you're what? Forty?'

Wedge managed to ook amused and regretful a the sametime. " Twenty-eight.”

"Exactly! Your reflexes are shot. There€'s only so far experience can go to overcome that handicap.”
Janson said, " Sandskimmer—"'

Wedge sad, "Y oure only nineyearsfrom that same grim fate."

"If | should live so long, I'm sure I'll find some way to make mysdlf useful. Just like you have.”
Wedge stood. "Come aong.”

"I'm not through eating, Sr."

"You're young. Y ou can afford to missamed." Wedge reached over and drew Falynn'stray away
from her. "Comeon."

Reluctant and annoyed, she stood. "Where?"

"Were going flying. A little competition. If youreup toiit."

"Now, wait. That'snot fair. Until I'm through training, you still have some pointson mein X-wings."
"How about repulsorlift ore haulers? Do you give up any pointsto mein those?'

"No, sr!"

"Comedong.”

The rest rose to follow, but Janson waved them down. "Finish your breakfasts and assemblein the
briefing room. I'll follow and tranamit. This should beinteresting.”

It wasthe oldest, dingiest hangar on Folor Base, and not truly in use by the New Republic military. It
held vehicles from the mining colony that had origindly inhabited Folor, vehiclesthat were ill functiona
but not in use by the base garrison.

Among the vehicles on hand were three repul sorlift vehicleslarge enough to carry four X-wings noseto
tall, with beds deeper than aman istdl. The vehicles dtill bore scratched traces of their original gray coats
of paint and their beds were littered with dust and pebbles from the last ore loads they carried, years ago.
None of the three had an enclosed cockpit.

Datacards il in place in their smple computersindicated they'd been serviced within the last year, and
all three started up when activated. Wedge and Falynn listened to al three, agreed on which two engines
sounded best, and flipped a decicred coin to see who'd get the best one. Falynn won.

Minutes later, wearing vacuum suits, they guided the open-air vehicles through the hangar's magnetic
containment field and headed a aleisurely pace toward the near end of the Pig Trough.



The Pig Trough was an anomal ous geographicd feature of Folor. It was ameandering lunar fissure,
created at some distant time when the moon's surface was not quite cool and tectonic plateswere ill in
motion. Its near terminus was only aklick from Folor Base, and the lengthy geographica feature
wandered for thousands of kilometersto the northeast, then cut sharply northwest for an even greater
distance. The nearer portions of the trough were too broad, with curvestoo gradua to be of any useto
the trainers, but more distant portions were used by pilot trainees for trench maneuvering and bombing
practice.

Onthelip just above the first descent into the Trough, Wedge and Falynn brought their ore haulersto a
hat. "Comm check," Wedge sad. "Y ou receiving?'

"es"
e

"I'm here. I've dropped aflare four klicks up the trench. That's your god."
" Sandskimmer, you reedy?"

"I've been ready since | confirmed sed on my suit.”

"Go." Heissued the command in amild tone, but there was nothing restrained about the way Wedge
kicked his ore hauler forward, roaring down the Trough's shallow dope as though he were in command
of afast-moving combat assault vehicle.

"Cheater!" Fynn was only asplit second behind him. Well before they reached the bottom of the
dope, shed drawn dmost even with him to the |eft. She Sdedipped into him.

Wedge fdlt rather than heard the impact, but it didn't maneuver him out of line. He grinned. Only the
greenest pilot would have failed to anticipate the maneuver and compensate for it. He gunned his engines
and leaned into hisleftward dide. The nose of his hauler was till afew meters ahead of hers and thus
ableto push hersout of line. He shoved her until her |eft side began to scrape aong therift wall; the
sudden friction dowed her and he shot out ahead.

"Keep trying, Sandskimmer. I'mold. | might betiring aready.”
Her curseslit up the comm unit.

The other pilot trainees gathered in the briefing room and watched the visua sensor feed from Janson's
X-wing. Janson was pacing the ore haulers at an dtitude of about fifty meters. Kell guessed that Janson
was running on repulsorlifts, occasiondly hitting the thrusters, € se he wouldn't be able to move dowly
enough to keep them in his sensor view.

Donos said, "She's actualy moving that bucket around pretty well. She was probably a pretty hot stick
back on Tatooine." He sounded more analytical than admiring, but it was the longest single statement Kell
had heard from him.

Kell shook hishead. "I've serviced rigs like that. They're not like recrestional skimmers. Their repul sor
fields extend out ahead several meters. They have to be anticipatory to keep those haulers from gutting
themsalves on rough terrain. If she doesn't know that, shell bounce—there she goes." Indeed, the front
end of Falynn's hauler rose an additional two meters as the craft approached aboulder outcropping. The



hauler went skyward, gaining enough dtitude to lose repul sorlift contact with the ground, and Wedge's
vehicle gained another handful of meterson her.

Donossad, "Shéll take him.”
Kel pulled ahandful of coinsfrom his pocket. "Ten credits.”
"You'reon." Donoss coin joined his on the tabletop.

The other pilot candidates rummaged through pockets and began pulling out coins, money-transfer
cards, jewelry, pieces of candy.

They ran now with Falynn's bow to Wedge's stern. Whenever she sidedipped to try to pass, he broke
inthat direction, blocking her move. The richness and color of her nonstop cursing were testimony to his
SUCCESS.

It couldn't last forever. Shedid rightward, he followed suit—and noticed too late that the maneuver led
him right onto anest of boulders. Their proximity kicked hisbow up into the ar and she did around to his
left, passing him before he reestablished contact with therift surface.

He laughed. "Not bad, Falynn. Y ou've proved you can learn at least onething aday.”
"Y ou're going to look funny spitting out lunar dust while you're teaching me, Sir.”

Ahead, therift turned |eftward. Near the right wall was atumbled pile of stone; between it and the wall
itsalf the floor curved gently upward. Left of the pile was broad, open ground.

Faynn headed for the broadest open area. Wedge did rightward, angling between the stone pile and
thewall. As he squeezed between them, his repul sors kicked 10ose stones from the pile of boulders,
raining them down on Falynn's hauler. Her reflex did her leftward and he gained on her going around the
turn; he was afew meters ahead asthey came out of the curve.

"Obvioudy you can't win by flying fair, sir. What happens when we get to the end? Do you shoot me?"
"I'm thinking about it."

The end of the run waswithin sght, adistant red glow where Janson had dumped hisflare. Therift
bottom was flat and smooth to the right of the straightaway, but grew stony and broken along the center.

Falynn drifted right. Wedge drifted left, toward the more difficult terrain. He saw Falynn turn to look at
him; he couldn't read her expression through the vacuum suit's polarized shield, but knew she had to
wonder what his plan wasin giving up the speediest gpproach to thefinish line.

She gained on him as they approached the rockiest portion of rift floor. But as they reached the point
where the tumbled boulders were worst, he sidedipped right and his nose crossed over the highest of
them. The move kicked him up severd meters.

And he came down right on top of her hauler.

Hisvehiclesweight forced hers down, compressing her repulsor emissons, dowing her vehicle. His
own repulsors kicked him forward off her hauler. He held his control wheel on course by brute strength.



His hauler straightened out asit came fully down off hers and onto the rift floor—and a second later he
passed the glowing flare, Falynn's hauler tucked in right behind him.

IIY Cl | yc| l n

"That'sright, Sandskimmer. | won."

"Y ou chegted."

He laughed as he dowed his hauler and swung its nose around. "Falynn, consider this. When an
Imperid laser cuts through your canopy and hits you, the energy will superheat the water in your tissues.
They will literdly explode. If there's enough of your X-wing to retrieve, they'll have to hose down the
insde. When that happens, will you complain thet the TIE fighter pilot cheated?"

Her voice was grudging. "No, sr." Shefollowed him through his maneuver.

"What will you say?'

"l won't say anything. I'll be deed.”

"S0 to keep one of these bad boys from cheating until you're dead, what are you going to do?"

"l guessI'll haveto learn to chest, Sir."

"Congratulations. Y ou've proved you can learn two thingsinasingleday.”

At mission briefing that afternoon, Wedge announced, "We have two pieces of good news. Our other
four snubfighters are in, and Cubber's crew has cleared them for use.” He paused as the squadron
applauded, then continued. "Also, we now have aunit designation. Courtesy of Tyria Sarkin, we are
Wraith Squadron.”

Severd of the pilots made appreciative noises. Face merdly looked disgusted.

Runt asked, "What isawraith?'

"Something | heard about in my childhood,” Tyriasaid. "Dark thingsthat come in the night for you.
That'swhat | think we are. For the Empire, for the warlords, we're the phantoms under the bed, the

mongtersin the storage cubicles.”

Runt smiled, showing big teeth, and narrowed his eyes. The expression made hislong face look sinigter.
"Weliketha."

Wedge sad, "So Tyriawinsthe three-day pass . . . but not today; we still have arun to do. A full
sguadron run, for the first time. Other news: we now have a squadron supply officer. Please comeonin.”

The pilots turned toward the entrance. The supply officer's arrival was herdded by a set of rhythmic
sgueaks.

"Weareintrouble" Kdl sad.

Squeaky, DownTime's 3PO server, walked in and up to the speakers podium. He turned to the pilots.



"L et me begin by saying that | am delighted to bring my years of experience to this novice squadron. |
expect that my skill will keep some of you dive."

Phanan whispered, "Inevitably, some of uswill prefer to die”

Squeaky continued, "'l am aso pleased once again to be serving afine officer named Antilles. A pity
what happened to the last one. | am surewe will al pitch together to keep fate from repeating itself.”

Wedge looked pained. Most of the pilots knew that a Captain Antilles, no relation to the commander,
had been master of the Tantive |V and had died at the hands of Darth VVader.

"In dealing with you," Squeaky said, "I will match courtesy with courtesy, insult with insult,
incompetence with incompetence. | have transmitted requisition formsto your astromechs and to your
datapads; please use them, and always check your spelling. Thank you." He bowed to Wedge and
moved to St by Lieutenant Janson.

Wedge's mouth twitched as he too obvioudy restrained asmile. "Thank you, Squeaky. Wes?"

Janson stood and tapped his datapad. The room's holoprojector glowed into life, and on it appeared a
dark fidld with afew dozen glowing points arranged within it: asmall-area sarmap.

He pointed into the mass of stars at abright golden one. "Here's Commenor. Y ou are here. Here's
Cordliaand more Core systems. Farther out, we reach border and then Rim territories. Thisgtar is
nicknamed Doldrumsfor itslovely, featureess, uninhabited planets. That's our destination.

"Each of you isto spend an hour with your astromechs putting together a three-stage course to get us
to Doldrums and a two-stage course to bring us back. These navigationa paths should follow normal
security guiddinesfor limiting observers abilitiesto follow our course or trace our routes.

"When you're done, transmit your course to Control. Well choose the one we like best, the one that
burnsthe least fuel and appearsthe most elegant . . . and then well fly it asatest of your hyperspace skill
and accuracy. Questions?'

There were none.

"Good. Well seeyou in the hangar in an hour.”

The pilots rose to head toward their X-wings and astromech droids. Face looked rueful. "I can't
believe you, Tyria. | thought | had that passlocked up.”

"What squad names did you suggest?’ she asked.

"Well, therewas Silly Squadron.”

She shook her head. "Wed have to repaint the X-wings."
"Then there was Rogue Squadron.”

"Taken."

"l know, but it was agood idea. Then there was Dinner Squadron.”



"| takeit you were faint from hunger when you were coming up with these." "How did you know?'

Lessthan two hours later, Wraith Squadron was skirting Commenor, preparing to dingshot past it to
get clear of itsgravity well and into the proper orientation for the first leg of Piggy's proposed course.
Folor was moments from disgppearing behind Commenor's horizon when Jesmin transmitted, "Wraith
Leader, thisisTwo. | have transmissions on an Imperia channd.”

Kéel knew Jesmin had ingtalled an upgraded communi cations and sensor package in her X-wing,
appropriate to the squad's communications expert.

Wedge's voice was next. " Squad, break off the exit maneuver. Circle here at adiameter of fifty klicks.
Two, are they transmitting in the clear?"

"No, g, it'sencoded. I'm working on that. But there's something e se. It's atight-beam transmission,
and the origin of the transmission is pretty closeto our flight path from Commenor. Two possibilitiesare
that they're waiting there for us, or they're usng Commenor as a backstop for the signal so it won't reach
Folor."

"Right. I'll inform Folor. Wraiths, maintain station. Make yoursaves useful .

Kell gritted histeeth. Another test. The crucid duties, of warning the base and bresking the
transmission code, were assigned; Wedge obvioudy wanted to find out what additiona use the other
Wraiths could make of themseal ves without suggestion from him.

Almost immediately, Face's voice came back: "Twelve, hereés an idea. Query Two's R2 unit for the
sggnd she'sreceiving. Andyzeit for Waveshift and seeif you can determine how fast the signaer is
coming.”

Figgy's voice, distorted by the comm unit, was completely mechanica and inflectionless: "Will do,
Eght."

Kél's shoulderstightened. Once again, Face was jumping right into auseful task, showing leadership
qudities. If Kell wasn't careful, Face would grab control of Two Flight. Kell had to respond, to do
something just as useful. He had to think fast.

Commenor was a planet fringing on Core worldsterritory. Its government deadlt and traded with the
New Republic, with the shrinking Empire, even with warlords. So if theincoming vessel or vessals, which
were either Imperid or warlords because they were using Imperia frequencies, were transmitting to
Commenor, they were either announcing their arrival or making requests of the government. "Four, thisis
Fve"

"l hear you, Five"

"In al thetime you've been here, have you diced into Commenor's officid computer sysem?”

Grinder was dow in responding. Findly, "Yes, Five. Just to keep in practice.”

"Good. Can you dicein now, with the gear you have on your snubfighter?”

"Innotime, Five. | havemy lig of key codeswith me. Always."



"Right. Punch in now. Were going to look for afew things."

"Making contact, Five. Starting the approva dance. What are we looking for?

Kell thought back to the sorts of record changes the commandos had taught him to look for. "First, any
new mobilizations of government forces. Second, new reservations for ship berths. Sort by ship class,
prioritize for military ships and hyperdrive-equipped shuttles. Take reservations made for tomorrow as
well astoday. Sudden large-block hotel and resort reservations, especialy the chegper ones, just in case
there will be some rest and recreation for acapital ship. Also, | want astronomica data, if possible, from
any observatories pointed out toward the origin of Jesmin'ssignal.”

"Would you like breskfast in bed with al thet, Five?'

"That'sright, Four. But that's after everything dse.”

They waited in slence for afew minutes.

"Five, thisis Four. | read one government shuttle assigned in the last few minutes to convey documents
and an obsarver to the incoming flight. Granting it the right to perform military exercises above Folor.”

"Thanks, Four. Leader, that marks the base as their probable target.”
"Leader here. | read you, Five."

"Five, therésmore. Orbital Spaceyard 301 has been ordered to clear aservicing berth for private
yacht Implacable”

Kdl frowned. "Implacableisthe kind of namethey giveto Imperid capita ships”

"Five, the berth they've cleared is the largest they have. Thisisno pleasure yacht.”

"Five, Four, thisisLeader. Y ou're correct. Implacableis an Imperiad Star Destroyer commanded by
Admird Trigit. He went rogue when Y sanne Isard died. Good work, you two. Were going back to
Folor, and we're going to set up agreeting for Admira Trigit that he's going to remember for awhile.
Formuponme™

Admird Trigit beamed as he viewed the moon Folor through the bridge's transparisted windows. An
ugly, mountainous, frost-coated thing, it was well positioned to be of considerable use to the Rebels.
Hed put an end to that.

An aide gppeared beside him. "Sir, we have low-level beacon transmissions and encrypted
transmissons on Rebe frequenciesfrom the far sde of the moon.”

Trigit nodded. "Pinpoint the transmissions, then set acoursefor that location. Launchthe TIE
sguadrons at athousand kilometersto target. They'll escort us until we order otherwise.”

"Ya s'r.lll

Generd Crespin's voice echoed in the ears of dl the Wraiths. "They're coming in on the most obvious
heading. They're afew minutes from arriva. Transports are loading. Four A-wings each from Gold



Squadron will escort them. Blue Squadron, Gray Squadron, remain on station for delaying action.”

Wedge's voice came back immediately, "Wraith Leader acknowledging.” Other voices, pilots of the
trangports and squadron leaders, responded likewise.

Wraith Squadron sat on anicy field between two hill ridges about ten kilometers from Folor Base.
They'd landed as per squad organization, with each group of four snubfighters one hundred metersfrom
the other, arranged in atriangle.

Kl decided against another, unnecessary check of his power levels and wegpons readiness. Hisright
leg was getting twitchy, refusing to Sit till, asign of hisgrowing nervousness. He switched the comm
system to Wraith Squadron's frequency and dialed it down to atransmission strength not likely to extend
beyond thisvalley. "Commander, thisis Five. Shouldn't we be up there, engaging them, dowing them
down so the transports can launch?’

"Tha'sanegative, Five."

"But they're going to arrive and pound thelr target flat!"

"“That could well be, Five."

"Sir, | don't understand.”

"That'saffirmative, Five"

Kdl shut up. He could imagine the other Wraiths, especidly Janson, snickering over that rejoinder.
Rather than humiliate himself further, he restored the comm system to its default settings and waited,
seething.

"No sign of defensive measures, Admira.”

The Implacable was one hundred klicks from the target. "WEell just haveto lurethem out,” Trigit said
amiably. "Digpatch the bomber squadron and a screen of fighters.”

"Yes, gar."
A moment later two squadrons of TIES blasted past the Implacable, gpproaching from the rear,
popping over the aft command tower and diving so that they seemed to swarm before the bridge

viewports as they sped toward their target. As each TIE fighter or bomber dropped into view, it waggled
itswings, ashow of respect.

Trigit smiled. He gppreciated the showmanship. Those squadron commanders deserved alittle reward.
Hed haveto think about that. "Keegp me updated on their defensive posture.”

"All squadrons, dl ships, thisis Folor Base. We read multiple bombing runs and strikes on target.” It
was Generd Crespin'svoice again.

Kell looked to port, to the west. If the report was true, he should see bright flashes of light limning the
tops of the hills between their position and the base. But there was nothing.

Crespin continued, "All ready transports, Gold Squadron, launch. Good luck, and the Force be with



youl.
Kell sank back in his seet asthe truth dawned on him.
"Coming within bombardment range now, Admird."

Trigit looked at his sensor screen, which showed the Folor Base site. It was abroad plain of ice
Stuated between two mountain ranges. Now it was littered with craters; the one or two sets of buildings
he could make out seemed to be burning. Doubtless they werefue or chemical depots, otherwise they
could not burn in the vacuum around Folor. He frowned. Idiotic of the Rebelsto have surface-based fud
depots. "Any communications from them?'

"No, gr. Their beacons are il transmitting, and their coded signa's became more agitated, but they
haven't responded to our hails."

"Commence bombardment.” Why did the matter of the surface fud stations bother him? Ah, yes.
Commenor'sfiles on the abandoned mining facilities on the moon mentioned numerous surface buildings.
Theplain Trigit viewed was dmost entirely clear of such congtruction. Obvioudy, the Rebels had
destroyed or concedled the ruinsin order to make it harder to find the base. A sensible measure, yet
more work than the shorthanded Rebels were typically capable of performing. Nor wasit sensblefor
them to remove most surface traces and yet alow surface refueling depots to remain. 1t was the contrast
that worried him.

His sensors officer looked up at him from the crew pit. "Sir, I'm reading launch of acapital ship. A
Gdlofree medium trangport, from its sensor echo and maneuvering characteristics.”

Trigit stared unbelieving at the little sensor screen on the arm of his command chair. "Where?"
"On the other sde of Folor, Sr. It just cleared the horizon."

A cold wash of redlization went through the admiral. "Lieutenant Petothel." He kept hisvoice coal,
cam.

His new favorite data analyst looked up from her station's screen. She was alean woman with
medium-length hair and abeauty mark on her right cheek. Her features were elegant, mesmerizing; he
often had to make an effort not to stare. "Sir,” she said.

"Call up the maps Commenor provided us of Folor."

"Done, ar."

"Egtablish the location of the mining facilities suitable for Rebel occupation.”

"Yes, gr."

"Where arethey?

"They're..." Shewinced. "They're halfway around the moon, Sr. The baseis at this same latitude one
hundred and eighty degrees around.”

Trigit dammed hisfists down on the arms of his command chair. A smpletrick: plant beaconsand fse



buildings far from the true base location, light them up when trouble is spotted. All he had to do was
make sure the base they were targeting was in the same position asthe mining facilities.. . . but he'd let
the Rebels make afool of him. "Navigator, set course for the coordinates Lieutenant Petothel will give
you. Get usthere asfast as possible. Communications, tranamit that location to the squadrons; they'reto
stay before us asascreen.” There waslittle to be gained by dispatching the fighters and leaving
Implacable vulnerable to an ambush.

"Ya s'r.lll

Trigit watched the squadronsin the viewport asthey heded over and vectored north, the
across-the-pole route being the shortest one to the target. The horizon tilted as the Implacable dowly
followed suit. He couldn't fed the maneuver take place, couldn't fed thetilt of the ship; inertid and
gravitational compensators eradicated the sensation.

He could fed annoyance. And acertain admiration. Well, if he couldn't destroy Folor Base with its
entire staff complement insde, at least he could annihilate the stragglers, destroy the base itself, and deny
it to the Rebelsforevermore. A partia victory.

Crespin's was now the mechanical, condensed voice of afighter pilot in acockpit. Wedge wasn't
surprised; if he knew the aging generd, Crespin would personaly lead Blue Squadron into combet. The
training squadron would benefit from hislong experience and might, just might, get out of the conflict
aive. "Confirm Implacable and escorts oncoming by the most direct course,” said the general. "Borleias,
Bright Nebula, are you ready to lift?"

Wedge couldn't hear the transmissions of the two transport captains, but amoment later General
Crespin came back. "Bright Nebula reports ready to launch; they'll be away before the TIE squadrons
get here. Borleiasis il suffering amalfunction on theion engineinitidizer. Blue Squadron, Gray
Squadron—I mean, Wraith Squadron—we're going to have to buy them some time and hope they can
make use of it. Commander Antilles, any suggestions?'

"Yes, gar. If | remember Folor's geography right, astraight polar shot from the false base to the real one
has to bring the invaders across some portion of the Pig Trough.”

"That's correct, Wraith Leader."

"l suggest we calculate the interception point the TIEs and the Implacable will most probably pass.
Send aunit of pottersto some point even farther north of that point to confirm their arriva, have them
power down so they won't show up on routine scans. When the TIEs reach the trench, Wraith and Blue
Squadrons pop up out of it and chew them up. Our spotters can either fal on them from behind or hit the
Implacable, if it's close enough, to cause them some congternation.”

"Wraith Leader, you plan is approved. Y ou send two spotters, I'll send two."

"Wraith Five, Wraith Six, get out there. Run aong the Pig Trough to bypass any sensor packages they
might have ahead of their squadrons.”

"Wraith Five, acknowledging." Kl powered up his repulsorlifts and turned in place to orient himself
toward Folor Base.

"Wraith Six dso acknowledge.”



Crespin's voice came back, "Blue Nine, Blue Ten, join them. Same gpproach. Well transmit your
degtination and the most likely intercept point when we have them."”

Kl heard acknowledgments from Crespin's A-wing pilots. Then he brought thrusters up to full and
shot toward the closest hill pass between this position and the start of the Pig Trough.

9

Kel and Runt reached the opening into the Pig Trough seconds ahead of the A-wings from Blue
Squadron; Kell saw them visually moments before the X-wings banked and entered the mouth of the
trench.

No one had said, " X-wing or A-wing, thefirgt fighter to reach the assigned location isthe winner,” but
everyone involved knew that was the challenge. It was aways the chalenge. And A-wingswere just
plain faster than X-wings.

Blue Nine and Blue Ten caught up with them on thefirst Straightaway, blasting past without difficulty;
Kl saw the pilot of one of the fighters wave jauntily at him. Keep celebrating, Blue Boys, he thought.
Just tell yoursdf you've dready won.

By the time they reached the end of the Trough'sfirst long straightaway, many kilometers of it, the
A-wingswere out of Sght ahead. At thefirst of what would be numberless bends and zigzags, Kdll said,
"Follow my lead, Runt,” stood his X-wing on its starboard wing, and roared through the turn, dewing so
closeto thefissurewall under his hull that he could make out small cracksin the stones.

Runt's response was his pilot mind's war cry, but foronce Runt didn't try to pass Kell by. He stayed
close on Kdl'stail, ademongration of precison flying to make his squadmates proud.

After afew minutes of wall-hugging corners and precision turns, Kell caught sight of the A-wings thrust
emissions ahead. Moments later they could see the speedier fighters, and with each turn in the course of
the fissure they found themselves closer.

One moreturn, and Kell nearly smashed into an A-wing, hisked to the A-wing'stop, asthey
navigated asharp angle in the fissure's course. The A-wing pilot veered out of reflex to get clear, and
snce hewas dready standing on his port wing the maneuver popped him up above the fissurerim for a
moment. Kell rolled until he could see the pilot's helmeted heed, waved cheerfully, continued the roll until
he was inverted from his previous angle, and whipped around the next turn.

Then there was no sight of the A-wingsfor severd torturous minutes of precision flying. Kl knew that
shortly after the Pig Trough turned northwest again they'd reach the broader portion of the fissure where
the Y -wing bombers liked to make their runs, astraightaway that would alow the A-wingsto regain
much ground. If only he and Runt could build up enough of alead in the winding, snakelike portions of
thefissure, they'd be able to keep their lead . . .

A short sraightaway gave Kell time for amoment of reflection. Here, now, though asingle dip could
put him againgt the side of the fissure and kill him ingtantly, he knew no fear, no tenson. It wasjust him
and hisfighter againgt the chalenge of speed and obstacle. If hefouled up, if he died, Runt would take
that asawarning, dow down fractiondly, reach the observation sight dive. Or the A-wingswould get
there. No one was redlly depending on him, and that was the way heliked it.



Thirteen, his R2 unit, recently assgned to him on a permanent basiswhen thefind X-wing assgnments
were established, beeped at him. He glanced at hismain display. It now showed the path of the Pig
Trough, hislocation, the A-wings locations, the oncoming TIE fighters and Star Destroyer, and two
projected sites: the spot where the TIE fighters would theoreticaly cross the Trough, and the spot from
which Kell and companions were supposed to surveil the enemy. That was aspot just on thelip of the
Trough severd kilometers northwest of the projected intercept point.

If Kell had it calculated correctly, he'd be able to give Wraith Squadron and Blue Squadron a bare few
minutes of warning from point of first sghting to the time the TIEs reached the Trough. That meant the
two New Republic squadrons had to be under way aready, following Kdl's path at somewnhat less

reckless a speed.

Owing to aprogramming error, Kdl's R2 unit initialy responded to any request for arandom number
with the vaue thirteen. Kl had arranged for Grinder to fix the programming glitch, but had given the
astromech unit Thirteen asaname. He suspected the R2 actudly liked it, for it implied that the droid was
the thirteenth member of the squadron.

They reached thefirst bend that would angle them northwest, through the main bomb run and to their
degtination. "Six, take lead. I'm your wing."

Runt bellowed out an incomprehensible reply and moved up past him. Kell concentrated on duplicating
hiswingmate's maneuvers, anticipating them as much as he could, flying wing just as precisely as Runt
hed flownit for him.

Then they were in the bombing run. They leveled out and put al energy to thrusters. Kell glanced
behind him. Still no sign of the A-wings. Moments later they were halfway aong the Sraightaway and the
other fighters had not shown themselves.

Kell felt asudden grip of guilt. Had he and Runt flown too well? Had the A-wings, wishing not to be
shown up by the more experienced pilots, overflown themsalves and been destroyed againgt the fissure
walls? But no, just asthey arrayed themsalves to enter the narrow continuation of the Trough, Kell saw
the A-wings lights behind, just entering the bomb run.

A bare minute later, with their lead over the A-wings still solid, Runt reduced power to themain
engines and cut in the repulsorlifts. Kell followed suit. The two of them angled northward and rose
smoothly dong ajagged dliff face, clearing itstop by amere two meters, and set down twenty meters
from the dropoff.

"Six, cut al power,” Kel said, "except life support, communications, visual sensors. No cockpit lights.
Tdl your R5 to shut down its exterior lights.”

"Will do," Runt acknowledged.

A shadow fell across Kell's cockpit asthe two A-wings settled in beside them. Kell switched hiscomm
system from the squad frequency to the genera New Republic frequency, but kept power scaed so far
down that it would be unlikely for anything more than aklick away to pick them up. "Glad you two could
join us. Welve been here awhile; would you relieve us while we take angp?'

"Ha, ha," camethereply. A woman'svoice, Kell thought. "Who are we talking to?"



"Kdl Taner, Wraith Five. To my starboard is Hohass Ekwesh, aso known as Runt, Wraith Six." Kell
saw the two A-wings powering down and was relieved he didn't have to remind them.

"Dorset Konnair, Blue Nine. The pretty boy to my port is Tetengo Noor, Blue Ten. Y ou two got some
fair speed out of those outdated piles of junk.”

"Why, thank you."

"Of course, we would have beaten you if Tetengo here hadn't remembered hed left something in the
oven back at base. We went back for his supper.”

The other pilot'svoice cut in. "'l didn't want to go into combat on an empty stomach.”

Kell snorted. The affection A-wing pilots had for their fighters speed was legendary, as wastheir
contempt for any vehicle dower than theirs. "Let'sjust keep thet little Story to ourselves,” he said. "We
don't want Blue Wing pilotsto pick up areputation for turning tail."

Blue Nine made an outraged noise; it sounded like agiant insectile buzz over the comm transmission.
"Ooh, you'l get it for that."

"Y ou have your visua sensors oriented toward their projected arrival zone?'
BlueNinesad, "Naturdly."

Blue Ten sad, "Oops."

"Snapitup, Ten."

For afew minutesthey didn't speak. Then Blue Ten'svoice cut in: "I have them.”

Kl panned hisvisua sensor around but couldn't pick up the enemy. "Blue Ten, feed methose
coordinates.

A moment later his screen brightened with ajittery view of numeroustiny glows—TIE fighter ion
engines, far to the north.

Kell fed that sensor datato Thirteen and received back the precise map coordinates of the point on the
Pig Trough theincoming fighters could cross—that, and the exact time of their arrivd there, assuming
they did not change speed. Kell said, "Thisis Wraith Five. Did anyone else run the numbers?’

"BlueNinehere”

"I'll show you mineif you'l show meyours.”

Their numbers agreed to two significant digits. Kl transmitted them, encrypted, a short burst aimed
directly at Folor Base; with luck, the attackers wouldn't pick up the signd, wouldn't be able to track it, or

would dismissit asirrdevant.

Kl waited with his hand on the power-up switches. Four minutes until the TIEs reached the Fig
Trough. They'd be along four minutes.



"Wraith Five, | have the Star Destroyer.”

Kell checked his sensors, saw the blip moving in along the wake of the TIE fighters, several minutes
back. "The sgnd wouldn't be this strong if they didn't aready have their shilds up. The captainin charge
of that Star Destroyer is pretty cautious. Blues, do you think there's anything we can do about that capital
ship?'

"Wraith Five, Blue Nine. | don't think so. | suppose we could crash into her bow like bugs hitting a
speeder bike. That might upset their frail temperaments.”

"A charming image. Thanks, Blue Nine." Kdl tried to let go of theideaof hindering or diverting the
massive vessdl, but he couldn't. If the vessdl joined the impending fight between the TIEs and the New
Republic fighters, more of hisfriendsand dlieswould bekilled; if it reached Folor Base before the last
transport lifted, that ship would never see freedom. He felt the musclesin his upper back begin to knot.

What would turn the Star Destroyer away from its mission, even temporarily? A grester perceived
threat? How would they smulate one?

Perhaps agreater prizefor the cgptainto gain . . . Kdl sat upright. "Blues, Wraith Five. Our
astromechs are factory-new. No sense of history to them. Does either of you have in your computer
records any of the older encryption codes? The expired codes?

"Blue Ten. I've got awhole string of them.”
"Good. Hereéswhat we do."

Onthisfind gtretch of the Pig Trough, Wedge didn't bother to check on the formation of the other nine
members of Wraith Squadron accompanying him. They'd formed up tight on the straightaways, loosened
up for the stretches requiring tight maneuvering, but dways formed a screen forbidding Generd Crespin's
A-wingsto pass them.

Up ahead was the fissure bend that marked their exit point—the place where six TIE squadronswould
be passing overhead any moment, if Kell Tainer's math was right. He glanced up above the rim of the
cliffsand saw thefirgt of ther targets, an oncoming wave of enemy fighters mere seconds from passing
overheed.

"Strike foilsto attack position,” he said, and followed words with action. "Wraiths, hit the interceptors
first if there are any, then bombersif possble. Follow mein—"

"Damned Blue Squadron!" That was Grinder's voice. Wedge glanced back just in time to seethe
A-wings, no longer needing to maintain secrecy, rise above thefissurewalls and kick in their full
acceleration, firing up out of the fissure faster than the X-wings could follow.

"Four, thisis One. Refrain from personal comments. Wraiths, they seem to be going after the lead
eyeballs and the dupes they're escorting. That leaves usfreeto hit the squints.

Let'sgo." He pulled back on the stick, punched up both the thrusters and the repul sorlift engines.
Wedge's X-wing cleared the lip of thefissurewall by only afew meters, but its proximity to thelip

kicked in the repul sorlifts, which bounced the X-wing up faster and harder, giving him an extraedgein
adtitude. He was pleased to see Jesmin Ackbar gtill with him; she had to have been proficient with the



samelittletrick to do so.

Above and ahead, less than two klicks away, were six full squadrons of TIEs. Wedge st hisjaw; they
faced three-to-one odds. Thiswas going to be bad.

He homed in on the squadron of squints, interceptors, and swept his targeting brackets across them.
The brackets immediately went red and he fired, sending a proton torpedo toward them. He saw other
reddish stresks of acceleration as four more Wraithsfired their torps, then pure red needles of light asthe
remainder cut in with quad-fired lasers. Wedge saw no lessthan four of the interceptors flare out of
existence from that first barrage.

Almost directly above, TIE fighters and bombers flared into incandescence and faded into nothingness
as Generd Crespin's Blue Squadron hit them. Then al six flights of TIESwere dissolving into flurries,
pairsof fightersrolling out and diving toward them, areedy firing green laser lances.

"Two, stay on me." He corkscrewed upward, gaining atitude west of the main body of descending TIE
fighters

"One, we have three oncoming.”
"Target the one to starboard, Two." Wedge transferred more energy to the bow shields.

Three TIE fighters dove toward them, firing continuoudy. Wedge amost amiled at their lack of
marksmanship. Wedge closed with them, half rolling hisfighter back and forth to present amore
confusing profile, and switched to lasers, linking them for quad fire. He waited until he had asolid lock on
the port eyebdl and fired.

The shot melted and tore away the entire starboard side of thefighter, sending its severed wingina
plummet toward the lunar surface. The TIE fighter banked as though the pilot were dtill futildy trying to
regain control, then exploded.

Wedge saw aquad pattern of laser fire hit the starboard fighter, coring it through the center of the
cockpit. The eyebdl, till virtudly intact, hedled over and began itsfinal descent to Folor.

Y es, they were beginners. Thethird pilot panicked, rolled out to begin his escape, and presented both
Wraithswith a beautiful sde shot. Both linked sets of lasershit it, mdting it to dag in the brief ingtant
beforeitstwinion engines lost integrity and detonated.

Wedge and Jesmin wheeled around, seeking the area where the interceptors were most likely to be.
Over the babble of ingtructions and outcries occupying the airwaves, Wedge heard Piggy's voice: " Seven,
thisis Twelve. Recommend you dive. . . now. Eight, recommend youfire. . . now."

Wedge frowned. Piggy needed to be fighting, not acting as ground control. But Janson wasthe
Gamorrean's wingmate and could control him. Wedge picked up the blips of acluster of fighters,
probably eyeballs, at the extreme range of hislasers. He evened out hisshields, said, "Two, fire at will,"
and began taking target-of-opportunity shots as his brackets flashed green.

Then across his comm came the last thing he expected to hear: "Han, can't you coax any more speed
out of that pile of junk?’

Admird Trigit switched hischair monitor to the plotting graphic showing the fighter engagement. He



frowned. They no longer had three-to-one odds; the Rebd fighters were putting up aferociousfight after
an ambush of condderable efficiency. Of seventy-two fighters, Trigit had lost twenty-one, with only two
killsamong the enemy.

That would change. Numerica superiority would eventudly make the difference. But these losses were
codtly.

"Admiral, new target, designated Folor-Three. About forty klicksto the west and heading we<t,
dowly.”

"|dentify it, plesse.”
"It looks like two groups of X-wings and aship of unknown type. We're picking up transmissons.”

"Put them through routine encryption, let me know if you get anything. If they're heeded away, they're
not athrest to us."

"They're dready decrypted, Sir. They're using an older code, one we cracked a couple of weeks ago."
"Wel, put them on. From the gart.”

The voices were crackling and full of mechanical buzz. "Han, can't you coax any more speed out of that
pile of junk?'

A femae voice answered: "Han can't come to the cockpit right now. HE's up to hisarmpitsin what's
|eft of the main engines. Weve got only repulsorlifts running.”

"Princess, repulsorlifts aren't going to get you off Folor. If you can't get those engines up in acouple of
minutes, go to ground and hide out. Well try to come back for you."

"That's very encouraging, Rogue Two."

Trigit snapped upright. " Sensors, does this 'ship of unknown type’ match the parameters of the
Millennium Falcon?'

"Sir, they don't match anything. Some sort of odd-shaped thing with an oscillating shield system we
can't get agood fix on. Those shidds can't be offering too much protection, though. Uh, recordsindicate
that the Millennium Fal con has had three distinctive sets of parameters just Since the degth of the
Emperor—"

"Yes, yes. Continud retooling, and dl that.” Trigit drew his deeve across his brow to wipe avay the
swest that had suddenly appeared there. Han Solo and Lela Organa here? Escorted by units of Rogue
Squadron? Why? He was under the impression that their respective missons for the Rebels currently had
them separated, with the Millennium Falcon not even in service.

But he knew it had to be them. The base was surely abandoned by now, so why would the base's
A-wing and X-wing trainees be waging such afurious defense? It only made senseif they were covering
the flight of the princess, one of the most influentia figuresin the New Republic.

"Filot, close with target designated Folor-Three. We're going to capture some famous Rebdls.” He
smiled at the cheers of hisbridge crew and returned to his command sest.



"That's very encouraging, Rogue Two."

Wedge realized his mouth was hanging open, and shut it. Rogue Squadron and Leia here? When the
Millennium Falcon had arrived and departed without the Rogues days ago? It made no sense.

Then he caught sight of the data screen and the information his astromech unit, Gate, was scrolling
acrossit. These transmissions had been encrypted in the Derra-114 protocol, a code they'd been
instructed to abandon weeks ago when they learned the Warlord Zsinj'sforces had cracked it. It wasthe
same as broadcasting in the clear.

New Republic fighter voice transmissions were often crude, part voice and part Satic buzz. Thiswasn't
because the New Republic couldn't afford better transmission gear; it was atradition dating back to the
earliest days of the Alliance. New Republic comm units, by reducing voice data to the smallest set that
would convey data and be recognizable, were able to broadcast transmissions across awider set of
subfrequencies, making it more difficult for enemiesto jam them. The data reduction had another effect
that was vita back when the New Republic was arebellion: The voice distortion made it next to
impossible for Imperid investigators to conclusively match transmissions with those who had sent them,
s0 it was difficult to prove that a given person wasthe pilot at agiven fight. Still, Wedge thought he
caught some of Kell Tainer'svoca mannerismsin the voice of "Rogue Two," meaning the supposed
Millennium Fa con group had to be Kl and his three companions. It was some sort of ploy.

"L eader, Two. Implacableis breaking off."

The sensor screen showed Jesmin to be correct; the Imperial Star Destroyer was turning sowly to the
west, away from the fighter engagement. Wedge smiled broadly. "Wraiths, thisis Leader. Weve been
given some extratime. Make the most of it."

Ahead was the thickest swarm of the dogfight, at least twenty TIEsS mixing it up with haf that many
New Republic fighters. Wedge set hislasersto dua-fire and angled in toward the swarm. " Strafing run,
Two. Fireat will."

Engineswailing, they doveinto the thickest of the dogfight, firing asfast astheir targeting computers
showed green. Green return fire and red crossfire from their own dlies flashed before them, above,
bel ow, beside, but Gate gave him no indication that he'd been hit.

The comm was live with thefog of communication: "Blue Threeisgone, | repesat, gone." " Somebody
get thismynock off my tail!" "Wraith Four, thisis Twelve. Spin out, now. Three, your target should be
coming into range. . . now." "Blue Four, thisis Three. I'm il here, where are you?' "Then who's that
cloud of debris—"

Wedge emerged from the far Sde of that cluster of fighters certain that held hit a TIE fighter, equaly
certain that he'd vaped an interceptor and winged one or two other enemies. He glanced beside him and
was reassured to see Jesmin gill on hiswing. "Two, thisis Leader. Status?!

"Leader, I'm hit. | show significant damage to etheric rudder.”

"Can your R2 patchit up?'

"l think s0. HE's shrieking at me not to maneuver, though. He saysit will tear apart the few connections
| haveleft.”



Wedge bit hislip. If that report was accurate and Jesmin returned to the fight, she'd probably lose
maneuverability fast—and that would make her an easy target for opportunistic TIE pilots. "Two, bresk
off. Return to Folor Base, maneuvering by engines only. Take up station there and keep me updated.”

"Yes, gr." Even with comm distortion, there was no mistaking the resgnation in her voice. Wedge felt
for her; he knew shed be berating hersdlf for failing the squadron. Hed fdt that way himsdf eight years
ago, when ordered to break off his attack on the first Desth Star. But he had no time to play morae
officer now. Hewaited until she locked her strike foils back into cruise formation and began her long,
gentle curve back toward base, then he looped around in atight arc and headed back toward the fight.

Sensors showed the TIES dropping at agood rate, though battle damage was taking itstoll on the
X-wingsand A-wings. If the Borleias didn't launch soon, Wraith and Blue Squadrons were going to bein
deep trouble.

Blue Nine and Blue Ten flew wingtip to wingtip with a precison that made Kell jealous. HEd aways
thought of A-wing pilots asbeing alittle doppier than X-wing pilots, because their crafts were not quite
as maneuverable, but Blue Squadron was putting the lie to his suppostions. He revised his opinion of
Generd Crespinfrom "painintherear” to "painin therear but afinetrainer.”

Wraith Five and Wraith Six paced the two A-wings, and their rate was appalingly dow—about the
same as afast human sprint, the maximum rate of some repul sorlift engines. Though their coursewasa
graight line northwest, they kept the Pig Trough within akilometer of their position.

Kell checked hismonitor, till showing sensor data. Thefighter battle was aconfusing blur of specks
far in the distance. Closer, the Implacable gained on them with frightening speed. They were dready
within range of the Star Destroyer's bombardment cannons. . . though those weapons were not accurate
againg fighters at this distance.

"Runt, anything from Folor?"

"Negative, Five."

He switched back to the Derra-114 encryption and boosted his transmission power. "Princess, they're
gaining on us. | give you two minutes before we haveto cut and run.”

Blue Ninesvoice was aplea: "Just hang on alittle while, Rogue Two. Were dmost there.”

Kél grinned. He and Blue Nine were pretty bad actors, but the crew of the Implacable apparently
hadn't noticed. Maybe, if he survived, held get Face to teach him some of the tricks of the trade.

"Five, thisis Six. Borleiasreportslaunch.”

"Falcon, sorry, you're on your own. Go to ground, get to cover. Well meet up with you at, uh, New
DownTime"

"l read you, Rogue Two. Be strong in the Force. Falcon out.”
That wastheir bug-out sgnd. Kell ingtructed Thirteen to cut the power boost to the X-wing's

trangponder and shields; Runt would be doing the same, and thiswould drop the signal strength to that
appropriate to apair of X-wingsinstead of two groups of them. The A-wing pilots would now be



shutting down the program that oscillated the energy going to their own shields, which had yielded the
odd signd Blue Nine had hoped would attract the Implacable. If thisal worked, apresumed Millennium
Facon and six or eight X-wingswould magicaly transform, on the Implacable's sensors, to amere four
fighters

Thefour rolled to port and blasted their way to the Pig Trough, now only haf aklick awvay, then
dropped back into the fissure and headed southeast again.

The sensors officer looked confused. "The signal changed. | think they'retrying to jam us. They've
certainly goneinto that prominent canyon formeation.”

"Pilot, new course, due south. When you get to these coordinates'—Trigit tapped the point where their
southern course would intercept the fissure—"hover. Weapons, prepare the tractor. Well pluck them out
of that ravine like a Gamorrean plucks morrts."

"Admird, thisis Tacticd. The Rebd fighters at the main engagement are bresking off. We aso show
another trangport well out ahead of them, clearing Folor's gravity well.”

"Tdl theinterceptorsto keep on their tail, pick off stragglers, plot their jump courseif they jump.”
"Sir, theinterceptors are dl gone.”

Trigit looked up. "Wait. There was another transport?”'

"Yes gr."

The admird fdt his somach begin to sink. "Rilot, bring usto flank speed. | want us over that canyon

"Coming to flank speed, ar."

Janson's voice crackled over the comm unit, "Borleias reports she's away and within a couple of
minutes of entering hyperspace.”

Then Crespin's voice; Wedge was pleased to hear that the aging pilot was still among the living. "Blue
Squadron, Wraith Squadron, break off and regroup. Well reunite at Rendezvous One.”

"Blue Leader, Wraith Leader. Acknowledged. Best of luck.” Wedge, just having completed another
head-to-head run-through of the most energetic swarm of fighters, began along circle. "Wraiths, you
heard him. Bresk off. Form up on me."

The surviving TIES, reduced in number by half and never reinforced by the presence of the Implacable,
let them go—all but apair of overeager eyeballswho pursued and were vaped dmost immediately by
Janson and Piggy.

Wedge brought Wraith Squadron around to a southward course, toward base. "Wraith Five, Wraith
Six, do you read?’

"Weread, Leader. Were coming. Too busy to calculate ETA."

Thelmplacable dowed to afull stop with its main tractor array poised over thefissure,



The sensors officer immediately spoke up. ""Four shipsincoming aong that geographical formation. But
they're not target Folor-Three."

Trigit frowned. "What do you mean?Who arethey?' "Two X-wings, two A-wings. No Corellian
Y T-1300s." No Millennium Falcon. Trigit closed his eyes. Twice. Hed been fooled twice in one day.
Not even his own children, bright and maicious asthey were, had ever done that to him. He rubbed his
forehead, at the headache that had suddenly appeared there. "Forget the tractor,” he said gently.
"Maximum laser bombardment. | want them dead.”

Kél finished histransmission with the Implacable dmost directly overhead. Then the Star Destroyer's
laser cannons began raining columns of pure destruction down on them.

Thefirgt blagt hit the fissurewall less than a hundred meters ahead, filling the fissure and sky above with
blinding light and melting stone debris. Kell headed to starboard of the blagt's center, flying by memory
while hissight and sensors were useless, and cleared the blast field, only to run right into another one. He
heard stone shards hammer againgt his cockpit, againgt the sde of hisfighter. "Six, we'rein trouble.”

"Five, I'mtaking lead.”" It was Runt'svoice, but different, neither the polite Runt of ordinary
conversation nor the inarticulate screamer who did hisbest flying.

Kel saw Runt overtake him, could bardly pick him out visualy and by sensor. Runt continued, "Blues,
follow mein. Thisisan easy one."

Ohligingly, Kell brought hisfighter up on Runt'swing. Each debris cloud they cleared brought them into
another one, more hammering sounds of stone shrapnd, more buffeting from the suddenly expanding
clouds of gasthat used to beice and solid rock. But Kell maneuvered when Runt did and, miraculoudly,
avoided tearing himsdlf to shreds on the fissurewalls.

Then, asharp right turn and they were beyond the bombardment. Laser blasts the diameter of fighters
hammered the fissure rim above them but did not reach the depths. Runt led them down to the fissure
bottom and reduced their speed from insane to merely near-insane velocities.

"Great work, Sx. Who wasthat?'

"The student. The one who remembers, who studies for tests.”

"Tel him hejust scored very high." Kdl brought diagnostics up on hismain monitor. They showed
minor damage to both port strike foils and adow leak, avery dow one, of cabin pressure. "Blue Nine,
Blue Ten, satus?’

"We're chewed up, Wraith Five. But we can make it back to the group.”

"Good. Thisfar from the Implacable, | think well save fud and jump out of the Pig Trough, head in
draght.”

"Suitsus"
Kél found his hands were shaking, that his heart was hammering like Twi'lek warrior music. Hed just

led a Star Destroyer on afruitless chase and survived its attempt at retribution—and that called for a
celebration.



Just before they jumped out of the fissure, Kell set his comm unit to broadcast in the open. "Attention,
Implacable,”" he said. "Be advised, you've just become the victims of Dinner Squadron!”

Runt'svoice camein dmost immediately: "And Silly Squadron!™

"Congder yoursdves humiliated. And welcometo Folor. Out.”
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Ten X-wings and the squadron's Lambda-dass shuttle, the Narra, were already lining up for departure
asKdl and Runt arrived. Thelate arrivals did into formation with Phanan and Face, then Wedge brought
the squadron up to speed and oriented them away from Folor.

Wedge's voice came over the comm unit. "Wraiths, | have the pleasure of reporting no losses among
our forces. Ton Phanan has reported some minor injury; fortunately, he has our doctor with him.
Everyone e se has sustained some vehicle damage, none critica. For aunit'sfirst engagement againgt a
numericaly superior force, that's brilliant fly-ing.”

"L eader, Eight. How did Blue Squadron make out?"

"Not so wdll, Eight. Fivelogt, serious damage to most of the rest. We have two killstoday for Face,
which brings histotd to sx—you're an ace, Loran."

"Do | get atrophy with that?"

"No, but someone may buy you adrink. | also need to commend Wraith Five and Wraith Six for
exemplary tacticsin drawing the Implacable awvay from us—"

"Thank you, sr!""Pipe down, Five. Also to mention that I'm thinking of putting you two on report for
that stunt with the clear-air broadcast to the Implacable. What were you thinking?"

"Uhhh ... | guesswe werent, gr. | wasjust shot through with adrenaline because I'd survived.”

"Wdll, | expect it dl baances out, and by way of reward and punishment I'll just hammer medas
draght into your skulls™

"Thank you, Sr. Uh—who's piloting Narra?'

Another familiar voice cut in. "It's Cubber, Five. | have Squesky with me."

Wedge said, "That reminds me. Wraiths, be advised that instead of taking the first trangport off this
rock, Squeaky raided your quarters and lockers, bagging anything he thought would be of importance to
you, especidly persond items; they're dl aboard the Narra.™

Therewas a chorus of thanks, whistles, and short cheers over the comm. Then Squesky's voice: "It

was enlightened sdlf-interest, | assure you. Had | not done this, | would have been barraged with
requests for replacementsfor your lost goods. I'm far too busy to attend to such irrdlevant requests.”



"Leader, Five. What's our destination?' Folor had shrunk to asmall coin-sized disk of slver-gray
behind them; their current course was taking them around Commenor in awide arc.

"Asbefore, Doldrums. We're going to take the same navigational exercise as before. WEIl bejoining
the rest of the Folor Base evacuees at Doldrums.”

"They're going there, too? That's an odd coincidence.”

"No coincidence, Five. When | reported the Implacable coming in, | also told Genera Crespin of our
training mission and mentioned that Doldrums would be agood site to stage aregrouping. The rest of the
evacuees are going there in one jJump; we're going to do our exercise just because we can use the
practice. Which reminds me—I need fud reports from each of you."

Malicious cheer clearly visible on hisface even through the wavering hyperspace connection, Warlord
Zsnj'shologram amiled at Trigit. "Well?*

Trigit didn't bother to conceal his glum mood. "I have both good news and bad to report. The good
news:. the base on Folor isgone, and | think | gaveit enough of a pounding to make it impractica for the
Rebdlion to reetablishit.”

"Good! And?'

"Due to some unanticipated reconnai ssance and some superior tactics on their part, the Rebel garrison
got away without significant loss. We, on the other hand, had substantia losses. Twenty-gix TIEs of
various types destroyed, another e even damaged so badly that they withdrew from the engagement. I've
aready transmitted arequisitions request to your bridge."

"Apwar, Apwar! They outmaneuvered you with such ease, and you expect me to replace your losses?”

"Yes, of course. | don't ask for unnecessary excesses of supplieswhen | perform brilliantly for you, and
| do ask for ordinary replacements on those few occasions | come up short. So far, | believe you have
littleto complain about.” Trigit finally let asmile spread across hisface. "Besides, | had aready set some
activitiesin motion to capture possible evacuees. With luck, I'll have some better newsto report to you in
the near future.”

Zsnj sighed, rippling the holographic image. "Very well. I'll sgnd you when | have replacements
availablefor you. In the meantime, kegp—"

"—you informed. Asever, Sr."
Zsnj gave him afrosty smile and wavered out of existence.

Before they made the jJump to hyperspace, Wedge switched his comm over to give him aprivate
channd with Janson. "Wes."

"I'm here”
"What was Piggy doing?'

"I'm not sure how to describeit. | think he was running like atactica planning computer. In addition to
doing dl his own flying—he vaped one interceptor—he seemed to be keeping track of al the Wraiths



and their current opponents. He offered afew suggestions a critica times and gave usahandful of kills
we wouldn't have had otherwise."

"I've never heard of anyone ableto do that.”
"Well, he's not human. He's not even exactly Gamorrean.”
"What's your assessment of the overal squadron?

"They're not as good as Rogue Squadron was when you reorganized the squadron. But they're till
pretty good. Why?'

"They'rejust . . . different. Hand them an ordinary set of ingtructions and they'll carry themout inan
ordinary fashion. Hand them an objective without ingtructions and they accomplish it some strange way.
Like that whole fake Millennium Fa con ploy, and what Piggy was doing, and the datathey got off
Commenor's planetary computer net. I'm having a hard time anticipating them.”

"Hey, you picked them."

"|—I picked them? What were you doing during those pilot interviews?"

"Daydreaming.”

"Traitor." Wedge hit the comm key to send aclick, signaling the end of the conversation, and switched
back to squadron frequency. "Wraiths, thirty secondsto jump.”

During thefirgt of three long jumpsleading them to Doldrums, Kell forced himslf to calm down, to
settle hisnerves.

He couldn't quite extinguish hisjubilation, though. In hisfirst combat mission asapilot, he hadn't so
much asfired ashot at an enemy, but held executed tactics that might have saved the Borleias from
destruction or saved some of hisfellow Wraiths from desth under the guns of the Implacable.

Even Wedge Antilles had been impressed—at |east, more impressed than annoyed.

The jump waslong enough, though, that he couldn't just reflect on his recent victory. Therewas Tyria
to consider.

How would he persuade her that she waswrong about his fedings for her? Firgt, obvioudy, held have
to think about her more during the day, to answer her objection on that score . . . What else did he need
to do?

He considered that, approaching the problem from adozen logical angles, but an answer he had not
expected and did not like began to lurk at the periphery of histhinking. Findly it moved in, squeezing
asde hisother trains of thought, and demanded that he pay attention toit.

Tyriahadn't been wrong. Shewasright. Y ou don't actudly love her.

Kel frowned a the traitorous voice. What are you, one of Runt's [eftover minds?

Y ou don't love her. Y ou fed about her the way you did about Tuatara Lone when you werefifteen.



TuataraLone was aholo actress on Suis Van. Short, shapely, so cute she wastoxic, shewas
particularly adept at portraying madcap girlswith odd lifestyles or nosy investigators cagpable of bluffing
their way out of any problem. For three years, Kell had been mesmerized by her, seeing every one of her
comedies and dramas, agonizing at night over her beauty, projecting himsdf into fantasy Stuationswhere
held rescue her from harm or solve acrissthrestening her happiness.

Then held learned that the actresswas in fact extremely happily married, with two children and another
ontheway. Kél, finding himself out of the running in arace he had actualy never entered, was crushed.
He moped around his home and was nearly fired from his job asamechanic. Only when he entered the
New Republic armed forces and was too busy to do anything but work and deep had he forgotten his

pain.

Now shewas back, TuataraLonein al her beauty, hovering before him alongside Tyria. And that
drove it home, histwo obsessions sde by side, as no previous argument had: He really wasin love with
holograms, imagesthat only dimly reflected the real women they represented.

Tyriawasright. You don't love her.
| know. Shut up. Just go away. He sighed, dejected.

Thirteen begped at him. Startled out of his painful rev- erie, he saw thetimer on his main monitor
counting down one standard minute—time until arriva in the X obome system, the uninhabited first stop
on their route to Doldrums. He did avisua check around his X-wing, seeing only the usud effect of a
hyperspace jump, the corridor of light formationsin endless, beautiful motion. Everything normd, and he
had enough fud, just bardly, for the two farther stages on to Doldrums.

At twenty-seven seconds until the end of the jump, the stars appeared as elongated columns like
millions of laser beams extending into infinity, and then sngpped into amotionless tarfidd. Immediately a
bright glow swallowed the sars, erased them.

Kél'sinstrument pandls and forward viewports went dark. A bright flash of light rocked his snubfighter.
A shower of sparks erupted from his main monitor, landing on hisflight suit, threatening to set hislegson
fire. There was more smoke in the cockpit than those sparks could have produced.

He cursed and batted at hislegsto put out the sparks. Hisvision and the viewports cleared, the
garfield outside returning to normal. In the distance, he could see one star that was noticeably brighter
than dl others; if thiswasindeed the system they were aiming for, that was Xobome, but they'd arrived
well outside the region they'd targeted. He could see another X-wing half aklick or so to his starboard,
drifting dowly away; he couldn't make out the pilot, but if it was the closest snubfighter to him, it should
be Runt.

Hisinstruments remained dead, and there was no hiss of air to indicate hislife-support systemswere
functioning. Glancing back, he could seelightsflickering on Thirteen; the droid seemed to bein the
middle of startup procedures.

Kél pulled off hisflight suit gloves, then reached under the instrument panel, unhooked latches there,
and swung the whole panel up. Here was the source of some of the smoke, several wires burned and
semiconductorsfried—all ddlicate diagnostics circuitry, it appeared.

Thewiring and circuitry associated with hisrestart system seemed intact, So he svung the instrument



panel back into place and dogged it down. Then he reached past hisleft shoulder, pried open asmall,
innocuous panel there, and depressed the red button beneath it. He held down the button there until he
heard the comforting, familiar whine of asnubfighter trying to bring itsdf back on-line.

Immediately words appeared on his data screen: R2-D609 isACTIVE. HOW MAY | SERVE YOU?

Kél frowned. "R2-D609, what's your name?"

The R2 unit beeped irritably at thissmpletest. | AM R2- D609.

"Can you give me arandom number?'

13.

"Dammit." Thirteen'stemporary memory was gone; it had returned to its default memory and settings,
the ones burned permanently into its circuits.

They'd been hit by some sort of ionization bomb, he was sure of it; in hisexperience, only anion
cannon could scramble al asnubfighter's eectronics thisway. But what had hit them was more powerful,
and ion cannons couldn't cause a ship in hyperspace to pop back into real space prematurely.

His communications board lit up and immediately he had voices. "—isjust drifting. | have one engine
coming up; I'll try to maneuver over to him." "Do thet, Three. Isanyone dse active?'

"Fivehere" said Kdl. "I'minthe middle of acold Sart.”

"Four."

"Eleven

There was anoise over the comm, something like an animal grunt.
"Twelve, thisis Eleven. Wasthat you?'

Another grunt.

"Piggy, isyour trandator burned out? Oncefor yes, twice for no."
Onegrunt, ashort, irritable one.

"Areyou injured? Has it done any damage to your throat?"

Two short grunts.

"Good. Stand by."

ngr?

"ThisisLeader. Who's spesking?'

"Sir, Shiner isn't responding.” Shiner was Donoss R2.



"Nine, isthat you?'

"Sir, Shiner isn't responding.”

"| read you, Nine. Areyou injured?'

"No, Sr. But Shiner—"

"lsn't responding. | understand. Let him be for the time being.”
"Yes gr."

Kél frowned. Donos didn't sound like himsdlf. He did sound like someone suffering aconcussion or
other injury.

Within the next couple of minutes, the remaining Wraiths had reported in, al but Runt, Phanan, and
Grinder. Most a0 reported e ectronics system damage, some of it trivid, though severd engine unitsand
acouple of astromechs were not coming on-line.

Everyone reported tota e ectronic memory loss—from the X-wings configuration choicesto the
astromechs full memory banks to the contents of the pilots datapads and chronos. That meant their nav
course to Doldrums was erased. Even areturn to Commenor system was impossible.

Wedge doggedly worked hisway through their options. They didn't have enough fuel to go looking for
asafelanding zonein another system; the X-wingswere running closeto dry.

The Narrahad nearly afull load of fuel. The Wraiths could improvise afud transfer between the shuttle
and the X-wings, but under these conditions this would take hours. If, as Wedge suspected, this attack
would result in pursuit by their enemies, such atactic would doom them.

Or the shuttle could dump all its cargo, the pilots could assemble on board, and they could jump
around until they reached a system where they could reacquire navigational data. That would bring them
to safety . . . but would cost them twelve X-wings, eight of them new. That would probably be the death
knell of Wraith Squadron.

On the other hand, if he had the Narra use its personnd retrieva tractor to drag the inoperable
snubfightersto avail- able cover, where they could be repaired, the energy-expensive effort would burn
off enough of the shuttlesfuel to make the squadron’s escape impossible. But they would be operable
and perhaps able to take out the pursuit vessels.

Findly Wedge sad, "All right, Wraiths. Two reports a planet and satellites not too far away. I'm pretty
surethat it's Xobome 6, the outermost planet of the system, and it has an atmosphere warm enough for
usto effect somerepairs, and an asteroid ring—just the thing if we're being pursued, and I'll bet my
Endor patch that we are. Well trangit there, with the Narratowing the three nonfunctiona fighterswith its
pilot retrievd tractor.”

"That'll be dow going and asignificant power drain, Lead."

"I know, Eleven. But we don't have another choice that will keep the unit in one piece. Once we'rein
position, well try to effect repairs, first on the fighters that are out of commission. That means—Five,



how's your suit integrity? Can you stand afew seconds of hard vacuum to make a cold trangit to the
shuttles emergency airlock?

"My suit diaghogtics are down, too, Sir, but | think the suit's otherwise intact.”

"Good. Y ou and Cubber will put on vacuum maintenance suits Cubber stowed on the shuttle and effect
repairs as best you can. I'm assuming that we're going to have pursuers on our tails soon, so work fast
and be as messy as you have to. Everyone but Four, Six, and Seven head on over to Xobome 6. Land
and effect what repairsyou can, dl but Five—you remainin orbit. I'll stay on station with theinert fighters
while Narratows them in one by one. Execute.”

Kéll, who had four engines showing ready, brought hisfighter up to speed and in line beside and aft of
Wraith Twelve—even at proper trailing distances he could recognize Piggy by his profile in the cockpit.

"Demdlitions”

Kél jerked upright. In commando operations plotting, he knew he might be referred to as Demolitions
ingtead of Wraith Five. A check of his comm board told him thiswas a private communication from
Wraith Leader.

"Yes, Control."
"What do you think hit us?"

"Nothing I've ever heard of. But | think | could build something to do this—though | could bank the
money and live off it for therest of my lifeingtead.”

"Describeit.”

"Y ou'd need four basic components. No, five. First, a pretty standard ion projector, probably rigged
for asingle detonation instead of multiple shots. Second, an e ectromagnetic pulse generator, with the
same area of emission. Third, asensor rig that can detect hyperspace anomaies—that isto say, ships
jumping into the system. Fourth, agravitationa pulse generator like the ones off the Imperid Interdictors.
And fifth, acommunications device—probably a one-shot hypercomm unit, something to throw off a
sngleaarm a thetime of detonation.”

"So you're talking about abomb that detects hyperspace arrivals, puts out a gravitationd pulseto bring
them out of hyperspace prematurely, and then hits them with both ion pulse and dectromagnetic pulse.”

"That's about the sze of it."

"I don't buy it. Energy dropoff issuch that it couldn't be made practica. What if you arrivein asystem
and thisbomb ison the far sde? It would detonate and do no harm to the arrivals.”

"| thought about that, Sir. And if | think as albomber, not a demolitions professiond, it occursto me that
you plant bombs where people are most likely to be.”

"Explan thet.”

Up ahead, atiny white dot, Xobome 6, appeared among the stars and began to grow. "Sir, most nav
courses are plotted from the point of departure to the center of the system where you plan to arrive—that



is, thesun. It'ssimple and it's safe; you taught usthat. Y ou can set distance so you drop back into redl
gpace short of the system, with no chance of hitting any natura gravity well, or you can fire straight into
the system, and if you hit agravity well before you reach your destination, it pops you back into regl
space before you're close enough to the center of gravity to endanger you. Correct?!

"Correct."

" S0 everyone knows that most courses are aimed at the sun of the arrival system. And if you already
know that there's going to be ajump from Commenor to Xobome's sun—"

"Oh." Theword emerged dmost as abark. "Y ou set up your bomb on that straight-line path, just short
of any normal arrival point at the system, and you're dmost sure to bag your target. Meaning that
someone knew, or suspected, there would be traffic from Commenor to X obome.”

"And since there's no trade between the two systems, it had to have been planted by the forces that
attacked us. They knew we'd flee, and knew or suspected that some of uswould flee by way of
Xobome."

"Right. That makes sense. Thanks, Demolitions. Control out.”

Kell had had alittle training in zero-gee, hard-vacuum work. He'd done some exterior repairson a
cruiser over SluisVan and had gone through the stlandard demoalitionstraining in planting chargeson a
vess in orhit.

That didn't make him proficient. That didn't mean heliked it.

In the cumbersome vacuum maintenance suit, which had built-in maneuvering jets, he could move
around and stay warm. But he and Cubber didn't have tools rated to the cold of space, just toolboxes
cobbled together from the X-wing hangar back on Folor, and thisleft them cursing over frozen and
vapor-locked hydrospanners while Grinder, safeinsde his cockpit, watched them impatiently.

Stll . . . Kell could look up for an unimpeded view of an infinity of stars, the sort of vista he could never
see on any world with atmosphere and never had time to gppreciate while in the cockpit of a snubfighter.
He could look down past his feet to see the world of Xobome 6, rotating with adow magesty.
Somewhere down there, on ahigh plain blasted by freezing winds, most of the Wraiths were trying to
make repairsto their own less-damaged X-wings. They were probably looking up now and envying Kell
his comparatively warm environment suit.

Kéll floated beside the open hatch to Grinder's port dorsal engine. Itsinternd diagnostics said it was
on-line and ready to supply power, but it was receiving no data from ship's controls. Kell brought himself
back to histask. "Could all four datarelays have been shorted?

On the other side of the X-wing floated Cubber; even through their respective polarized faceplates Kell
could see the mechanic shake his head. "All of them identically? No, it's got to be an interruption farther
uptheline”

"Think you could get into his cargo hatch and splice into the data feeds under the cockpit? I'll monitor
here"

Cubber shrugged, an exaggerated motion. "I'll giveit atry.” Tiny jets vented at intervas across his
back, turning him toward the X-wing's bow, moving him forward.



"Kedl?' Thevoicewasfant, eerie. . . and emerging from within Kell's own suit.

Kéel's mouth went dry. He used histongue to hit the microphone-off switch, then said, "Who'sthere?

"Kdl, itsMyn."

"How did—" Kdll sighed and relaxed. Donos had apparently patched in to Kell's own private comlink,
the one he carried in his breast pocket. Kell tugged his helmet forward so he could angle his chin down
past the bottom of hishelmet, making it easier for him to make himsdf heard. "Myn, cal meontheman
squadron channd.”

"No, no. | need privacy for this. | need your help.”

"Go ahead."

"Shiner'sill down, Kell. | need for himto be up.”

"We have more important problems right now. Shiner can wait."

"Please, Kdl."

Kél frowned, troubled. The pain and worry in Donos's voice were clear enough to carry even over
gandard comlink distortion. "What's he doing?'

"Nothing! He won't respond to verbal commands for awarm start, and the reset switchesfor a cold
gart don't do anything. | think he's. . . dead.”

"Probably just in need of repairs. Stop worrying." The droid's power converter could be down, or it
could be powered up but with its programming locked, unable to begin arestart sequence until power
was actually shut off throughout the unit and the system was restarted. "Hey, try this. Do you have a
restraining bolt?Y ou or any of the others?'

A long pause. Then, "Yes, you have one."

"All right. Insertit. Inhim, | mean.”

Donosdidn't laugh at the joke. "It'sin. But nothing's happening.”

"Right. Now switch it over to power-down."

"Done. No change.”

"Now switch it back to power-up.”

"No— Hey! It'sworking!"

Kell smiled. Among the many festures of the standard restraining bolt, an attachment designed to
maintain control over afractious or independent-minded droid, was an external meansto shut off a

droid's main power converter. Kdl's guess had been right, and this externa shutdown had flushed the
droid's locked-up programming and alowed it to begin a cold Sart.



"Cdl meagainif you absolutely have to—but don't call me just because his memory'sgone. All their
memories are gone."

"Right, right. Thanks, Kell. Myn out.”

Cubber summed it up. "Commander, we got Grinder and Runt mobilein record time, but Phanan's
X-wing isalossuntil we can get it into afull shop setup.” Within his cockpit, Phanan looked pale. He
said held gotten bandages over hisinjuries, but there was no doubt that he couldn't give himsdlf full
medicd attention within the cramped confines of the cockpit, without the medical kit now occupying his
cargo bay. He aso wasn't moving too well; it was evident some of his cybernetics were till
mafunctioning.

Wedge's voice sounded resigned. "All right. Pop the hatch and get him into the shuttle. Don't forget his
medica gear.

"In the meantime, we can assume that the bomb that stuck us here dso sent out asignal to whoever
planted it. Meaning they'll be coming soon. If it was ahyperspace communication and they were Ssgnding
the Implacable, the Star Destroyer could be herein another couple of hours. We could make ablind

jump to deep space or the nearest Sar to get away from them, but that'll probably end up killing us, we
don't have enough fuel to do any sgnificant exploration. Anybody have any ideas?’

Cubber, floating beside Ton Phanan's cockpit, pressed his faceplate againgt the transparisted and
began speaking. The words didn't come over the squadron frequency. From the dow pace and
deliberate way he was shaping hiswords, Kell assumed he was shouting; the sound would conduct
through faceplate and canopy, and Phanan would be able to hear him. He saw Phanan nod listlessly.

"L eader, thisis Eight. | say we leave Seven's X-wing up in orbit for them to find, and when they pull it
in, we board and seize them.”

"Thanks much, Eight. Anyone dse?"

"Sir, I'm serious. I've been thinking about this.”

"...Very wdl. Giveit to me step by step.”

"Wdl, weleave thefighter in orbit broadcasting adistress sgnal. Put up some debriswith it to suggest
that maybe another X-wing has been destroyed. Among the debris we have someonein one of the
extravehicle suits, carrying Donoss laser rifle for maximum firepower."

"And they draw the suit in and the pilot insde starts shooting?!

"Yes, gar."

"They do this even when their sensors say therés alive body in the suit?"

"Uh ... I'd forgotten about that.”

Atmosphere began venting from around the sedls of Phanan's cockpit. Kell saw Phanan check and
recheck the integrity of the bandages held dapped onto his pilot suit where shrapnel had cut throughit.



"Next plan?’

Kell keyed hismicrophone. "Sir, wait a second. We could put our intruder in the Narrals smuggling
compartment. Its systemswill conceal the presence of aliving person. Pull it out of the shuttle, attach a
battery pack to maintain its e ectronic countermeasures, and float it among the debris.”

Squeaky's voice was digtinctly irate: " Cubber, we have an additional compartment in here and you
didn't tell me?1 could have packed more gear, more supplies—"

Wedge cut him off. "Continue, Mr. Tainer."

"Well, that'sdl | wasgoing to say."

"And what do we do if they don't tractor in our intruder?'
"Make sure he can play some solo games on his datapad?!
"Not funny, Mr. Tainer."

Face cut back in. " Could we mount a propulsion unit to the compartment? The thrusters from an
gection seat?'

Kdl sad, "Yes"

Wedge said, "But it would be pointless. Can you imaginetrying to am arig like that beforefiring off the
thrusters? Odds are a hundred million to one that he'd miss and shoot off into space. And those are odds
even aCordlianwill pay attention to.”

Kell said, "Put the thrusters at one end and an astromech at the other end. The astromech can feed
visud datato the intruder's datapad. The intruder steers with the datapad, and the astromech trandates
that into precise thruster control. That makes the odds pretty good that he'd make it where he was

amng.
"That'scrazy, Mr. Tainer."

"With al due respect, noit'snot, Sir. It's merely desperate. Speaking of which, the sniper rifle may not
be rated to hard vacuum and the cold of space. It might freeze up. And we can give our intruder amuch

better weapon anyway."
"Such aswhat?"

"Wdll, if werre using a battery to keep the smuggling compartment powered, we might aswell usethe
04-7 power generator off Ton's X-wing. And if we have that much power available, we could pull the
guts out of one of the laser cannons, cableit to the power generator, and rig it with atrigger. That'd give
our intruder afew shots with something powerful enough to cut through bulkheads, much lessthrough
storm-troopers.”

"A laser cannonisnine meterslong, Fve."

"Not the essential components and housing, sir. Strip out al the computerized aming and
synchronization equipment, the diagnostics, the flashback suppressor, | think we could chop it downto a



meter and ahaf, two meters.”

The canopy on the X-wing came up and Phanan clambered out, surrounded by the distinctive glow of
apersona mageon field. Heimmediately began to drift away from the craft. Kell saw from Phanan's
expression that cold was aready eating its way through the atmosphere around his compromised suit.
Kl and Cubber closed on him, each grabbing one of hisarms, and began to maneuver him toward the
Narras emergency airlock.

Wedgetook along timeto answer. "Face, Kdl, that'sthe craziest ideal've heard in along time."

Face said, "Maybe, sir, but we've answered al your objections. We can do this."

"Let'ssay youreright. We have one pilot with apowerful, crude, prone-to-failure weaponsrig, and
he'sin ahangar on an Imperid Star Destroyer. What then?”

"Leader, Eleven. A couple of idess. If he could get to acomputer interlock, he might be ableto load in
aprogram that would broadcast a distress to the New Republic. The rest of the pilots might be able to
hide out until rescue. Or it may not be Implacable. It could be one of their support vessals, and we might
be ableto takeit."

"Y ou, too, Wes?'

"Yes, gr. | think thisplanismargindly better than dying of asphyxiation or starvation out in empty
gpace, and it has the virtue of novelty. Implacable couldn't anticipate we'd do it. Only crazy people could
anticipatewed doit.”

"True." Wedge's voice sounded resigned. " Cubber, your professional opinion: Can you do this? Paich
this aberration together in an hour or two at most and make it work?"

Cubber shut the airlock hatch on Ton Phanan as he answered. "With thekid'shelp . . . yes, sr."
"The chrono's running, gentlemen. Do it. And may the Force be with you. Y ou need it."

Face sad, "I have some Force herein my pocket. Kell, Cubber, you can haveit if you need it. Oops,
no, it'sgone. Maybeit'sin my cargo."

IIEg.]tI?I
"Yes, Leader?'
"Bequiet.”

Weary, Wedge sat back in hispilot's chair. He switched the comlink over to his private connection
with Janson. "Wes?"'

"Hae."

"They'redoingittomeagan.”



"That'sright.”

"| haven't reached my thirtieth birthday, Wes. And once again | fed like the conservative old manin
charge of anew generation of insane young pilots.”

"That about sumsit up.”

"Thanks for the mora support, Wes."
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They had to tell Squeaky and Phanan to squeeze into the shuttle's tiny airlock—fortunately, both were
thin—then depressurize the Narras interior and open its main boarding ramp. Cubber and Kell could
then enter and disassembl e the mounting conceding the smuggling compartment. As soon asthey had the
compartment unplugged and towed back out into space, they saw where their plan couldn't succeed.

"It's not big enough,” Cubber said. "These suits, with dl the thrusters and life support, are too damned
bulky to fit into the compartment. And | don't recommend we cut ‘'em down to fit."

"Good point." Kel sighed. "Wdll, our intruder will just have to wear astandard pilot's suit. This
compartment is supposed to be airtight, that'll help.”

"Airtight enough to fool mechanical sniffers, true, but it's only rated for pressurized environments. The
seds aren't srong enough to hold in atmosphere againgt hard vacuum. Also, were going to be drilling
holesin it to mount the thrusters, to cable the battery to the countermeasures, to get the datafeed from
theR2..."

"So we don't put theintruder into our fake debrisfield until the last possible moment.”

Cubber shook hishead. "And if they just take afew extra minutes to cregp up on the site, our intruder
freezesto death. It's not going to work, kid."

A new voice cut in, astrong and harshly mechanica one. "It can work."

Kel smiled. "Piggy! They got your voice working again.”

"Grinder and his datapad got it started. | fedd much better. And | should be the intruder.”

"Why isthet?'

"Physicd gructure, Kel. My body is swathed in heavy layers of fat. Humansfind it unappeding, and it
isadetriment in hot environments, but my fat will sustain me againgt starvation and will insulate mefrom
cold temperatures. In an ordinary pilot's suit, I'm rated at haf an hour's surviva after gection into space,
rather than afew minutes. Too, my suit isintact.”

Kdl whigtled. "Well, unlesswe get a better idea, Piggy, | think you're our man."



"Y our Gamorrean.”

While Cubber and Kell assembled the jury-rigged vehicle, which they nicknamed the Lunatic, Grinder
and Piggy worked out the programming of the R2 unit and control datapad. Occasondly Kdll listened in
on the conversation— Grinder and Piggy had to work from within their cockpits and communicate via
comm.

"What sort of targeting model do we use?' That was Piggy.

"Visud pattern recognition, | think. With the sarfield as the primary dement—it will be Satic. Perhaps
we can limit it to Stars of acertain brightness; that will reduce the amount of data to be processed. If the
ship isarecognizable type, the R2 can add a detailed map of its configuration to the pattern; otherwise
you'l just haveto aim at what you think isacargo hatch and pray."”

"What if imbalances or faulty thrusters throw me off course?"

"Well, we have to have some sort of correction built in to the R2's programming. The crudest way isto
haveit evaluateits visud input and correct—overcorrect, redly, with the time involved—if the visud
image traversestoo far.”

"Very crude. Proneto error. And to overcorrecting, asyou say."
"Yes Hey, Kdl?'
"l read you, Grinder."

"|sthere any way to put some sort of mass sensor in our insertion vehicle? Something to calculate load
balance, center of gravity, that sort of thing, to improve flight accuracy?"

Kell thought about it. The X-wings had such asystem, of course, which used pulsesfrom the inertia
compensator to caculate the snubfighters mass characteristics several times per second. "No. Not a
chance. I'd have to have exact data on al the components going into this cobbled-together rig, I'd have
to have a precise graphical mode of it, Piggy would haveto remain as till asif hewerein apilot's sedt,
and you'd have to have even moretimeto do al the physics-heavy programming.”

"Forget it, then. Thanks."

Within an hour the Lunatic took shape. The storage compartment, roughly the size of alarge coffin,
was the main element. At one end, Phanan's R2 unit, Gadget, was mounted by way of crude
brackets—meta strips cut from some of the cargo crates on the Narra, attached to the compartment's
hull through smple bolts. At the other end were mounted the fuel pods and some of the thrust nozzles
from Phanan's g ection seet; other nozzles were attached near the R2, pointed in four directions
horizonta to the plane on which Gadget was standing, to give the rig as much maneuverability aswas
possible. Meta tubing carried fuel from the pod to the nozzles. A data cable ran from one of Gadget's
ports through a hole drilled in the compartment; inside the compartment, it was attached to the datapad
that now held Grinder's and Piggy's maneuvering program. A power cable ran from the electronic
countermeasures socket on the outside of the compartment, through another hole, into the compartment;
it currently floated free.

When Piggy was placed in the compartment, he'd be carrying on his bet the bulky main components of
the Novaldex 04-7 power generator from Phanan's snubfighter. The cable powering the electronic



countermeasures would be inserted temporarily in the power regulator fitted to one of its power-out
sockets, while another socket was fitted with a cable running to the crude, six-foot-long cylinder that was
what remained of one of Phanan's laser cannons.

"Thisis, without doubt," said Cubber, "the most indlegant rig | have ever had the pleasure of working
on. Not counting thefirst till that | ever built, which was even more dangerous.”

"Tegtsdl show in the green. | think were done."
"Cdl it into the commander, kid."

In his cockpit, watching the universe spin around the asteroid on which held landed, Wedge relaxed
with the cam of the seasoned New Republic pilot. He knew the others, excepting Janson and maybe
Donos, would be fretting, ready to go; if they lived long enough, they'd learn to conserve their energy, to
catch catnaps whenever they could.

The Wraiths X-wings, as repaired as they could be during their stay on the ground, now rested on
some of the planet'slarger asteroid satdllites in power-down mode. The Narrawaited with power up,
ready to go, with Piggy standing by in the airlock. Phanan's X-wing, some stony debrisretrieved from the
agteroid ring, and Lunatic spun lazily in an orbit closer to the planet's surface than the asteroids. The
X-wing's comm system continuoudy broadcast adistresssigna, apleafor help recorded by Face;
Wedge could not but admire the skill of Face's performance, the redlistic pain and fear heinjected in his
voice as he begged for rescue.

The comm unit popped. With power output turned so far down, no ship entering the system would be
ableto pick up their transmissions; in fact, some of the X-wingswere having trouble reading them.
"Narra, thisisFive"

"Go aheed, Five."

"Cubber, wasn't Seven's fighter the one designated 3-0A when it camein?”

"That'sright."”

"Do you remember some sort of attachment mounted toward the aft end of the cargo bay? A
rectangular thing, no ports or screens?’

"No. None of the X-wings have anything like that.”

"Well, one of them did. It was about twenty-five centimeters long, maybe six broad and four thick. It
was painted in standard Alliance gray.”

"I'mtelling you, kid, there's nothing like that on any of the X-wings. Wait, hold on."

A long silence, then Cubber's voi ce was replaced by Squeaky's. "Hight Officer Tainer, thereisan
attachment like that at the bottom of the main drive unit of the Narra. | noticed it because it wasn't
identicdl to the drive units on other Lambda-dass shuttles. | saw it severad times during the many, many
trips| made loading the Narra up with the pilots persond gear.”

"Cubber, I've serviced the Narra. There's nothing like that back there.”



"1 know, kid. Something's very wrong."

Wedge started to request that one of the X-wings ease out of the asteroids and make avisua check of
Narras aft end. But before he could speak, hiswingmate's voice camein: "Wraiths, thisis Two. | have
faint chatter on Imperid frequencies. Encrypted.”

Wedgefinaly did speak. "Narra, thisis Wraith Leader. Place your package, then scram back to one of
the big rocks and power down. Wraiths, observe communications silence. Piggy, good luck."

Hewatched as the Narradrifted to within afew meters of the insertion vehicle. The shuttle's airlock
opened and Piggy pulled himsalf out, hampered by the bulky belt he wore and man-height pole he
carried. He shoved off from the airlock with confidence and drifted over to theinsertion vehicle, which he
grabbed.

Theimpact of Piggy's mass sent both pilot and Lunatic drifting away from the wrecked X-wing and
debris. But, as Piggy pulled open the compartment's door and began to squeezein, the drift suddenly
stopped. Lunatic moved dowly back to itsoriginal position relative to the X-wing.

It hung there, rigidly unmoving in the grip of the shuttle's tractor beam, as Piggy hooked up his belt
power generator to the compartment's el ectronic countermeasures, then pulled the compartment door
shut.

Wedge breathed out asigh. Now it was dl in Piggy's hands.

The compartment interior waslit only by the glow from the datapad's screen. Piggy patted at the gut of
hisflight suit, assuring himsdf that his blaster and the one Grinder had given him were il tucked away
there, that the datacard containing the program that might force Implacabl€'s computers to send out a
rescue message was il in his pocket, that the suit's sedl was il intact. Then he seized Lunétic's control
datapad. " Status?' he said. His suit comlink was at minimal output power and set to the standard datapad
channd.

Gadget'sreply appeared as text on the datapad screen: OPERATIONAL. | CALCULATEA
CHANCE THAT | WILL NOT REMAIN OPERATIONAL.

"I'll get you out dive, Gadget.”

Thewords MOVEMENT DETECTED appeared. The screen switched from pure text to graphicson
top, text at the bottom, and Piggy got a crude, monochrome view of the tars. From the way the starfield
was moving, Piggy supposed that the Lunatic was now rotating dowly, and that Gadget was turning his
hemispherica head to keep the camerawithinit amed at histarget.

A tiny white dot moved across the starfield and dowly began to grow.

Moretext appeared: THEY WILL DETECT THAT | AM OPERATIONAL.

"That'sdl right. They won't consider an astromech droid to be athreat. R2s are built for hard-vacuum
repairs, so many of you have survived the gection of their pilotsinto space.”

The dot grew until Piggy could make out its shape. It was not the Implacable, nowhere near so
formidable avehicle: it wasa Cordlian corvette, along, narrow vessd with ablocky engine housing at
one end; at the other end, the bow looked like an ancient war-hammer head turned sideways.



Even at this distance and through the crude imager of the datapad, Piggy could see abright verticd dit
of light appear at the bow asthe hold doors there were opened. Two large silhouettes emerged from the
light and rapidly grew asthey came closer.

They resolved themsdlvesinto TIE fighters,

Thetwo sarfightersroared past Phanan's X-wing and its debris cloud, close enough that Piggy
imagined he could fed their wake. They looped and came back, then decelerated for aclose view of the
X-wing.

THEY ARE QUERYING ME.

"Respond truthfully, but only with data you have in your defaults. Y ou don't know what happened to
your pilot, you don't know how you cameto be here." Piggy magnified the image of the corvette on his
datapad screen, focusing in on the open bow hold. "What's our range to target?’

THREE HUNDRED METERS.
"Can we make that?"

THE VEHICLE ISCOMING STRAIGHT AT USON AN UNVARYING COURSE. IFWE
MAKE NO MISTAKES, WE CAN.

Piggy took a deep breath and brought up the crude targeting brackets Grinder had added to his
cobbled-together flight program. He set the bracketsin the center of the open bow hold and hit the
execute button.

Hefdt faint pressure againgt his back as one or two of the Lunatic's top thrustersfired, orienting its
"bow," Gadget, toward the corvette. Then it was as though he were in aturbolift, sudden weight asthe
thrusters beneath hisfeet fired off, and the image of the corvette's open hold began to grow.

He was suddenly banged up, down, and sideways by thruster corrections and could no longer keep his
attention on the datapad. Then gravity had him and he was standing on his head.

He heard awild, musicd shriek, Gadget emitting a sound of pure droid terror, and therewas an
impact. Something gave way under the blow. Piggy was dammed forward, banging his heed, then
dammed onto his back.

He had heard Gadget screech; they had to be within atmosphere. He popped the sedl on his pilot suit
and dragged out one of the blasters with hisleft hand, then kicked open the hatch of the smuggling
compartment. Bright light flowed into blind him.

He couldn't wait for his eyesto adjust. He squeezed out of the compartment.

He was on hisback on ametd floor. It was aminiature hangar space, modtly filled with four gigantic
metd racks Stuated Side by side; the two end racks held TIE fighters upright. He was dmost directly
benesth the starboard-side TIE fighter. Forward was the open hold door framing starfield and the planet
Xobome 6. He could not see the magnetic containment field holding in the hold's atmosphere, but if it
were not there, held already be strangling on vacuum.



The sound of alaser blaster's discharge and the impact of the bolt on the metal bracket nearest him
made him jerk. Herolled over onto his belly, dragging the chopped-down laser cannon out of the
compartment after him, and aimed the blaster pistol.

Nothing directly ahead but metdl stairs going up. But above them wasagray caiwak, and onit menin
mechanics overdlsrunning toward an exit. And two men in standard stormtrooper armor, aiming rifles
hisway ...

He snap-fired at one, hitting the wall behind the man, and tried to crawl backward from the smuggler's
compartment and under the cover offered by the nearest TIE fighter. But as he crawled the Lunatic came
after him. It wasn't as heavy asit should have been; he saw that Gadget was no longer attached, and the
brackets that had held him there were bent and broken.

He swore to himsdf, a Gamorrean grunt, as he redlized the power cable from his belt generator was
gl plugged in to the compartment's e ectronics. He got two fingers of his blaster hand on the cable and
yanked it free; ablast from the second stormtrooper hit the compartment dead-on, chewing a head-sized
holeinitsmetd sde.

Piggy got back under the cockpit of the TIE fighter. A margina improvement; they couldn't see him,
but he couldn't see them.

Hefelt the air pressure change, then awash of heated gasrolled over him from behind. Shrapnel
clatered acrossthe TIE fighters and little pieces stung the back of hislegs. Something had happened just
outsde the bow hold door, but he couldn't turn back to |ook.

Tactics. The scormtroopers would be separating on the catwalk, moving in either direction to bracket
him with fire. He haf stood and put his shoulder againgt the TIE fighter'swing.

The sturdy starfighter resisted his efforts, but some of the brackets holding it in place broke. The TIE
fighter rotated, the remaining brackets acting as a pivot, and suddenly he could see the right-most
stormtrooper. The trooper fired at him but the TIE fighter's solar wing, held before Piggy like ashield,
absorbed the bolt. Piggy returned fire with the blaster pistol, saw black charring appear on the
stormtrooper's chest, saw the trooper collapse to the catwalk, twitching.

He continued pushing againgt the wing, rotating the eyebd| farther till, firing dmost blindly as he wert,
until the second stormtrooper came under his gun. He hit the trooper twice. The trooper smashed back
into thewall behind the catwalk, then stumbled forward and went over therail.

A moment's breather. The hold crewmen had al escaped through the door. Then there was also the
open hold door leading to space. These were the only ways out.

" Gadget?"

Anirritable, nearly musicd chittering from the far sde of the hold reassured him that the R2 was
functiondl.

Tactics. If hewere the ship's captain, hed shut theinternal door and turn off the magcon field, venting
the bay's atmosphere into space and suffocating Piggy or launching him into the void. Well, hed haveto
do something about that possibility.

Wedge saw both of the TIE fightersrotate, trying to track the Lunatic, but only one managed to



maneuver fast enough to get off ashot. The shot missed the wildly rocking assembly of parts. Then, at full
speed, the Lunatic shot into the open bay door.

Wedge redlized his mouth was open. "I'll be damned. They did it." He hit hiscomm key. "Wraiths,
power up and target those eyeballs, lasers only, do not abandon your positions.” He switched channels.
"Attention, TIE fighter pilots. Thisis Commander Wedge Antilles of the New Republic. We have you
under our guns. Surrender or be vaped.”

The two TIE fighters ceased drifting. One came up to speed, heading toward the corvette, and the
other spun back toward Phanan's X-wing. That eyeball fired, its green lasers shredding the derdlict
subfighter.

Wedge grimaced. "Amateurs. Wraiths, open fire.”

Not dl the Wraiths had angles on the eyeballs, but enough did. Thefighter approaching the corvette
was hit by two quad-linked bursts, the one that had destroyed Phanan's craft by three. Both exploded.

His blaster pistol once again tucked away and the chopped-down laser cannon hanging from its power
cable, Piggy climbed the TIE fighters landing brackets. He kept a strong grip on those brackets; if the
atmosphere vented, he didn't want to be pulled out with it. He saw the door through which the hold crew
had run begin to close.

At the top of the brackets, he was only three feet from the hold ceiling. If he remembered the layout of
Cordlian corvettes from the training he'd received, there would be afloor of officer and guest quarters
above the hold, and the ship's bridge would be immediately abovethat. If his cannon would chew holes
in both cellings and he could find ameansto keep climbing, he could bein the bridge before anyone
knew he was coming.

He dragged up the cannon, pointed it at the celling, averted his eyes, and fired.

Thelight produced by the shot was overwhe ming, dazzling him even when reflected from the canopy
of the TIE fighter below. The noisewasincredible, ashriek of metal and displaced air. Mdting metal
scrapsfdl dl around him—and on him, burning through hispilot's suit.

Heignored the pain. As his eyes cleared, he clambered up atop the bracket beams and leaped up
through the hole hed made— Into the bridge. Around him, lying on the floor where they'd legped for
cover, running toward the exit, reaching toward holstersfor blastersthey'd never grasp, were the
members of the bridge crew.

Where was the officers quartersfloor? It didn't matter. Piggy shouted, " Stop where you are! One
moveand | firdl"

And he aimed the still-smoking laser cannon toward the bow of the bridge, where metal walls and
trangparisted! windowswere dl that held in the chamber's atmosphere.

The bridge officers glanced at one ancther, then at an officer wearing theinggniaof an Imperid nava
lieutenant. Thelieutenant nodded glumly and raised his hands.

Only when ash began to drift down from the ceiling did Piggy glance up, there to see what was I eft of
another ship's officer.



"Captain Voort saBinring of the New Republic corvette Night Caler hailing Wraith Squadron. Wraith
Squadron, comein."

Wedge couldn't restrain his grin. " Captain? That's a sudden promotion.”

"A temporary promation, Sir. | amin command of thisvessdl. | thought a captaincy would be most
appropriate.”

"Oh, it is. Permission to come aboard?'

"Granted. And please hurry.”
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Inconvenient asthe planet's weather was, they brought Night Caller down to the surface of Xobome 6
to perform their examination. Jesmin Ackbar remained on station in orbit to aert them to any other

enemy arivas.

Wedge stayed on the bridge, accumulating information, while the Wraiths performed their duties asfast
as possible. Wedge could see them, dim shapes moving among the rocking X-wings while thewind
droveice particles past the bridge windows and obscured his vison. Hewas careful to stay well away
from the hole melted in the floor. The object fried to the ceiling above that hole, remains that had once
been aman named Captain Zurel Darillian, had falen free during the ship's landing and dropped into the
TIE fighter hold; Falynn Sandskimmer, unperturbed by their gridy nature, was deding with them.

Squeaky, just back from hisinitial tour of the ship, seemed fascinated by what held seen. "It'sal so
very clean, gr. The captain must have been quite astickler for cleanliness.”

Wedge gave him arueful look. "Usualy asign of adiseased mind . . . What about the structural
modifications?" It has been very heavily modified from the standard corvette, Commander. Where the
Tantive IV had aluxury quarters deck beneath the bridge, Night Caler has eliminated the deck, | suspect
to make extraroom in the bow hold for the four TIE fighters. The bow has aso been widened, the hull
armor on the sides of the bow narrowed, electronic apparatus that should be between bulkheads there
moved somewhere e'se. The topside hold has been converted into a skimmer hangar. Thereare no
|aboratories; that's where the luxury quarters are located.”

Wedge nodded. "It appears that thiswas no retrofit job. It came out of the shipyardsthisway."
"| agree, Commander."

From the main wegpons console, Janson said, " They've given up one of their bow turbolaser twin
cannons and ingtalled a tractor beam instead.”

"Mog shipsthissize have atractor.”

Janson grinned. "1 mean ared tractor beam. Something suited to afrigate or larger war vessdl, not just
abeam suitable to drag afighter around.”

Grinder, bent over one of the bridge's data consoles, called, "Oh, Commander.” He made the rank



sound like part of asong. When he straightened and turned, Wedge could see the Bothan's teeth bared in
amesat-egting amile.

IIYS?I

"Piggy got to the bridge so fast—oh, thisis sweet. They didn't have time to shut down, to purge the
memory, to activate the most basic security. They have astate-of-the-art Imperial HoloNet system, a
real luxury on avesse thissize, and it was hot, ready to go—and they didn't even get a message off."

Wedge blinked a him. "Whatever fleet it camefrom isunawareit'sin trouble?’

"Completely. | pulled up itsmission profile, its tanding orders, its schedule, everything.”

“Tdl me"

"It belongsto Zsnj—"

"No surprise.”

"No surprise. But it'stemporarily assgned to Admira Apwar Trigit. [tsmissonisto lay mines, Empion
mines, atype I'm not familiar with—"

"Ask Kdl about them. | think | had him redesign them in his head earlier today."

"Right. Anyway, it's supposed to plant them, to monitor their hypercomm frequency for dertsthat
they've been triggered, to inform Admira Trigit of the results when they go off."

"Goon."

"l dso got their schedule, mostly visiting undigned planetary systems and demondtrating that Zsinj has
muscle, dso some routine meetings with refueling ships. A schedule they're supposed to return to once
thismindaying isdone"

Grinder brought up alist on-screen. Wedge read off thelist of planets. "Viamarr 4, Xartun, Belthu,
M2398, Todirium, Obinipor, Fenion. Can you plot that for me?"

"I'm way ahead of you."

"That seemsto be a short description of my recent command history.” Wedge looked over the star
chart Grinder brought up. It tracked a course through Rimward planetsjust outside the New Republic's
current zones of control. "And Trigit doesn't know we've captured thisvessd.”

Grinder shook his head, sending ripplesthrough hissilver fur. "Sir, he can't.”

Wedge whigtled asthe first lements of a plan began to percolatein hismind.

Cursing the cold, Cubber and Kell staggered against the gale-force winds of X obome 6 and reached
the stern of the Narra.



There, as Squeaky had described, tucked negtly away in one of the recesses beside the main thruster
of the main drive unit, was arectangle of the dimensions Kell remembered. This one was black to match
the surrounding components of the drive unit.

The two mechanics|ooked at each other. "Doesn't belong here," Cubber said. "Let's pull it off."

"Let'sscan it firgt, Cubber. Remember my other occupation?

"Oh, yes. I'll wait over there. Behind the outcropping.”

Kell pulled out the sensor pack Squeaky had saved for him, the one optimized for demoalitions work,
and hoped that it would hold up in this cold environment. He moved it dowly across the surface of the
mystery box and carefully watched the sensor's display.

The heat-based visud display showed intricate € ectronic components insde, some of which were
cons stent with advanced comm gear, none of which seemed to include the sort of nondifferentiated
material that usualy made up the explosive portion of abomb. There seemed to be some sort of
armature attachments on the other sde holding it to the shuttle€'s surface.

He waved Cubber over, then carefully gripped the box and pried at it. It ressted him; then, ashe
applied more pressure, it came away from the shuttle. Four mechanical limbs, each articulated, haf a
meter long, and ending in gripping hands, hung limply.

"I think it's deed,” Cubber said.

"What do you want to bet that the bomb that scrambled our droids memories did the same thing to
this?'

"No bet. Let'sget insgde whereit'swarm and find out for sure.”

Jesmin remained at her gation in orbit; Falynn and Runt guarded fifty-plus ship's officers and crewmen
now crowded into the stern lounge. The rest assembled in the small meeting room that was part of the

captain's quarters.

"Fird," Wedge said, "'l want to commend the principd partiesinvolved in the capture of Night Caller.
Piggy, Face, Kell—excdlent work.”

There was general applause, and Piggy said, "Can | keep the ship?’

"If you mean as apersond possession, no. If you'd like to remain in command, the answer is probably
yes”

Piggy looked gtartled. "I wasjoking."

"Well, the question would have been ajoke in the Imperid navy or the Corellian fleet or alot of other
places, but it's actually areasonable onein the fleet of the New Republic. It'sal because many of our
traditions are rooted in the more piratica times of the Alliancesfirgt days. Still interested?”

Piggy nodded, silent. His expression was made up of surprise and confusion.

"Thefirg thing you'd do istransmit an informal request for command of Night Caler to Fleet



Command. Then you'd submit aforma gpplication for transfer out of Starfighter Command and into Fleet
Command. I'd have little choice except to approveit, and the Navy is nearly one hundred percent likely
to accept you. They have a keen gppreciation of officers who capture shipsto add to the fleet, after al.

"Then you'd receive acrash course in navd traditions and capital ship command, dong witha
promotion to naval lieutenant . . . and an immediate temporary promotion to captain. Because of your
lack of experience, you'd be given very smple missonsfor your first severd months—guarding convoys
of ships carrying nonessential goods, for example. Eventudly, within the year, I'm certain, they'd become
aware of your competence, begin giving you more critical missons, and make that |ast promotion a
permanent one.

"Let mejust say, though, | personaly think it would be a shame to take a promising fighter pilot like
yoursdlf and turn him into abarge driver. But | have to admit that those are the words of an irredeemable
X-wing jockey."

Janson barked out alaugh, which Wedge ignored. Wedge continued, "What about it, Piggy? Naval
captaincy within ayear? Still interested?!

Piggy was 4till for amoment, then dowly shook his head. "Perhaps| am sdifish. But everyone
remembers Lando Calrissan and Wedge Antilles and what they did a Endor. Who remembers the name
of the captain or the gunner on the Home One at the same battle?"

Wedge smiled. "I do. But | know what you mean. And | appreciate the fact you're staying.” He turned
back to the others. "All right, back to Night Caller and our current Situation. Cubber, fuel ?*

"We're good. Night Cdler'stanks were amost full, and they have proper refueling equipment. I've
sphoned off enough to top off the Narraand al the X-wings except Jesmin Ackbar's."

"As soon aswe're done here, I'll bring her down and send Myn up so you can refuel her aswell.”
Jesmin'svoice came out of the intercom on the table. "Thank you, sir.”

"Oops. Forgot you were listening. Grinder, did you transfer the nav data?"

The Bothan nodded. "We can jump out of system at any time.”

"Phanan?Y our status?'

Ton Phanan looked less pallid than he had up in orbit, but he looked no less unhappy. "They blew up
my shubfighter.”

"Y our physcd gatus, | mean.”

"Oh. The damageto fleshwasdl trivid. | didn't lose any limbsor organsthistime, whichisquitea
treat, | assure you. The damage to the prostheticsis not all fixed yet, though. My left leg isn't receiving
proper neura input and drags abit. And my right hand worksjust fine for most things, but when | start to
work with a datapad, there's some sort of leakage of signdsand it just goes crazy." Phanan waved the
hand in question. It ordinarily looked like anorma hand, but now it twitched continually, the ring finger
jerking rhythmicaly and the flesh on the back of the hand crawling in an inhuman fashion. Phanan did not
seem disturbed by the phenomenon. "But with alittle more work with the ship's computers, | should be
ableto st everything right.”



"Cubber, Kdl, the attachment on the shuttle?

Kel shrugged. "It's hard to tell with its memory blown out, but | think it was some sort of parasitic
communications device. It was mobile and had a camouflage coating; it can dter its color to match
whatever vehicleit's attached to. It also hasavery smal, very limited hypercomm ability . . , but again,
with itsmemory gone, | can't find out where it was tranamitting to. My guessisthat it went from ship to
ship and occasiondly broadcast its current location to its maker."

Grinder said, "Whichisnothing if therésonly one of them. . . but important if they could build
hundreds or thousands. They could build up amap of anomaous hitsand find al sorts of things.
Smugglers bases. Degp-space assembly points.”

Wedge said, "And hidden Alliance bases. Jesmin, add that to the report we're sending to Command.
'All ships, be advised "Understood.”

Wedge checked the next item on hislist. "All right. Weve faked up areport in Captain Darillian's
name, with dl the gppropriate security checksonit, explaining that he jumped into this system, found the
abandoned X-wing, assumed that the pilot had gected, sent over aparty to retrieveit—and it blew up,
some nasty treachery on the part of itsorigina pilot. Weve sent that report off. We hopeit will forestal
any further inquiry on the matter of the Xobome system. Now, we're going to take sometime, rotating
you among the guard duties, but giving everyone achance for afew hours rest. When were dl fedling a
bit more recovered, we launch.”

Kdl said, "Doldrums, here we come."

"No, Mr. Tainer. Not Doldrums. First were going to three different uninhabited systemsto pick up
three unexploded Empion mines. Then were going to the Viamarr system.”

Kel frowned, confused. "If | may ask, Sr—"

"Why this schedule? Because that's the order of businessfor Night Caller. Ladies, gentlemen, I'm
acting on my own initiative and sending off arequest that High Command gpprove my new plan. Whichis
this: Weve just become crewmen in Warlord Zsinj'sfleet . . . and were going to do hisbidding until we
canfind away to strike at him."

Kell emerged from histemporary quarters wearing ablack TIE fighter pilot's jumpsuit—one that was,
miraculoudy, large enough for him—and toweling hishair dry.

Night Caller seemed eerily quiet. They were still on the ground, so the ship did not tremble from the
efforts of her engines, and she was massive enough to be immune to Xobome 6'swinds. With most of the
old crew callected in the stern lounge under guard, and with Wraith Squadron spread thinly through the
rest of the ship, there were few noisesto be heard.

He headed forward, toward the bridge, dong the main corridor running the length of the ship. When he
was dmost to the bow, he heard voices drifting down astairwell to port.

He followed them up. Off the main corridor of Deck One, he found himsdlf peering into the ship'smain
communications bay, asmallish chamber whose walls were solid, modular blocks of communications
gedr.



Jesmin and Face were seated there, and another man was with them—ahologram, actually. The man,
thin, cleanshaven, with hawklike features, was dressed in a sharp-looking black uniform with Imperia
captain's bars. He was seated in an imposing command chair and was much given to irritating theeatrical
gestures as he spoke. "We have been charged,” he said, "with weaving the net that will capture any
Rebelswho are so fortunate as to survive the destruction of the base on Folor and flee. Our assgnment:
lay Empion bombs along the four most likely escape routes and then wait at the astrographical center of
that array to snatch up whatever poor insectsfal into our trap." He leaned forward, eyes glittering.
"Personally, | hope some of them can effect repairsin thetime it takes usto get to them. | could do with
abit of afight.”

TheWraiths burst out in laughter. Jesmin hit a button on the main console and the captain'simage froze
there, hisexpression till suggesting he had just et the viewersinto his confidence with that little
revelation.

"What isthis?' asked Kdll.

Face leaned back and stretched. "That's our former ceiling decoration, Captain Zurel Darillian. He
goparently kept the ship'slog infull holo.”

"What an ego." Kdl shook his head. "That must take up massive storage.”
Face said, "The ego or the graphics?’

Jesmin turned one eye admonishingly toward Face, then nodded toward Kell. "Oh, it does. But |
thought that since Face was an actor, he should see this man's performance. | have seldom seen anything
so florid, so sdlf-sdtisfied, so ... repdlant.”

"Oh, | have," Facesaid. "l once sat in Y sanne Isard'slap.”
Kell and Jesmin stared a him. Kell said, "Y ou're kidding."

"Oh, no, I'm not. Win or Die had just been released Empire-wide. | played alittle boy, a son of two
patricians of the Old Republic, only | know that the Empireistheway to go and | try to run away to
safety with the new Emperor. But my dad doesn't see it that way and shoots me in the back, and | diein
the Emperor's arms, begging him to finish conquering the galaxy o that the evil of people like my parents
can beeradicated . . "

Jesmin burst out in gales of laughter, then clamped both hands over her mouth while she shook. When
she had hersdlf under control, she said, "Face, that's horrible.”

Face grinned. "That was the old propagandamachine. So | got atrip to Imperial Center, | mean
Coruscant, to meet the real Emperor. But held been called away to ded with some problem—I heard
later that he had just received one of the early reportsinforming him of the degree of organization the
Alliance actually had, and he wasn't in avery good mood. So | saw Y sanne Isard instead, and she sat me
in her lgp and told me what agood boy | was."

Kél finished with his hair and dung thetowe over his shoulder. "What wasthet like?"
"Something like being stroked by a poisonous reptile wearing a human suit, only not quite so

comforting." Face shuddered. "The most crushing blow | ever fdt after joining the New Republic was
learning that Rogue Squadron had killed |sard—meaning that | wouldn't be able to. Anyway, Captain



Darillian is nothing in comparison. He was just a petty guy who reached his ultimate level of ussfulness
driving aminelaying barge for awarlord and then had to be scraped off the floor."

Jesmin said, "Y ou'd better finish getting reedy, Kdl. Wetake off in haf an hour.”

"How are we doing that? | mean, with most of us returning to the X-wings, who's going to pilot Night
Cdler and who's going to ded with the prisoners?”

"We landed four X-wingsin the topside hold, strapped them down tight amost on top of one another
so they'd fit," Jesmin said. "And the Narrais hooked up to the corvette's port docking station.
Commander Antilleswill be piloting the corvette—he says he used to pilot Cordlian freighters—and
Phanan, Face, Grinder, Squeaky, Cubber, and | will be aboard.” Her voice turned sarcasticaly sweet. "l
think we will be able to manage.”

"Wl ... dl right. Y ou have my permission.” Kdl reflected. " Say, Snce were sending messagesto
Warlord Zsinj, why can't wejust track them along the HoloNet and find out where heis?'

Jesmin sad, "Face asked the same thing. And it might be that smpleif we had regular communications
with himin the usud fashion. But Night Cdler isnot actualy using the HoloNet for reports. We'reto send
hypercomm transmissions dong specific courses.”

"Meaning Zsinj's ship, or just relay satellites, can be anywhere aong those courses. . . across hundreds
or thousand of light-years.”

Jesmin nodded.

"That'swhy I'm Demoalitions and not Communications. Much smplejust to blow thingsup.” Kl gave
them amock salute and | eft.

In the corridor leading back to the temporary quarters, Kell saw Wes Janson headed hisway. The two
men passed without comment, each moving as close to the opposite side of the corridor as decorum
would alow.

At hisquarters, he nearly bumped into Donos emerging from the cabin next door. "Myn. How is
Shing?'

Donos looked rested and uncharacteristically cheerful. " Shiner? Hesfine. Why?!

"Well, you seemed so concerned about him the other day, | waswondering if he'd suffered some sort
of physical damage I'd need to repair.”

Donos shook hishead. "No. |, uh, wejust . . ." He stopped for amoment and appeared to be
organizing histhoughts. "Kdl, we leave them hanging out in hard vacuum. | just think we need to protect
them.”

"Right." Kdl tried to relate that answer to Donos's behavior of afew hours ago and couldn't. "Well, I'm
glad to hear he'sin good shape." He pushed into his quarters and escaped the peculiarly uninformative
lieutenant.

It took them the better part of two daysto retrieve the three undetonated Empion mines and return
them to Night Caller'sbelly hold. The X-wing pilots were rotated through duties on the corvette so that



everyone got an almost-adequate amount of deep.

Kell suggested some changes to Wedge and ended up pulling a succession of corvette shiftswhile he
and Cubber implemented them.

They welded metal sheets gpproximately the size of TIE fighter solar array wings between the escape
pods hanging from the corvette's flanks. They stowed two of the ball-shaped escape podsin the belly
hold and painted the others the same dark Imperial shade as TIE fighters. Then Wedge persondly flew
the two remaining TIE fightersto dock them at the empty escape pod hatches. The end result was that
from any scrutiny except close examination, the TIE fighters|ooked like escape pods—and would
actually be faster and safer to launch than out of the bow hold.

With the TIE fighters out of the bow hold, Kell and Cubber disassembled the braces designed to hold
them. They used that metal and more from the belly hold to fabricate anew set of bracesand rails, three
rows of them, one above the other, built at the very rear of the hold.

It would require ddlicate piloting, but an X-wing could now use repulsorlifts to back into the bow hold
and accept ingtructions from a ground-guiding crew member to dide into rails spaced to accommodate
their gtrikefoils. Once they reached the rear of the railsthey could be locked there by metd brackets
lowered into place.

Thisgave them an array of three X-wings by three, the strike foils on each row overlapping one
another dightly. With the bow doors open, the X-wingsin the center column could launch quickly and in
relative safety; the Six along the sdeswould have to launch alittle more dowly, but the guidancerails
would probably keep accidents from happening.

With nine X-wingsin the bow hold and two more up in the top hold, Night Caler could now carry
eleven X-wingsand two TIE fighters.

Cubber cackled and rubbed his hands together. "More than a squadron's worth, by virtue of superior
enginegring.”

Wedge said, "Not bad. Not bad at al." He reached out to grasp the nearest vertical brace and heaved
againg it. The bracketing rig didn't budge. He smiled.

Night Caller was ready for action.

13
Therecords said Viamarr 4 was an agricultural world, somewhat higher in gravity than Coruscant
standard; its chief export was a subterranean fungus whose offshoots and tubers sometimes grew to the
diameter of akilometer or more. Thefungus, inaccurately called Viamarr Blackroot for its color, was
well liked for its meaty texture and nutrient balance.
"Who has TIE fighter experience?' Wedge asked. "Even in smulators?* He held up his own hand.

So did Piggy, Falynn, Face, and Janson.



"Piggy, how were the smulator cockpits for you?"'
"Terrible, Sir.”

"All right. I want Westo remain on Night Caller. Falynn, suit up. You and | are going to buzz the
capitd of Viamarr 4."

The somber woman from Tatooine gave one of her rare smiles.

Wedge continued, " Squeaky informs me that therésa TIE fighter smulator in the stern lounge. Not too
surprising, since this corvette istrying very hard to be apocket carrier. | recommend that the rest of you
get some experiencein it. We may be flying anumber of TIE fighter missons.”

Wedge looked over the haf-familiar array of controls and monitors, let out anirritated sigh, and flipped
two switches. The TIE fighter immediately hummed, indicating it was powering up. "We havetwo lit and
inthe green,” he said. Automatically, he glanced to port and starboard, avisua check of his surroundings,
and bit back another annoyed remark. There were no windows to the sides; had there been any, their
view would only have been of the fighter'swing pylons and large, hexagona solar array wings. The TIE's
only viewports were forward and above. They showed endless starfield, reminding Wedge that he was
hanging from what until afew days ago was an escape pod dock.

No shields. No gection seat. TIE fighters were disposable attack vehicles for disposable pilots, and
Wedge never cared to fed digposable. "L aser cannon readings nomina. How am | transmitting?"

Jesmin came back, " Sir, until you launch, your communications are coming in over direct connections.”
Wedge grinned. " Sorry. I'll ask again after launch. Gray Two, what's your status?”

Falynn's voice sounded a bit nervous. "Twin ion enginesare live and running at optimd. Ship's systems
al inthe green. Two laser cannons at full power. Shields—damn. | mean, uh, sorry, Sir.”

"That'sdl right, | fed the sameway."

"And | don't look forward to landing thisthing. Sir, even in the smulators, I've never landed straight
onto adocking station."

"You'l do fine. Just remember to crank the hand yoke over to minimal responsiveness. That'll make
you fed like you're crawling along centimeter by centimeter, but you won't crash into anything on landing.
Watch what | do." Now, he had to match action to words. He cranked the knob on his control yoke
down asfar asit would go, then cut the connection with Night Caller and kicked in theion engines.

He drifted free of the corvette. When the rangefinder said he wasfifty meters from the ship, he rotated
in place, looking back across Night Caller'sbelly. On the far sde, Falynn's TIE fighter wasdsoina
dow, smooth descent relative to the corvetté's kedl. "Good," he said. "Ready to fly?’

"Ready, gr."

"Gray Hight away." He pulled back on the yoke and twisted its adjustment knob, feeding more power
into the engines. The TIE fighter glided smoothly forward; he heded it over toward the distant planet of
Viamarr 4. He was pleased to see Faynn follow him with adequate skill; apparently her smulator time



had been put to good use.

A while |ater they dove into the atmosphere of Viamarr 4 and headed toward Vel ery, the planetary
capital, acommunity of ahundred thousand on the largest continent of the southern hemisphere. The land
surrounding the capitd waslargely forested, with numeroustiny communities of wooden buildings.

Finally someone was derted to their presence: "Incoming craft, thisis Ve ery Station. Please identify
yoursdlf. Do you read?"

Wedge switched his comm to broadcast in the clear. "Vdery Station, thisis Gray Hight, escorting
private yacht Night Caller.”

"Ah, yes." The voice became noticeably more agitated. "Gray Hight, please come to heading
two-five-five and make landing here at Velery Station.”

"Can't doit, sorry. Not in our misson parameters.” The mission assgned to Night Caler's TIE fighters
was asmple one: Buzz the town of Veery acouple of times, spook any air, traffic, ignore attempts by
thelocal government to impose its authority, and return to the corvette. Smple. The agrarian settlers of
the planet didn't have any significant defenses— nothing even to make TIE fightersworry.

"Uh...may | inquire asto what those parameters are?"

"Stay where you are and you'll seethemin just aminute.” He could seethe interruption in the forest
ahead that had to herald the presence of Velery.

The sensor board beeped a strident signal Wedge recognized. He switched to Night Caller's frequency:
"Follow me, Two, someone'strying to paint usfor laser fire" He pulled back on the yoke and went

skyward.

As he climbed and then looped backward, he could see their pursuers through the viewport atop the
TIE fighter's cockpit. Two stubby fighter craft, their noses smilar to X-wings except for the bubble
canopy—"Headhunters," he said. Evidently Viamarr had picked up some fighter defenseswhen Zsinj
waan't looking.

"Mark Ones," Falynn said. " See the swing wings? They're pretty old."

"Maybe, but they're as good as TIE fightersin atmosphere, and their lasers can cause you to have a
bad, bad day." Wedge saw the Headhunters climb in an effort to stay on the TIE fighters tails.

Then they were on the comm: "Gray Flight, thisis Blackwing One. Y ou need to comply with Velery
Station'singructions. Right now.” The voice was male, young, rustic.

Wedge shook his head. Farmboys in Headhunters trying to point laser cannons at him. "Oh, we can't
havethat."

He snap-rolled and dove, pushing the TIE fighter's atmospheric capabiilitiesto their limitsin an effort to
come down in firing position behind the Headhunters. Atmospheric drag on the solar arrays caused him
to dew to port, but he kept the fighter in line through experience and brute strength.

He had amoment'sworry wondering if Falynn could keep up with him, tried to spot her visualy and
couldnt, then caught sight of her blip on the sensor monitor. She had lost ground to him, but wasin



control.
Mere meters above the treetops, he rolled upright and began another climb, thistime with the port-side
Headhunter in clear sight. He brought up the TIE fighter's targeting equipment and immediately had the

Headhunter'sjittery silhouette bracketed. "Blackwing One, if | werein anirritable mood, one of you
would be dead now."

" S0 you say. These things can take alot more punishment than those pasteboard boxes you're flying."
The Head-hunter in his brackets juked | eft, then rolled up on its starboard wing and began atight roll to
starboard.

"And they'll do just that if you don't stop annoying me.”

Wedge easily stayed on the Headhunter'stail, anticipating the fighter's banks and turns, gaining on the
older vehicle until he hed at amerefifty meters back.

He glanced at his sensor board. Falynn wasn't talking, but she was still behind the other Headhunter,
mimicking its maneuvers. Findly her voice came across on Night Caller's channel: "' Sir, it won't be hard,
but | redly don't want to vape these plow-pushers.”

"Kegp your guns on them and outfly them, Two. Maybethey'll grow abrain gem.”

Wedge'starget rolled left and suddenly logt dtitude, diving straight toward the trees. Wedge followed
himin, blinked in amazement as the Headhunter crashed down through the top layer of branches.

Follow or break off? That pilot was young and arrogant, but didn't seem suicidal. Wedge followed.

Hefdt hissolar arraystear through branches, then suddenly he was below the level of the treetops. His
target was angling to starboard, following the course of alow river. Wedge tucked in right behind him.
"Blackwings, are you ready to break off and go home?”

"Gray One, you're about a second from me turning around and giving you sSix laser cannons worth of
dental work—"

Thevoice of Veery Station cut in again. "Blackwing Flight, bresk off and return to station. That'san
order."

"Sir ..." Blackwing Oné's voice was sulky, frustrated.

"That's straight from the governor. Or do you want your pilots licenses transferred to tractor
operations?’

"No, gr." With no further taunts for the TIE fighters, Blackwing One reduced speed, then punched up
through the light canopy of tree branches. On the sensor screen, Black-wing Two was aso headed
toward the Ve ery Station coordinates.

"Good flying, Gray Two. Now, let's buzz their adminidtrative buildings.”

"Soundslikefun, One."



Jesmin leaned back from the comm Sation. "'Lieutenant, we're receiving acommunication from Velery
House. That'stheir capitol building. They're asking for a specific encryption that'sin our computer.
Obvioudy they'vetaked before.”

Janson, lounging in the captain's seet, looked confused. "There's no provision in the mission profile for
this. They weren't supposed to call. They were supposed to batten down hatches and ride out the TIE
fighters overflight.”

Jesmin gave him avery human shrug. "l know."

"Well, takethe call. Tell them the captain istaking abath or something.”

"Sir, Night Caler followed Imperid protocols under Captain Darillian.”

"Meaning?'

"Meaning it wouldn't have aMon Cadamari communications officer.”

Janson uttered an irritable hiss. "Wdll, | can't takethe cdl. My faceisfairly well known."

They both |ooked at Face, seated at the navigational console. He straightened up. "Uh, even with my
scar, they might recognize me. Some of the Wraiths did.”

Janson didn't bother to conceal hisfrustration. "Face, you're an actor. Do something.”

Face stood, looked frantically around the bridge. There wasn't much on hand: items dropped by the
bridge crew behind consoles, plus Cubber'stoolkit over where the mechanic had been cutting the sharp
edges away from the hole in the floor, preparatory to putting down ametd shest.

He ran to the toolbox, pulled out Cubber's welding goggles. Then a cylinder of orange paint used to
mark spots on aship's exterior where repairs were necessary. He sprayed the interior of the goggles until
they were opague.

Containers of grease, hydrospanners, cables, sensors, tubing . . . Hetook atube haf the length of his
forearm, inserted one end in hisnose, the other in hisright ear. Then he put the goggles on, resting them
on hisforehead, and hunted up one of the bridge crewmen's hats. "Give methe chair.”

Janson vacated it. Face settled in, pulled the goggles over his eyes, pulled the hat down low on his
brow. "How's that 100k ?"'

He couldn't see their faces, but Jesmin responded with gales of laughter. He could barely hear Janson's
reply: "lt'sdisgusting.”

"But they won't recognize my features. All right, put him up on the screen.” He turned toward the
bridge's main view-screen.

He could dimly seethe light intensity in the room change, then he heard avoice: "Cgptain D— Oh, my."

Face took adeep breath and ran his voice down into the bass range whereit could vibrate rocks and
desktops. "Captain Darillian is having his bath. | am Lieutenant Narol. Who are you? What do you



want?' He injected both boredom and contempt into hisvoice.

"Um, | am Governor Watesk. | would very much like to spesk with Captain Darillian.” The man'svoice
wasaplea

Face angled his head down so he could peer between the top of the goggles and the bottom of his
officer's hat. The face on the viewscreen was of agraying, bearded man, dressed in rustic brown tunic
but with expensive wood panding behind him. "Was Basic your first language? Do you not understand?
Thecaptainisin hisbath.”

"Y ou could give me voice-only access."

"He's dictating his memoirs and doesn't want to be disturbed.”

“In the bath?'

"Of course, in the bath!" Face's tone was an explosion of anger. "Where else? The cgptainisavery
busy man! He's not some deskbound colony governor with enough time to pick his nose with one hand
and skim the cream off taxes with the other! If you have anything to say, you can say it to me. Or
perhaps well just jump on to our next destination and I'll give the captain areport of your bad manners.
And the manners of your pilots, who for some unknown reason decided to play tag with ours.”

"No! Lieutenant, please forgive me." The governor looked appropriately contrite. "Our air forceisvery
new, the pilots not yet very experienced. They acted on their own ini- tiative. They will be punished. But
that's not what I'm calling about.”

Face contrived, with posture and the set of his mouth, to ook bored. "Go on.”

"I'm calling about the agreement. I'm ready for Viamarr to become asignatory. A proud signatory.”

Face glanced a Jesmin. Her fingersflew over her communications console. Then she began awild
pantomime that said clearly to Face that there was nothing about thisin the ship's records.

"It has been awnhile," Face said smoothly. "What makes you think that the origina offer isill
avalable?'

The question caught Governor Watesk off guard. The man had to take a couple of gulping breaths
before he answered. Before he could reply, the wall panels behind him vibrated and Face could clearly
hear the sound of a TIE fighter screaming by near the governor's position. The governor tracked the TIE
fighter's movement with his eyes, then returned his attention to Face. " Sir, thewarlord said I'd have until
your next visit to decide.”

Face gave him acold smile. "And what did the warlord say after the last time he talked to you?"

The governor looked stricken. "I don't know, sSir. | couldn't possibly know."

"Correct. Well, you tdl me what you think the warlord offered and I'll tell you what part of it istill on
thetable"

Janson smiled broadly and gave Face athumbs-up of approval.



"Uh, yes." The governor glanced down, apparently looking at a datapad or documents the screen didn't
show. "We areto provide hisarmy with supplies equivalent to one-tenth our exports.”

"Ard?l

"And you areto ... and you would give us alocation where we could transmit requestsfor aid in case
of attack or invasion. Y ou'd protect us."

"Arﬂ?l

"And we would of course provide you with information about any dealings with the New Republic, the
Empire, other warlords.”

"Of course. And?"

The governor'slip trembled. "That wasdl."

Face looked steadily a him. There was something in the governor's manner, something that said
obsequiousness was his nature but that he was actualy smulating it now. That suggested he was holding
something back.

Face turned to the sde. "Ensgn Ack—" He coughed. "Ackran, inform Gray Hight that they should
blow afew things up before returning to us. Well be jJumping out of system as soon asthey return.”

"No, wait!" The shrill desperation in the governor's voice seemed red. "Sir, you haveto redlize, the
warlord told me not to talk about the last part with anyone but him."

"Well, after you've convinced me, | will support your claim to the warlord that you told me nothing.
Now, go ahead."

"Thelandisready."

"Ah, good." Face waited.

The governor looked more confused. "That wasall.”

"No. Does the land conform to the warlord's specifications? L ocation, Size, documentation?”
"Of courseit doed"

Face dammed his arm down on the armrest. "Of course it doesn't! It doesn't until | know it does! |
don't see the file appearing on my datapad, Governor. Where are those specifications?'

n Bljt—"
"But nothing. Unlessyou transmit me that information, | have no way of knowing whether you've given
him exactly the location he wanted. And you've probably diced back the dimensions of the property to

save yoursdlf afew credits—"

"No, gr!" The governor'svoice was a full bellow, theydl of anew soldier inductee just learning to fear
the noncommissioned officers. "'I'm tranamitting that information now, Sr!"



Face glanced over at Jesmin, waited until she nodded to indicate that she'd recelved thefile,
"Lieutenant, does this data match what we're supposed to be getting?”!

She shrugged, at alossfor how to answer. Out of the corner of his eye, Face saw Janson nodding.
Jesminsad, "It does, Sr."

"Good." Face turned back to the governor. He made his voice pleasant, soothing. "Watesk; |
commend you. Y ou are unusualy cooperative and forthcoming for a planetary governor.”

"l am?" The man sagged in relief and used hisdeeveto blot at the perspiration sheening hisforehead.

"You are. And the warlord will be pleased. Well forward to him the information of your acceptance,
and hewill arrange for aformal document to be delivered that everyone can sign. Will that be
satisfactory?'

"Oh, yes, Lieutenant.”

"Good. | ook forward to sampling some of your fungus. Narol out.”

Jesmin cut thesgndl.

Face dumped and pulled off the hat and goggles. "I hate improvisation.”

They gathered in the ship's conference room.

"What in the name of the SithisZsinj up to?' Wedge asked. "A trade of suppliesfor protection |
understand. But land deals?!

"Therésmore," Jesmin said. "The records they sent us have the land transfer registered to a person
named Cortle Steeze. | must assumethat'san aliasfor Zsinj, but we should look for the name anyway.
Whoever Steezeis, he has his choice of how theland isto be subdivided and zoned."

"How much of it isthere?"

"A good-sized idand. Fifty klickslong by about thirty wide."

"Interesting.”" Wedge glanced at Face. "Good work. By the way, you still have some of that paint on
your face." Around the lines and spots of paint, the unscarred portion of Face's skin was red from
scrubbing.

held ahint of complaint. "It "1 know." Face's voice won't come off."

Cubber snorted. "It's not supposed to. It's supposed to mark work sites. Very reflective, and shows up
very well under ultraviolet. Y ou need the solvent to get it off."

"Solvent? Do you have some?"
Therewas mdicein Cubber's amile. " Sorry. Used thelast of it cleaning out my goggles.” 14 When they

jumped into the Doldrums system, two ships were on station waiting for them: the transport Borlelas and
the Mon Cal MCB80 Star Cruiser Home One.



Wedge, piloting Night Cadler, whistled as he saw the smooth, dmost organic lines of the cruiser.
"Admiral Ackbar'scommand ship. Maybe our recent communications struck anerve.”

Ton Phanan, at the sensors station, snorted. "L et's hope we can off-load awhole ot of whining,
mewling, boring prisoners and take on some decent food to replace the dop they stock their galleys
with."

"Communication from Home One," Jesmin Ackbar said. "A request from the admiral to come aboard.
He's sending ashuttle over.”

" Acknowledge, with permission and greetings, of course. Starboard docking station, please.”

Wedge's tour of Night Caller began and ended at the bridge. Admira Ackbar looked off through the
viewports at hisown vessd in the distance and said, "Am | mistaken, or are your methods becoming
even more unorthodox?'

Wedge smiled. "I think you're mistaken. It may just look that way because the new unorthodox
methods are stacking on top of the old ones.”

Ackbar's barbel s twitched with amusement. "So. Wdll, | come with newsin addition to
congratulations.” From a pocket he pulled a datapad; Wedge brought his own out in case Ackbar
decided to tranamit files.

"Firgt," Ackbar said, "based on this training squadron's exemplary performance at Folor, Xobome, and
Viamarr, | have the pleasure of declaring you fully commissioned and operationd.”

Wedge rocked back on hishedls. "I'm . . . delighted to hear that. Thank you."
"You areaso worried that it is premature?’

"No, sr. The Wraiths are alittle rough around the edges, but they perform like aunit that has
completed training. 1'd just forgotten that we werent officially operationd.”

"Ah. How anticipatory of you, Generd Antilles.”
"How anticipatory of you. It'sstill Commander Antilles, air.”

"Of course. Second, we arein the process of aerting the armed forces about the small parasitic droids
you described. Wed aready had reports of rectangular apparatuses with melted parts aboard some
ships; it gppears the devices do have a self-destruct mechanism that fuses their interiors when they are
forcibly detached from their host vehicles. But with your examination of the one you captured—and the
deviceitdf, if it isHill intact—"

"I'll have Grinder ddliver it to you, Sr. And one or more of the Empion bombs.”

"With a sample to examine, we should be able to capture more of the parasites ‘dive and begin
releasing otherswith false data. Use them asatool against Zsinj instead of Smply suffering their effects.
And with the Empion bombs, we may be able to equip our shipswith shielding againg the precise
frequenciesthey emit, in order to reduce damage.



"Third, we have brought you some replacement equipment and supplies. Including gear, suited to
commandos, from Specid Forces and Intelligence.

"I'm glad to hear it. Do we have areplacement X-wing, Sr?"

"No, not yet. None to spare, but you're a the top of the replacement list. The Borleias will deliver to
you one of the X-wing simulators and backups of al your astromechs memories. We aso havefood,
fuel, X-wing replacement parts, and a piloting and maintenance crew for this corvette so you can free up
your own pilots. Have your supply officer transmit requisitionsfor further items.”

Wedge nodded. "1 know we've needed some vacuum-rated tools. I'll have Squeaky get on that."

"Not Squeaky the 3PO unit? Of the Runaway Droid Ride?"

Wedge nodded.

Ackbar shuddered, then returned to hislist and continued. "Fourth, your plan for retaining Night Caller
and continuing on with its orders—that has neither been approved nor disapproved. | must know, what
end do you hope to serve?’

"After some additiond thinking, sr, my planisto let Night Caler go through her assigned duties, but in
those systemsthat are obvioudy in colluson with Zsinj, Wraith Squadron jumpsin shortly afterward and
makes gtrikes againg the collaborators. Eventudly Zsinj or Trigit should get theideathat somebody is
following Night Caller around. My hopeisthat we can lure Zsinj out that way—have him arrange atrep
for usandtrgp himinit instead.”

"How appropriately vague." Ackbar considered. "For the time being, consider your plan approved. But
how long do you think you can keep up this deception?

"Quiteawhile, sr. The fact that Warlord Zsinj obvioudy had some specid, unrecorded ingtructionsfor
Captain Darillianisaproblem; it may trip us up. But we're going to try to compensate with atrick or two
of our own. For instance . . . Flight Officer Ackbar, isthe demonsiration ready?'

"Standing by, ar.”

"Orient it toward usinstead of the captain's chair and initiate.”

Jesmin went through a series of control manipulations. Then the air hummed as a hologram appeared
before Admiral Ackbar and Wedge.

The hologram showed aman in acontrol chair, hisuniform black and nattily spotless, his manner
energetic and haughty. Helooked up asif startled and said, "Who in the hells of the Sith are you?'

Ackbar glanced at Wedge, who gave him no cueto go by. "I am Admiral Ackbar of the New
Republic. |dentify yoursdlf."

"l am Captain Darillian, magter of the private yacht Night Cdler. | demand to know why you have
interrupted me." The captain glared at the Mon Calamari officer; hisanger was so papable that if
holograms had been able to project energy Ackbar would have been struck dead by lasers.

Ackbar turned back to the commander. "I thought you said he was dead.”



Before Wedge could speak, Captain Darillian roared an interruption: "Dead! I'll show you dead!
Ensgn Antilles kill thisintruder.”

Wedge barked alaugh. "Ensign Antilles, now?1'm all over the rank chart today. That'll be enough,
Face"”

Captain Darillian smiled. He reached to hisright farther than the sensor on him could track and his hand
disappeared. He must have manipulated something, for hisimage wavered . . . and becamethat of Face
Loran. "Y ub, yub, Commander." Then he disappeared.

Ackbar turned both eyestoward Wedge. "A holographic overlay of some sort.”

Wedge nodded. "That's right. Captain Darillian was such amassive egotist that he kept hisship's
journal and persona journa in full holo. That gave Grinder Thri'ag a huge sample that he could encode.
He compiled acomputer mode of Darillian's body from the waist up, and hisvoice into an overlay, both
of which we can project over Face. We have near-instantaneous trandation of sight and sound. Aslong
aswe don't haveto let anyone meet Darillian in person, and aslong as Face can bluff hisway through
gtuations where the enemy knows more than we do, we can keep fooling them.”

"l see. Very encouraging.” Ackbar consulted his datapad again. "Fifth . . . Could you relieve Hight
Officer Ackbar of duty for afew minutes, so that my nieceand | might visit?'

"Condder it done, Sr."

There weren't many placesto go on the cramped Night Cdler. Jesmin led her unclefirst to the bow
lounge and was lucky enough to find it unoccupied.

"Y ou will understand my surprise,” the admird said, "when first | hear that Commander Antillesis
assembling asquad of pilotswho are chronic mifits. . . and shortly thereafter | see your name onthelist
of pilots assigned to that squad. | am not displeased to see you serving with him . . . but | do not
understand. Y our record is spotless, exemplary.”

Jesmin gave him the barbd-twitch of knowing amusement. "My record shows | am acompletefailure,
Unde”

"No."

"Try to understand. | wasfirst in my class on graduation. Then, whatever unit | was assigned to,
whatever type of fighter or field of engagement, | ended up flying routine scouting missons ... or desk
assgnments™

"With your marks?'

"With my name, Uncle. My commanderswere afraid of putting mein theline of fire, for fear that I'd be
killed. . . and that you'd blame them.”

The admird rolled hiseyesin different directions. "That is preposterous. Generd Cracken's son Pash
has been in the path of danger since hejoined the military. He even flew with Rogue Squadron, hardly the
safest placein our armed forces."



"Perhaps there's sill some Imperid-style overprotectiveness of femaes—or contempt for us—aso a
work, Uncle. But preposterous or not, | was awaste of training. | wasn't doing anything. | can't tell you
how happy | was when Commander Antilles accepted me to the new squadron ... and how much
happier | wasthefirs timel was put out in theline of fire. Finally, | am apilot instead of awaste of
volume." She gave him asteady look. "If | do cometo my death in thisunit, | hope you will not hold it
againg Commander Antilles”

"Areyou happy here?’
III an."

“Then | will hold him blameless. But if you do everything he says and learn whatever hetriesto teach
you, you might not ever give me cause for such grief.”

"Il try, Unde"

After thelast of the prisoners had been transferred over to Home One, the next shuttle trip brought
them their new crew for Night Caller. Wedge was introduced to asmall, neat man with awegathered face,
Captain Choday Hrakness of Agamar, the new ship's captain, and to atall, e egant-looking brown-haired
woman of Coruscant, Lieutenant Atril Tabanne, his second-in-command, aswell asto anumber of
technicians and mechanics.

Together they al watched Borleias and Home One jump out of system, then they set about
reorganizing Night Caller.

The expanded mechanics crew, under Cubber's direction, reinforced the brackets holding the X-wings
in the bow hold, making them steadier and more durable.

Officersand crew were assigned permanent quarters. Since many of the former crew of Night Caller
had been stormtroopers and had not been replaced by New Republic ground troops, their departure | eft
the ship comparatively empty. Every pilot received hisown small stateroom, and Wedge, as commanding
officer of aprovisona group that now included the corvette, Wraith Squadron, and Rogue Squadron,
was obliged to accept the huge and garishly over-decorated captain's cabin. Heimmediately sent the
velvet drapes and antique furnishings collected from around the galaxy off to the hold and converted the
captain's private audience chamber into a second conference room.

Meanwhile, the pilots settled into anew routine.

For Kdl, it was less than a pleasant one. Night Cdler was amuch smaler environment than Folor
Base, and consequently he could not avoid running into Wes Janson severa times aday. Most were
samply incidents of passing one another in the hall, but even those brief and innocuous encounters brought
cold fear to hisbelly and the lockup of al the musclesin hisback.

After one such ordinary encounter, Runt told him, ™Y ou think he meansyou harm.”

"| think heswaiting for me to make amistake. | just don't know whether he intends to send my career
into atrash receptacle or literdly vape mein combat.”

" think you arewrong,” Runt said. "1 think your bad mind isimagining things.”

"I think al your minds ought to go out and play in amine field sometime so that only one or two come



back."

Runt responded with abraying laugh. Kell shook his head; he could never tell what hiswingman would
findamusing.

Runt, too, was putting new skillsto the test. Because of the multiplicity of his minds he was charged
with reading the mail the ship's former crewmen had received and writing responses for those who had
been active correspondents—a small number, fortunately. He submitted his efforts to Face for both a
human's and a performer's input, then broadcast them. He told Kell that the duty was strange and
sometimestedious, but was very helpful at teaching him to switch from one mind to another with greater
speed and less effort.

Meanwhile, the ship'stwo smulators were dmost continuoudy occupied. The X-wing Smulator
became the near persona property of Tyria, who flew its missions obsessively, trying to bring her scores
out of Wraith Squadron's basement. Meanwhile, Falynn Sandskimmer monopolized the TIE fighter
smulator, atactic, she admitted, she hoped would make her the default choice for awingman whenever
Wedge flew TIE fighter missions. Tyria prevailed upon Grinder to program smulations of launches and
landingsin the difficult bow hold of Night Caller.

In the ship's mess, Kell and Phanan settled in on either side of Tyria. Intently studying her datapad, she
wasdow innoticing their arriva. "Oh. Hello."

"We're the committee to force you to relax oncein awhile,” Kl said.

Phanan nodded. " According to our mission chrono, it has been thirty-six standard hours since you
enjoyed any aspect of your life, and twenty-three sSince you even cracked asmile.

She managed one now, avery faint one.

Grinder, seated opposite her, said, "Y ou'd think she was facing her fina pilot's examination. Relax,
Tyria You madeit.”

"Y ou don't know anything about it," she said. "Besides, I'm till the bottom-rated pilot in thisunit.”

"Notinkills" Kell said. "Because of the way Folor Base came off, Runt and | till have zero. Y ou got
onethere”

She waved away his objection. "Y ou sacrificed one combat's worth of kills and came up with atactic
that probably saved the Borleias. That's abright spot on your record, Kell, not ablack one."

"Well," Grinder said, "there are waysto bring up your scores. Techniques alot more effective than
flying smulators hours every day until you're bonetired and stupid from lack of food."

She looked at him dubioudy. "Such aswhat?'

"Wl .. ." Helooked around conspiratorialy. "I shouldn't do this, becauseif you improve your rating,
that leaves me at the bottom of the squadron. But | don't particularly mind. | could diceinto your
smulator records and bump them up afew points. Put you out of the danger zone. By way of
compensation, | wouldn't ask much—"

She came over thetable a him, knocking him off his bench to the floor, and landed on him hard. She



struck him in the face three times, over his shouts of pain and surprise, before Kell and Phanan could
shake off their shock. They scrambled around the ends of the table, converging on her, and seized her
arms before she could continue turning Grinder's face into a bloody mess.

The other diners, atableful of Cubber's mechanics and technicians, watched in surprise; some were
laying down betsjust as Kell and Phanan yanked Tyria upright.

Her face was flushed, her expression not just furious but hate-filled as she glared down at the Bothan.
"You bastard” she said. "How dare you—"

"Y ou want me?' Grinder scrambled to hisfeet, his nodtrils streaming blood. "A fair fight, not an
ambush? Bring her to the lounge, boys—"

"Attention!”

All of them snapped upright, mechanicsincluded. Wedge and Janson stood in the doorway. Both pilots
looked grim asthey strodein. "Explainthis” Wedge said.

Tyriadidnt immediately respond; she seemed to be concentrating on catching her breath. Phanan said,
"Well, sr, we were discussing some fine points of a specific hand-to-hand combat takedown maneuver,
and—"

Wedge looked as pained asif Phanan had stabbed him. "Flight Officer Phanan. How many times do
you suppose I've heard that "We were discussing aboxing maneuver' excuse?'

Phanan |ooked confused. "I, uh, don't know, Sr."
"That was arhetorica question, Phanan. Do not reenter this conversation.”

Paewhere his skin could be seen under his skull prosthetic, Phanan shut up and stared off through the
near wall.

Wedge dropped hisvoice. "Grinder, Tyria, come with me."

In hisridiculoudy well-gppointed office, with Janson beside him, Wedge glared at the two junior
officers and asked, "Grinder, did you do anything to provoke this?"

If possible, the Bothan's posture became even tiffer. "I didn't think soinitialy, Sr. Butinjest | did offer
to do something unethical for her. | suppose she may not have gotten thejoke.”

"Tyria, did you 'get thejoke?"
"l suppose | didn't, Sir."

"Grinder, agood comedian adjusts hisjokes for his audi- ence. Watch Face and Phanan sometimes.
They're annoying, but proficient. Dismissed.”

Grinder saluted and made good his escape.

Wedge turned hisfull attention on Tyria. "It gppears to me that your response was completely out of
proportion to the offense.”



"Yes, gr."
"Explan yoursdf."
"I have no excuse, Sr."

"I'd liketo help you here, Flight Officer Sarkin. Y our record aready has one notation for gross
insubordination. It would be good not to make it worse."

Tyriabit her lip. Wedge could tell that she recognized that hisuse of her full rank and name meant this
discussion had reached amore officia level. "Thank you, Sir. But | have no excuse, sir.”

"Very well. Consder yoursdlf on report. For thetime being, your X-wing will be reassigned to Ton
Phanan. Dismissed.”

For amoment she could not keep the dismay from her face. Then she recovered hersdlf, saluted, and
followed Grinder's escape vector.

Wedge sighed. "Any ideas?"

Janson shook hishead. "Thisredly came out of the asteroid belt. | thought she was one of the most
seady of them."

"Me, too. Do me afavor and write up thisincident report, would you? But keep the language flexible.
I'd like to be able to monitor the Stuation and make adjustments to the report up until thetime | haveto
fileit"

"Will do. Y ou going to make her gpologize?'

"No, I'm going to find out if she apologizes. A forced apology isworth nothing.”

“True"

"How arethingsgoing with Tainer?"

Janson grimaced. "Worse than ever. And now | understand he's received some demolitions
components from Home One."

"| told you, you don't have to worry about that."
"Y ou dso told me Tyriawas one of the most steady of them."”

Wedge glared in mock anger. ™Y ou don't want to get into a'let's recall who has screwed up the worst!
contest with me, Wes."

"I think I'll be off to write up that report. Sir."
"Good."

Tyriaentered her quarters and switched on the lights.



At her table sat Kell and Phanan.
"Oh, great,” she said. "One reprimand, you get one pilot in your quarters. Two reprimands, two pilots.”
"Y ou may doubt this," Phanan said, "but we're not part of your punishment. Were worried about you.”

Shefél over, full length, onto her bed and buried her face in the pillow. Her voice came out muffled.
"Wdll, don't be."

Kell dragged his chair beside her. "Tyria, what happened in the messwas crazy. Weld like to help, but
we can't if we don't understand it.”

Phanan said, ™Y our wingman ought to bein here. But Donosis about aswarm, tender, and helpful asa
methane ice comet. So we're here. Tyria, we're your friends.”

"No, you're not. Y ou just want to jump into bed with me."

Phanan looked crestfallen. "I'm sorry if | gave you that impression. Yes, | do want to jump into bed
with you. It's nothing persond. Y ou're talented and beautiful, and for some reason | find that appealing.
But I'll break off my most ardent pursuit, forever, if you wish, if you'd only talk to us.”

She pulled some of her flowing hair from over her eye and stared at him. Then shelooked up at Kell.
"You, too?"

Hewinced. "Whatever you like. | redly wasn't assgned to this unit to make you fed worse."

She managed alow chuckle. Then sherolled up on her side, her back to the cabin wall, and looked
them over frankly. "L ook, you two. I'll tell you this, but if it getsout, it'sthe end of my career. Literaly
and without recourse.”

"| understand,” Kdl said. Phanan nodded.

"All right. I got into the New Republic Academy pretty much for one reason: because | demonstrated |
hed alittle control over the Force."

Phanan said, "They were hoping you'd train up to be anew Luke Skywaker."

"That'sright. But in my early smulator work | flew more like adrunken dinko. | was on the verge of
washing out when | was transferred to a squadron for, well, remedid pilotsin training.

"The unit commander, Colonel Repness, seemed to be a pretty good instructor. My scores came up
into the acceptable range. Then, just before final examinations, he came to me and said, 'Would you like
to make sure your final examination and average scores don't just earn your wings, but aso bump you
out of the bottom quarter of thisclass? "

Kel grimaced. "I can seewherethisisgoing.”
"Well, maybe not. He wanted meto take atraining run in an X-wing and smulate equipment failure. A

very sophisticated smulation, backed by transmissions from my astromech. I'd ditch in the ocean and the
rescue crewswould pick me up ... but the X-wing would have sunk thousands of meters to the bottom,



where no one could recover it.".

Phanan nodded. " Except Repness would actually have been waiting for you at the ditch ste and would
make off with the X-wing. Which he could put on the black market."

"That'sright."”
Kel whigtled. "What did you do?'

"l said no. And | said that | was going to turn him in. He seemed shocked. He started begging. He said,
please wait, give him aday to tell hiswife and set hisaffairsin order.” Shetook adeep bresth and
released it dowly. "Likeanidiot, | told him | would. | was actualy naive enough to think that | wasthe
first onewho'd ever refused him, that | wasin charge of the Situation.”

Phanan grimaced. " So naturally he took the extratime to cover histracks and set you up.”

"Badcdly, yes. | reported for duty the next morning and found out that he had put me on report for
grossinsubordination. He claimed that | had made advances toward him— talk about unchecked
ego—and had also made horrible disparaging remarks about hiswife. With ablot like that on my record,
I'd have to score very high on my find examinations and keep my record clean for along time afterward
to say inthe service.

"So | went to him and told him to take that off my record. And he said, "Y ou can either turn mein and
See your career go straight into the incinerator, or leave the record asit isand go on to a career asthe
mediocre pilot you're destined to be." | didn't understand what he meant until he showed me. Held been
fdgfying my records dl aong, sncetheday | trandferred to his unit, recording my scores as higher than
they were—I'd actualy have washed out weeks before. If the truth about his offer to trade my servicesin
steding an X-wing for grades went on the record, so would my true scores.” Shelooked very, very tired.
"So you kept quiet,” Kell said.

"Yes, | did. | shut my mouth and accepted the reprimand and graduated at the very bottom of my
class. And immediately the offer to try out for this squadron camein—and | later learned that it was just
because of my Ranger experience. I'vetried so hard to improve. . . and now Grinder comes up to me
with this same suggestion—"

Phanan's voice was gentle. "1 truly doubt that he was offering to raise your scoresfor profit, Tyria. He
wasjust being acode-dicer."

"Maybe. | didn't think about that. | wasn't cgpable of thinking. | just wanted to smash hisfacein. To
smash Colondl Repnesssfacein.”

Kdl sad, "Another thing you have to understand. Wedge Antilleswould never let aninferior pilot into a
squadron he commanded.”

"He's probably anticipating that | can learn more control of the Force. He'sinvesting in that. He hasn't
yet figured out it's never going to happen. In the meantime, Ton here gets my X-wing."

Phanan sad, "I'm sorry."

"Which means" Kdl sad, "that whenever Falynn is adegp or something, you should betraining in the
TIE fighter mulator. Y ou might get sometimein one of the TIEs. And dso do some shuttletraining. I'll



drop aword in Cubber's ear and seeiif | can get him to give you some ingtruction there."
"All right,” shesaid.
"S0," Phanan sad, "are you going to hold me to my ded ?'
Shelooked confused. "Wheat dedl ?"

"You did talk to us. Must | now abandon my pursuit of you? That would sadden me beyond
measure—"

Tyrids pillow bounced off hisface.

"Ah. Wdl, I'll just put it on hold, then.”
"Tdl me about these Rangers,” Kdl sad.
She gave him acuriouslook. "Why?'
"Because I'd like to know."

"All right." She turned on her back and stared up &t the featureless ceiling. "It'san old order, the
Antarian Rangers. Founded centuries ago to aid Jedi Knights. A few of them, anyway; most of the Jedi
tended to be pretty solitary. But some of them appreciated having loyal, rdiable warriorsto help them.
Freedom's Sons were one such order, and the Rangers were another.

"To be aRanger meant knowing how to move in any environment. To blend in with the forest or
grasdand, to sail, to swim, to dive, to pilot. To be masters of our surroundings. We were good spies,
good warriors, very adept at intrusion and escape.

"In the old days, there were communities of the Rangers on severa worlds, including Toprawa. There
was some intermarrying between the Jedi and the Rangers, which may be where | inherited my own
nearly usdlesstalent with the Force. Gradualy, there were fewer and fewer Rangers around. The Clone
Warskilled off whole clans, and then most of the rest were purged with the Jedi. The rest went
underground. My family stayed hidden for decades, and then before we could emerge, Toprawawas
bombed into barbarism by the Empire. That's when the last of the Antarian Rangers on Toprawadied.”

"Except you," Phanan said.

"I'm not sureit'samatter of 'except me." | expect that | will diein this service, without continuing my
line. The Sarkinsare gone. I'm just aliving reminder, hoping to make something of mysdf beforel join
them. That'swhy | make few plansfor the future." She turned toward Kel as he opened his mouth.
"Dont say it. Don't tell methat | may doom mysdlf by being fataigtic. I've heard it before.” "Then why
haven't you listened?' he asked. Instead of being offended, she smiled. "Kdll, I'vefailed at everything |
wantedtodoinlifesofar. | failed to keep my family dive. | failed to learn the ways of the Force and
uphold my family tradition. | failed to enter the fighter corps on my own merits. But | got in anyway, by
way of acheat | shouldn't have accepted. Now all | want to do isfind some sort of grace, something that
will make up for my failures. Just once before | die. Can't you understand that?'

Kdl thought back to hisfamily's last days on Alderaan, the meticulous scrubbing of their true family
name from every aspect of their lives, the way his mother cursed and mourned her husband &t the same



time. "Bdieveme, | can."

"Then you don't need to preach to me that what I'm doing is the wrong path." She motioned as though
to shoo them away. "Go on, you two. Let me get somerest.” Asthey rose, she added, "And, Ton?"

"YS?I

"Take care of my snubfighter. | want it back.”
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"Captain Darillian and the warlord will be very pleased,” Face said.
Thistime, he was not wearing a disguise cobbled together in amatter of seconds.

His entire face was covered in a sheath of flesh tone polymer that alowed his skin to breathe yet
concealed histrue features and scars. The polymer took makeup well and was decorated with aluxuriant
mustache and the usua assembly of small scars, moles, and other defects anorma person acquires over
alifetime. He could not fed the nighttimewind in hisface, but otherwise the mask wasfairly comfortable.
Face dso wore an Imperid lieutenant's uniform, modified to bear the extravagant rank insigniaunique to
Night Cdler.

The man before him, Governor Nojin Koolb of the Outer Rim world of Xartun, smiled in gppreciation
of Faceswords. "I am delighted to hear it."

Face brought his voice down, made it atrifle ominous. "One thing disturbs the warlord, however. The
fact that Xartun isarecent sgnatory to the New Republic. Do you not fedl a certain conflict between the
word you've given the Provisional Council and the one you've just given the warlord?'Governor Koolb
did not lose hisamile or aplomb. " Of course not, Lieutenant. It was my illustrious and so widely mourned
predecessor who signed the accord with the New Republic. | did not. My loydty iswith Zsinj . . . eveniif
practica circumstances prevent me from declaring it publicly at thistime.”

Face smiled in return. "Well seeto it that you can make your true fedings known as soon as possible.”
He extended his hand.

The governor shook it. "I look forward to it. By your leave." He and his subordinates withdrew from
Face and the shuttle, stlanding far enough away on the ferrocrete landing pad that an ill-considered pivot
of the shuttle on takeoff would not carry the thruster wash across them.

Face trotted up the shuttle's boarding ramp, felt it rising to close even before he reached the top. He
dropped into the copilot's seat bes de Cubber, who wore the uniform of an Imperia ensign. "Arethey on
dation?'

"They should be, by now. Let'sfind out." Cubber double-tapped a button on the shuttle's comm.

Face looked out acrossthe ferrocrete. Ahead of him, thefirst of Xartun'stwo sunswas just beginning
to rise over the innocuous bunker where he had just spent acouple of informative hours; the governor
had given him the very detailed grand tour reserved for Captain Darillian. Face had seen the underground
levels, the manufacturing equipment that turned out transparisted products such as blastproof windows



and fighter canopies. All of it, the governor explained, now owned by Lord Houghten Ween . . . another
diasof Warlord Zsn;.

Beyond the bunker was the parking area and arriva zone where the plant's day laborers | eft their
personal vehicles, and beyond that was the land road leading to the nearest community. All around the
complex wasthick forest . . . forest where the commando team was now supposed to be waiting. But
Face saw no signd, heard nothing over the comm. "No sign of them,” he said.

"Look at your chest."

Face glanced down. Dancing around on his chest was a bright red spot, the wrong end of the laser
targeting sight from Donoss sniper rifle,

Face hdf crawled out of the chair before he could bring himself under control. "All right. They're
ready." Hetook a couple of deep breaths to bring himsalf under control. The red light disappeared. "I'm
going to get him for that."

"Sureyou are.”

Facetook off hislieutenant's cap, pulled the conceaed device from within, and plugged it into the
shuttle's communications console. "Tour datacompressing . . . compressing . . . Ready to go." Heturned
on the comm. " Shuttle Adder's Bite ready to depart. Requesting communications sgnd integrity check.”

"Adder's Bite, thisis Tower Six, copy. Go ahead.”

"Preparefor thirty seconds of nasty Verpine music, then report sgnd strength.” He hit the tranamit
button.

Thefile began broadcasting. Coming in over an audio link, it would sound like discordant, jarring
shrieks only avery few aien species could love. Acquired as data and then trandated by aprogram
written by Grinder, though, it would expand out into a holographic record of Face's tour through the
manufacturing bunker.

Thefile cut off. "Signd strength ning," Tower Six reported. "And that's nasty.”

"Dont let your children listen to it. They might get atastefor it ... like mine did. Adder's Bite out, and
avay."

"Good luck, and good flying. Tower Six out.”

Cubber cut in the repul sorlifts and the Narra smoothly rose off the ferrocrete pad. As sherose, her
wings came down from their upfolded position and locked into cruising configuration. Cubber elevated
the bow and cut in the thrusters, punching the Narra up toward space at an abrupt angle.

Face, bounced around by the crude maneuversin spite of the inertial compensators, hurriedly strapped
himsdlf into place. "Hey, where did you earn your pilot'slicense?’

"License?' Cubber brokeinto laughter. "Listen to the boy. | don't have anything asfancy asalicense.
Just afew hoursingtruction from acouple of pilots| did somefavorsfor. Y ou want asmoother ride?
Give me some lessons™



"Oh, yeah? Will you trade afavor for them?' " Sure. Something mechanica?' " A modification to V ape,
my R2." "Sure. Just let me gation thisflying can at our waiting zone and you can tell me dl about it."

A hundred metersfrom the landing pad, in aglade afew meters from the forest edge, Grinder looked
over hisdatapad. "It uncompressed fine. | told you."

Kéel squatted down beside him. "Don't be defensive. | just like to have things run through over and
over agan.”

"Y ou're obsessed with preparation.”

"Yes, | am. Meaning | want you to study that recording until your eyes bleed. I'm going to do the
samne”

Grinder Sghed.

They wore dark jumpsuitsin dark green broken by irregular swaths of black—camouflage wear suited
to deep forest or nighttime in most overgrown areas. All the Wraiths but Face were present . . . and
despite the rank disparity between them, Wedge had assigned command of the misson to Kell, dueto
his specific commando experience.

"All right," Kell said. "Everyone, settlein for some deep. I'll take first watch; Janson, you take second.
Wego a nightfdl."

Asthe day progressed, large personnd skimmers and private vehicles delivered workers and managers
to the factory. From their vantage point, the commando party couldn't see much of what went on at the
front, or business, end of the complex. But shortly before noon, four X-23 StarWorker space barges
landed and took on cargo through the bunker's rear cargo doors. Kell and Wedge took notes on their
registry numbers while Jesmin recorded dl transmissions. The bargestook off an hour later and Kell went
off-duty, settling into deep.

He woke as dusk was sttling. Hewas alittle stiff and suffered from new aches, his deeping roll not
being adequate defense againgt the hard ground and tree roots beneath him or the local stinging insects.
The other Wraiths|ooked as though they felt the same.

Runt, his fur spotted with twigs and crumbled pieces of leaves, handed him ahot and extra-stout cup of
caf. Kell took asip and winced. "More of Cubber's solvent?

Runt looked at him in dight confusion, then something in his eyes and manners changed and he uttered
asoft chortle. "I understand.”

"Has everyone eaten?'

"Everyone but you." Runt picked up asmall gray case athird of ameter long and pressed arecessed
button at one end. The whole package began to crackle asits contents, Kell's supper, began to cook
within.

"Good." Kdl raised hisvoice dightly to get everyone's attention. " People, do your final equipment
checks. Well move out as soon asit'sfully dark.”

Heignored his own directive; he'd done his equipment check before falling adeep. Shaped charges.



Grenades. Explosives. Adhesives. Detonators. Detonation comlinks. Miniature datapads optimized to
detect complex sets of circumstances and then trigger detonators. Sensors. Tools. Hand lights.
Headband lights. Lights with temporary adhesivesto stick to dl sorts of wallsand other surfaces. A
full-szed datapad with permanent memory stuffed full of data about explosivesin use by the Empire, by
the New Republic, by warlords and individua worlds. All of it arranged by straps or in pockets so he
could find any item by touch. All of it was fine. He opened hismedl case and began absently pulling
name ess meetlike bals from it and eating them.

Grinder waved ahand to get his attention. Kell moved over to him, still unsteady from deepiness, and
drank more of the poisonous caf.

"l have something for you," Grinder said. He was staring intently at the oversized screen on his
datapad.

Kdl moved to loom over him. "Show me."

On the screen was a panoramic cameraview of the front of the bunker. Kell knew it had been taken
through the fisheye camerarig in Face's hat. With the touch of abutton, Grinder set the view into motion;
the heavily armored door into the bunker did open, the planet's governor and some of his cronies moved
ahead of the cameraview into the small vehicle hangar beyond, and Face's point-of-view followed.

One of the governor's men pointed, drawing Face's attention toward along, open vehicle, which Kell
recognized as an Ubrikkian cargo skiff. This one was different from the standard modd; at the rear wasa
small passenger bay enclosed in aglobular transparisted canopy. Inside was areclining couch large
enough for two. The governor's man wore an expression Kell interpreted as amused, and the camera
vibrated alittle, possibly from Face laughing.

"Here," Grinder said, and paused the image. He tapped the lower-l€eft corner of the display. It showed
aman holding acomlink, but not orienting it toward his mouth. Grinder started the image in motion again.
The man pressed a button on the comlink. Behind him, in the corner of the display, the bunker door
began to close. "What does that suggest to you?"

"The door closed on asignd instead of awal switch or atimer,” Kell said. "And possibly the
governor's man drew Face's attention away to keep him from seeing it; that whole scenein the corner
would have been behind him as he looked &t the skiff. That suggests a security measure. Maybe an darm
on timer; if they don't switch it off with the comlink within the gppointed time, the darm goes off."

"That'smy guess, Demalition Boy."

"I'm leader here; call me Demoalition Boy Sir. Uh, roll that sequence back to the point at which he hit
the button on the comlink.”

Grinder did.

Kdl consulted the numbers on the text screen of the datapad. " Jesmin, how long have you been
recording?'

TheMon Cdamari stood at attention. " Since we came on station, Demolition Boy Sir."

Kdl gave her alook suggesting she had just betrayed him to the Imperids. "That's an awful lot of time
to record, isn't it?’



"Not redly. My gear records everything off the airwaves, but andyzesit asit goes, and only commits
discrete strong signal's or repegting patterns to its memory. So after hours of recording | have perhaps an
hour recorded.”

"Did you record atransmission at two hundred oh eight oh threg?"

She picked up her heavy communications gear pack and opened the flap giving her accessto the main
control screen. After afew moments, she said, " Something within eight seconds of that time, Sir.
Acceptable within normad variationson individuad chronos. The transmission wasfairly complex but lasted
lessthan half asecond.”

"Make sure that eight secondsisthe interval between your gear and Grinder's datapad.” Kell frowned
at the Bothan. "Didn't | tell you to synchronize the chronos between everyone's datapads?”

Grinder looked abashed. "I have no excuse, Sir."

"Oh, sowhen you'rein trouble, | stop being Demalition Boy?"
Grinder grinned.

"That'stheinterval,” Jesmin said.

"All right. Note that transmission and be prepared to broadcast it, in the frequency it camein on, at my

Therewas afaint rustle in the trees between them and the landing pad. Wedge, Kell, and Tyriahad
blastersin their hands within asplit second and had them trained on the intruder before he, Donos,
emerged from the trees.

Donosblinked a them. "The suns are down and the last of the worker transportsis gone.”

"Good," Kell said. "People, remember: Once we reach the bunker, always use your numbers. Never
yOour names.

"Herearethefinal orders. . . until circumstances and screwups dictate that we alter them. Ten, break
trail, with One as your backup." Tyriaand Wedge nodded. "Four and | follow fairly closely.” Grinder,
obvioudy dill abashed from hisfailure to cdibrate chronos, merely hoisted his pack onto his shoulders
and saluted.

"Nine remains on station here as our long-distance spotter and sniper.” Donos nodded. "The rest follow
inagroup until we get to the bunker's rear door. Eleven, you'll set up at that door as our secondary
spotter.” Janson gave abrief nod. "Inside, Three will choose one vehicle for our escape; | recommend
the cargo skiff, but you're the expert on the condition of these crafts, so make your choice at your own
discretion. Disable the rest. Twelve, you'll stay with her asher guard and ears.” Falynn gavehima
thumbs-up; Piggy nodded.

"Therest of uswill enter, acquire al the datawe can, plant the charges, and get out. Questions? No
one? All right. Move out.”

Wedge, trailing Tyriaat adistance of eight or ten meters, marveled at the way she moved.



Hers was not a steady progress. She stopped to listen to animal noises, stray crackings of twigsor
other unexplained sounds, and when there was no noise a al. But when thewind stirred the trees, she
glided forward at a steady pace, the wind completely blanketing whatever noise she might have made.

Wedgetried to follow her example. After so many ground missonsin the last few years, hisown
intrusion skills were not inconsiderable. On the other hand, he hadn't needed them to survive day after
day for years as she had; it was hardly embarrassing to discover she was better at them.

They skirted the forest edge dongside the ferrocrete landing pad until they reached the closest
approach to the bunker. Keeping low, they moved across open ground until they reached the bunker's
shadow, then hugged the bunker wall al the way to the door. Tyria nodded and Wedge clicked his
comlink twice to indicate success. The two of them crouched, motionless, blastersin hand, and covered
the approach of the next team.

Within aminute Kell and Grinder joined them. "So far, so good," Kl whispered. "Minima security.”
"On the outsde, anyway," Tyriaamended.
Kell clicked his comlink twice, then nodded to Grinder.

The Bothan held asmdll light in his mouth and looked at the access panel beside the door to the
hangar. " Standard modd," he mumbled around the light.

Kel snorted. "With Zsinj involved? Don't believeit.” "1 don't.” Grinder brought out asmall sensor and
ran it around the join where the access pand was seded shut. "Ooh," he said. "Standard keypad.
Underneath, smplified circuits. Behind that, adenser circuit pand. Not standard.” "What's that mean?"
asked Wedge. "Faselayer totripup . . ." Drool ran out of Grinder's mouth around the penlight and he
shut up, scowling.

"If you open up the pand," Kdl said, "you'll probably get something that looks like the standard wiring
you find in these panels. Odds are good you can even patch into it to run a bypass and get these doors
open. But it'safake, and the circuitry benesth it will be busy derting every guard on this hemisphere of
the planet. Thetrick isto open both top layers at once and not trip the security, which isredly tough—"

Grinder popped open the access hatch. A pand of dense circuitry in a pattern unfamiliar to Wedge
glinted at them. Grinder turned to smirk at Kell.

"All right," Kell said, "maybe not so tough." Wedge had to work to keep asmile off hisface. The
Wraiths were till surprising one another with what they could accomplish. A good sign. Hejust wished
Kl were not so tense, so rigid; held been that way ever since Wedge had announced Kell was leading
thismisson. Not agood sign.

The others moved up fairly quietly behind them. "All accounted for," whispered Janson.

Grinder plugged wires and bypass circuitry into the access hatch's naked circuitry, then flipped atiny
toggle on an equally tiny capacitance charge. The hangar door groaned and did open before them. It was
pitch-black beyond, and the moons, still arising on thefar sde of the bunker, offered no light.

Tyria pulled her night-sght gear over her eyes and switched it on; it made afaint hum. "'Everyone move
in, no more than six paces, were clear to that point,” she said. They did as she said, al but Janson.



“Two."
"Yes, Five"
"Can you tranamit that sgnd by touch?"
"Yes Five"
"Doso."
The door moaned behind them until it was shut again.
"Hand lightson,” Kdll said.

The commandos handheld lights sprang to life, tiny beamsilluminating smal portions of the spacious
hangar.

"You all know your assgnments,”" Kell said. "Let'sgo." He headed toward the doors that gave access
to the hallway with the bunker's main freight turbolift; al but Falynn and Piggy followed.

In the hall, Grinder took only aminute to bypass the turbolift controls. Then hetried to lift the turbolift's
massive top-closing door. It subbornly refused his efforts.

"Allow us." Runt stepped in, affecting a swagger Wedge hadn't seen before, and put hisfingers under
the door's bottom lip. He straightened easily, lifting the door to waist height. He showed big teethina
near-human grin. Hislong, furred hands were steedy asthey held up the door's enormous weight.

Kel ducked to peer ingde. Theturbolift shaft went down six or more stories, more than the three Face
had been shown; the lift car wasfar below in the dimness. There were access rungs on one side.

On their way down, Grinder spoke to Kell; Wedge barely heard the whispered words. "I haven't seen
any cameras. Microphones. No wiring for them in thewall behind the turbolift access pand.”

"Have you seen enough to be sure there aren't any?' Kell said.
“No. I'm giving you an impression.”

"Keep looking." Face's tape hadn't shown any armed guards, either. The bunker complex might rely on
other types of defense. . . and not knowing what they were had Kell worried.

The turbolift was afreight model, with no roof to impede them. They dropped the last Six feet to its
floor. Grinder immediately got to work bypassing the door's e ectronics, then Runt, with little apparent
effort, heaved the car's door and then the armored exterior door up.

The door opened onto aloading area. It wasfull of loading carts and even some repulsorlift vehicles,
with transparistedl products |oaded onto some of them.

There were crystal-clear cubes three meters on aside, with smal circular holes and an opening, one
meter by one meter, cut into the Side; there were large, thick sheets shaped asirregular polygons; there
were curved disks over two metersin diameter, looking like enormous lenses.



Wedge looked at these last items. "TIE fighter front viewports," he said. "And the big sheets, unlessI'm
mistaken, are bridge or lounge windows for acapital ship.”

"Sounds like support for Zsinj's Super Star Destroyer,” Kell said. He dropped his voice to awhisper,
tones probably too low for planted microphonesto pick up. "But then why wouldn't Eight have been
shownthislevd?'

Wedge frowned as he considered the question. He responded in awhisper. "The governor on the other
world was reluctant to discuss things with Eight when held obvioudy talked about them with Captain
Daillian. My guessisthat Zsnj is compartmentalizing information about himsdlf. Structuring thingsin
cdls, like aresstance movement, so that information is contained.”

Kel nodded. "When one cell fdls, therest remain safe.”
Grinder hissed at them from the doorway to an adjacent chamber. They joined him.

It was an operations control center, banks of computer consoles and black viewscreens that probably
showed crucid areas of the manufacturing chamberswhen live. "The home of data," Grinder said.

"Drainitdry," Kdl sad. "Replicate everything you downlink into Two's comm gear memory.”
Grinder'sface twisted. "That'll take extratime.”
"Not much. Doit."

Wedge guarded Kdl while the mission leader explored other chambers of the sixth subterranean leve.
Thiswas just another manufacturing floor; it recelved superheated transparisted ingots from the larger
foundry floors above and shaped them into parts best suited to Imperia warships and fighters, plusthose

large, inexplicable cubes they'd seen. Kell seemed to pay little attention to the function of the rooms he
wasin; he smply chose support beams, retaining walls, and power generators on which to plant his
demoalition charges. Both men preferred to keep conversation to aminimum while Kell was setting up his

explosves.

Wedgefdt adight changein air pressure. He turned away from the support pillar Kell wasrigging; he
moved his hand light beam around the room.

Nothing. Just conveyor belts, receiving receptacl es, polishing machinery, phototropic shielding
equipment.

Then hisbeam flitted across something moving. He caught the barest glimpse of the thing, something
taller than aman, moving fast and slently. He flicked the beam in the direction he thought it had been
heading, but there was nothing there.

"Trouble," he whispered.

He heard afaint whine as Kl activated the timer on the latest charge, then a scrape of metal on leather
asKdl drew hisblaster.

It came at them from the Side, claws and pinchers extended—
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“Ten"

Tyrialooked up, in the direction of Runt's call. Runt was still on station near the door to the turbolift.
His eyeswere wider than normd. "Yes, Sx?' shesad.

"Did you hear something? We heard something." Tyria glanced toward the door to the operations
center.

Ton Phanan was still on guard duty there, his blaster pistol up and at the ready. He was peering into the
op center and did not look alarmed.

She turned back to Runt. "No, nothing."

The slhouette materialized out of the gloom behind Runt. Before Tyriacould say anything it ran him
down, smashing him to the floor like arunaway speeder bike. An ungainly silhouette, round and heavy on
top, traling ams or tentacles like some invertebrate seallife, it came on straight at Tyria.

The attack caught Kedll and Wedge off guard. The mass of the attacker hit Kell head-on, damming him
to the metd flooring. Wedge twisted with the attack, took a grazing impact to the arm, and went down
rolling; he ended up under acontrol console, aming and firing before hed come to a stop.

His blaster shot was on-target, hitting the attacker dead center. The laser blast charred what it hit but
did not penetrate; it merdly illuminated the attacker.

It was afloating mass of machinery. The main portion was aroughly spherica body, thetop and
bottom hemispheres divided by anarrowed equator that Wedge knew alowed the two portionsto
swive independently. A half-dozen articulated limbstrailed below it. The designation A3 was painted on
the upper hemisphere. The spherica portion was studded with sensor ports and blaster nozzles. The top
hemisphere rotated, bringing one of those blaster nozzlesin line) dmost ingtantly.

Wedge ducked behind the console support as the thing fired. The blaster shot hit the console, burning
through it, showering Wedge with sparks.

Imperia probe droid. Wedge came up in ahaf crouch, running behind this console and the one
adjacent. Beyond it he could see Kédl's foot. The big man was not moving.

Wedge grabbed Kdl's leg and hauled him behind the console. The probe droid fired again, the shot
melting into dag the metal deck where Kell had just been lying.

Tyriaducked behind one of the cartsloaded with TIE fighter viewports. Shefired a the oncoming
droid, hitting it once, twice beside the characters A2 painted on the upper hemisphere. Surface armor
charred alittle but the thing was not dowed.

It fired areturn shot. It hit the TIE fighter viewport Tyria hid behind. The viewport ingtantly opagqued
and the laser blast did not penetrate; the transparistee! dowly began to fade to glasdike clarity.

She breathed asign of relief. These viewports had aready gone through their phototropic shielding
treatment. They'd stop anything short of the blast from atripod-mounted laser cannon.



The probe droid sidedipped to get around the impedi- ment of the viewport. A blast fired by Phanan
hit one of its sensor eyes, shattering it, but the droid returned fire dmost ingtantly; Tyria saw Phanan duck
back behind the doorway to the op center.

"We're under assault,” Wedge said. "A probe droid, military modd. Our hand blasters aren't going to
doit much harm.”

Kel'seyes opened. "I know that."

"I'm talking to Jesmin," Wedge said. "They're under attack by another one."

" Shouldn't we be keeping comm silence?!

"If the probots are active, the locals know we're here, Tainer.”

"I can kill ours." Kdll lifted his head and groaned. "But I'd likeanap firs."

"No timefor anap. You're going to use explosves?'

"Of course.”

"How do you plan to plant them?"

Kell grinned. "I was sort of hoping you'd lead the droid around so | could get agood approach oniit.”
"Gred."

When the droid glided around the side of Tyrias cart, she broke the other way, running straight toward
one of the repulsorlift carts. Phanan fired a steady stream of blaststo cover her movement; the droid
returned fire, superheating the op center's meta doorjamb to a dripping, golden, glowing mass.

Tyriajumped into the driver's seat and fired up the engine. Immediately the cart rose ameter into the
air. It held aload of large windows, her only protection. She threw the cart into reverse and backed
draight at the droid.

It fired at her, the blasts stopping againgt her transparisted cargo. Then the cart hit the probot, the great
meass of vehicle and cargo pushing it backward. Tyriakept the thrust at full until the cart dammed into the
wall; then she held the thrugt, pinning the droid in place. It struggled to wriggle free and fired blast after
blast into the transparisted! windows. The windows darkened and began to melt under the barrage.

Wedge made acomplete circuit of the manufacturing chamber, running aong the maintenance dley
behind the banks of control consoles. He varied his pace so the probot couldn't time his passage and
take an accurate shot at him as he crossed the gaps between banks. It followed him throughout his
circuit, staying on the other side of the consoles. Its accuracy was high and two near misses had charred
his clothes— and dightly burned the skin beneath — at shoulder and thigh. He passed Kell where the
demolitions expert crouched. Just before the next gap between consoles, Wedge skidded to a stop. The
droid fired, apattern of three blaster shots flashing between the consoles and mdting holesin the wall.

From the corner of hiseye, Wedge saw Kdl's attack. Kl rosein asmooth motion, his height and long
legs enabling him to step up on the high console counter, and threw himself atop the probe droid.



He bounced off immediately and hit the floor rolling. The probe droid grabbed at him with aclaw,
missed, and brought a blaster into line, but Kell was dready behind the room's bulky master control
console.

Wedge suppressed agroan. "Don't tell me | have to do thewhole thing again!™ " Get behind cover!”

Wedge ducked down fully behind the console just as the droid's top hemisphere erupted like a
volcano. The blast shat- tered console gauges al across the room and smashed the probe droid into the
floor, crushing itstrailing armatures.

Wedgerose. "Pretty dick. | didn't see you plant the charge.”

Kdl returned to pick up hisbag. He cupped a hand behind his ear and mouthed something.

Wedge redized therewas aringing in hisears. "What?"

Hedimly heard Kel'sreply: "What?"

Tyriastruggled with the cart's controls, desperately aware that she was losing the battle to keep the
probot pinned.

Phanan continued firing at the probe droid. Bit by bit, his shots were chewing away at the droid's
armor. At thisrate, he'd have the thing dead in a couple of days.

There was an explosion from the main fab chamber. Tyriafroze, momentarily frightened that Kell's
demalitions were going off prematurely . . . but there was only the one blast. She hoped Kell waswell
Clear of it.

A mass of transparisted goods did into place against the wall beside the probe droid. Tyrialooked up
to see Runt, weaving like asailor just back from anight of tavern crawling, hisflat nose streaming blood,
finish positioning the cart and then lock down the parking brake. Runt waved drunkenly at her and ran,
with aweaving gait she didn't imagine held be able to duplicate when unhurt, to grab the maneuvering
handle of another cart.

He'd just dammed that one home on the other side of the droid and locked it down, blocking Phanan
from firing further, when Wedge and Kell emerged from the fab chamber.

Kell shouted, "We're omegal" He waved the commandos toward the turbolift shaft. Grinder and
Jesmin followed Phanan out of the op center and al scrambled into the turbolift shaft.

"What happens when that probe droid gets free?’ Tyriaasked.

"What?' sad Kell.

"What?' said Wedge. He cupped ahand behind his ear.

She shouted, "Probe droid! Will get freg!™

Kell shook his head and pulled atimer charge from hisbag. "No. Get clear.”

"What if there are more?"



Grinder said, "They'remine. Trust me."
Kell shouted, "Six, open up the doors to the fourth and second levelsasyou go!"
Runt, pressing his deeve againgt his nose to stop the flow of blood, nodded.

"Why have him open those doors?' Tyriaasked. Redliz- ing that Kell and Wedge were having trouble
hearing, she repeated the question, shouting thistime.

"Still haveto plant charges on the support beams," Kell answered, unnecessarily shouting. "Hold the
top floor. If I'm not out in seven minutes, finish the evacuation.”

"If we're not back,” Wedge corrected, aso shouting. "Y ou still need someone to guard your back.”

"Obvioudy s0." Kell grinned. He skidded the charge under the blockade of hauling carts. Itstimer was
dready counting down from ten.

They ran.

Kdl wasted no time. On the fourth basement level and then the second, he ran from support pillar to
support pillar, dapping hisexplosivesin place, keying in the countdown, and activating the charges, dl at
arecord pace.

Wedge kept dert for more probe droids, but none appeared. He thought he might have glimpsed
something risng through the turbolift shaft, but it was gone before he could Sght in onit.

Probe Droid Al roseinto place, hovering in the shaft at ground level, then floated forward through the
door.

Grinder, his back to thewall just beside the turbalift, hit the button on thewall.

The turbolift door, its safety governors disabled, dammed down atop the probe droid, crushing its
spherical body nearly flat. Lights dimmed in its sensor eyes. Sparks shot out of new tears and rentsin its
surface.

Grinder raised the turbolift door and smashed it down twice more, then raised and locked it. He stared
in satisfaction at the damage he had done. "Do | get to paint a probe droid silhouette?”

Phanan snorted. " Sure, on your datapad.”

"Quiet," Jesmin said. "Nine and Eleven report we have new arrivas. A flatbed skimmer full of troops
and two TIE fightersjust landed on the pad outside.”

Outsde, just beside the hangar door, Janson lay perfectly still and whispered into his comlink. "I count
thirty or thirty-five troops. Some of them are deploying around toward the front; | assumethey'll be
hitting us from two sides. The TIE fighters are oriented so they can fire in through the hangar door, but
the troops back here aren't gpproaching yet. | think they're waiting for the othersto get in position. When
| give you the go, | want you to open the hangar door just wide enough for meto getin.”

"Acknowledged,” said Jesmin.



Donosdid not call in with unnecessary queries about what he should be doing. Janson was sure he
would not announce his presence unless ordered to or circumstances meant he had to fireto save a
felow Wraith. In the meantime, hedd provide additiond intelligence information when needed.

A minute later, one of the infantry commanders waved forward. He and a half-dozen men, armed with
rifles and wearing helmets and breastplates that |ooked like cast-off stormtrooper scout armor, advanced
inahdf crouch.

Janson shot the commander in the faceplate. The man dropped, dead before he knew he was hit. The
half-dozen men looked at him for amoment. Janson shot a second man in the chest. Then, asthe
survivors began to drop to the ground, he hit another faceplate and said, " Open up.”

The hangar door began to grind open as the stormtroopers opened fire. Laser blasts hit the door and
bunker wall above and around him. Janson grimaced. With that caliber of marksmanship, therewaslittle
chance any of the attackers could hit him deliberately, but there was dways the possibility that someone
firing blind or aricochet could hit him.

Janson scrambled sideways toward the opening in the door. He fired three more times, scored two hits
that he was sure of .

Then someone grabbed his ankles and hauled. He was suddenly inside the hangar, looking at metal
floor.

Heturned to look up. "Thanks, Twelve."

"Yourewelcome"

Hewriggled back up so that he could see through the partialy open doorway. The troopers had not
yet begun to advance again. He continued firing steadily, scoring hits againgt severd targets; the others
began to withdraw toward the comparative safety of the vehicles on the landing pad.

Grinder, looking over his datapad, plugged by standard interface into a communicationsinterlock on
thewdl, sad, "They'rein the building. Through the eest doors."

Janson asked, "Isthe corridor with the freight turbolift the only approach to us?' "Yes."

"Who'sthere?' "Six and Ten."

Janson frowned. Neither Runt nor Tyriawas atrue marksman. Then again, the gpproach to the freight
corridor, from what he'd seen of Face's tape, was open and the corridor was short. It would become a
killing ground if the enemy charged.

Kel and Wedge emerged from the turbolift shaft afull minute under Kell'smargin.

Tother left was one set of doors out of the corridor. A cargo hauler was parked before them; on
ether side of it were Runt and Tyria, firing through fresh laser blast holesin the doors.

To their right, the doorsinto the hangar were locked open; on the far wall, the big door leading outside
showed agap and alittle night sky. Janson and Piggy were there, firing at intervals. The door shuddered
and moaned asreturn fire from outside hit it.



Grinder and Jesmin were both plugged into communicationsinterlocks on thewadl. "Areyou dl right?*
Jesmin shouted.

"We can hear again,”" Kell said, "no need to shout. |s everyone accounted for?"

"Y es. But there are troops and TI E fighters on the ground outside.”

Wedge and Kell moved into the hangar. Falynn was at the aft end of the cargo skiff; the bubble top
was up and she was lounging on the control couch, fiddling with the controls. Kell said, "Three, can you
reenable any of these other vehicles? In seconds, | mean, not minutes?'

Shesad, "Yes. Which ones do you want?'

"Any landspeeder that can be flown off autopilot or remote. Or even off adatacard plug-in.”

She pulled her datapad from a pocket and pointed it at aflat-bodied X P-38 Landspeeder, so new its
paint still gleamed. She hit a button and the skimmer's console lit up; it rose ameter inthe air and

hovered, waiting. "Consider it reenabled.”

"Brilliant. Twelve, move that over near the door. Program it to move straight out ten meters, turn ninety
degreesto starboard, and run asfast asit can.”

Piggy nodded. He jumped into the skimmer's passenger Seet.

"What'sthe plan?' asked Wedge.

"Send out the skimmer asalure. | expect the troopers and TIE fightersto fireon it. That'll draw their
am off the doorsfor afew seconds. We shoot out in the skiff and we can overrun one of the TIE
fighters. That reduces the effective odds againgt us by nearly half. Then we only have to worry about the
other TIE fighter."

Wedge smiled. "If were fast enough that's not aworry. Were in acargo skiff, remember?”

"Uh-huh?'

"With acargo skiff'sload lifters?!

Kel laughed.

"Six, Ten, fal back!" Kel waved them toward him.

Everyone but Runt. Tyria, and Piggy were dready in the floating skiff. Runt and Tyria abandoned the
riddled door they were guarding. When they reached the skiff, the others hauled them over therails.

"Hitit, Twelve"
The Gamorrean pilot dapped the control against the wall. The hangar door began to grind farther open,

screeching where its now-deformed surface dragged across the adjacent wall. He ran to the floating
skimmer, tapped a control on its console, then legped up on the skiff and was aided over theralil.



The troopers outside began firing on the skimmer before it began moving, before the door was
completey open. Two blasts hit it, dagging the windscreen. Then Piggy'stimer ran down. The skimmer
moved forward onto the ferrocrete landing pad, executed an abrupt right turn, and accelerated.

Almost immediatdly the Wraiths heard the distinctive sound of TIE fighter lasersjoining the barrage of
hand-laser fire. Kdl cdled, "There, go!"

Falynn put the skiff into motion, dewing at the last moment to bring the craft into the proper orientation
to leave the hangar. The Wraiths kndlt, each gripping therail hard with one hand, keeping a blaster pistol
ready with the other.

Outsde, fifty meters away, two TIE fighters were on the ground flanking a parked personnd skimmer.
Men al over the ground and both starfighters were firing away at the ruins of the landskimmer. Some of
the infantry noticed the skiff's gppearance, shouted, began firing on the Wraiths.

Faynn sent the skiff in astraight course toward the port-sde TIE fighter. The Wraiths opened fire at
the ground troops, keeping the troops pinned down.

Thefirgt TIE pilot gpparently did not notice the skiff bearing down on him; the starfighter did not
budge.

The skiff'sbow hit it just above the forward viewport. The impact rolled the sarfighter backward on its
solar wing arrays, and Falynn brought the skiff's nose down as much as she could so the hull stayed in
contact with the TIE's bulb-shaped cockpit as the skiff passed over. The skiff shuddered from the
contact, and amoment later the Wraiths looked back past the stern to see the dtill-rolling TIE bouncing
aong behind them.

Faynn banked to starboard, amove that dewed the skiff's keel and nearly threw the port-side Wraiths
over therail. She brought the skiff in line with the second TIE.

This TIE fighter was dready in motion, repulsorliftskicking it up into the air, whediing so it could bring
itsgunsto bear on the skiff. Falynn gained atitude and kept the skiff's turn tight, not approaching the TIE
fighter head-on, angling to passit port sdeto port side.

The TIE fighter fired, a snap-shot that passed the port rail and ignited some treetops forty meters away.
Then the two vehicles were abreast, passing less than a meter gpart.

Wedge, on the port side, activated the skiff's port cargo loader and swung its armature out. The huge
electromagnet hit the TIE fighter's port solar array and snagged it, yanking the starfighter dlong beside the
skiff. The skiff shuddered but did not dow.

Faynn dropped afew meters dtitude and the TIE's solar arrays hit the ferrocrete below, jarring the
garfighter so that it looked to the Wraiths as though it were vibrating. Wedge could only imagine what
was happening to the pilot within.

Faynn banked again, headed back toward the other TIE fighter. It lay on its back, one of the solar
arrays bent so that it half covered the forward viewport. She glanced at Wedge.

"It ill hasrepulsorliftd™ he shouted. "Takeit!"

She nodded and came up aongside it, keeping to port of the half-wrecked fighter. Kell, on the



starboard cargo loader, swung out his armature and grabbed the second TIE as they passed.

Falynn kept her dtitude down—dragging the twin fighters so they jerked and vibrated from continued
contact with the landing pad—and headed straight for the verge of trees due south. When the skiff's
prow was within twenty meters, she shouted, "Go go go," then gained dtitude and banked to starboard.

Wedge and Kell cut power to thetwo cargo lifters. The TIE fighters continued bouncing forward until
they hit the screen of trees. Wedge saw the starboard wing pylon shear off his starfighter asit hit atree;
the other rolled to astop and the twin ion enginesin back lit off like one of Kell's demoalition charges.

A hundred meters dong the verge of forest, Falynn brought the skiff to astop. None of the troopers
near the bunker was il firing; Wedge saw them streaming into the bunker. He shook his head.

Donos came out of the forest at arun and swung up over therail. "Y ou people are terrible cargo
haulers™" he said.

Wedge smiled. "Probably why we were demoted to be fighter pilots. Let's meet the Narra, people.”
Hewaved at Faynn to continue forward.

Behind them, the roof of the bunker swelled like aballoon, chunks of ferrocrete firing up inthe air, then
collapsed. The rumbling roar of explosions followed them as they raced toward their pickup zone.

17

"I've consulted precedents on this matter,” Kell said, "and it appearsthat the TIE fighterswill end up
being chalked up as gunnery killsfor Commander Antilles and mysdf, rather than aspilot killsfor Faynn.
Sorry, Fynn."

The woman from Tatooine smiled. "I still may be the only woman to have dragged two Imperia
garfighters around like boat anchors. | want that logged.”

"Congder it done"

It was the day after the commando strike and the Wraiths, now parsecs from the Xartun system, were
debriefing in Night Cdler's conference room. Most of the work was done; they were now cleaning up
incidenta detalls.

Kell, as mission commander, had been chairing the meeting, but Wedge leaned forward to assume
control. "Weve had the facts on what we found. Now | want some speculation based on your respective
areas of expertise. What isZsinj up to?'

"Thisisjust aguess,” Grinder said, "but it looksto melike they're setting up afinancia empireto
support Zsinj's ambitions. We know he controls alarge area of space; whatwe didn't know wasthat he
had such anetwork of businessinterests outside his space.”

Kell nodded. "I also think he'sdoing it to support Iron Fist, his Super Star Destroyer. Here he makes
replacement transparisted parts. At another place, he refines fuel. Somewhere e se, twin ion engines—or
maybe complete TIE fighters.”



Tyriasad, "1 think were agreed that he'samost organizing it as though he were aresistance
organization. Cdls kept isolated from one another, with shipslike Night Caller being the only
connection.”

"It makes mefed alittle odd,” Wedge said. "In a sense, we're becoming the Empire and warlords like
Zsnj are becoming the Alliance. Weve become alegitimate government with fixed locations we have to
reinforce and protect. They're operating from secret bases, mobile bases; they're using the hit-and-run
tactics we perfected. The galaxy has turned upside down since the Emperor died.”

Faynn looked surprised. "It sounds as though you missthe old days.”

Wedge looked at her and shook his head. "No. These days, we can wear our uniformswith pride to
most worlds were likely to visit. We get cheers, or at least words of appreciation, instead of getting
turned into the Imps. Still, | like to think that | can adapt quickly to new tactics. . . but | know there are
plenty of military officers and government representativesin the New Republic who can't. That'swhat
worriesme.”

Face spoke up, hisvoice quiet, reflective. "Zsnj isdoing something ese, too. Something motivationd.
Those probe droids weren't made here and weren't sold to the government on the open market. They're
something Zsinj had to have brought. Maybe the TIE fighters, too. | think that in addition to providing
protection to the worlds he's dedling with, he's offering goodies to his government contacts. Technology
they couldn't get anywhere—or at least couldn't get without leaving records everywhere. He's offering his
partnerstoysther legitimate rivas won't have. That can be a powerful inducement.”

"Unresolved detall,” Phanan said. "What were those big transparisted cubes, anyway?"

Obligingly, Grinder keyed his datapad. The room's holoprojector brought up the appropriate sequence,
from Jesmin's camera, of the large transparent objects.

"They'recdls,” said Piggy. These were hisfirgt words since seeing the recording the first time.

The otherslooked at him. Janson asked, "Prison cdlIs?'

"Something likethat." Piggy jabbed afinger a theimage. " Seethe long Sdewith the holescut init?
That'sthe back sde of the cdll. Thisholeisfor sawage pipes. Thisonefor clean-water plumbing. This
onefor ar ducts. Thisonefor data cables. The big holeisfitted with an access hatch, though the hatch is
amost never used. The other side is un-marred. That's the side that faces the control room wherethe
observerswork. The subject never has privacy.”

Wedge listened to his explanation with interest. "Where have you seen such an arrangement?!

"l grew upinone.”

They dl looked at him. Wedge asked, " At Binring Bio-medica Product?’

IIYall

Janson whistled. "Piggy, do you mean these are like the one you grew up in, or are they identica ?"

"These are the same. Exactly the same.”



"So either," Janson said, "thisisastandardized piece of equipment, or Zsinj has some connection with
Binring Bio-med."

"l haven't seen thismode before," said Ton Phanan. "Either when | was a practicing doctor or later.
They aren't, for example, the same as the cages in which Genera Derricote kept histest subject for the
Krytos Plague. I'd say they weren't a standard design.”

Wedge nodded. "We may just have to add Binring's home base to our list of targets. Piggy, whereis
thet?"

"Safdore”

"That'sin the Corporate Sector, isn't it? Currently independent?”

"Very well. Unlesswe have any further questions, it'stime to issue some new orders.” Therewere no
inquiries, so Wedge continued. "We had a good, successful run thistime. No losses. Information gained.
But we can't just hope that each officid who has dealt with Darillian getsin touch with usand letsusforce
or trick him into revealing where Zsinj's new property is, then blow up that site. Zsinj will figure out what
we were doing in no time. We want to leave Zsinj with theimpression that Night Caller isbeing
followed—not that the ship itsdf isrespongible for the attacks.

"0, first, General Cracken has said that he's dispatching Intelligence teams to each world on thelist |
sent him. Our hopeisthat they can provide uswith information as we get there.

" Second, Grinder, | want you to research the ship'slogs. Cdl up information on every planet Night
Cadller hasvidted since the Emperor's desth and note the dates. Since Captain Darillian didn't make notes
of hisaudiences with these collaborators, if General Cracken's team hasn't been able to do so, you'll try
to code-diceinto planetary records when we visit those worlds and figure out which properties were
switched to new ownersduring or just after Night Caller'svists. Then weinvestigatethem . . . and if
they're Zsinj operations, we take them out. Always afew days after Night Caller'svisit, dwayswhen the
shipisdready in another system.”

Grinder nodded. "Understood.”

"Face, if the planetary governor or anyone revealsto you that he's Zsinj's collaborator, that's just sheer
informationa profit. Relay the information asfast as possible to Grinder so he can dig out appropriate
information. But don't pry for additiond information yoursdf unless Grinder comes up dry; in that case,
you can contact Zsinj's stooge later and try to get the data.”

Face amiled. "If the miracle Bothan fails, Captain Darillian the Magnificent will savethe day.”

Wedge gave him asteady stare. "Y ou don't have to get into character now. In fact, we might haveto
shoot you if you do."

"Alliance audiences are always the toughest audiences.” "Piggy, I'm sorry to ask this, but | want from
you afull, detailed report on your stay with Binring Biomed. Personnd, the site where you grew up,
impressions, odd things you noticed that didn't mean anything at the time, whatever you can remember.”

Piggy took and released a deep breath. "1 will doit." "Everyone ese, standing orders apply. Back to



work."
Face was standing by as Tyriaemerged from the X-wing smulator. "Better thistime?'

She smiled. "Better. Always better, bit by bit. But if | wereyou, I'd giveit afew minutesto air out
before climbing in. | had quite aworkout in there."

"Thanksfor thewarning. You arealady and agentleman.”

She activated the hoist to pull her R5 unit, Chunky, from the dot at the rear of the smulator. X-wing
gmulators could aso smulate astromech interactions, but missonswere moreredidtic if the pilots had
their own astromechs plugged in.

Once Chunky was settled on the deck, Tyriaglanced at Face's R2 unit, Vape. "Hey, he's had anew
paint job." Indeed, the red trim had been replaced with a proper Wraith set of gray stripes.

Face snorted. "That's actualy just acover for some modifications I've had madeto him."

She gave him a suspicious|ook. "Modifications. A popup screen and a complete set of your
holodramas?*

"That's not such abad idea. Maybe that will be the next mod. No, thisis one anyone can appreciate.”
He looked around to make sure no one el se wasin thelounge. "V ape: cold one."

A trapezoida pand on thetop of Vape's dome pulled aside, leaving a hole open. V ape made anoise
likean airgun firing. A bottle legped up ameter from the hole. Face snagged it on itsway down and
twisted the cap off.

He handed it to Tyria "Elbabeer. Chilled. For you. I'll have one mysdf after my sm run.”

She looked a him. "Do you know, you're getting stranger and stranger.” He smiled. "Good."
Things went as Wedge predicted. At least, they did at first.

By the time they reached Belthu, the next world on Night Cdler's circuit, Grinder had aready found
two likely candidates for Zsinj's contact: the chairman of the codlition of mining company presdents who
effectively controlled the wedthy colony world, and one of the board members, president of the
second-largest corporation.

The New Republic Intelligence team on-planet was too newly arrived to offer much information of
value. However, Face's routine communiques with planetary officials borefruit.

The chairman of mining company presidents spoke with " Captain Darillian” and hepfully provided a
pricelist for the world's latest stockpile of ores. The other suspect, the company president, privately let
the disguised Face know that a shipment of refined durasted awaited the arrival of Zsinj's next bulk cargo
hauler. Wedge transmitted that data to the Intelligence team.

After Night Caler jumped out of system, Generd Cracken's people spent aday tracking down the site
where the unrecorded durasted shipment waited. Rather than sabotaging or stealing it, they smply noted



itslocation. They aso delivered Grinder into the corporation headquarters and helped him ferret out
detalls of the trandfer, to another false Zsinj identity, of asmall, somewhat outdated durasted foundry.
Two days after Grinder rgjoined the Wraiths, the Intelligence team blew up the foundry.

The next stop in sequence was not a settled world; in fact, the planetary system had only a number

designation, M 2398, in the New Republic and Imperia records. Without any ordinary way to smuggle
agentsinto the system, General Cracken had chosen not to send in ateam.

Despite the fact the system was supposed to be uninhabited, Night Caler's records clearly showed a
stop here, though there was no mention of contact with loca authorities.

Night Cdler jumped to aposition well outside the orbit of the outermost planet and took sensor
readings on the M 2398 system. Within minutes they had trace communications emissions from amoon of
the third world, agas giant featuring a beautiful dust and asteroid ring. The transmissions were coded, but
Jesmin, in the comm center, cracked the encryption in amatter of minutes. She cdled it in to Wedge,
who was pacing the bridge, to the amusement of Captain Hrakness. "Simple mathematical substitution,”
Jesmin said. "It's probably only good for one battle or so, just long enough to keep their enemies from
knowing what they're say-ing."

"Put it on,” Wedge said.

Firgt therewas ahiss of satic over the comm unit, then aman'svoice. "How isit, Guller? Cold?'

A pause, then another man'svoice. "Shut up.”

Pause. "I mean, | know it'scold. But isit just cold, or isit realy cold, or isit your-parts-are-numb
cold, or isit your-parts-are-fdling-off cold?"

Pause. "Shut up.”
Pause. "Y ou see anything?'
Pause. "No."

Pause. "But are you not seeing anything because there's nothing to see, or are you not seeing anything
because your eyes are frozen?"

Pause. " Shut up.”
Wedge asked, "Two, that interval—I assumeit'stransmisson lag?’

"Yes, gr. | caculate that they're about a hundred and fifty thousand klicks apart. I'm pretty surethat 'I's
it cold' is broadcasting from the largest moon, and 'Shut up' isin the asteroid belt.”

"An outpost of somekind." Wedge considered. " Sound like a pirate nest to you, Captain Hrakness?'

The smaler man leaned back comfortably in the command chair. " Out-of-the-way system,
unprofessional and credit-wasting exchanges between members of the group . . . Probably so0."

"Very well. Jesmin, set up the Captain Darillian smulator and call Face to the comm center. Fynnis
to get into Imperia pilot gear and take TIE Two; I'll bein One. All the other Wraithsto the X-wings. Tell



Tyriato take her own snubfighter—she's temporarily restored to duty—and Phanan to take Falynn's.
Captain Hrakness, cal battle stations. | want everyone standing by hot aswe go in, but looking cool; we
don't want them to know we're ready."

As he began his start-up checklist, Wedge heard the comm pop. Swearing in afemae voice
immediately came over the communications spesker. Hetook alook at hiscomm board. The TIE fighter
was gill docked, with external communications off-line; this had to be the direct connection to the other
TIE fighter port. "Gray Two, isthat you?"

The swearing broke off momentarily. "Yes, gr!" Thenit continued.

"Refrain from persona comments over thischannd.”

"Yes, dr!" Her voice sounded resentful.

"What's the matter?'

"Nothing with the TIE fighter, Sir. | just had a dead body drop on me out of my closet.”

"What?'

"A pressure suit. Seded and inflated. With aknife taped to its glove. When | did open my closet door
to get my Imp flight suit out, it fell onme.”

"A prank?'
"Whet ds=?'
"Areyou dl right?'

"I'mfine. But it'snot funny. And if | were as clumsy as some of the old men in this squadron it would
have stuck me."

"I'll do something about this when we get back."
"l don't need any help, ar."
"Maybe you don', but your prankster does. Areyou live?!

"Two engines green, wegponslive." "Drop to atrickle charge and prepare for what may bealong

wat.

From his seat in the comm center, Face watched the monitor, saw the hyperspace'slines of light
shorten into stars. Directly ahead was the red and orange brilliance of the third world. Face nodded in
appreciation; Night Caller had dropped out of this second hyperspace jump not far from theworld, as
closeasitsgravity wel would permit.

Almost immediately the comm board lit up as the unseen parties out there began communicating. " Glit
One, Glit One, we have unknowns.” Pause. "Got you, Nest. | read one Cordllian corvette. Looks like
Captain Dandy isback.” Pause. ""Confirm one dandy, Glit One. Glit Five, are you online?' The next
pause was much longer, then Glit One's voice came back, resentful: " Shut up.”



Face scanned the comm equipment. He knew the basics of handling acomm unit, but didn't have the
training to try to seek and amplify what had to have been athird transmission point out there.

Then anew voice, astrong broadcast from the occupied moon: "Night Crawler, thisis Blood Nest.
Respond at once.”

Face toggled his comm and the switch governing the ingtant trandation to Darillian's voice. "Bloody
Nosg, thisis Night Caler. What do you want?'

"We want to tear your face off and vent what's |eft into hard vacuum.”

Face snorted. Wasthis piratica posturing, or did these people intend to attack Captain Darillian?
"Yourewelcometoif you can, Bloody Nose. Buit firg, tell me about your wife. | want to know
something about the woman I'll be consoling tonight.”

There was along pause. Then the voice returned, more somber than before. "Darillian, | told you not to
come back."

"| recall you requesting me not to come back. Do you remember us talking about the possibility of
mutua profit?' Nervous, Face tugged at his collar. He was guessing now, presuming that Darillian had
followed what seemed to be his predictable pattern in dealing with these people, "Have you redly
decided to close off dl my avenuesto more wedth, more power?"

"No ... of course not. Very well, Nutcracker. I'm clearing you to land on Berth Two. Well dine, well
tak. Follow thesgnd in."

"Excellent. Night Cdler out." Face disconnected both the microphone and the Darillian voice smulator.

Immediately the comm unit indicated asingle strong signa coming from the moon that must house
Blood Nest. " Captain Hrakness, this should be your homing beacon.”

"Itis, Face. Welvegat it, thanks."

Night Cdler's TIE fighters were mounted outside the corvettes artificia gravity fidld. Wedge, waitingin
his cockpit, didn't care to spend timein zero gravity, but he decided it was marginally better than being
shot at.

Hisright hand twitched. Hetightened it into afist and tried to ignoreit. In one of hisfew protracted
zero-gravity experiences, heldd had to keep two components of the externa triggering mechanism of a
self-destruct device from coming together. Hed done so the Smplest way possible: exiting his X-wing
into hard vacuum, relying only on hisflight suit's magcon fiedld and alife-support tether to keep him dive,
and jamming his hand in between the closing components.

In the long minutes held waited, held been battered by conflicting thoughts. Hed resigned himself to
dying, yet hoped rescue would come. Hisflight suit inadeguate to the task of retaining his body heat, hed
begun to freeze, yet hed waited there, marveling at the beauty of the sarfields above the sanctuary moon
of Endor.

When rescug, in the form of Luke Skywalker, had come for him, held torn himself free of the
mechanism and amost lost fingersdoing it ... and now those fingers became a bit twitchy whenever he



found himsdlf in zero gee for any length of time. The emotions returned, too. He could even taste the
bacta they'd dunked himin to hed him after the orded. He tried to will the taste away and concentrate on
hissurroundings.

Just as at Endor, there was beauty here. The gas giant was an extraordinary pattern of warm colors, a
mesmerizing painter's palette.

Eventualy the moon of Blood Nest cameinto view, alarge but disma brown thing. Night Caller
descended into its thin, unwholesome-looking atmosphere. Wedge felt himself settling into the cockpit
restraints as gravity began to pull at the corvette. There were no seas below, only pockmarked brown
and red desert; the corvette passed above it, heading toward high mountainsin the distance.

Asthey approached the first set of foothills, Wedge saw a curved portion of ground below and to the
sde of Night Caller's course curl up and retract.

For amoment it made no sense. Then the picturefit itsalf together into e ements he could recognize.

A crater, conceded from above by some sort of colored or dust-covered fabric. Beneath it, alaser
artillery cannon, itsbarrdl eevating straight toward the unshielded kedl of Night Caller— Wedge
powered up and hit the crude escape-pod gection switch Cubber had wired to his control board. His
TIE fighter dropped. He oriented immediately toward the laser rig. "Bridge, bring up dl shields! Gray
Two, launch! Follow my lead. Fire at will." He suited action to words, firing as soon as hislaser cannons
oriented on the artillery unit below.

Hisfirst shot creased and blackened the unit's barrel housing. "Wraiths, launch. We're under attack.”
Hefired again, not yet bothering to arrest his plummet, and saw the TIE fighter's green lasers penetrate
the cannon housing halfway between the barrel end and the control pod at its base.

The cannon operator fired his compromised wegpon. Wedge saw the upper half of itsbarrel glow red,
then yellow, then white from heet asit meted from within.

Gray Two Sdedipped into position and fired. Her shot penetrated the phototropically darkened bubble
over the control pod. Wedge saw the pod light up from within. Insde was afuzzy-edged human
slhouette that dmost instantly lost resol ution and was absorbed by light. The pod vented gases.

Captain Hrakness's voice was cool over the comm: "Wraiths, Grays, we have incoming from deed
ahead."

The bow hold doors were diding open as Hrakness transmitted his message. As soon asthey were
separated enough to dlow an X-wing to exit, Kell saw the distant thruster trails of the incoming fighters.

Hewas lucky enough to be the centermost of the nine X-wingsin the hold. That meant he launched
first, and he wasted no time with repul sorlifts, punching forward with aburst from hismain thrusters. He'dd
helped build the blast shield behind the X-wing's housing racks; he knew it could take punishment from
hisengines.

He emerged from the hold into dirty air and checked his sensor pand. "Wraiths, | read two full squads
of snubbies unknown types, mixed types, distance two point five klicksand closing.”

"Night Cdler isvectoring." That was Lieutenant Tabanne. She sounded as calm as her captain.
"Wraiths, compensate for the maneuver or refrain from launching for amoment.”



Kdl nodded. Night Caler couldn't approach oncoming fighterswith her bow hold open. Even with
shields up, if alaser blast or proton torpedo penetrated them, there would be no ship's hull to take the
shot; X-wingstill in the hold could be vaped. So could any of the mechanics on duty there; or the blast
could angle up againgt the celling and penetrate the bridge. Hraknesss maneuver was smple
sdf-presarvation, and Kdl prepared himsdlf to fly lone for afew long moments.
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Tyridsvoice came over the comm: "So, you're making it achalenge?' Kell glanced back to seethe
corvette in midmaneuver, Wraith Ten firing out of the bow hold. Tyriastood her X-wing up on its port
grike foil and angled straight toward Kell.

"Wraith Two away!" Jesmin's snubfighter was next.

That cleared the center column. The other six X-wingsin the bow hold, closer to the sides of the hold,
would have adightly more difficult |launch; even ignoring the corvette's maneuver, they'd be severd more
seconds. But now Piggy was following Janson out of the topside hold, arcing around to join the group,
and the TIE fighters of Wedge and Falynn wererising toward them.

Kel's R2 unit shrieked a him as the cockpit alarm indicated an enemy laser lock. Without waiting for
authorization to break, Kdll rolled up on his starboard strike foils and continued the roll, spinning and
diving; he could see the other Wraiths break and roll.

Wedge heard Janson's voice: "They're Uglies." Uglies were hodgepodge rigs assembled from
components of normal fight-ers; they were unpredictable to both their pilots and their targets, sometimes
characterized by terrible flight performance, sometimes by unusua and effective wegpons combinations.

Wedge added, "Wraiths, thisis Leader. Fire at will. Forget the standard wing assignments. Form wings
asyou launch. Three, stay with me." He shook his head. This was bad. The Wraiths were uncoordinated,
gill half off balance despite the destruction of the ambushing laser cannon.

His sensors showed atrio of bandits headed hisway. He desperately wanted to snap off a proton
torpedo to shake up their formation, to put extraenergy into hisforward shields, but the TIE fighter didn't
give him either option.

Ingtead, he gave hisyoke alittle sideways tug, felt the moon's thin atmosphere yank at his solar wing
arrays, and was hurled to starboard. His engines screamed with the change in course. The maneuver was
justintime; green lasers cut through the air he had just occupied. Sensors showed Falynn performing a
amilar sdedip to port.

His Imperid-style targeting screen showed alock on the closest oncoming enemy. It wasvisibleinthe
viewport, an unlikely assembly of parts: aclassc Headhunter body augmented by TIE fighter solar wing
arrays mounted horizonta to its plane of flight on each side. TIE fighter wings were designed to recharge
ship'slasers and to provide some armor, and were never particularly aerodynamic; in thisrig, they were
wobbly, far too awkward to providelift in flight, and probably provided tremendous drag. The vehicle
had to be entirely dependent on repul sorlifts. Wedge fired at the patchwork vehicle, a snap-shot, and
watched it shudder itsway into a starboard rising turn. This made its profile longer, larger, and his second
shot sheared through its midsection, just behind the cockpit. Wedge saw components and perhaps crew



faling out of either portion of the bisected, doomed craft.
Hereversed hislaterd dide, turning portward again, gaining atitude, and spinning into a corkscrew.

Faynn shot out ahead of him, then abruptly climbed into aloop. In amoment sheld be inverted, then
diving, firing. It was acanny move, considering her inexperienceinthe TIE fighter: If shemaintained a
course without the dightest port or starboard deviation, regardless of how she gained or lost dtitude, she
wouldn't suffer the buffeting TIE fighters took in atmaosphere and could keep her engines at full thrug, full

Speed.

One of the oncoming Uglies, aball-shaped TIE fuselage attached to atop-mounted fixed wing and a
rear-mounted rudder, took the bait and climbed to follow. Wedge oriented toward him, fighting with his
gtick, and dmost immediately got the jittery glow of alaser lock. Hefired into the Ugly's underside,
scoring adirect hit on theionic engines. The Ugly detonated into a brilliant shower of sparks and flaming
debris.

At lessthan aklick, thethird Ugly, which looked like awingless, rudderless Imperid shuttle, fired on
Wedge—thin streams of red lasers, a seemingly endless number of them. He juked l€eft, continued that
way as the broadening pattern of energy pursued.

He saw the Ugly's Sde gout—a side-mounted tube firing a concussion missile. There had been no
warning from the TIE's sensor-lock darm and the missile camein straight at him at lessthan aklick's
distance, ablur accelerating so fast there was no chance he could maneuver out of itsway.

"Ten, youre my wing. Let'sgo high road.” Kel stood his X-wing on itstail and bled power from his
bow shiddsinto histhrusters. Hed have to trust his sensorsto warn him of wegponslocks for afew long
moments.

"Five, acknowledged." Tyriafollowed his maneuver dmost point for point.

"Nineisaway. Two, I'm your wing."

"Nine, understood.”

Sensors reported twin concuss on missile launches from the oncoming squads of Uglies. Kell put ona
bit more speed, but Thirteen gave him no indication they were coming after him. Two fighters at the rear
of the Ugly formation were showing increasing dtitude, however—climbing after him and Tyria

"Six areaway! Bring on your Uglies, your wretched rigs of cast-off parts, your—"

"Sx, Twelve. No recitations.”

"Yes Tweve"

Kdl frowned. Runt wasn't in his pilot mind; that persondity never spokeintelligibly. More changes
going onin hisusud wingman's menta processes. . .

"Four away. S, I'm your wing."

Wedge relaxed the pressure on the pilot's yoke. In the split second histwin ion engineslost thrust, he
dropped back into the wash of laser fire he'd been avoiding.



L asers splashed across him. The concussion missile flashed past his viewport, missng him by maybe
ten meters. Then he emerged from the other side of the laser pattern . . .

unscratched.

He smiled grimly. Hed redlized amogt too late that there were two ways afighter that Size could fire
lasers so continuoudy. One was to have ahighly advanced, experimenta power generator worth asquad
of A-wings. The other wasto fire targeting lasers, beams bright enough to see but not to do damage.. . .
bright enough to spook afighter into fleeing before them in a predictable path, right into the line of afixed
missletube.

Faynn's TIE fighter roared down from above, linked lasersfiring. Her shot hit the shuttle fuselage,
crisping ablack circle at the aft end. Wedge expected the shot to destroy the shuttle's engines, sending it
into ahelpless dive, but the Ugly merdly logt dtitude, trailing smoke. 1ts movement suggested that it had
been flying al aong on high-adtitude repulsors.

Faynn dove pagt, firing once more, hulling the craft a nearly the same point. She leveled off below it,
inverted, and climbed toward its belly.

"TIE fighter, break off. We surrender!”

She must have heard; she broke off her firing run, climbing in adizzying spin until she was on gation
above and aft of the craft. Wedge grinned, imagining the volatile Tatooine woman cursing & having to
giveup akill. Her voice, over the comm, was afurious sputter: ™Y ou Kowakian-ugly flying wreck, get to

ground right now or I'll vape you, surrender or not."

"TIE fighter, we acknowledge. Don't shoot." The bizarre shuttle hedled over and began afaster
descent.

At thetop of hisarc, Kdl inverted and dove.

The two Ugliesthat had been climbing to engage abruptly broke off and fled at ninety degreesto his
flight path. He rolled down onto his port wing and pursued.

"Five, Ten. | don't think they'rerunning. Thisisstrategic.”
Kell eased back on his stick. "What makes you think so?" "I don't know."
Strategic. What would this strategic retregt bring the enemy?

He eyeballed their flight angle, calculated that it would take them beyond the engagement zone, over a
seriesof craters, over onelarge crater in particular— "Pig Trough,” he said.

"RHve, what?'

"Ten, tighten up. Stay on me." He dove to the lunar surface and headed through the broadening
engagement zone, angling to reach the far sde of the battle and beyond.

Jesmin kept up her streaming fire againgt the nearly stock Headhunter in her brackets. Findly the
atmospheric fighter's durastedl armor gave way under her lasers. The deadly red beams penetrated into



the fighter's aft end. A moment later the Headhunter bent, arching its back like awounded animal, asthe
engines detonated, venting through the craft's belly, tearing the fusdagein half.

"Good shooting, Two."

"Thanks, Nine. That'sfivel"

"Fivehere

"No, Kdl. | mean, that'sfivekills. I'm an acel"

"Two, wait for the debriefing. In this unit, your wingman may get credit for your kills. But
congratulations.”

"Very funny, Five." Jesmin vectored toward apair of oncoming Uglies at the far Sde of the formation.
Abruptly they veered away at right anglesto her flight path.

Sherolled up perpendicular to the ground and followed. Nine stayed on her wing.

Janson smoked a double-hulled mongtrosity that had been firing elght-way-linked laser cannons—firing
them inaccurately, fortunately for Janson—and took alook around.

At the very center of the engagement, two X-wingswerein trouble, juking and weaving their way

through the heaviest fire, diving out of the path of one set of Ugliesonly to find themsalvesimmediately in
the path of another. Janson's sensorsidentified the Wraiths. " Seven, Eight, how are you do-ing?"

Face'svoice: "Not good, Eleven.”

"Seven, what are you doing here?’

"My job in the comm center was done. Do you mind?1 can go back if you like—"

"Never mind. Hold tight. I'm coming into help.”

But help was even faster than that. The entire sky seemed to light up and one of the Uglies—a huge ball
that seemed to be made up entirely of TIE fighter solar wings—evaporated, leaving behind only a

glowing afterimage and tons of faling liquefied metd.

Janson leaned away from the painful brightness. "What the—" Then he caught sight of the vehicle that
had scored thekill. "Good shooting, Night Caller.”

Lieutenant Tabanne's voice came back, "Can't let you toy drivers score dl thekills, Twelve. Hold
tight." The oncoming Night Caler fired again, her laser cannons converging on awingless TIE ball that
had been firing concussion misslesindiscriminately. The sphericd craft emerged from the beam intact, or
S0 Janson thought at first; then it rotated and he saw that one haf had been burned entirely away.

Half apilot drifted out of the cockpit and joined it in its plummet to the lunar surface.
Kel heard two more Ugly pilots surrender. His snubfighter roared over the moon's surface, mere

scores of meters above the irregular ground, occasionally dropping closer as he and Tyriaheaded over
deep impact craters.



They skipped over the ridge that was a common border between two such craters and saw
them—treaded vehicles peering just over thefar rim. Even aslarge asthis crater was, they were dready
in weapons range, only acouple of seconds avay.

"Switching to torps” he sad. "Firing.”
"Firing," Tyriarepesated.
Thelr proton torpedoes flashed dmost instantly across the distance separating firer from target.

Almogt ingtantly. Thetreaded vehicles dso fired, lasers and concussion missiles, aming at distant
targets. Then the torpedoes caught up to them. Kédl's hit the big one on the I eft, the too-tall construction
body atop amilitary crawler'streads, while Tyrids hit the smaler laser-cannon-armed crawler in the
middle. All three vehicles were caught up in the dud blast. They dropped out of the bottom of the
resulting ball of smoke and fire, tumbling down the crater's dope, throwing off treads, doors, shreds of
weapon components, chunks of armor, al charred and warped amost beyond recognition.

The comm crackled with Jesmin's pained voice. "I'm hit."
Kdl and Tyriacleared the crater amoment later and vectored in behind Jesmin and Donos.

The Mon Cdamari pilot and her temporary wingman were till together, but both were hit, trailing
smoke, and drifting gpart.

Jesmin seemed to be the one damaged worst. Kell guessed that the blast had been one of apulse
barrage; nothing else was likdly to have been able to knock down her shields and penetrate before the
shields came back up. A laser blast had hit her on the port side of her cockpit; from the angle and the
deepening black score aong the cockpit's flank, Kell gauged that the blast had done the mgjority of its
damage just behind and below the pilot's chair. Jesmin also could have caught some of the wash of
damage.

Her X-wing was also standing on its starboard strike foils and was in an arc heading toward one of the
nearest hills. "Jesmin, straighten up. Two, can you hear me?"

"Hear...you...Five..." If anything, her voice sounded worse than before.

"Levd off, Two. Right now."

"Can't...reach...dtick..."

Shewastoo badly hurt to reach the pilot's yoke? That was bad, but—then he redlized the truth. Her
words, and the way she was struggling to say them, added up to one thing: her inertial compensator was
shot. The device that made pilotsimmune to the centrifuga effect of fighter maneuverswas no longer

working, and she was being crushed back into her seet by the high-gpeed arc she was performing.

She was seconds from hitting the hillsde. He said, "Thirteen, ingtruct her R2 to cut her fighter's thrust
by half."

Thirteen'sanswer came up immediately: HE CAN'T. HISLINKS TO COCKPIT CONTROLS ARE
GONE. HE SAYS GOOD-BYE.



"No! Jesmin, punch out!"
There was no answer.

There was other comm traffic going on. Kell ignored it. He was aware only of Jesmin's dying X-wing
metersin front of hisown. Of the rgpidly growing hillside beyond that.

He closed his strike foils into cruise position and goosed his thrusters until he wasjust to the side of and
beneath Jesmin's X-wing.

Janson'svoice: "What are you doing, Five?'

Wedge's. "Let him go, Eleven. | ssewhat hesupto.”

With his port wing a meter beneath Jesmin's starboard wing, Kell rolled gently to starboard. Hiswing
contacted hers with a scrape, putting a shudder through his snubfighter, checking and reversing her roll.
He drifted to starboard and continued hisroll until he nearly completed athree-sixty.

Now he stared at the bottom of Jesmin'sfighter, at the damage to her sde and at cablestrailing out of
it. Because the impact of wing against wing had rolled her, her fighter had gone through nearly ninety
degrees of arotation to port. For the moment, her X-wing was angling away from the hillsde, but theroll
was continuing. As ddlicately as he could, Kell rose toward the underside of her fighter.

The hillside flashed below him and was gone. Jesmin'sroll brought her port wing down on top of Kdl's.
The stick under his hands shuddered. Behind him, Thirteen shrieked and Kell felt the bump of the R2
unit'simpact with the underside of Jesmin'sfighter.

As Jesmin'srotation forced his port strike foils downward, Kell'sflight stick jerked and his fighter tried
toroll to port. Hefought it, trying to keep hisfighter in line through sheer strength. If he could just bring
Jesmin's nose up, he might angle her out of the atmosphere, enable the Narrato catch up to her— He
heard acrackle, felt hisbody tingle. Thirteen made another noise of dismay.

Histext display lit up with diagnogtics reports: ETHERIC RUDDER NONFUNCTIONAL.

PORT FUSIAL THRUST ENGINES NONFUNCTIONAL.

STRIKE FOIL CONFIGURATION HYDRAULICS NONFUNCTIONAL.

REPAIRS COMMENCING.

KdI's port-sde engines whined and shut down. Jesmin's X-wing, now headed in along arc toward the
ground, leaped out ahead of him.

"No! Fiveto Two, comein."
Nothing.
"Thirteen, can you query her pilot chair's eectronics?’

THEY REPORT LEVELS CONSISTENT WITH UNCONSCIOUSNESS IN MON CALAMARI.



"Night Cdler, can you snag her with your tractor?' "She's out of our line of Sght, Five. I'm sorry.”
Jesmin had only ten or fifteen secondsto live unless he managed something. "Ten, where are you?'
"Five, thisis Leader. Teniswith Nine. She can't help you."

"But |'ve got—I've got—"

"I'msorry, Five"

Jesmin'sfighter hit the lunar surface. It didn't detonate; it shredded ingtantly into tons of shrapne, rolling
across the rocks and pockmarks of the moon below, coming to arest in aswath of litter half akilometer

inlength.

Kl wiped tears away from his cheeks. Then thered pain of hisfalure hit him.

"Nine, answer me." Tyriatried to keep her voice calm and levd. Flying above and behind Donos, she
could see that damage to his X-wing was minima—unless she counted the charred crater that was what
was left of his R2's docking station. If there were any fragments of Donoss astromech, Shiner, remaining,

they would have to be dug out of adeep layer of dag and carbon scoring.

The dialogue between Kdll, Jesmin, and Wedge was becoming more desperate. Shetried to ignoreit,
to keep it in the background of her mind. "Myn! Answver me!™

Therewasalittle burst of static that may have been aword.

Tyriapressed her helmet closer to the side of her head, hoping it would help her hear. "What did you
say?'Gone?’

It came again, Donossvoice, ill faint but understandable: " Gone."

She glanced at her sensors. Jesmin wasn't gone yet, but it didn't look as though there was much hope
for her. Tyria gtarted to correct Donos—then theimport of what he was saying hit her.

She dided her comm system down to minimum transmission power and hoped that her sgna wouldn't
carry back to the other Wraiths. "Myn, do you mean Shiner?"

"He'sgone."

"Myn, damn you, hesonly adroid! Jesmin Ackbar may die and dl you're worried about isahunk of
med!"

There was no answer.

She accelerated and dropped down in front of Donos. "Wraith Nine, thisis Wraith Ten. Y ou're my
wing. Do exactly as| do."

Again, no answer. She sidedipped alittle to starboard but Donos didn't follow. Exasperated, she
moved back in front of him.



Then she saw it, just as, minutes ago, shed imagined the two flying Uglies leading Kdll off to his desth.
"Taon Leader, thisisTaon Two. Do you read?"

There was adday, then Donos's voice came back strong and cam. "Two, thisis Leader.”

"L eader, you're damaged. Injured. I'm going to lead you back to base. Y ou're my wing. Do you
copy?'

"1 copy, Two, and thanks."

She dowly rolled up onto her starboard wing and came around in agradua arc back toward Night
Cdler. Behind her, Donos skillfully duplicated her maneuver.

She wanted to fed rdlieved, but trying to imagine what must be going on in Donoss mind made her
shudder.

Then the dot designating Wraith Two winked out on the sensor board.

Wedge and Janson finished the tour of the bandit basein silence.

The base was an elderly, damaged Kuat Super Transport VI container ship. With itsenginesin the
shape they were, Wedge doubted the vessd would ever lift, even from the half-standard gravity of this
moon. The engineswere just barely functiona enough to provide power for artificid gravity, life support,
and communications. A smdler hauler, an aging Cordlian bulk freighter, apparently served to haul half
squads of Uglies through hyperspace to whichever areasthey choseto patrol. They had enough
firepower to intimidate decent-szed cargo vessels, and their supplies of stores suggested the pirates had
been doing quite well.

In the basgsfilthy messhdl, the surviving pilots, eleven of them, plus about twenty support crewmen
waited under guard. Falynn and Grinder, grim-faced, kept them under the cover of blagter rifles; thetwo
Wraiths stood behind upended tables that would give them some quick cover if one of the pirates
produced a holdout weapon the searchers had missed.

Wedge stood before the pirate captain, a beefy, black-bearded man who had admitted to the name of
Arratan. "Stand,” Wedge said.

Uneasy, the man stood. "We have aright to be here. We have aright to attack intruders.”
"What right?"

"We're colonigts. Thisisan unclaimed system. Therésno law here.”

Wedge sighed, suddenly made even more weary by thelie. "Very wedll. You'refreeto go."
The pirate chief blinked. "What?'

"Yourefreeto go."

The bearded man looked among his men and nodded, They dowly stood.

"Of course" Wedge sad, "theré'sno law here. So my pilots are free to shoot you if they want to."



Thepirates sat again, dl but Arratan.

"Furthermore, since there'sno law here, my crew and | are going to help oursalves to whatever
supplieswe need. Then we're going to take off and blow aholein your beloved Blood Nest, venting the
atmosphere. Then well inform the New Republic military that there's anice hard-vacuum warehouse here
full of other stolen goods and alot of depressurized bodies."

Arratan'sface twitched. "Y ou can't do that."

"Of course we can. Theré'sno law here. Thisisunclaimed territory. Would you or any of your men like
passage to some other system before we blow this base to pieces?”

n M wm"

"Then maybe you should spend some time thinking about what you have to offer usfor passage. Not
goods, well take what we want anyway. Information.” Wedge leaned close to the pirate. "Be advised.
Y ou filth killed one of my pilotsto protect your right to have no laws. So I'm going to be very hard to
please”

Rattled, the pirate chief leaned back from Wedge. The backs of hislegs encountered the table bench
behind him and he sat dumsily.

Wedge spun on his hed and |eft the mess, Janson following.

19

On the way back to the wobbly, unreliable-looking extruder tube where Night Caller was docked,
Wedge said, "New orders.”

Janson pulled out his datapad.

"Tes al thefuel they havein reserve. Whatever's up to the standards of our snubfighters, transfer to the
corvette. But | want Kell to look at everything first in caseit'swired to blow.”

"Kel'sinsck bay."

"Was he hurt?' Wedge was aware that trailing power cablesfrom Jesmin's X-wing had shorted out
some of the systems of Kell's snubfighter. Perhgps held taken too much eectricity himsdlf.

"Violent nausea."
Wedge gave him asurprised look. "What does our doctor say about that?"

"He saysKdl isared messand shouldn't be given ajob frying tubersfor the Alliance, much lessflying
X-wings."

"That sounds like Phanan. Was that on the record?"



"No. He's hoping Kl will surprise him. By coming out of it."
"Me, too. I'll talk to Kdll. Any other injuries?’

"Myn Donos. A concussion from the explosion that did al the damage to Jesmin's snubfighter. Or so
Phanan says. | wasn't ableto talk to Myn; Phanan had aready sent him to his quartersfor rest.”

"Fine. Oh, and transfer Phanan's R2 unit—Gadget?'

"Gadget."

"—toMyn."

They entered the airlock providing access to the extruder tube. Wedge closed the inner airlock door
and opened the outer, then stared dubioudy at the shifting length of stained man-height tubing.
Somewhere beyond its curve was one of Night Caller'sairlocks. "1'd amost rather suit up againgt the
amosphere”

"Oh, come on, Wedge. If it'sgood enough for those upstanding citizens, it's good enough for us.”

Wedge managed afaint smile. "Thenyou go firet."

"“Ton, afew minutes privacy?"

Wedge stood just inside the door to sick bay. Phanan gave him a <tiff nod and left without aword.

On one of the bay's bedslay Kell Tainer, somber, pale. He gulped, obvioudy aware hewasinfor a
dressing-down.

"l don't know how you doit," Wedge said. Y ou do such good work. Then you screw everything up.”

Kel nodded. "It'smy fault Jesminisdead. | know that."

"Not that, you idiot. It'sthat tank driver'sfault she's dead. It's the fault of afailed inertia compensator.
It'sher body'sfault for failing her, letting her fall unconscious, when she could have used those extra
seconds you gave her to reach her gection control. The maneuver you pulled, trying to rescue her, was
crazy and brilliant. Most pilotsin Starfighter Command would've cracked up performing it.”

Kl drew back from the anger in Wedge's voice. He looked confused. " Then what—the screwup—"

"It'sthis"" Wedge waved a him, at the sick bay. "Y ou think you'vefailed. Y ou go to pieces. Every one
of uslost afriend today, and who'sin sick bay?'Y ou. Myn Donos has a concussion and he'sjust deeping
it off. Y ou need adoctor's care.”

Kdl started to say something, then clamped down oniit.

"Now, get up, get back into uniform. | want you to search the pirate base for explosives. | don't want
any of uslosing hands—or our lives—when we're exploring. We need you.”

Kdl started to rise, then pain crossed hisface. To Wedge, it looked like a massive cramp.



"That's part of it, too, isn't it?" Wedge kept most of the scorn out of his voice—leaving in just enough
for Kell to detect. "Someone needs you and you go to pieces. Well, we do need you. We're relying on
you. Our lives depend on you. Right now. What'sit going to be?'

Kdl stood up. Hisface was a curious mixture of fury and pain. That pain doubled him over, but he
draightened up amogt ingtantly. "Permission to speek fredy, sr?”

"Go ahead."
"Every time you make one of these motivational speeches| want to beat you to death.”

"And how do you suppose | fed about you whenever some responsibility sends you into vaporlock?"
Wedge turned and | eft.

In the corridor, heredized what his next task had to be. He resisted the urge to turn back. He'd rather
argue with Kdl for hours than perform his next duty. Hed dmost rather let Kell beat him to desth than

performit.

He could put it off for awhile. He had to dictate the report of the assault on this pirate base. He had to
put in arecommendation that the New Republic seizethissite, just in case it became useful in thewar
againg the warlords and the Empire. He even had to put in arecommendation for acitation for Kell
Taner—even if the man folded up in apinch, his efforts today were above and beyond the call of duty.

But then, ultimately, he had to write Admira Ackbar to tell him that his niece was dead.

Wedge sat under asingle light in the captain's quarters that had once been lavish but were now
echoingly empty.

He began writing on his datapad's touch pad. A termind keyboard would have been faster, but he
knew it was not the interface that would dow him tonight. Sower still would be finding the right words.

Hewrote, Sir, I'm afraid this | etter comesto you as a bearer of bad news.

Helooked at hiswords. A bearer of bad news. A trite phrase, and it wasn't correct. The letter wasn't
the bearer. Whoever brought Ackbar the letter would be the bearer. Perhapsit would just be awall
termindl.

He hit the clear button and the words winked ouit.

Sir, | wish | could find some way to soften the news— No. With a preface like that, Ackbar, if his
emotiona patterns were like those of humans, would merely fed amounting fear of dread . . . just before
redizing his dread wasjudtified.

He hit the clear button.

Sir, | regret to inform you that your niece, Jesmin Ackbar, is dead.

Ackbar knew that Jesmin was his niece.

He hit the clear button.



Sir, | regret . . .

Even that wasforma, impersona. He and Ackbar were not friends; they were fellow officers. But he
had great respect for the Mon Calamari naval officer and felt that Ackbar had similar respect for him.

Hefdt for Ackbar and hisloss. Hed known that loss himself, the day a pirate's escape had destroyed
the refueling station where hisfamily worked and lived. Hed lost hishome, hisfamily, hispast. All that
was | eft to him was hisfuture, one that had then seemed threatening instead of inviting.

But that was just the opposite of what Ackbar would experience, wasn't it? Jesmin was not his past. I
anything, shewas apiece of hisfuture. Wasthat not even worse? Suffering the pain of theloss of aloved
one. .. and of the future she represented?

Hetook asip from hisdrink and tried to settle his thoughts. Hed had to perform thistask so many
times. He should be good at it by now. But he felt just alittle touch of pride that he wasn't, that it never
came essy to him. That he could never be glib about it.

He hit the clear button.

Hewrote, Sir, it ismy sad duty to report to you the death of Jesmin Ackbar.

Kell had peded halfway out of his coverallswhen the door to his quarters did open. Tyriastepped in
and hit the door-close button.

Helooked at her. She didn't speak; her expression wastight, worried.

Findly he said, "lsn't one of us supposed to make ajoke?"

"Some other day, maybe. What have you been up to?'

"Making sure Blood Nest wasn't rigged to blow. Which it was. And trying not to throw up.
Fortunately, | succeeded at defusing and failed to keep my stomach under control, rather than the other
way around.” He turned his back to her, shoved his coveralls down to his ankles, and stepped out of
them on theway to hislittle closet. He fdt light-headed; working for hours on a ssomach that was empty
and violently protested any attempt to fill it made him that way. "How's Myn?'

"l don't know. Ton Phanan doesn't know. Myn just liesthere, staring off into nowhere. Hell est if you
put food in his hand, drink if you put the cup to hislips. But he's gone somewhere.”

Kell selected aclean jumpsuit in TIE fighter pilot black and began to put it on. "How long do you think
you can keep it under cover?'

"l don't know, Kell. Long enough to shake him out of it, | hope. Ton saysthat if this, this collapse goes
on hisrecord, that's probably it for his career asapilot.”

"Maybe it should be. Maybe he'stoo closeto dissolving to fly again.”
"That's not for you to say."

Hefinished pulling the jumpsuit up and zipped it up. "I know. That'swhy I'm going dong with this, this
scheme. In spite of thefact that it might kill al our careers.” He shrugged. "It'stheleast | can do. | failed



to save Jesmin. Maybe | can help with Myn."
"Don't say that. | heard what you tried with Jesmin. That was. . . tremendous.”

"It would have been tremendousiif it had worked. Sinceit failed, it wasjust futile. Can | ask you
something?'

"Sure

"Y ou knew those two Ugly pilots were lures. Y ou probably saved my life by making metake thetime
to think about it. Wasthat something you'd run into before?"

She shook her head. Her ponytail svayed dowly. "l just. . . fet it. | dmost saw you being vaped.”

"Could that have been the Force at work?'

"l don't think so. | wasn't concentrating on using the Force."

"What'sit like when you do concentrate?’

She gave him abitter little smile. "It'slike putting my toeinto anice warm river back on Toprawa, and
garting to didein, and then looking over my shoulder and seeing that my ancestorsfor twenty
generations back have al lined up behind me with stern expressionsto make sure I'm doing it right, and |
suddenly redlizethat | can't swim well enough to make them proud of me. If | go into the water I'll
drown. That'swhat the Forceisliketo me."

"No wonder you want so badly to learn to useit.”

Shelooked at him asif trying to figure out whether to be offended.

"All right. It wasalimp joke. But it wasajoke. It fulfillsmy obligation."

"Good night, Kell."

"Good night."

Wedge reviewed the words on the datapad.

Sir: Itismy sad duty to report to you the death of Jesmin Ackbar.

On the largest moon of the third world of System M 2398, Wraith Squadron encountered and defeated
anumerically superior foe, apirate nest that had been in communication with Warlord Zsinj. Jesmin shot
down three opponentsin that engagement and earned her status as an ace of the New Republic, an event
that pleased her. Shortly afterward, alaser cannon attack from ground units damaged her X-wing and
sent her into an uncontrollable descent into the lunar surface. Asfar as we have been able to determine,
shewas, at the time of impact, unconscious from uncompensated acceleration and did not suffer.

In the time Jesmin served with Wraith Squadron, | found her to be an excellent flyer and asuperior
officer. Her skills with communi cations equipment saved Folor Base from a disastrous assault; every

person stationed at that base a the time of its evacuation owes her hislife. Evenin the dite units of the
New Republic's armed forces, there are too few pilots who share the courage and dependability she



exhibited as amatter of routine.

| cannot begin to appreciate your loss, but in reflecting on her degth, | have cometo aconclusion that is
important to me. | no longer believe that the momentum of alife headed in aworthwhile direction ends
when thét life does.

Jesmin Ackbar shot down five enemies, al of whom served evil men. Had she not done so, their
actionswould have led to further evil, but her actions take their place instead, broadening like afirebreak
into the future theirs would have occupied.

Jesmin Ackbar saved hundred of lives a Folor. Had she not done so, abow wave of suffering would
have rippled out from Folor, scarring survivors, leaving behind nothing but loss.

In the future, staring at each new class of graduating pilots, relaxing in the company of friends on some
world that has been on the verge of commitment to the Empire but has become an dly of the New
Republic, I will never know how much good surrounding meisalegacy of Jesmin'slife. Her future will be
invisbleto me. But invisible isnot the same as nonexistent. | will know that her deeds and
accomplishments still move among us, phantoms that represent everything good the New Republic stands
for, and | am grateful for it.

With respect, Cmdr. Wedge Antilles That, at last, was what he meant to say.

The corner of the datapad showed the time. It was an hour before he was due to rise. Hed lost the
whole night trying to express hisregretsto Admiral Ackbar. But he never would have been ableto deep
until he was done; the short hour he had would, at least, be a peaceful one.

He switched off the light and stretched out on the captain's bed, findly able to surrender himsdlf to
temporary oblivion.

Two days later, aNew Republic cruiser cameto ded with the fate of the Blood Nest pirates.

They'd been takative during those days, offering al they knew of Captain Darillian, Warlord Zsinj, and
their own piratica raids. But ultimately, they were nothing but abunch of fregbooters, consciencelessmen
who were too stubbornly independent to join Zsinj's operation and too stupid to find atactic other than
attacking Zanj'semissary.

Stll, thefact that Zsinj wasinterested in dealing with men of this caiber wasinteresting. It suggested
that his standards were lower than the New Republic had realized. What role would they have played in
his organi zation: digposable shock troops? Wedge didn't know.

"We jump out of system thismorning,” he told Janson. "We're resuming Night Caler'sorigina
schedule?' Wedge nodded. "What's our squadron status?' "About like it was yesterday. We're down
two X-wings, two pilots—though in Myn's case it'satemporary thing. With the TIE fighters, we have a
full squadron'sworth of fighters."

"Find out if any of Night Caller's crew has any aptitude for TIE fighters. Lure them to the Smulator with
brandy or sweetsif you haveto."

Janson grinned. "Fuel and food suppliesat full. Were doing pretty well."

"Very wdl. I'll issuethe orderswithin the hour.”



They stood on Night Cdler'sbridge, dl the surviving Wraiths but Donos and Wedge. In his X-wing,
Wedge hovered fifty meters off the bow, oriented, as Night Caller was, toward the sun of thisforsaken
sysem.

Face concluded, "Lacking even her mortal remainsto say farewell to, in the manner of her people or
ours, let us make this show of respect. Let us send out aphysica beacon to mark her passing in the hope
that therewill be aspiritual oneto guide her to her destination.”

Kell decided that Face made a pretty good speaker for the dead. He wished he knew how much of
this speech, of the emotion Face projected, was genuine, from Face's heart . . . how much was merely
the artifice of an actor. But he didn't need to know right now.

Wedge, acting not as Wraith Leader but as Jesmin'swing-man one last time, fired. His proton torpedo
shot toward the distant sun and detonated afew moments later, ten kilometers away, creating for a brief
moment a brilliant beacon in the ky. But like the morta life it symbolized, the proton burst quickly faded
fromsght.

Wedge's X-wing dowly maneuvered downward, toward the open bow hatch and out of sight. The
mourners, al but the bridge crew, began to leave.

"Taner."

Kel stiffened. Y es, Lieutenant Janson.”

"Night Caler did take a couple of shots during the battle. No significant damage, but it appearsto have
knocked some couplings and fittings loose around the ship. I'd appreciateit if you would join the
mechanicsinfixing them.”

Kel saluted the man who'd killed hisfather and watched him leave.

It was punishment detail. He was sure of it. He'd fouled up the rescue of Jesmin Ackbar and would be
receiving pointlesstaskslike thisfor the duration of his stay with Wraith Squadron.

Inthe hallway leading to the officers quarters, he caught up with Tyria "Any change?'
She shook her head. "He's till the same. Another day or two and we're going to have to convince

them that he's returned to duty. We might be able to take some of hiswork shiftsand just sign hisname
tothem. . ."

"It gets more and more dangerous.”

She shrugged, obvioudy aware of the truth of his statement. " Should we only risk oursavesfor the
ety of divilians?'

"No." Hesighed. "I can't help you with him today. | have tug-and-plug duty. Maybe it won't take too
long."

"Good luck." She rose on tiptoes and absently gave his cheek aquick kiss, then headed off toward
Donoss quarters.



Kdl rubbed his cheek. Now, what did that mean? Just when he was at his most wretched, she showed
somefant 9gn of affection. . .

Ah. He understood. That conversation with the others about wounded males and femaleswho tried to
nurse them back to hedlth. He'd finally reached such alow point that she cared about him.

Wéll, to hell with that. He might have thought differently afew months ago, but now, given the option of
feding ashe did and winning her affection, or finding someworth in himsdf and no longer being miserable
enough to attract her, he'd have to go for the second choice.

He headed off to find histool kit.

"Shall wetrade?' asked Warlord Zsin.

Admira Trigit expansively gestured. "Y ou go first. Y ou are the warlord.”

"True. Y ou remember Night Caller.”

Trigit snorted. "One of your TIE fighter corvettes. Thank you for forwarding their reportsto me. I'm
grateful to Night Caller, my lord. It'sgood to know thereis a ship undergoing an even less eventful
misson than my own."

Zsn) twigted hisface into something like an indulgent smile. "What if | told you that Night Caller'slast
severd stops have al been visited—or, to be more accurate, smashed—by Rebel forces? Sometimes
commandos, sometimes X-wing squadrons?”

Trigit took a haf step back. "The ship is being shadowed.”

"Correct. | would appreciateit if you would take care of the matter."

"At once. Wdll . . . perhaps not. The matter | called you about may be of more importance.”

"Goon."

"Y ou've heard of Tdasea, in the Morobe system?”

Zsnj frowned. "Some sort of agriculturd colony world, wasn't it? An economic failure?’

"That's correct. It was abandoned. Not long ago, it was temporarily used as a secret base by Rogue
Squadron.”

"Ah, that'sit. One of Y sanne |sard's other pets assaulted them there. And failed to exterminate them,
obvioudy."

Trigit kept hissmile frozen to hisface, but the comment about | ceheart's petsrankled him. Zsinj
obvioudy considered him one of those pets. "Y es, yes. Well, the Morrt Project isrecording an unusua
number of hitsfrom Morobe. The visud datawere recelving suggests awide variety of ships. X-wings,
A-wings. Rebel trangports. One of them was the Borleias, the last transport to lift from Folor Base.”

Zsnj took adeep breath. "Anxious to avenge yoursdlf on the Folor survivors, Apwar?'



"I'm not too proud to admit it."

"Then, by al means, ded withiit. I'll send you, oh, Provocateur as support. Night Caller and
Condtrictor likewise. That should be asufficiently letha fleet for anew base, even if dements of the Rebel
fleet arelingering there.”

"Thank you."

"Then you can run off and deal with these forces shadowing Night Caller. | think | can trust you to
eliminate an X-wing squadron and a commando unit by yourself."

"Y our faith in me makes my heart drip with goodwill."
Zsnj gave him anirritatingly superior smile and waved farewd|. His holoimage faded.

Trigit gritted histeeth. Owing to Trigit'sfallure at Folor, Zsnj had been able to fling out far more barbs
intheir recent conversations than Trigit could defend himself againgt. That had to end soon. Perhaps a
Morobe Trigit would do well enough to quiet the warlord.

He could only hope.
In aservice conduit above the corridor accessing the officers quarters, Kell Tainer hung upside down.

It wasn't apose he preferred. But the relay box he was servicing wasin the vertica conduit hafway
between the corridor and the horizontal service shaft above. At thislate hour, he could go wake up
Cubber or one of the other mechanics and find out where they'd stowed the ladders, or he could hook
hislegs over the lip where the two shafts met, hang upside down for a couple of minutes, and fix a
conductor relay that had been shaken loose by battle damage.

S0 he played agame with himsdlf, seeing if he could get the relay reseated before the blood rushing to
his head made him dizzy.

He had the cover off the relay box and was wrestling with the relay itsalf when he heard them,
footsteps and voices beneath him. He heard the name "Donos' and went very Hill.

Thefirst voice was Wedge's. "Thefirg time we have to scramble for action, the secret's out.”

The second was Janson's. "'Is there anything we can do? We could arrange things so that only a half
sguadron of Wraiths was standing by at the next target zone. We could arrange it so that Donos was part
of the off-duty pilot group— "And risk the lives of the othersif it's another ambush like the last one? No,
Wes. But keep thinking about it. If you can find anything | can reasonably do—reasonably—I want to
hear about it."
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Footsteps moved away. Kell looked down. By arching his back, he could see just the back of Janson's
head. The lieutenant didn't move; he had his head down. He had to be thinking the Situation over.

Thinking about Donos. Kell suppressed awhistle. Wedge and Janson both knew about
Donos—knew, at least, that he had been incapacitated. They knew the Wraiths were covering it up. But
none of the Wraiths had realized that those two were doing the same, giving them time. Timeto give



Donos achanceto pull out of it.

The thought hit Kell like an eectricd jolt. But that meant— He grabbed the far edge of the
perpendicular shaft, levered hislegsfree, and dropped to the corridor below.

Janson spun & the sound of something hitting the meta floor behind him.

It was abig man in acrouch—Janson threw himself backward, damming into the bulkhead wall, and
grabbed at his blaster. But his hand came up empty; the weapon wasn't on his belt.

Then the big man straightened and Janson recognized him. " Sithspit! Tainer, you dmost gave mea
heart attack! Where did you come from?"

"I'm aWraith, aren't 1? We strike from nowhere.” Kdl's face wore aweird expression, acombination
of intengity and bafflement that made the flesh crawl on Janson's neck.

"What do you want?'

"Why didn't you turn himin?'

"Who?'

"Myn Donos"

"For what?'

"Don'. Just don't. | know you know."

Janson let hisface settleinto determined lines. " Then you know why."
"Y ouregiving him achance.

"That'sright.”

"I'll be damned. | didn't think you'd do that. For anyone."

"What do you mean?' Janson didn't bother to hide his confusion.

"| thought, | dways thought, with you it was one red mistake, and boom."

"Boom." Redlization hit Janson like the bow wave of a proton exploson. "No, Tainer. Not with Myn.
Not with your father. Not with anyone."

"1 never would have believed that before just amoment ago.”

"But you do believeit now?'

Kell looked away from Janson for several long moments, finally meeting the lieutenant's eyes again.
"Janson, you're dways going to be the man who killed my father. | don't think I'll ever be ableto look at

you without that coming to mind. But maybe, the other stuff—everything | thought went with it, Janson
the Killer, Janson the Lurke—maybe that wasjust akid's fears."



Kdl crouched. Janson stepped to the side, bracing himsdlf for the legp of attack, but Kell jumped
graight up, scrambling into an overhead shaft.

Janson watched the pilot's booted feet disappear. Kell's face did not regppear overhead. Janson turned
away and headed back toward his own quarters, rattled.

20

Twelve X-wing snubfighters roared down into the atmosphere.

Thiswas adark world with a polluted sky, its atmosphere formed from gases and smoke hurled from
hundreds of active volcanoes. Four kilometers ahead, the TIE Interceptor, fastest fighter of the Imperia
forces, was distantly visible; it stayed well ahead of the X-wings, though the sparks and gouts of smoke
issuing from its engines, unseen but reported by sensors, suggested it could soon |ose speed.

Myn Donoas, the X-wing squadron commander, looked around in confusion. Thiswasn't right. Hed
been through thisaready. Thismission couldlead only to ...

Dezth.

No. Hewasimagining things. He had ajob to do. But what was next?

Tentatively hesad, "L eader to—"

Damn. What was his comm specidist's name? What, in fact, was his call number?

Oh, that'sright. "Eight. Leader to Eight. Has there been any change?"

"No, sr. We're the only ones broadcasting. There's nothing on the sensors but us and the Interceptor.”

"Thanks, Eight." Eight's voice had changed. It was more resonant and lacked its usud rustic accent.
Things were otherwise as he remembered them. Well, that was all right. Eight would be dead soon,

anyway.

Donos's head siwam as he recognized the smple cruety of that stray thought.

The Interceptor abruptly lost speed and hedled over to starboard. Donos smiled. Its engine trouble had
to have worsened. It headed straight toward the gap between two giant volcanoes, straight toward the

trap.
The ambush. They were dl about to die.

"Taon Leader to squad, bresk off! Omegasigna!" Herolled up on his port wing and curved in atight
arc away from the volcanoes. Away from deeth.

The other Talons did not follow. They sped down their destined path toward annihilation.

"L eader to group! Bresk off! Follow me!"



A woman'svoice "Can'tdoit, ar."
"Twelve, isthat you?'
"Yes ar."

"Follow me. That's an order! The others die down there. Y ou follow me. Maybe you can make it out
thistime."

"No, gr. What doesit matter whether | die down there or on the way out?'
Donos continued hisarc until he completed afull circle. He now sped on in the wake of hispilots. But
no matter how much power he diverted to his engines, they seemed to gain on him, heedlessy rushing

toward their own dooms.

"It matters, Twelve. Break off." Hefelt an unfamiliar weight crushing his chest. It wasn't acceleration; it
was the inevitability of those pilots needless deeths. "Please, Tweve."

Her voice turned scornful. "Don't 'Please’ me, Lieutenant. If someone said, 'Please live' to you, you'd
justignorehimor spitin hiseye."

"That's crazy." The pilots ahead of him were moments from entering the pass between the vol canoes.
The pressure increased, squeezing his chest so hard he didn't think his heart could best.

"No, it'snot. Y ou don't care enough about yourself to live. So you don't give adamn about us.”

"Y ou're wrong. Turn back."

"Swear it."

"l swear it! Turn back!"

The canopy of his X-wing went black and the roar of hisenginesdied. A white dit appeared where his
;:Iqupy should rise, but when it did come up, it opened on a port-side hinge rather than on ahinge behind

Swedting, trembling, he stared into the faces of Face, Tyria, Falynn, and Kell. They wore headsets and
somber expressions.

The pressure in Donos's chest snapped. 1t became abdl of pure rage. He lunged at the faces before
him but was restrained by his pilot's harness. "Y ou bastards—"

All but Kell pulled away. Kell merely pulled his headset off and handed it back to Face.

Donos got his harness off, stood in his pilot's seet, and legped a Kéll. The force of hisleap, theforce
of hisanger, should have taken the big man off hisfet, but Kell pivoted, caught Donossright arm, and
gpun Donos down to the flooring dmost gently. Thewalls of Night Caller'slounge, their colors chosen by
scientists to be soothing, twirled around him as Kell manhandled him.

But Kell didn't pin him. From hisknedling position, Donostook aswing at the big man'sgroin. Kell got



ahand in the way, angled the blow to the Side, and took it on histhigh.

"I'll kill you." Theforce of his scream scoured Donossthroat raw. "How could you do that to me, put
me through that again—"

Kell didn't spesk. He was concentrating on Donos's movements, which made Donos even more
furious. It was Tyriawho answered: "What choice did you leave us? Y ou were just lying there. Trying to
die"

"That'smy right!" Donos stood and threw his best punch a Kdl'sface. Kell managed to get his hand
behind Donos's ebow, shoving Donos off balance. Then Kdll turned away asif to leave, completed the
spin, and Donosfdt hislegs being kicked out from under him. He dammed down onto the hard floor of
thelounge.

"You don't havetheright,” Kell said. "Do you remember swearing an oath?"

"Shut up!" Donos kicked out at Kell, but the other man anticipated the move and drew back a pace.
Donoss boot fell short and rang on the lounge floor.

Kél continued, merciless. "Do you have theright to mourn adroid so deeply that you don't givea
damn about Jesmin Ackbar dying?'

"Shiner . .." Suddenly dl thefight left Donos. Grief so strong it waslikeaphysicd thing, likeaholein
his body, bent him double.

He became aware that Tyriawas bending over him, shaking him. "Myn, don't go away. We need you
here. We need you flying. We need you watching our backs. We're your squad now.”

"Shiner..."

"What isit about that droid?" Her voice was at once worried and angry. He looked up at her, saw her
incomprehenson.

"Thelagt..."

"The last what?' She stared down into his eyes, then she looked startled. "The last Taon. He was the
last Tdon, wasn't he?'

Unable to speak, Donos nodded.

"And aslong ashewasdill . . . dive, you hadn't let them dl down, had you, Myn?Y ou hadn't failed
the whole squadron? Y ou still had him to protect.”

Donos spoke around his grief. It made hiswordsthick. He himself would barely have understood if he
weren't spesking. "He's gone now.”

"Myn..." Tyrialooked lost, desperate. "We need you to protect us now. We're your friends.”
"Don't want friends. Friendsdie.”

"Dammit!" She pulled him to her so hishead wasin her 1ap. He stared up at her, hoping sheldd stop



speaking soon so he could go back to deep. "Myn, | agree with you. When | joined the Alliance, that
was my motto. Friends die, so don't make any. Just go out, kill the enemy, and when death comes, I'll
know I've done my best."

"Then you know."

"1 changed my mind, Myn. When Jesmin died. How could | ook her inthe eyeif | just threw my life
away? She fought to live. Sheld be angry at me for wasting what she didn't have achanceto enjoy.”

Donos didn't answer. He didn't have areply for her.

"What about the Talons? Do they want you to die?’

"They mugt."

"Stop that. Y ou knew them. Would they want you to die?"

"“Their familieswould."

“No."

"They'd want meto die because | led their fathers and brothers and sisters and cousins off to some
nothing world to die for no reason." Helooked beyond Tyria's shoulder to where Kell and Face stood.
"Heknows. Musclesthere.”

Kel sad, "I know what?'

"Y ou want Janson to die.”

"No."

"Dont liel Hekilled your father."

"How did you know that?"

"Someone told me." Donos shrank away from the question. No need to implicate Grinder, regardiess
of whether Donos choseto live or not.

Kl knelt beside Tyriaand looked gravely down a Donos. "1 used to want himto die. | killed him
hundreds of waysin my imagination. But | changed my mind."

"Just s0 you could argue with me!™

"No." Kell seemed to sag. He looked tired and years older. "I doubt that I'll ever play sabacc with him,
Myn. But | want him to live. Because with himin an X-wing, it meansthat every year there are fewer
Imps and warlord flyers out there endangering my ssters. My mother. My friends. And the families of the
dead Talon Squad pilots will think even better of you than | do of Janson. Unlessyou kill yoursdf. If you
kill yoursdlf, they'll tell themselves, 'My father didn't even have achance; hewasled by acoward.' If they
know you were a courageous pilot, they'll say, 'Hedied fighting for us.""

Donos blinked, and for amoment he was far away from Night Caler, flashing at hyperspace speeds



through the homes of the families whose members he had led to death. As held done so many timesin the
days and weeks after Talon Squad was obliterated. But thistime, the faces he saw were not masks of
anger and vengeance. Just sadness, sometimes; sometimes they were just curious and reflective faces
turned up toward the stars.

"I'm sorry about Jesmin,” Donos said.

Tyrianodded and brushed alock of sweet-drenched hair out of Donoss eyes. "Weadl are."”

Donoslooked up a Faynn. "I'm sorry about you."

Faynn came forward. She wore an expression compounded of pain and even, Donos thought, jeal ousy
a Tyridsminigrationsto him. "What do you mean?"

"| thought you wanted to get close. | kept you away. | was cold to you."

"l undergtand why."

" think | need to go to bed now."

Kl rose and helped Donos up.

Tyriadsorose. "Will you bedl right?'

"l don't know." Donos shrugged. "Maybe."

"Bregkfast isat eight hundred. We'd like to seeyou there."

Donos nodded. "I guessI'll be there.”

On theway back to his quarters, hefelt so strange. . . All the pain hed known since Talon Squad died
was gtill there, but the exhaustion that had accompanied it seemed to be gone. It was as though toxins
he'd been building up for ages had been bled out.

Hefell onto his bed and was unconsciousin moments.

The others watched him depart the lounge. Falynn followed him at adiscreet distance, making sure he
made it back to his quarters. Then Face dumped against the lounge bar. Kell sat heavily on one of the
long couches. Tyriareached in to the smulator unit to power it down, then sat beside Kdll. "Wdll, that

wasfun," Face said.

"It worked," Kell said. His voice sounded as heavy as hefdt. "And neither Commander Antilles nor
Lieutenant Janson walked in on us. We got lucky.”

Tyrialeaned back and closed her eyes. "Now, dl Myn hasto do isactualy get up in four hours and we
cansay wedidit.”

Kel said, "Now maybe Runt will get somedeep.” "Oh?" Tyriaasked. "He's been deeping badly?' "On
the shifts he pulled to st with Myn, hetalked to him endlesdy. Tried every way he knew to get Myn to
'switch to aless damaged mind." Something his people do with fair ease, even the oneswho are mentally
ill. He's been lashing himsdf for hisfalureto help Myn do the samething.”



Face said, "Four hours? What am | doing awake? I'll see you two tomorrow." He strode from the
room.

The two of them sat in sllence for afew moments. Then Kell said, "That was a pretty good idea. About
Shiner being thelast Tadlon in thewerd way Myn wasthinking.” "Thanks."

"Ancther ingght? Like the other day and the ambush those pirates set up for me?' "Something like
thet."

"| bet it'sthe Force. | bet you can only use it when you're not thinking about it."

"Oh, that's great. That'sjust what | need. How would you like to be the best pilot in the galaxy, but
only when you're outside a cockpit?' He snorted.

"Wasit true what he said?' Her voice was unusualy gentle. " About Janson and your father?'

"Yes" Kel reached out for the deep wellspring of hatred held carried for Janson al these years, but it
was gtill gone. Mostly gone. "Every day, | wish it hadn't happened. But Janson had reason.” He shook his
heed, trying to dispel the mood of gloom those memories dwaysinvoked. "Wasit true what you said?
About giving up that whole attitude of 'l might die tomorrow, probably shouldn't make any plans?’

Shetook awhileto answer. "Yes, | meant it."

“Umn."

"Urn? That doesn't mean anything.”

"Y ou remember awhile back, when | told you | loved you, and you told meit was just a puddle on the
floor, and then you put my faceinto that puddle?’

Shelooked a him asif to gauge hismood. Seeing that he wasn't mad, she managed a sympathetic
gmile. "Of course | remember.”

"Well, | have something to tell you. After | redlized you wereright, | decided that it was enough to be
your friend."

"Good."

"Then| fdl inlovewith you again."

Her expression became one of dismay and exasperation, "Oh, Kdl—"
"No, bear with me, just for aminute.”

"It'sjust the samewords again.”

"Samewords. . . different Kell. Thistime | know what I'm talking about."

"Of course you do. So. Set Honesty to On?"



"Honesty to On."

"How much time did you spend thinking about me today?"

"Every chance| got. Every chance | had when Commander Antilles and Janson weren't working me.”

"Ah, but in how many of thoselittle fantasies of yourswas | wearing any clothes?

He snorted in amusement. "L ots of them. Mogt of them.” Thewords, the truth, came easily to him. "I
saw ustogether in quiet times. When the war with the last bits of the Empire was over and we could
argue and be confused about what to do next. Deciding things together. | saw mysalf presenting you to
my family . . . and saw them making aplacein their lives and heartsfor you." He saw digtressin her
expression but pressed on anyway. "l saw ahundred waysfor our lives together to be, and the only thing
that made me sad was that we couldn't explore al of them.”

He sighed. "But now, like the gdaxy'sworst generd, I've told you my objective—I'm going to win your
heart. | just don't know how I'm going to do it, you being forewarned and all—"

Shelunged a him. Her tackle took him off the end of the sofa. Suddenly she was atop him on thefloor,
her arms around his neck, embracing him but glaring furioudy.

He rubbed the back of his head whereit had hit the deck.

"QN_"

"Shut up." Shekissed him.

That went on awhile and felt better than a three-day bender on Churban brandy—even better, for the
risng heat and excitement he felt were something no brandy could ever smulate. In spite of his confusion,
he remembered to wrap her up in his arms so she couldn't escape when she regained her senses.

Finaly she broke the kiss and returned to glaring at him.

"Widll, that wasn't bad,”" he said. "But | thought you didn't fed theway | did."

"Of course you did. But then, you're a giant adolescent with no sense. A big shaved Wookiee with no
grasp of human emotions.”

"Granted. But how long have you wanted me?"
Her expresson went from angry to plaintivein an ingant. "Since | met you."
"What? Then why didn't you—"

"Because you werein love with that other Tyria, the one who doesn't exist. We established that weeks
ago." She managed alittle smile. "But | think yourefindly over her.”

"l am."

"Y ou haveto proveit."



"How?'
"Oh, welll find away."

Wedge stepped into the officers mess, took a quick look around, and froze.

Donos was among the other Wraiths. Chatting. Laughing, despite the new gauntnessto hisfeatures.

Face, on the other hand, didn't look at al well. There were circles under his eyes. He had obvioudy
lost deep. But he seemed cheerful enough.

Kell and Tyrialooked just as bad, deep-deprived and weary. Y et they seemed even more than
chearful.

Wedge's sudden appearance caught the Wraiths attention. Their conversation cut off and they turned
to look at him.

Wedge straightened and nodded sardonicaly at Face. Inamild tone, he said, " Captain Darillian to the
bridge.”

Face scrambled up and out the door. He wouldn't be going to the bridge, of course; Darillian's seat of
command was the comm center.

Wedge jerked his head for Janson to join him. His second-in-command was a hissidein an instant.
They headed toward Night Caller'strue bridge.

"What'swith Myn?' Wedge asked.

"l don't know. They're not telling me. But he seemsto be functiond."

"Good. One criss averted. What'swith all the tired faces?'

"1, well, don't know. Maybe alate-night sabacc game they don't invite senior officersto?’

"Fine. Anything ese you don't know?'

"Y es. Something happened with Kell yesterday."

"What?"

"l don't know."

Wedge stopped short and gave Janson areproving look.

"No, redly, | don't know. Wetaked. About hisfather. | got theimpression that he'd been thinking of
me as some sort of avenging monster who vaped people for screwups. | also got theimpression that he
redlly hadn't been plotting my death every time he came within afew metersof me... in fact, that he might

have been scared siff."

"That can actudly look the same."



"Anyway, this morning, things had changed. For thefirst time, he didn't become atower of knotted
muscleswhen | sat down to breskfast.”

"Good." They swept into the bridge. "Lieutenant Tabanne, put the compiled transmission up on the
main monitor.”

IIYa S'rlll

Face sat at the comm officer's chair, activated the voice and visud trandators, and put them through the
fastest possible diagnostic check. Both came up in the green. The computers controlling the comm
center's cameras thought they were tracking his body motions correctly.

He sat back, thought for amoment about an aging prima donna of aleading man he'd worked with
once, and was ingtantly in character for Captain Darillian. He turned toward the comm center's main
holoprojector, hit the button to activate transmission, and prepared to speak to Admira Trigit.

Thethree-dimensiond image of Warlord Zsinj materidized before him.

Face took an extra-deep bresth and broadened his smileto cover hissurprise. "My lord. | am
honored.”

Zsinj'ssmile was one of condescension and amusement. "But not honored enough to do your job
correctly.”

Face let hiseyebrows rise. How had Darillian responded to scorn in his memoirs? With outrage. But
the man would never direct an angry response to Warlord Zsinj. No, hurt was the order of the day. "My
lord ... | havefailed you in someway? Y ou have called to tell me | no longer deserve your patronage. It's
thelife of apirate for Darillian . . ."

"Oh, stop being such ababy. It leeches dl thefun out of scolding you." Zsinj heaved an annoyed sigh.
"| received the relay of your report on the visit to Blood Nest."

Pretending not to be fully recovered from the wound to his pride, Face shrugged. "A pity they choseto
regject your offer. But ance my avoidance of their ambush was so brilliantly successful, | fed | haveleft
them with something to think about. Perhapsthey will be more cordia when | return.”

Zsinj shook hishead. "l don't believe so. Blood Nest isgone.”

Face leaned forward and assumed an incredul ous expression. "They fled?!

"No, and that's the problem. Sometime after you departed, Blood Nest was destroyed. In fact, every
dteyou'vevigted in the last severd weeks has subsequently been visited ... by Alliance pilots or agents.”

"No." Face knew he looked shaken and hoped Grinder's program was up to having Darillian show the
same expression. "At the next stop in my mission, I'll pretend to jump out, then liein wait for them. I'll
destroy them.”

"Yes. But not yet. | have amore important mission for you." Zsnj smiled. ™Y ou're going to help that
fool Trigit finish off the survivors of Folor Base."

Once everyone was reseated at breskfast, Piggy asked, "Can the Alliance muster enough firepower to



Morobe in time to take out Implacable?"

Wedge nodded. "That firepower isin place. We know which system Trigit's going to strike, even
though Zsinj, with his customary caution, hasn't told usyet. If Zsinj were going in himsdf, wed haveto
draw so many frigates, cruisers, and Star Destroyers away from other duty that Zsinj would be alerted . .
. but, fortunately or unfortunately, Iron Figt isn't joining in thismission.

"We do have ared problem, though. He told our Captain Darillian to make rendezvous with the supply
ship Hawkbat to replenish expended fuel and supplies. And to pick up aload of surveillance satelliteswe
can deploy at our next scheduled stop so they can acquire data on our ‘pursuers.’ He aso says he wants
the Hawkbat's master to come over for an ingpection tour of the ship and atak with Darillian.”

"Oh, wonderful," Kell sad.

"Also, if Night Caler is participating in the bettle at Talasea, Zsinj is probably going to expect usto fied
our full complement of TIE fighters. Which is supposed to be four, not two."

"The TIE fighters are no problem,” Fdynn sad.

"They'redl over the galaxy. Set the Wraiths down on any planet and we can stedl two and fly them
back."

" Speaking of which," Janson said, "we have two more TIE pilotsif we need them. Both Captain
Hrakness and Lieutenant Tabanne are Imp Academy graduates. He's done simulators and soloed, and
sheactudly flew afew missons." Wedgetried to keep any emotion from hisface. "Kills?' "No. Only
snce defecting and joining the New Republic Navy."

"Good." One of the problemswith the New Republic was that many of its pilots had literaly and
violently been at oddsin the past. It sometimes caused trouble when a pilot now under New Republic
command had shot down other New Republic pilots. But some people Wedge absolutely trusted had
been Imperias: Tycho Celchu, current leader of Rogue Squadron; Hobbie Klivan, who had defected
with Biggs Darklighter and the rest of the crew of the Rand Ecliptic; even Han Solo had been an
Academy graduate and briefly an officer.

"The rendezvousis no problem,” Phanan said. At Wedge's curious look, he said, "We smply need to
get to the rendezvous site and say, 'Oh, no, we're al down with the Tastiged Flu. Sure, come over. Hope
you don't mind when we have sneezing fitsall over you and infect you." "

Wedge shook his head. "We're dealing with an enemy who is proficient at intelligence work. | think that
asudden inconvenient contagion would tend to dert him.”

Face smiled. It was a crooked smile better suited to amember of Black Sun, the crimina underworld
of Coruscant. "What if it's not uswho gets contaminated?’

"Goon."

"Zsinj trangmitted us the Hawkbat's current schedule so we could arrange arendezvous at our mutual
convenience. That means we know where they're going to make planetfall over the next severd days.
We choose the planet where they're most likely to be offering shore leave; we send the Wraiths over
there; and we expose them to some sort of disease. Then it'sthe Hawkbat's captain who hasto report
we couldn't meet physically because of an 'inconvenient conta- gion.' Zsinj can investigate al hewants. .



. because he won't beinvestigating us.”

Wedge rubbed his chin and resisted the urge to say, "That's crazy.” Instead, he asked, "Where do we
et the contaminants?!

Phanan said, "Every modern planet has a hospital, Commander. Some even have centersfor disease
containment. One of those would be a street market of disease for us.”

Wedge stood. "Wes, Phanan, |et's go back to my conference room and see if we can actually hammer
thisinto aplan. Therest of you—I think aday'srest isin order. Get some deep.”

They broke into laughter at hiswords and he didn't dare ask why.

21
Astheworld of Storind grew in Narra's viewscreen, the Wraiths ill hadn't findized their plans.

There were too many unknown factors, Wedge reflected. Storinad was till under Imperia control, but
at the very edge of Imperid space, and said to be leaning toward possible adliance with the New
Republic or Warlord Zsinj. Wraiths could count on running into Imps, and might run across factions of
the other two groups. Possible complications there.

Exactly which disease agent they'd be using on the crew of the Hawkbat was an unknown. Phanan
wanted to make that decision at the last minute, based on what was available on the planet's surface and
what they could find out about the crew of the Hawkbat. 1t wouldn't do to use abiologica agent that
meant mild illness for most of the crew but degth to others. Fortunately, many of Zsinj's ships appeared
to follow Imperid recruiting doctrine—employ no nonhumansif at dl possible—which helped limit that
danger.

There was the matter of stedling apair of TIE fighters. The planet was probably swarming with them . .
. but how good was Imperia security? The mission caled for the Wraiths to locate and select their target
fightersand perform al steps of their acquisition except the actud theft . . . and then wait until other
elements of the mission were completed before launching for space with their new acquisitions. Inthe
middle would be await that could be very dangerous.

Thewhole mission offered little but questions at this stage. Fortunately, it will offer nice scenery while
we're chewing the details, Wedge decided. Night Caller's library record of Storina displayed image after
image of lushly green countryside, rivers cascading down stepped hillsdes, forest-sized tropica flower
gardens, and cities of graceful lines and dimensions occasiondly interrupting the world's naturd vistas,
The people of Storina were said to be steeped in a philosophy of beauttification that extended to their
world, making it one of the most gorgeousin what was |eft of the Empire, and afavorite center of tourism
among those who enjoy natura ddlights. Falynn, of course, had looked through the data and decided,
"Lookshumid."

Then there was the problem of clearing customs. Were they coming down to the planet aboard a cruise
vessH or as part of the crew of alarge military ship, they could blend in with fair ease and be accelerated
through the routine ingpection offered to large, precleared groups. But they'd be arriving in a private
shuttle. They'd receive close, individua inspection. Face's plan was to make them stereotypes, types very
familiar to cusoms officials so their ingpectors would dismissthem and give them the minimum likely



ingpection . . . but that could go wrong, too.

There were even unknown factors among his own team. I1n the space of two days, things had shifted,
changed as though arock dide had come through. Donos was functiond again. Falynn Sandskimmer was
cozying up to him once more, but this time he seemed to be reciprocating the sentiment. Kell and Tyria,
though they did not advertise it, made no attempt to hide the fact that they were together. Kell himsdlf
seemed looser, more at ease, his very presence no longer causing fitsto Janson. All these changes
seemed to be improvements, especialy in light of how down the Wraiths had been after Jesmin'sdegth . .
. but Wedge was dow to embrace so many changesal at once.

At least they did have one piece of smple good fortune involving Storinal. The planet, despiteits
Imperid ties, had asmal but visible population of Gamorreans. Most were guards whose chief role was
to be visble and exatic for the entertainment of tourists. So Piggy would be able to move with the other
Wraiths.

"Routine planetary inquiry,” Kell announced. "Means we've wandered into their outermost sensor zone.
Grinder, you'd better get under cover."

The Bothan heaved a much-put-upon sigh. He moved back into Narra's cargo compartment and
tapped an intricate rhythm againgt one of the bulkheads. A plate popped open along aweld line, swinging
out asalatera door . . . giving him access into the same scanner-shiel ded smuggling compartment Piggy
had once used as avehicle. With onelast injured expression directed back toward the cockpit, he swung
up into the compartment and pulled the access closed behind him.

"Faynn," Kdl continued, "wed it shut. Makeit ar-tight.”

Faynn smiled but didn't move from her seet. Wedge suppressed asmile. It was better for the
government of Storinal not to know there was a Bothan on board; ever since the participation of an
Alliance-friendly cell of Bothan code-dicersin the acquisition of the plansfor the second Deeth Star, the
Imps held dl inhabitants or descendants of Bothawui under even more suspicion than other nonhumans.
Grinder would serve best by staying an unknown, awild card for them to draw when needed. Runt, too,
was acting asawild card, charged with the very uncomfortable duty of parking his X-wing on one of
Storind's distant moons and waiting for an emergency signal. He could be there for three days, eating
preserved food, breathing recycled air, and having only a plastic tube-and-bladder rig for a‘fresher, but
he was determined to remain of useto the other Wraiths.

"Transmitting passenger manifest,” Kell said. "By theway, not one of you has paid for histicket."

"Takeit up with ajudge,” Phanan said. "Y ou're in an awfully good mood for aman putting hishead in a

"Maybe it's because you're in the next noose over. All right, we're cleared for approach. Anybody
forget his papers?'

Everyone checked pockets or bags for the requisite identification cards, al forged by Grinder with data
provided by New Republic Intelligence. Wedge saw Janson, ridiculousin hisred carniva costume and
long white beard, grow increasingly panicky as he checked pocket after pocket. " Something wrong,
Wes?'

"It's here somewhere" the lieutenant said.



"Check your boot," Falynn said.
"Check under your seat cushion,” Phanan said.

"Check your other boot, too,” Wedge said. "Falynn realy meant both boots, but she doesn't redlize
you wouldn't necessarily understand that.”

Janson straightened up from his searching long enough to shoot his commander a betrayed look. "Why
isn't Hobbie here to take this abuse?' A moment later he straightened again, wearing an abashed
expresson. "It wasin my other boot."

"Y ub, yub, Lieutenant.”
"Thirty secondsto atmospheric entry,” Kell said. "Strap in, people.”

Five minutes | ater they were gliding over those beautiful green vistas on agovernment-dictated course
toward the spaceport of the entertainment-complex city of Revos. Grinder's innocuous consultation of the
city computer's recordsindicated that ship's crews enjoying rest and recresation there included the crew
of Hawkbat.

Narras scannersindicated that afighter was pacing them, trailing them by akilometer and ahdf and
oneklick higher in dtitude. Thiswould have been unfriendly attention on someworlds, but Donos said
that many worldswith law enforcement agencies designed to maintain the tourism industry would employ
such tactics asamatter of course; it didn't mean anything.

"Pretty,” Face said. He stared at the gleaming view of Revos appearing before them. The city seemed
to be made d| of tall, curving towers built of creamy pastd marblein avariety of colors.

The spaceport, built outsde the city walls, cameinto view aminute later. It did not sharetheidyllic
architecture of the city; it was aduracrete circle two or more kilometersin diameter, with landing circles
and wartlike ferrocrete bunkers, gaily painted but somehow no less ugly for it, scattered acrossits
surface. The Wraiths counted severa small cargo ships, shuttles of various types, light atmospheric craft,
and even afew TIE fighters among the vessdls clustered around the various bunkers.

Kell landed where he was instructed, &t one of the outermost ring of bunkers. A viewscreen onthe
bunker wall displayed primitive line graphicsingructing Kell how to maneuver the shuttleto its exact
landing pad and orientation. Two guardsin stormtrooper armor were in position on either sde of Narras
nose before the shuttle had quite settled down.

"Doran Spaceways welcomes you to Storinal," Kdl said in hismost officia voice. "Be ready to show
your documentation to al officias of the planetary government, and enjoy your stay.” He lowered the
shuttleés main ramp. "Firgt-class passengersfirs, please.”

Wes Janson tugged at his lengthy white beard, a gesture that |ooked habitual but redly served to assure
him that it was still attached properly. He squared his shoulders, assumed a properly haughty attitude,
and descended the ramp, his bodyguards flanking him—Falynn | eft, Lieutenant Atril Tabanneright, and
Piggy, inthefull regaiaof a Gamorrean warrior, complete with vibro-ax, behind.

The end of an ingpection tube connected to the bunker swung out before the shuttle, and a planetary
officid stepped out from it to join the guards. Doubtless the man thought himsdlf natty in his
emerad-green longcoat and shining gold buttons, but Janson knew himself to be afar more brilliant, and



possibly ridiculous, spectacle.

Janson wore aglittering red coat cut in the style of anava officer's, complete with epaulettesand a
double row of buttons, plus matching peaked cap and well-tailored black pants. White belt and gloves,
shining black boots and blaster holster completed the ensemble. The clothing ensemble, that is; Janson
also wore thick white hair, beard, and mustache, and makeup that roughened the skin on hisface and
hands. Wes Janson's face was too well known in Imperia-controlled space to risk aless daborate
digguise,

His bodyguards, in contrast, were beacons of sobriety. Falynn and Atril wore body stockingsin
light-leeching black. Their leather accoutrements—boots, belt, bags, and blaster holsters—were maite
black. Their hair was drawn back in severe braids, and Face had insisted both women dye it black, too,
explaining that it was appropriate for the sort of al-controlling persondity Janson was supposed to beto
have matching bodyguards.

Janson stopped before the government agent, who held out his hand. Janson cleared histhroat in what
he hoped was an appropriately blustery manner, and Atril handed the official four sets of identicards.

Theofficid did thefirst oneinto his handheld scanner. " Senator-in-Exile Iskit Tyestin from Bakura," he
said. Hefrowned. "Bakura.”

"Don't bother to tell methat Bakurais hardly afriend to the Empire these days." Janson struggled to
keep that eusive dement of harumph in hisvoice. "If shewere, | would till be there, in my home, instead
of here, loyaly serving the Empire.”

"Of course. What is your business on Storina ?*

"Business. I'm raising funds for the Bakuran Loyalist Movement. We continue to put pressure on the
government to sever tieswith the Rebels and return to her true dlegiance.”

The officid's hand-reader pinged and he looked at it. Y ou arein our records. A loyal friend of the
Empire”

Janson harumphed, straightened with pride. The Senator Tyestin identity matched ared person, one of
thelast of the Empire's supporters to be elected to the senate of Bakura before that world decided to
jointhe Alliance. Thered Tyestin never made it offworld; his escape craft was destroyed when he
attempted to flee, afact that was not yet lodged in the Empire's datanet.

The officia dropped each of the other cardsinto hisreader. "My lady Anen of Bakura. Profession,
bodyguard. Licensed to carry exposed and concealed weaponry. Please don't useit, Mistress Anen;
even the most legal and reasonable of shootings |eads to tedious investigations. My lady Honiten,
likewise, likewise, and likewise. And Guardsman Voort." He peered at the Gamorrean. "Doesit
understand Basic?'

"A few words," Janson said, histoneagrumble. "Too few."

"Please observe the signs outside each establishment about who and what may enter." He returned the
cardsto Atril with apolished smile. "Welcometo the fair world of Storind. Enjoy your vist."

Ton Phanan, wearing fal se prosthetics to concedl even more of hisflesh, and playing the part of atest
pilot obvioudy down on hisluck-—and running ever lower on human components—passed ingpection



eadly, asdid Tyria, portraying his long-suffering wife. Then it wastime for Wedge, Face, and Donos. . .
potentialy the most dangerous part of the deception, as Wedge's face was on hol ographic wanted
memorandaal over Imperia space.

Wedge tugged at the furious mustachios he wore. They were nowhere near as dlaborate adisguise as
the set of false prosthetics held worn to penetrate customs on the world of Coruscant, but he shouldn't
need such difficult and expensive measures here. And the continuations of his disguise on either sde of
him should draw attention away from hisfeatures.

He and histwo companions wore nearly identica clothes. Their rough-country ponchos were woven
from aheavy brown cloth that looked gritty and sand-filled even when scrupuloudy cleaned. Their
trousers and shirtswere alighter weave of the same stuff, hard-worn—aged in just two days by having
the Wraiths take turns marching across them for hours. Their broad-brimmed hats had received smilar,
though less extengve, treatment. Their hair and false mustaches were cut to identical lengths. Face again
wore false skin to conceal his scars and had managed to mold it to make hisfeatures abit more like
Wedge's. All indl, Wedge knew they looked like three yokelswho'd blown their savingson asingletrip
to amore civilized world.

They descended the ramp and handed their identification cardsto the officid with anidentica flourish.
The man looked at them, an expression somewhere between amusement and horror on hisface.

He recovered enough to dide thefirst card into hisreader. "Dod Nobrin of Agamar.”

Agamar, an Outer Rim colony world, was arough place whose inhabitants had to be equally rough to
survive. Not surprisingly, the rustic ways, stubbornness, and durability of the men and women of Agamar
earned them an undeserved reputation for stupidity across the Old Republic and the Empire. Even today,
half of the jokestold in Basic about stupid people cast them as men and women of Agamar. Face had
developed thetrio's clothing style and mannerisms after careful consultation with Captain Hrakness, a
native of Agamar, to match the most common stereotypical depiction of the people of that world.

Face nodded, a head-bobbing motion more suited to acarrion bird than to aman. Wedge duplicated
the motion. A moment later Donos caught on and did the same. The officia looked between them asif
mesmerized.

"I'm Dod," Face said. Hejerked histhumb at Wedge. "Thisis my brother Fod. Also from Agamar.”
He gestured a Donosthe sameway. "Thisismy brother Lod."

"Also from Agamar.”

"Qyah. That'sright. Y ou're pretty sharp for acity man.”

Theofficia shook his head with the motion of someone

resigning himself for along, long day a work. ™Y our business on Storina ?*
Face beamed. "Women."

"Entertainment, then.”

Face looked indignant. "No."



"Budness?'
“No! That's not the sort of businesswerein.”
Wedge said, "Brides."

Donos, keeping hisvoice low, repeated, "Brides." He stretched the word out as though it had some
cosmic Sgnificance.

Wedge sad, "There are only six beautiful women on dl Agamar. And they'redl married.”

Facesad, "Thereareonly five"

Wedge shook his head adamantly. "Six."

"Five. Etta Howrider got shot.”

"Gentlemen. . ."

"Who shot her?

"Her cousin, Popd Howrider."

"| thought he was till laid up from getting bit and the wound festering and al. That awful smdl .. ."

"Gentlemen!" The officid's color had risen. "I'm going to put 'Entertainment’ on your temporary visa. If
you're not hereto do financid transactions with someone, you're here for 'Entertainment.’ Y ou

understand?"

Face nodded agreeably, and again Wedge and Donos matched his bobbing mation. "Oyah. We
understand." Then Face caught sight of something off to the side. "L ook at that!"

Everyone, the guardsincluded, looked in the same direction, but the only thing to see was the motion of
people waking insde the near bunker, just on the other Sde of a galery-length window.

Theofficia asked, "What?'
Face grabbed histunic, pulled him close, pointed. "Her, her! She's nearly naked!”

One of the passersby wasin agolden, reflective garment that showed a considerable quantity of leg
and shoulder.

Theofficid tried to pull himsdlf free. "That's merely summer wear, Sr—" "What's her name?"

"l don't know." The man tried to pry Face's hand off but made no headway. He cast a beseeching look
over his shoulder toward one of the guards, and Wedge tensed, but the armor-plated trooper didn't
move. He was, Wedge saw, shaking with laughter.

"Y ou don't know her name?Y ou live in the same village with her!"

The officid finally got Face's hand free. "It'sacity, not avillage, and it'stoo large for me to know



everybody." Asquickly as he could, he cycled Wedge's and Donos's cards through the reader.

"That's not very neighborly.” Face accepted the cards and passed them out among his brothers. " Say, if
you could direct usto where the beautiful women looking for husbands are, it'd be worth a credit to you.”

The man looked at him, too drained to be stunned. " A whole credit."”
"Qyah. Always pay for the best, that'swhat | say.”

"Try the Howler. It'sabar. It'swhere you'll find locals with an itch to get offworld but not enough
money to do s0."

"Sir, you're gentleman." Face dropped a credit coin into the man's palm and walked into the ingpection
tube opening.

"A gentleman,”" Wedge repeated, and followed. He heard Donos grunt, "Gent," and come stomping
after him.

Kell ambled down the ramp. He saw the ingpector's tired expression and gave the man aknowing
smile. "Imagine being trapped aboard a shuttle with them for three days." He bobbed his head up and
down inafar smulation of Facesdigtinctive nod, then handed hisidenticard to the man.

"Do you think they'll be any trouble. . . Captain Do-ran?"

"Call me Kel. No, none of them is any trouble except the old senator. Just stroke hisego . . . and don't
shoot againgt him. | accepted acompetition chalenge from him, and lost. That'swhy | had to carry his
damned Gamorrean." Kell took a step to the side and looked up at the Narra's flank. The words "Doran
Spaceways' and the name Doran Star on the shuttl€'s side il looked appropriately westhered, belying
the fact that they'd been painted on three days ago and then partly scraped off again.

"Thanks. I'll make sure the appropriate parties know." The officid handed back Kéell's card. "Are you
carrying them back again?'

Kdl answered by shuddering.

"Ah. Well, your lossisour gain, provided it's soon. Please wait in the ingpection area. Pending ascan
of your shuttle, youre clear.”

"Thanks"

As soon asthey cleared ingpection, the party of Senator-in-Exile Tyestin, known informally on this
mission as the Joy-ride Group, checked into the lodging nearest the spaceport. After they swept their
suite againgt the possibility of listening devices and found none, Janson said, "No reason to go farther
away to find TIE fighters. There are some here . . . and traffic of lots more strangers than on an Imp
military base."

"Atril and | can switchin and out of disguise alot more easily than you,” Falynn said. It wastrue; for
the two women, al it took was a change of clothing and addition of awig to cover their severe black
hair."Y ou and Piggy should stay here, in character, for the time being. Let us do the groundwork.”

"Because my disguiseisinconvenient,” he said.



IIYall
"Not because I'm old and feeble like Commander Antilles."
She smiled and looked away. "I suppose I've had to revise my opinion about old, feeble pilots.”

"Well, you children go and have agood time. I'm going to order expensive meds and expensive
entertainments. Thisison one of the New Republic's covert expense accounts, and for once | fed like
running up anice big bill."

Phanan's group, including Tyriaand Kdll, was charged with acquiring disease agents. They took the
repulsorlift rail passage from Revosto the capitd city of Scohar, home of the planet's largest spaceport
and of amedica center designed to dedl with diseases both domestic and alien.

The Revos-Scohar railway wasamarve of engineering and public relations. The conveyance itsaf was
aseriesof lengthy repulsorlift cars coupled together, traveling for the most part aong a featurelesstunnd.
But every so often the train would rise into the open air, long enough for the passengersto enjoy one of
the planet's most beautiful vistas—here a spectacular view of snowcapped mountain peeks, therealong
look at valeys purpling under the setting sun—and then descend again. Kell decided that it was agood
compromise between giving the tourists the show they wanted and marring the carefully maintained

landscape.

Scohar was much like Revos, only far larger, and dotted with recreational complexesthat included thrill
rides that smulated danger without ever harming avistor. The Plague Group, asthey caled themselves,
stayed away from the most tourist-heavy portions of the city and checked into lodgings near the Scohar
Xenohedth I ngtitute—the innocuous name the government of Storind had given to their center for
disease control.

Wedge, Face, and Donos, informally the Y okel Group, found lodgings at the Revos Liberty, ahostel
catering to large ships crews on shore leave. Because of its orientation, rooms were small but
inexpensive; services and amenitieswould be rare. However, hdf the rooms, including the Wraiths,
opened directly out onto an artificia riversde beach.

Face excused himsdlf for afew minutes and returned with apile of brightly colored cloth. He handed
out individual portionsto the others.

Wedge shook hisout. A short-deeved tunic in orange and yellow tropical fruit patterns and short pants
inlavender. "I'm going to throw up.”

Face amiled. "That would be thefind bit of trim on the ensemble, wouldn't it? 1 recommend you keep
the hat. That really completestheimage of an Agamaran stereotype with no taste and no sense.”

"l wish | didn't agree with you."
"Y ub, yub, Commander.”

Donoslooked mournfully a hisoutfit: ashirt with thin red and green horizontal stripes and shortswith
black and white verticd stripes. "Sir, permission to kill Face?"

"Granted. But keep your hat, like Face says.”



Face unfolded his own fashion disaster. A black silken shirt with avariety of insects picked out onitin
glittery slver, shortsin abrighter, more painful orange than that of New Republic pilot's suits, and ared
kerchief for hisneck. "Asyou can see, | saved the best for mysdlf. Timeto find some brides, brothers.”
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"Redly," Wedge sad. "I thought al you Imperia Navy boyswere TIE fighter pilots. Every one."

They sat in the Sunfruit Promenade, actualy an extensive roofed patio flanked by flower gardens. The
lounge was thick with recliner chairs and interrupted occasionally by musicians pits, most of which, a this
|ate-afternoon hour, were occupied by musicians, male, female, and droid, playing avariety of stringed
and percussion instruments.

The three yokd brothers were there, in the midst of a veritable sea of Hawkbat crewmen. Most of the
crewmen were doing some light drinking in preparation for going out after dark and doing their heavy
drinking. Some were accompanied by local women and men; the recliners were built to accommodate a
cozy two. But Wedge, Face, and Donos, garish and loud, were by themselves.

The man opposite Wedge, along-time Imperia Navy NCO, if Wedge was any judge, built like Kell
but even bigger and deeper in the chest, smiled at Wedge's stupidity. "Now, think about that, Dod—"

"I'm Fod. ThisisDod. That'sLod."

"Fod. Even an Imperid-class Star Destroyer only carriessix squadrons of TIE fighters. That's
seventy-two. Even with relief pilots, you're talking about ninety or ahundred pilots on one of the big
ships. Do you think a Star Destroyer can manage with just a bridge crew and a hundred pilots?!

"Well, | didn't think about it, redlly."
The Hawkbat crewmen immediately around them laughed.
The big NCO, whose name was Rondle, |ooked sadly into his amost-empty glass.

Face, hismotions those of a profoundly drunken man, jerked upright. "We can't have that. Hey, server!
Ancther one dl around.” He collapsed back into his smulated drunken stupor.

The Hawkbat personnel were more than happy to have the Nobrin brothers around. The boysfrom
Agamar obligingly bought drinksfor everyonein their vicinity and seemed obliviousto the barbsthe
spacemen aimed at them. Wedge had noticed some of the spacemen bringing dates to see the supposed
men of fabled, idiotic Agamar. Hefdlt like an animal in acage viewing a procession of zoo-goers.

Wedge continued, "So when it'stime to go home you don't dl just hop in your TIE fighters and blast of f
for space.”

Rondle smirked. "No. I'm an unarmed combat instructor. Partus over there, she's the one with the red
face, isanavigator. That's someone who tells the ship how to get where it's going. Dewback Kord over
there, hesa ship'smechanic. No, whenit'stimeto leave, we dl hop in ashuttle and go up.”



"A shuttle? A Lambda shuttle? | wasin one of those once.”

Rondle nodded distractedly and accepted adrink refill from the droid server.

"Isyoursthe Doran Star? That's the one we werein."

Rondle fixed him with an aggravated stare. "Now, you just arrived from Agamar in whatever bucket
brought you here. If that was our shuttle, too, how would we have gotten groundside before you got
here?'

"Wél, | don't know."

"No, ours are the Hawkbat's Perch and the Hawkbat's Vigil "

"Oh. Hey, that's some kind of coincidence. Ending up with two shuttles with names kind of like your
big shipsname”

Rondle covered his eyeswith his hand.

"1 wish Grinder were here," Phanan said. He tapped irritably away at the suite'stermina keyboard,
cruisgng through layer after layer of helpful organizationd screens.

Kl and Tyriawere behind him, squeezed into an oversized suffed chair that would have easily
accommodated two ordinary-sized people. Tyriasaid, "What'swrong? Y ou don't seem to be
encountering any security.”

"No, but | can't just issue acommand for the system to give me information on al biologica agents
being stored over at the Ingtitute, not without raising some aerts, and | bet Grinder could. Plus, | haveto
ded with roommates making obnoxious snuggling noiseswhile I'm hard a work." Histone was only half
joking. Hed been annoyed ever since Tyria suddenly made her preference known.

Kell sad, "We can go take awalk."

"Y ou've dready doneyour initia ook at the Ingtitute's exterior—hold it. Newsretrieva. Disease
outbreaks. Sort by mechanisms. Thiswon't be as comprehensive, but itll tell uswhat has actualy gotten
out into the Storina population. And whatever's been out there is sure to be in the Ingtitute's vaults.”

Tyriaand Kl came up to lean over his shoulders.

"Bothan Redrash,” Phanan said. "Too hit-or-miss. Plus, Grinder might catch it, and we'd never hear the
end of it. Bandonian Plague, too severe. Blastonecrosislikewise, dso disgusting. Big tourist planet like
this has seen some odd ailments. Hey." He abruptly focused on one of the entries on the screen and
brought it up to read more.

Kell leaned in closer. "What isit?"

"Bunkurd Sewer Disorder.”

"Yecch," Tyriasaid. "Sounds disgusting.”

"Not asbad asit sounds. A couple of centuries back, on Coruscant, the Bunkurd Corporation



engineered a bacterium that does a better job of breaking down sewage for recycling. Something likea
twenty percent improvement over previous bio-agents used for the same purpose. And believe me,
Coruscant needs dl the hdp it can get, that way. But if this bacteria getsin the human digestive system, it
bascaly attacks what you eat as soon asyou edt it, making it lessnutritiond . . . and giving you the
equivaent of food poisoning. It takes a predictable amount of time to incubate and responds very well to
standard medicines, so there's no danger of loss of life except in isolated aress.”

"Sounds like our stuff,” Kell said. "Now al we haveto do is get some.”

"I'm going to keep at the records for awhile yet, in case there's something better. But, yes, thisis
encouraging.”

The Howler turned out to be something less than a drinking establishment where local people vied for
the affection of tourists who might have the interest and capital necessary to carry them offworld. It was,
infact, adive. Itsdim lights concedled the fact that the floors and tables were not cleaned asrigoroudy as
they should be and that the locals offering themsel ves up for inspection weren't all as gppealing asthey
hoped they were.

The place had flickering holoprojectors on dl the walls, cycling between views of Storind's gorgeous
landscapes and cities, but the style of dress of the tourists in those views suggested they'd been recorded
when most of the Wraithswere still unborn.

The Howler had one important advantage, however. On an Imperial-controlled world like Storind,
where nonhumans were second-class citizens on the occas ons they were dlowed any freedom at dl, the
Howler made no distinction between human and nonhuman clientele. Its operators obvioudy wanted
every cred they could earn.

Faynn and Piggy were dready at aback table, shrouded in shadow and occasiona gouts of smoke
from the establish- ment's kitchen, when Wedge and Kell arrived. Falynn looked at Wedge's garish
costume and burst out in laughter.

"Don't blameme,” Wedge said, "it's Face'sfault." Helaid his hat on the table and sat. "Have you
swept?'

Piggy nodded. "All clean." Hisvolume control was turned so low the others could barely make out the
mechanica Basic words underneath his grunts.

"This place needs more than asweeping,” Kdl said. " Sand-scouring, perhaps. A good laser
vaporization of the top five millimeters of every exposed surface.”

"1 meant, swept for listening devices.”
"l know."

Wedge took alast look around, but after Falynn's laughter had ceased drawing eyes, no one seemed
to be paying them attention. "All right. Y okel Group hasluck to report. First, we got some leads on the
sources of the supplies Hawkbat carries around; well pass that information on to Intelligence. Second,
we were thinking of hosting some sort of going-away feast for the Hawkbat crew and infecting them
there, but we found out that the crew trangits back and forth between the ship in two ship's shuittles. If we
could put the disease agent on those shuittles, welll probably infect athird of the crew. | think it would be
easedt if it were some sort of airborne agent. We could put it in the air supply.”



"Airborne." Kdl frowned, concentrating, then pulled out his datapad. "I don't remember if Phanan said
thisBee Ess Dee suff isarborne. .. Ah. Yes, itis"

Faynn grimaced. "Bunkurd Sewer Disorder?"
Wedge said, "Y ou've seen it?'

"I've bad it. The few parts of Mos Eidey that actualy have a sewer recycler use a Bunkurd
Reclamation System. An old one. An old, broken-down, and occasiondly lesky one. | wassick asa
womp rat for aweek.” She shuddered.

Wedge said, "All of which means Plague Group has a contender.”

Kel nodded. "We redly want Grinder for the intrusion, though. | was hoping to be able to take him
back to Scohar with me."

"It shouldn't be a problem,” Wedge said. "Y our landing pad is officidly cleared, correct? If you go
there to do alittle mechanical work today and leave in the company of a Bothan touri<t ..."

"Assuming we can both get back through security.” "Grinder will find away. It'samatter of
professond pride with him. Joyride Group?"

Faynn straightened. "Well, first, | know where your Hawkbat shuttles are. Bunker Twenty-two Aleph.
| marked their location in case Kell wanted to blow them up or something.”

"l don't haveto blow up everything | see. | just liketo." "And thereare TIE fightersal over. But if you
want a site where you can count on TIES being, and being hot, ready to fly, the spaceport keeps four in
instant readiness, with pilots waiting in a standby room. These aren't the TIES they use to escort incoming
ships; | think they're for potential thrests. The problem is, the little bunker where they're kept is one of the
best guarded on the port.”

Wedge asked, "How well guarded?' "The bunker has at least two security doors| can see. | don't
mean two outside doors. One outside door with a security station there, and an intermediary chamber,
with a second security door inside. Maybe more.” "How do the TIE fighters exit?"

"A roof door retracts. Large enough to let two punch out at atime."

"How about security on top of that roof?" She shrugged. "I haven't been up there yet. I'd want to wait
for nightfal."

"Do it tonight. But first, have Donos retrieve hislaser rifle from the smuggling compartment. | want him
on gation covering you. If you trigger an darm—" "Thanks."

"—he can give you the cover you need to escape.” Wedge thought over hisoptions. "All right. Herée's
the preliminary plan. Tonight, Plague Group, with Grinder, goesin and acquires the biological agents.
Meanwhile, Falynn and Donoswill do the preliminary test of the TIE bunker's security. If dl goeswell
and the bunker looks like we can crack it, we do the rest tomorrow night.

"Tomorrow . . ." He counted off on hisfingersto make sure he accounted for everyone. "Janson, Kdll,
Tyria, Phanan, Piggy, and Grinder will get into the Hawkbat's shuttles and infect them. Janson will



command that unit. It would also be good if you can find something to do to make it look like some other
sort of mission if your presence is detected—some sort of theft, perhaps.”

Kel nodded. "Got it."

"Myn will find agood, high station from which to provide sniper support to either unit. And Atril,
Faynn, Face, and | will enter the TIE bunker and stedl al four TIE fighters."

Falynn looked surprised. "All four?

"Y es. Unless you can guarantee that the two we sted will both make it intact offworld.”
She shook her head. " Guarantees are not my business. How do we get in?"'

"Through the doors on top—when the TIE fighter leaves. Well grab it when it returns.”
"And how do we make surea TIE fighter will leave when we warnt it to?"

Wedge smiled. "1 communicate with Runt and ask him to strafe the spaceport.”

Kell nodded. He turned it into Face's head bob. Falynn and Piggy joined him.

"Stop it," Wedge said.

Wedge lft firgt, then Kell acouple of minutes|ater, to help minimize the number of people who would
see the Wraiths together.

"Ready?' Piggy sad.
Falynn nodded.

Then the music stopped and a spotlight pinned the two of them. Falynn rose and half drew her blaster.
Piggy grabbed her hand, stopping her from completing the motion, dragging her back into her seet.

An amplified voice said, "The management of the Howler would like to congratulate Master and
Mistress Wallowlot on the occasion of their fifth wedding marker!™

Patrons of the Howler offered scattered applause and afair amount of laughter. A server swept up to
deposit apair of drinks. Falynn peered around the core of the spotlight beam to spot the man on the
lighting board, controlling the beam, and Kell standing beside him. Kell offered her abiggrinand a
thumbs-up, then headed off for the door.

Then the beam was cut off and the bar patrons attention returned to their respective drinks and
pursuits.

Falynn glowered a the door through which Kell had fled. "That wasn't funny.”

Piggy kept histrandator voicelow. "Why not?' "Wdll . . . well ... he might have compromised our
identities”

"These aren't identities. We leave herein two minutes. Y ou lose your wig and | resume my guard



clothes and we're done with them."
"It il int funny.”

"| think it is. Though we must have revenge on Kdl, of course.” But Falynn looked so unhappy he felt
compelled to ask, "Why does this bother you so?"

"Peoplewill think I'm, I'm . . ." She stopped short and looked stricken. She didn't meet Piggy's eyes.
"That you're wed to a Gamorrean?' "Honest, Piggy, it'snot likethat." "1 think it is." He kept histone
reasonable, insofar as histrandator could express voca tones and undercurrents. "Tell me the truth.
Would this joke have been funny if you had been with, say, Face?"

"Piggy ..."

"Please answer."

Shetook adeep breath. "I supposeit might have." "So the differenceisthat it bothers you to have
people think you might stray outside your species?’ "No. . ." "Stoop S0 low asto become the mate of a
Gamorrean?'

She winced, and he knew he had hisanswer. "I've offended you," she said.

"Not in the way you think, perhgps. But | can't help thinking that the reason you react with revulson to
the suggestion that we are wed is because of Gamorrean . . . [ow-ness.”

Finaly she met hiseyes. "I don't know what to say. I'm sorry."

"That's good enough for now." He drank his celebratory drink in asinglelong pull. "Ready to leave?!
"es"

"Since we are young marrieds, shal we hold hands?'

Shegrinned. "All right.”

Once again in the black getup of her bodyguard identity, Falynn crouched in the nighttime shadow of a
powered-down landskimmer. In the distance was the near wall of the TIE fighter ready bunker. Between
her and that wall wereforty long meters of empty duracrete, poorly lit but featureless enough to show
clearly the passage of a human, even one dressed as she was. So far as she knew, pressure sensors
could be planted under every meter of the open space around the bunker. But sheld manageto crossit if
she had to crawl there across a span of four hours.

She was surprised at the determination she fdt. It wasn't just adesire to complete thismission
successfully. It was aneed to stop being number two at everything.

With her talent for bypassing smple security systems, such asthose that attempted to prevent theft of
ground vehicles, she was the Wraiths number-two security expert. She was number-two TIE pilot
behind Wedge. . . and if Atril wasthe hot stick with aTIE that everyone said shewas, Falynn was
probably about to become number three. Her girlhood sneaking around Mos Eidey, making aliving on
whatever she could successfully sted, made her the number-two scout behind Tyria. Even Donos hadn't
listened to Falynn, to her protests that he needed to live, until held heard the same facts from Tyriaand



others.

Never number one, not at anything. But maybe if she accomplished afew more things no Wraith had
ever done, such as dragging those TIE fighters under her stolen skiff the other week, people would stop
dismissing her as a second-rater.

She waited there half an hour, seeing one landskimmer arrive a the TIE ready bunker but dismissing
theidea of trying to intercept it and jump aboard—the pilot of the small craft would certainly fed it bob
when her weight came down on it.

But then, afew minutes later, a bulbous repul sorlift vehicle the Sze of amultiple-passenger tourist craft
cruised in aleisurdly fashion toward the bunker. Letters on the side read THOLAN'S COMESTIBLES,
and it gppeared as though the side pandl swung up to become ametd awning.

A mobile restaurant of some sort. Sheld seen them, not on Tatooine, but at the New Republic
Academy. Late-night garrisons like the men of the TIE ready bunker needed to edt, too . . .

She gathered hersdf up asthe silvery craft neared its closest gpproach to her. Shetook off into afast
gprint, catching up to the vehicle's squared-off rear, and found nothing there to hang on to but the rear
door's hinges. She legped up to grab the right top hinge with both hands; her feet swung free.

But it wasn't far, and she wasn't stepping across sensor-laden duracrete.

Asthe repulsorlift food carrier approached the front of the bunker, it dowed, swung to starboard, and
continued in Sideways, its pilot evidently planning to present the side pandl to the bunker's front door.
Faynn pulled hersdlf up, scrambling, her boots diding off the rear pand as she struggled to gain purchase,
and managed to pull hersdlf atop the vehicle. When it settled to the ground just ameter from the front
door, she stepped off it onto the near part of the bunker roof, then flattened hersalf on the bunker
surface.

So far, so good. What if there were pressure sensors on top? She'd wait to find out. She froze where
shewas.

She heard the bunker's only exterior door hiss open. Metd swung into position with aclank. There was
laughter among men working the late-night shift. Hissng of liquids, clanking of coins. Then, findly, the
door and pand closed and the flying foodseller maneuvered away from the bunker.

And no one had come out to investigate an anomal ous pressure reading on the roof. Excellent.

She clicked her comlink. A double-click answered her. She repested the click to assure Donosthat he
hadn't responded to random garbage from someone el se's sending unit.

Then, dowly, carefully, sheinched hersalf up the bunker roof to the point where it graduated from
duracrete to segmented metdl, then did leftward until she reached the bottom of one of the huge TIE
fighter access doors; better to be at the bottom and less likely to be seen when the doors opened.

If they opened.

Please, she asked no onein particular, let them have some sort of emergency. Don't let me wait here all
night for nothing.



"Tyria, look up,” Grinder said into the mouthpiece of his headset. He sat at the desk in the Wraiths
suite in Scohar, and the picture on the portable terminal in front of him wasthe jittery view being
broadcast from the camerain Tyrias cap. It currently showed the dressed stone rear wall of the Scohar
Xenohedth Indtitute. The view rose dong the wall and then became rdatively till, now showing the
awning and safety light above one of the windowless meta doors on that wall.

Phanan and Kell leaned over his shouldersto watch. Either of them could have executed the
image-gathering march around the Ingtitute, but Grinder pronounced them too memorable: Phanan was
too mechanical, Kdl too tal. Tyria, with her face dirtied, her hair combed out until it was frowsy, got
barely asidelook from any of the better-dressed late-night tourists on the Scohar streets.

Grinder cycled the picture through avariety of different sensory inputs. The picture on screen polarized,
became a negative, and findly returned to amore norma view.

"Theres definitely aviewer in the overhang, just like the others. Come on in; I've pegged our intrusion
point, and we've got to acquire some materids beforewego in.”

Her voice, muted, came over the termind’s spegker. "Which is our intrusion point?”

"The only onewithout aviewer onit. The only onewithout alock permitting exterior entry.”
"Thewaste vent," shesaid.

"That'sthe one."

A persistent whine made Falynn open her eyes. Another annoying alarm. She reached out to swat it
and encountered only metal.

That snapped her eyes open. She'd falen adegp! She checked her chrono, determined that a coupl e of
hours had passed, and redlized that the whining noise was the sound of the metal doors powering up. She
took a deep breath and readied herself.

With ajolt, the seam at the join of the two doors widened and the doors retracted in fitful jerks. Falynn
looked scornfully at the door's edge asiit retreated toward her. Servicing the motors and lubricating the
rails would make the process smoother and quieter; she hoped the TIE fighters were kept up better than
their hangar.

The door did into place and locked with adistinctive clang of meta. She grabbed the edge and pulled
hersdf partway up, just enough to see over the metd lip.

Below, arepair and hangar bay. She saw cartsfull of tools, grease-spattered duracrete flooring, four
painted blue circles some eight metersin diameter on the floor with TIE fighters parked upon them. Two
of the fighters had men beside them, a crew chief and amechanic from the look of them. Asshe
watched, the men hurriedly withdrew and the TIE fighters rose dowly, with the rumble of repulsorlift
engines, into theair. Their smooth ascent brought them to Falynn's dtitude and beyond; when they were
adozen meters above the bunker, they kicked in their twin ion engines and went screaming off into the

night sky.

She shook her head. She wasn't here to watch them. She returned her attention to the remaining TIES,



to the men in the hangar. Those men only watched until the starfighters were out of sight; then one moved
to adoor on the east wall and another went to awall-mounted control pand and flipped a switch there.

Abruptly the door jerked and began closing.
Falynn kept her grip on the door edge, letting the metal segment drag her upward while she kept her
attention on the hangar. One of the mechanics approached adoor on the south wall and waved his hand

twice, very precisealy, across the doorjamb above his head; the door did open for him.

Then the door Falynn was holding on to was a mere haf meter from closing againgt its counterpart. She
let go, rather than have the closing doors crush her fingers, and tried to hold on by sheer friction.

It didn't work. When the door edges crashed into place, thejolt shook Falynn free and she began
diding. She grabbed around frantically for purchase, couldn't find it.

Sherolled down the door, then down the roof of the bunker, then off the roof.

It was three long meters to the duracrete ground. The comlink popped, and Grinder's voice came
acrossit: "Flue open. Comeonin.”
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Kéll, Tyria, and Phanan waited in the shadow of ametal sculpture that depicted, in abstract form, a
dance of spiritsin Storind's mythologica past. A block away, Grinder, dressed in black, huddled at the
base of the Ingtitute wall just by the hatch leading into the waste-disposa flue.

"Ishe actually any good at this?' Phanan asked. "I've never seen hisrecord. Never heard of him before
joining the Wraiths."

Kell shrugged, redized no one could seeit in the gloom. "'l don't know. But he was good enough for
Commander Antillesto pick him."

Phanan snorted. "Well, if he's as good a code-dicer and intrusion expert asheisapilot, he's, well,
mediocre. Sort of warms your heart, doesn't it? To know our lives are in the hands of amediocre dicer?”’

"l think," Tyriasaid, "that you left the profession of medicine becauseit's your nature to make everyone
fed worse about everything.”

"Ooh." Phanan'stone was admiring. "I've been skewered. | will now take seventeen hoursto
reevauatemy life"

It was an unpleasant entryway.

The flue opened afull two meters above the sdewalk. In opening it, Grinder had spilled out adozen
blocks of compressed garbage, each ameter on aside and smdlling of rotted organic materia. By the
time the other Wraiths arrived, Grinder had stacked them into crude steps leading up to the flue opening.

Theflueitsef ameled like the blocks, only worse. More concentrated. The Wraiths put on their
ar-filter masks, spattered with perfume by athoughtful Tyria, before proceeding.



Phanan wasfirst up the steeply angled metal shaft, not because he was at home with intrusion, but
because he was in charge of the powerful spray with which he coated every visible surface of theflue,
The spray was not antibacterid, antivird, or antianything; it was a powerful and fast-setting sedlant that he
believed would prevent the transmission of any disease agents that might be clinging to the flue's surfaces.

They gave the stuff amere minute to set, then began climbing. Once all four werein, they closed the
door behind them. Grinder reset the latch, showing the other Wraiths how to unlatch it, and Phanan
continued upward, spraying down the sides of theflue.

This shaft took them firgt into the hard-sided chamber that acted as atrash compressor. A single
ill-timed command to the building computer would cause the Sides to come together, squeezing the
Wraithsinto new cubes of garbage, but no such command came. The hatch out of the top of the chamber
led to alarger vertica shaft into which trash agpparently poured from every floor of the Indtitute. "See all
the ash?' Phanan said. "Most of the accessesinto this shaft are through incinerators. So dangerous
wastes will be nice safe ash when they're dropped for disposal.”

Onefloor up, a hatch gave them accessinto asmall mess featuring atable for six and afood-ddlivery
wadl unit.

By agreement, Tyriatook point; she wasto stop whenever she reached aporta or changein flooring
s0 Grinder could check it for sensors. Grinder was second, with Phanan following and Kell bringing up
therear.

The mess gave way to ahalway. The third door down opened into aterminal room, and Grinder
inssted that they crowd into the smal chamber so he could try to diceinto the building records.

Despite Phanan's earlier assertions of his mediocrity, the task only took Grinder afew minutes. "L eve
A-Four," said Grinder, "that's Aboveground Four for those of you who haven't been paying attention to
Storinal nomenclature, iswhere dl test subjects and experiments are kept. A sort of tiered security
system. Outermost of threetiersis basicaly awarehouse of anima subjects, animals not especidly
dangerous. The middle circle holds more dangerous crestures, like toxic reptiles and ex-doctors from
Rudrig."

Phanan muittered, "Much the samething, redly.”

"Theinner chamber iswhere they store what we want. Kell, you'll be interested to learn that theré'sa
plasmabomb array there. The sensors detect aleak and it may trigger—the Ingtitute's way of keeping the
world safe from plagues.”

Kel sad, "Can any of your intrusion effortstrigger the bomb?"

"Sure. If I'm doppy.”

"Wonderful."

Grinder stood. "L et's go. There's no time like the dark of night.”

Getting up two floors by aback stairwell was not difficult. Sightly less easy was penetrating the

security door from that stairwell into the secure outer circle, but thistook Grinder no more time than
getting through the trash hatch.



The outer-tier warehouse was alarge area occupying most of the fourth floor. Some areas of it were
well lit, thick with cagesholding live, dert animasfrom dl over the gdlaxy; their noiselevel increased as
they became aware of the Wraiths moving in the chamber, but the human guard as- signed to the floor
did no more than gpproach them and shush them. The Wraiths stayed low, then moved away, deeper
into the chamber's more shadowy regions.

Pausing againgt astack of plastic-sheathed boxes, Grinder was startled to fed something
scratching—actively scraiching—at the other Side of the surface he was leaning againgt. Peering down, he
saw that he was propping himself up against a stack of small containerslabeled STORINI GLASS
PROWLER. The picture on the container showed a trand ucent arthropod that walked upon two legs
and apparently seized its prey with the other two in anearly humanoid fashion. Whatever wasinside one
of those containers was trying to claw itsway out, hence the scratching sensation.

He allowed adow smileto spread across his features. An exotic insect from afaraway world—he
could use such athing. Glancing around to make sure none of his companions was watching, he used a
fine sat of scissorsto cut through the plastic netting holding the cartons together, then dipped the carton
with the active inhabitant into histool bag.

"S0," Faynn said, "'l got about four hours of deep. Two just snoozing on top of the bunker, and two
lying in ahegp dong the south wall."

Janson whigtled. " And no one spotted you." "I assume not. I'm not in prison.” She shrugged, then
winced at the pain the maneuver caused her.

Atril scowled at her. "Be dill." She returned to painting ahealing agent onto the largest of the cutson
Faynn'sforehead. Janson continued, "How did you get out?' "When | woke up, it was still a couple of
hours before dawn. Thelittle garrison's personal vehicleswere dl lined up on the north wall, and | figured
that they wouldn't put pressure sensors dong the wall where dl their own people would move al the
time, just out in the open areaaround. So | just walked around, picked the biggest of the
groundskimmers, and picked the lock to its storage compartment. Got alittle more rest there, too, under
ablanket and some boxes before his shift ended and he came out. He stopped in at some place to eat
and | crawled out there, the gloriousimage you see before you." Falynn's hair was plastered to her head
by swest, she had scrapes on her forehead, and she walked, when they Iet her, like awoman who'd
avoided afdl'sworth of broken bones but stocked up on bruises and muscle pulls by way of

compenstion.
Janson said, "I'll get your information to Wedge. And you get some real deep.” Herose.

Atril rose and added, "The painkillers should start firing off pretty soon. Y ou'd better be horizontal
when they do.” She shrugged. "Sorry | can't do more. | wish Dr. Phanan were here."

"It'sfing" Falynnsad.

Janson and Atril left her quarters, but Donos lingered, knedling beside her chair. "Y ou're sureyou're dl
right?’

"I'm going to stab the next person who asks me that." But she kept her tone light and there was no sting
in her words.

"Y ou scared me to deeth. Falling and not moving. | was getting aretrieva team in position when you



reached mevia comlink."

"I'm sorry." She reached out to stroke his chin, felt the harsh stubble of a day's worth of beard there.
And she began to laugh.

"What'sfunny?'
"That mustache. Y ou look likeacompleteidiot.”

"Oyah." He bobbed his head in an exaggerated nod and kissed her on the third bob. Then herose.
"Likethey said, deep. We've got more planned tonight.”

"Someone ese getsto dimb.” A wave of tiredness washed across her. She half rose, unwilling to
straighten completely up and suffer the muscle pulls such amotion entailed, | and crawled onto her bed.
"Ghight."

Pague Group returned from Scohar tired but triumphant. They met with the mustachioed idiots of
Y okd Group in Wedge's hostel quarters.

"Effortless, as| predicted,” Grinder said. He clapped his hands and rubbed them together. "My
companions, inspired by my sheer versatility and competence, themsel ves showed acceptable
performance—"

Kell glared at him and he shut up. "Wegot in," Kell said, "we got out with the goods, and the only thing
we did that would indicate someone was there was spray asedlant al over theinside of atrash flue. |
even reconnected the plasmabomb."”

Wedge came upright. "The what?"

"They had a high-temperature device set to trigger if any of the disease agents breached their security
sed and threatened to escape the complex. The thing would have ingtantly incinerated the Indtitute and a
few city blocks around it— which | assume they consider an appropriate measure to keep some of those
diseasesin check.” Kdl shrugged. "I bet that little safety featureis asecret to their neighbors. Anyway, |
disabled the array so Grinder could foul up if he liked—"

"Never happen,” Grinder said, hisvoice agrowl.

"And then, once he was very, very sure everything was safe, reconnected it."

"Where's the plague?' Wedge asked.

Phanan held up two plastic cylinders, each no larger than a standard comlink.

"Will those. . . containers. . . hold?'

The doctor nodded. "Y es. But to be safe, I'll beinoculating dl of usand therest of the Night Caller
crew againg theselittle bugs. Kdl is going to help me mount these containersin little detonation units,
nothing explosive, they'll puncture the sideswith aneedle. All we haveto do isget them into the shuttles

ar-circulation gear.”

"Good." Wedge leaned back and tried to relax. "We go tonight, then. The sooner we're offworld, the



sooner we can get out of these mustaches.”
Tyriaquirked asmile. "Not to mention the |avender short pants.”

"Not to mention them, Hight Officer Sarkin." Wedge pulled hiswide-brimmed hat down over hiseyes.
"Ords"

They drove at adow pace toward Bunker 22-Aleph—dow so Piggy, pacing them on foot, could keep
up. Not that the Storinal-made refueling and maintenance skimmer was a particularly speedy craft, but it
could dill outrun afully armed and armored Gamorrean.

The two human guards and one |eather-clad Gamorrean at the bunker's main entrance came on
attention asthey neared. In the skimmer's cab, Kell fingered his blaster to make sureit was ill snuginiits
holster. Beside him, Tyria gave him an amused look and refrained from doing the same. Back in the
skimmer's main bed, hidden among the refudling hoses and swing-out platforms containing diagnostic
gear, Janson, Phanan, and Grinder would be making sure the blankets and covers over them were till
tied downtight . . . and making sure their blasters were charged to full.

Kell kept abored expression on hisface and brought the skimmer to a stop about a meter from the
point at which he was sure the guards would bring their wespons to bear. The senior human guard
stepped forward. "Orders.” Kel handed him hisforged datacard. "That's work orders, not orders. We
don't take orders. Not like spaceport security boys." He gave Tyriaagrin he knew to beirritating | and
cocksure.

"These shuttles aren't due to be serviced until the morn-ing,” the guard said. "They depart tomorrow
afternoon.”

"Itsadack period,” Kell said. It was true; otherwise they wouldn't have been able to find and
temporarily stea amaintenance skimmer. There had been otherslined up, unused. "Control wants usto
get alittle ahead before the work piles up tomorrow.”

The guard gave him a sour look and stepped back to dip the card into the door reader.

Now, thelr first test. It would have been far too much work to forge a proper set of work orders
alowing them to work on the Hawkbat's shuttles—a set that would get proper authorization from the
gpaceport's main computer. 1t would have been amisson dl by itself to get through that computer's
defenses; security on that system was extremely tight to keep malicious code-dicers from doing things
like rerout- ing cargo craft to pirates landing zones or causing craft to crash.

So Grinder had tried to run completely around thewall of defenses. Just after nightfal thisevening, he
had climbed to the hangar's roof and diced into the little retransmitter there. Now, the module hed
planted in that comm device would be intercepting the request for authorization of Kell's codes, waiting
an gppropriate amount of time, and sending back the authorization ... al without bothering the spaceport
computer. The Wraiths had no plansto retrieve the module; it would interfere with no other requests and
would let the retransmitter operate normaly. It would probably not be found until the next time the
transmitter was serviced, whether days, weeks, or months from now.

The guard returned. "Y ou're clear to work. Under the eye of a spaceport guard.”

Kdl gestured toward Piggy. "1 thought that waswhat Smiley there wasfor."



"Right." The guard waved at the two remaining at the hangar doors, and amoment later those doors
wererolling open. Maintaining hisair of boredom, Kell moved the skimmer through and Piggy paced
them in. The Gamorrean guard said something in its own language as they passed and Piggy grunted a

reply.

Asthe doors shut behind them, Kell maneuvered the skimmer to be directly bes de the cockpit of one
of the shuttles. When it wasin place, he lowered the landing struts and shut off the repulsors. Now, the
craft would be braced for its mechanica duties. He and Tyria clambered out of the cab and into the aft
meachinery, Kell swinging a diagnostic module up againgt the hull of the Hawkbat's Perch.

The others didn't emerge from hiding, but Grinder's voice did. "I'm reading one visua-only scanner, up
somewhere in the northwest corner.”

Kell ressted the urgeto look. "Can you disable it?'
"From here? Don't be stupid. Wait asecond. Unless| missmy guess. . ."
Kdl and Tyriachimed in together, "Which never happens. . ."

"Shut up. Unless| missmy guess, it's piping its data straight through that same retransmitter . . . Yed
Give me asecond. Everybody hold still. I'm recording afew seconds of itstransmission. . . loopingit ...
blending the sesam. Now all | haveto do istransmit it constantly to my module on the retransmitter and
have the module hold theredl feed . . . Done!"™ Grinder emerged, looking sweaty but triumphant.

Janson and Phanan came out from benegath their respective hiding places. Janson gestured to the side of
Hawkbat's Perch. "Why isn't that panel open yet?'

"Because we don't actually have authorization, remember?’ Kdll felt, once more, the faint surprise that
came when Janson's sudden arrival failed to cause him to tense up. "'l need Grinder to run abypassonit.”

"And on the ramp contral.”

Kell shook hishead. "It occurred to me as we were driving over here that we can just put the Stuff in
theair intake scoop. They'll berunning on red air for thefirst few thousand meters, until they can't ramit
fast enough in to supply adequate air pressure. That's when they switch to canned air." He smiled. "We
don't even haveto bresk in."

Phanan cocked his head to listen. "We read, Joyride." With his built-in equipment, he didn't haveto
hear the buzzing of his comlink and bring the thing on-line; he was aways receiving. "Good news,
Joyride. Plague out." He looked at the others. "Runt is counting down for his run from the moon. If
everything goeswdll, helll finish histerrain-following run and be herein about an hour."

"That'sour timelimit," Kell said. "Don't forget, we actudly have to service these shuttles.”

Joyride Group couldn't rely on the help of apassing vendor's skimmer. With four people needing
transport and anarrow time frame, they had to make something happen.

Of dl the vehicles crowding Revos's spaceport, none were as prevalent as cargo-hauling skimmers,
used for trangporting everything from standard bulk containers weighing severd tonsto piles of
passengers persond bags. It wasn't difficult to find one unattended, wasn't even difficult to get it running
and move it off afew dozen metersinto the deeper shadow thrown by an unoccupied hangar. But what



they were planning next would be tricky.

"How'sit coming?' Wedge asked. He and Face were guards on this operation, keeping blasters at the
ready and attention on their surroundings; they didn't often look back at what Falynn was doing.

"How do you think? Slow!"

Wedge heard an dectronic crackle and acurse from her. "Thetrick," she continued, "isto fry the
circuits controlling braking without wiping out everything €l se on the same board. Then I've got to do the
vehicle programming you want. Tricky stuff. The jump at the end, the self-erasure, and the data you want
left behind—well, | wish Grinder were here.”

Wedge managed asmile. If Grinder knew how much his particular skills were gppreciated and needed
right now, held be insufferable. He managed to ride pretty close to insufferable most of thetime.

Atril spoke up. "'l handle ship's programming al the time, particularly navigation. Let me do arough cut
on the program and you can fix it up in lesstime than it would take you to do it from scratch.”

"Pleae”

Wedge's comlink beeped. He held it up to his ear, heard the message, said, "Thanks, Six." Heturned
back to the others. "Thirty minutes and counting.”

"We have aproblem,” Phanan said.

Kdl lowered the side pandl on Hawkbat's Vigil. "Not much of one. We're done." He was covered with
swest and, after only half an hour'swork, tired. On ajob like this, there were usualy two to four trained
mechanics and haf an hour to an hour per vehicle serviced; hed doneit in haf the usua time with acrew
of willing but inexperienced hands.

"Nine says there's amaintenance skimmer coming thisway," Phanan said.

Janson cursed. "Let's move out. Well bluff them, and if that doesn't work, we'll tear out of herelike
Fdynninaskiff."

Kl paused as he was entering the cockpit. Lashed to the bed in back were three plastic containers,
each about the size of an R2 unit, that hadn't been there before. "What are those?"

Tyriagrinned. "Our reason for being here. Remember? We're stedling something? Those are
recreationa holos someone had piled up for loading onto the shuttles. They'll figure were black
marketeers or something.”

"| forgot."

"Y ou had plenty to do."

Janson's voice came from underneath his blanket. "Would you two stop smooching up and get us
out of here?'

Kdl positioned his skimmer to exit. The argument had adready started outside, with some words drifting
in around the edges of the stedl doors:. ™. . . tell you, you're dready inthere" ". . . obvioudy not, Sncewe



just got here.”

Kell nodded to Piggy, who dapped thewall control. The doors ground their way open. The two nearly
identica maintenance skimmers faced each other amere four meters apart.

The lead guard pointed to Kdl's skimmer. "As| told you."
Thedriver of the other skimmer leaned out of his cockpit. "Hey! Who are you?”'

"I'm Botkins." Kdl glanced again at the name stenciled on the gloves lying in the cockpit. "'I'm standing
infor Laramont.”

"Laramont'sin the cafeteria, waiting to start his shift!"

"Dammit! They told me he was sick. So he's going to be servicing the shuttles?"

“No, | am!*"

"Wrong. | just did."

"Listen, scab, I'm not going to let you cost me my piece- work for the night.” The mechanic clambered

out of hiscockpit. He was nearly astall as Kell and had as much muscle, though afair amount of it was
swathed in fat. Tools swung on his belt as he straightened up.

Kel waited until the man reached the window of his cockpit. "Hey," hesaid, "let'sdo thislike
gentlemen. Y ou know, I might not have done such agood job of gauging the hydraulics.”

The mechanic scowled a him. "So?"

" S0, you scrub my work as not up to spec. Y ou get credit for the whole job but only have to redo the
work you don't like. But you don't formally log the complaint, so my record stays clean. That way, you
get your pay and | still log thetime, so | can keep working toward getting a permanent post here. What
do you say?'

The mechanic considered it. "No. I'm just going to scrub your work as not up to spec . . . and report it
that way. Right now."

Kell glanced a Tyria. A call likethat to Central would probably aert the spaceport operatorsto the
unauthorized maintenance job they'd just done. He returned his attention to the mechanic and said, inan
overly reasonable tone, "Well, now. That's my job vaporized. My career at Revos Spaceport. If you're
going to teke that from me, | think | ought to have something from you."

The mechanic twisted hislip in an gpproximation of acontemptuous smile. "Such aswhat?"
"Such as about fifteen square centimeters of your skin, aliter of your blood, and whatever you have left
of areputation.” Kell threw open his cockpit door, catching the mechanic off guard and hurling him to the

duracrete.

Kell stepped out over him, took acouple of stepsto the side, and stretched. He caught the chief
guard'seye. "l say | bresk three of hisbones before he givesup.”
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The cargo skimmer swung around to the north of the TIE ready bunker, then angled in straight toward
the building. It did not build up speed; it maintained arate just over awalking pace.

Wedge, Atril, Falynn, and Face clustered at the bow of the thing, braced for the mild collison to come.
"| forgot to ask,” Wedge said. "Have you ever done anything like this before? The surge at the end?”’

Falynn grinned. "Sure. Tried it with acanyon jump back home."
"How'd it turn out?' "Broken collarbone.” "Just checking."

By now, the sensorsin the TIE bunker would show the oncoming vehicle. Guards might even be
leaving by the south entrance to come around and see what was happening. The timing had to be perfect.

They were thirty meters away, twenty, ten—then they hit the bunker wall, abump that merely caused
them to sway forward, momentarily off balance.

Faynn counted, "Three, two, one—"

The skimmer's engines whined as they overrevved, and suddenly the craft bounced an extratwo meters
intotheair.

The four jumped forward asthey fdt the skimmer drop from under them. They landed, awkward, on
the bunker roof. Atril immediately twisted and started to fall back into the skimmer, but Wedge and Face
caught her flailing arms and tugged her toward them.

Already there were the sounds of oncoming feet. The four flattened themsalves as quietly asthey could
and hugged the roof.

Then therewere voices. "Y ou there! What do you think you're doing?!

"Wait asecond. Theresnobody init.”

"Check under it."

Laughter. "That'd be funny. Someone being squashed under a skimmer.”

The other voice became resentful. "Y ou just think it's funny becauseit's never happened to you.”

"That'sright. Never has, never will. Smdl that? It's like an engine bearing has burned out.” The man's
voice changed. "Control Aleph-One, it'sacargo skimmer. It's unoccupied. It may be adrifter. Jotay's
checking out the autopilot.”

"l am?"

"“Youare."

The other man sighed.



They were slent for a couple more minutes, then Jotay said, "It lookslike it was daved to another
skimmer, part of acargo convoy, and its memory was not correctly purged. It would have shot off as
soon asit was activated. Maybe even il be receiving signals from the convoy master.”

"Whll, flush the program and take it back where it belongs.”
"Why me?'
"Privilege of rank, sonny. | was hired three days before you.”

Wedge heard the skimmer power up and go gliding off, itsdriver sill complaining. The other man
wandered back toward the bunker's south face, chuckling and muttering to himsaif.

Falynn chuckled, too. She whispered, "He's going to have afine time parking that thing with the brakes
not working."

Kdl's opponent stood, hisface red, twisted with anger.
"| redlly ought to stop you," the guard said.

"WEell, you can do that, or you can get your bets down." Then Kell twisted to avoid the mechanic's
charge. He swatted the man's outstretched hand away, continued the twist into afull twirl, and gave the
man a dap to the back of his head as he passed. The mechanic staggered, off balance from the extra
momentum, and went to hisknees.

The mechanic came up with abelt hydrogpanner in hishand. Thiswasn't asmall, around-the-house
tool, but a heavy metal implement two-thirds the length of aman'sarm.

Kell dropped his pose of aggressive amiability and assumed a proper fighting posture, lft foot forward,
hands up, weight balanced. He'd hoped that potentialy deadly weapons wouldn't enter the mix. Hed
obvioudy hopedinvain.

The mechanic charged again, but something in his body language told Kdl he was changing tactics.
Instead of sidestepping, Kell held his pose, ready to stop-thrust or body-check the man. It wasthe
mechanic, though, who stopped short, swinging the hydrospanner in ahorizonta arc that would have
connected solidly with Kdl'srib cage if held duplicated his earlier move.

Kl twisted aside—and the head of the spanner hit him aglancing blow, an impact that kicked the
bresth out of him and sent him staggering back. He thought he felt arib give way.

The mechanic, confident now, followed up ingtantly with another swing.

Kel didn't try to dodge this one. Despitethe painin his| |eft Sde, he twisted, adding energy to the
punch that connected with the mechanicswrist. Kell felt and heard something break in thewrist. The
hydrospanner flew free, clanking into the sde of Kdl's maintenance skimmer.

Kell followed through with aleft that rocked the me- chanic's head, then spun around in akick. He
tried to make it look more awvkward than it had to, but gaveit full force when it connected against the
mechanic'sjaw. The man uttered agrunt and fell hard to the duracrete.



Kell turned to the guard. "Call thisin. He just assaulted mewith intent to kill. My career here may be
shot, but I'm taking hiswith me. Get me Centrd.” He suddenly felt drained and was having ahard time
bresthing.

The guard shrugged and moved to comply. Tyriatook abreath, preparing to jump in with an objection,
but the mechanic's partner, who'd exited his skimmer during the fight, spoke up first. "Wait. Please.”

The guard paused.

Kdl sad, "Why?' Hetried to bring hislabored breathing under contral. It wasn't working. Still, that
added to his act, made it easy for him to smulate fury.

"He'sagood man. Just tense. Let him deep thisoff, I'll redo the servicing on the shuttles, nobody will
report anything, you keep your job, he keeps hisjob—what do you say?"

Kell took a couple of breaths, as deep as he could bear, and turned to Tyria.

She shrugged. He could read worry for him in her eyes, but her tonewas light. "Might aswell. Fewer
reports.”

The guard in charge said, "Fewer reports.” He made it bound like agod of considerable merit.

Kl gave arductant nod. "Fewer reports. Sounds good.” He moved back to his cockpit door. "I'm
doing him afavor, you know that?"

The mechanic's partner, dready struggling to pull the unconscious man upright, said, "Yeah, sure” He
could not have sounded |essinterested.

A moment later Plague Group's maintenance skimmer was once again in motion.
Tyriaasked, "Areyou dl right?'

"] want Phanan to tape me up as soon as possible. But | don't think it's anything serious. Aslong asl
don't do too much bending.”

"Well, you bought us the time we needed.”

Kell checked his chrono. Just give usthirty minutes, he thought. Then, it won't matter how many
reportsthey cdl in.

Wedge gripped the rope attached to his hook and rolled over into the darkness.

Runt's attack came with such swiftnessthat even the Wraiths, who'd timed hisarrival nearly to thelast
second, were caught off guard by it.

His X-wing was suddenly over the spaceport, its engines screaming like some mythical demon, its laser
cannons blagting at unoccupied portions of duracrete. Men and women on the field ran in the direction of
any cover. Someran to dive into the shadow of refueling tanks. Wedge shook his head as he watched
them.

A moment later the shrill keen of an Imperid air-raid dert filled the air. Bunkersal over the spaceport



went dark astheir occupants or central computers obeyed emergency blackout procedures.

Runt passed over thefield, then turned around for another run. Hislaserstargeted aluggage skimmer
and ignited itsfud cdll, blowing bags and cases over afifty-meter radius.

Wedge dimly heard agrinding alarm noise from below. Then the bunker's top door motors whined and
the doors began to retract.

He peered through the crack between them. He could seetiny lights below him: green, red, yellow,
white, the myriad glows associated with computer gear. But the little TIE fighter hangar was otherwise
dark, its occupants also observing normal blackout procedures.

Ashed expected. Ashe'd counted on.

He moved with the leading edge of the door. As soon asthe doors were locked open, he placed his
grappling hook where the door edge met the duracrete roof. A few meters over, Falynn would be doing
the same at the other door.

With achilling engine roar Wedge would always associate with the Empire, two of the TIE fighters
below lit up their engines, silhouetting themsel ves with ionic engine wash, and then legped up into the sky,
not bothering with repulsorliftsfor initia takeoff.

Before Runt could make histhird pass over the spaceport, acircular dab of duracrete sixty meters
from the Narrarose from the ground. Benegath it was a ball-shaped gun emplacement, an open-air metal
framework with agunner's chair and ahemispherica durasted shield from which protruded four linked
laser cannons. Therig rose on ameta column, ten metersinto the air, fifteen meters, then rotated to track
Runt's X-wing.

Kdl, at the pilot's seat of the Narra, swore and hit his comm. "Six, we have a ground emplacement
setting up for your return. Leader reports the roof opening; you're about to have company.” Heflipped
the switch to light up the shuttle€'s engines and guns.

"We copy, Five." Runt's X-wing heeled over and headed west.

"If you do that," Janson said, "were going to have to scramble out of here without our TIE fighter
support.”

"What do you recommend? We st back and watch them flame Runt?' All the shuttle's occupants heard
theroar of the TIE fightersleaving their bunker. " Since that emplacement istaler than the trees, Runt's
going to bewithinitsline of sight for acouple of klicks at least—"

Janson shook his head. "Trust your squadmeates, Kdll."

Asif to punctuate hiswords, a brilliant needle of laser energy leaped from the top of the spaceport's
main termind building and hit the gun emplacement. Kell saw the laser burn through the chair, through the
gunner's body. The gunner dumped and the emplacement continued its rotation, no longer tracking a
target.

"Donos,”" Kdl said. "Sorry. | forgot.”

Two TIE fighters emerged from the target bunker and headed west in pursuit of Runt.



Tyriasad, "I'm going out to cover Donossariva.”
Janson nodded. "Be careful .
Kell added, "Do what the man says."

The bunker's doors clanged down into place. The crew chief on duty called out, "Back to normd," and
switched on thelight.

Two black-clad commandos, aman and awoman, their faces covered in dark masks, stood in the
hangar, covering the mechanics with blaster pistols. Another two were aready going through the door
into the office portion of the bunker—somehow they knew the gesture that told the movement sensor to
open the door.

The male commando said, "Not exactly norma. Don't make amove.”
Face entered the bunker's command center, hispistol out and at the ready, Atril just behind him.

The officer on duty wasturning away from a security monitor and drawing hisblaster asthey entered.
Face snapped off a shot and missed. Atril's shot was accurate— gruesomely accurate; it caught the man
full in the face before he had a chance to fire. He dropped to the polished and waxed duracrete floor, his
hair onfire.

Face gestured to the other person in the room, a gray-haired uniformed woman who was aready
rasing her hands. "Put that out before it sets off the firedlarms." He was annoyed to hear hisvoicetry to
crack.

Silent, she complied, taking ajacket from the back of achair and usng it to smother the smoky fire.

Face managed to put alittle more authority into hisvoice. "Now. What's the standard recall code for
the TIE fighterswho just | eft?"

The woman, her task complete, rose to her feet and put her hands up again. "I don't know."

Face glanced over his shoulder at Atril. "Kill her." He saw her eyeswiden and gave her thetiniest
shake of his head The bunker officer said, "Sakira. S A-K-1-R-A." Her lip turned downward. "It's his
daughter's name.”

Face moved to the main control board. Its primary moni- tor showed the red blip of Runt's X-wing
outbound, two blue blips of the TIE fighters closing rapidly upon it. He typed SAKIRA into the keypad
and sent the code.

Almost immediately aman's voice came over the comm speaker: " Sun Leader to Base, please confirm
last trangmisson.”

Face waved the surviving bunker operator to the panel. She approached, tiff-legged, but her face
twitched and she did not use the comm. "If | confirm the code, they'll know it'swrong," she said, her tone
ullen.

Face sighed, then keyed the comm. He kept hisvoice low, making it as bland as possible. "Confirm



recal Sakira," he said.

"Base, copy. Returning home. He had him, Base. Why the change?"

"New orders. Comeonin."

"Base, will comply."

Face discovered he was sweeting. Comm distortion would help abit, but thiswas Imperia equipment;
itsdistortion was less severe than New Republic comm gear. If that pilot had any suspicions, he could be
caling the spaceport's control center or another fighter baseevennow . . .

But theimage on the sensor screen showed the TIE fighter blipslooping around and returning.

Face keyed hiscomlink. "Six, they're breaking off. Go to terrain-following mode and ease your way
back."

"Eight, we copy.”

Atril led the female officer back into the hangar. Face sat at the main control board. For the few
minutes, it wasawaiting game.

Alarms sounded all over the spaceport. A detachment of guards reached the gun emplacement and
used aremote to bring it down to ground level. They dragged the gunner'sremains out of the chair's
remains and another trooper took his place. Kell hurriedly powered down the Narras systems so a
sensor sweep would not detect them.

More troopers were running around on the duracrete near the spaceport's main termina bunker.
Looking for Donos, Kdl knew. If the sniper was on top of his game, held have rappdled down the side
of the bunker moments after killing the gunner. Tyriawould know where he was, but he dared not use his
comlink to reach her; he might interrupt her at acritica time.

Feet clattered up the shuttle's ramp and abruptly Tyriaand Donos were peering into the barrels of
Janson's and Kéell'sready weapons. "All clear,” Tyriasaid.

Kell shesthed hisblaster and raised the ramp. "Anything from Joyride Group?"
Janson, in the copilot's seat, shook his head.

The TIE fighters were dowing to hover over the open doors of the bunker when the comm board
sounded again. "Control Aleph-One, thisis Central. Why did you bresk off pursuit of Target X-30857"

Face grimaced and activated his microphone. " Centra, the target's escape profile suggested an
ambush. It was not in an escape posture. Thisindicated to methat it wasleading our fighterstoward a
Superior force."

"Y ou decided that on your own initiative, Aleph-One?"

"Thet's correct, Sir."



"Interesting choice, Aleph-One. Y ou know it's subject to review."
"Yes, gr. | gand by it, Sr.”

"Very well. Y our men coming in safe?!

"Two eyebalsincoming hot and normal.”

“Twowhat?'

Face shut off his mike and swore to himsdlf. Then he switched it back on. "Uh, eyebdls, sir. That's
Rebd tak. | thought you'd be amused.”

"Aleph-One, recite your day code.”

Face switched the mike off and yanked it free of its housing, then keyed his comlink. "L eader, weve
been made."

The two TIE fighters descended to a smooth landing. Wedge kept his cockpit dark, though his engines
were hot, and waited.

The TIES access hatches did not open. A moment later their engineslit up again and they roared
skyward.

"Three, fire!" Wedge had a confirmed lock on his targeting computer as soon asthe port-sde TIE
fighter rose over him. Hetriggered hislasers. The blast shook his grounded vehicle but hit the ascending
garfighter dead-on, hulling it. The TIE fighter continued upward only another twenty or thirty meters,
dowing, then stalled and dropped.

Faynn, in her TIE fighter, fired twice. Her second shot hit her target where its spherica body met its
starboard wing pylon. The blast didn't sever the pylon, but chopped hafway through it. The vehicle's next
maneuver, adizzying spin to the Sde, did the ret, tearing the pylon completely free. The fighter spun out
of sght.

Wedge'starget came straight down back into the bay. Wedge ingtinctively leaned away from the
descending, burning mess. It smashed down right next to his vehicle, showering his TIE fighter with
half-melted debris. His sarfighter shook from theimpact. "Gray Eight, Gray Thirteen, I'm afraid you'reon
foot; your rides are vaped.”

"Acknowledged. Narra, can you swing by for aquick pickup?"

Wedge heard Kdl'svoice: "Were dready in motion.”

"Three, Leader. Were airborne." Wedge nudged his control yoke and was suddenly roaring skyward.

The replacement gunner svung around to try to track the rogue TIE fighters from Bunker Aleph-One.
Then Centrd was back in his headphones. "There's a Lambda-class shuttle moving sixty meterswest of
your position. Wethink they're part of the same crew. Target and fire.”

The gunner dmost had the lead TIE in his brackets, but the pilot was good, very good, constantly



juking around, then dropping nearly to ground level to roar dong behind abunker or bulk cruiser. "I'ma
little busy here" he said. "Y ou're sure the shuttle isthe primary target?'

"They're not going to have their most important people on the starfighters, idiot. Do asyou'retold.”

The gunner sighed, then rotated his cupolaaround to cover the shuttle, which was moving on
repulsorlifts more or lesstoward the TIE ready bunker.

Toward two dark-clad figures running toward it. The shuttle's boarding ramp was opening.

He bracketed the shuttle's midsection—then heard the oncoming roar of aTIE fighter. A glance over
his shoulder showed the starfighter swooping at him, lining up for a shot— He leaped clear. He legped
out over fifteen meters of fall above ahard duracrete landing, and before he was halfway down he saw
the cupola explode under brilliantly accurate laser fire from the TIE fighter.

Then he hit, and disobedient shuttles and starfighters were no longer his problem.

"Weve now stolen a Corellian corvette and two TIE fighters That's good, but it's not enough. | think
we should stedl at least one of every type of ship in use by the Imperial Navy or the warlords."

Wedge smiled. "Ending with acertain Super Star Destroyer called Iron Fist?"

"That would round out the collection, don't you think?"

Though asquadron of TIE fighters|eft the city of Scohar and followed them to the outer planet where
Night Caller waited, their lead was such that they were able to dock al four craft, orient themsalves
out-system, and go to hyperspace before their pursuit reached them.

They gathered in the lounge for drinks and congratulations, Atril dtill, for the moment, afellow
commando instead of amember of the bridge crew.

"Here'sto everyone making it off that rock,” Kell said, and everyonejoined himin a"Hear, hear."
"Though Falynn and | managed to get dightly busted up, mostly through our own dumbness.”

Faynn said, "Hear, hear."
Wedge noticed Janson's expression; the man seemed pensive. "What isit, Wes?"
"Well, | wasjudt thinking. Weveredly set ourselves on anew mission and have along way to go."

"Wha misson?"

25

Night Cdler and Hawkbat made rendezvous at the appointed date, in a system whaose dim orange sun
sugtained no life on any of its seven planets. Hawkbat's captain, Bock Nabyl, apologized for not being
able to meet with Captain Darillian face-to-face, and explained that an unseemly illness was spreading
through the crew. Quarantine measureswerein force. Captain Darillian claimed to understand fully.



So representatives of both crews, working in vacuum suits, transferred a set of stedlth satellitesfrom
Hawkbat's main cargo hold to Night Cdler's belly hold, then both ships went their separate ways, their
crewmen never having seen one ancther in the flesh.

A day later Night Cdler put in at the Todirium system, whose bleak third planet was hometo acolony
mining iron and refining durastedl. The corporate computer system coordinating activities worl dwide was
not easy prey for Grinder's skills at dicing, but the corporate chief, speaking to Face's Captain Darillian,
asked whether Night Caller wanted to pick up the latest oad of refined aloys. Since previous stops had
not indicated that the corvette had taken on such loads, Face told the man that Zsinj would send acargo
hauler for thedloys. . . but heinssted on sending "Lieutenant Narol" down to examine the cargo. Face
reported back hours later with the precise location of Zsinj's warehouses.

"Thiswill be astandard stoop-and-shoot mission,” Wedgetold his pilots. "With one difference. We

know we're going to be recorded. We know because we're setting out the spy satellites ourselves. So as
long aswell be giving Zsinj information, we want it to be the worst information possible.

"Cubber, | want you to repaint dl the X-wings with Rogue Squadron's colors.”

The mechanic |ooked unhappy. "If theré's anything | hate worse than redoing a bad job—"

"It'sredoing agood one. | know. And it getsworse, because immediately after the misson, you'll have
to strip all that paint and reapply the Wraith Squadron colors.” Wedge shrugged. "Or we can let Grinder
do the repainting and put you in his cockpit for the misson."”

"No, thanks. I'll paint.”

Wedge continued, " So, we unload and Situate the satdllites. Piggy, | want you and Grinder to calculate
the most likely point where an X-wing squadron would enter the system and what their most likely
avenue of attack againgt the planet would be. Well set up the satellites along that path and get the best
possibleimagesfor Zsinj and Trigit. Since well be doing so much work in vacuum suits, | want Face and
Phanan in X-wingsflying cover, just in case of trouble. Phanan, you can use mine. Aslong asyou treet it
wdl."

"I'll try not to spill my lomin-dedl overit."

"How professiond of you. Then, we load up the X-wings, activate the satdllites, and jump out of
system. The next day, we come back in the X-wings and perform our ground strike.

" S0, spend some time today and tomorrow getting used to calling one another by Rogue call signs.
And, Face, when addressing me, don't forget to call me Tycho once or twice. Well be broadcasting in
the clear, like most snubfighter units, instead of using Wraith Squadron's encryption.”

Face nodded.

"After the strike, wéll jump to rgjoin Night Caller. Smple, in theory. Questions?’

There were none.

"Let'sdo it, then. Well begin deploying the satdllitesin two hours. Grinder, Piggy, get us some
locations by then.”



Grinder was thefirst one out of the door, Wedge noticed. Eager to begin processing datafor his extra
assgnment?

Grinder literaly ran to the locker room adjacent to the Deck Three forward lounge. He took alook
around to make sure | no one was on hand to observe him, then he keyed in hislocker combination. A
moment later he palmed the small box he'd taken from the Scohar Xenohedlth Ingtitute. Its occupant
began scratching at the pressboard sides of the box.

Grinder, increasingly nervous and watchful, headed forward the few stepsit took him to reach the
upper door into the bow hold. He peered into the hold, was reassured to note the absence of mechanics
or pilots.

He pulled out his datapad and keyed in acodefor it to transmit. Now, and for about five minutes, the
cameras over-looking the hold would show a till image.

He descended to floor level and keyed in another command. When this one was transmitted, the
canopy of one of the X-wings on the middie row hissed and opened.

Face's snubfighter. Grinder smiled. It had taken him considerable effort to acquire the passwords and
other specia keysthat gave him accessto the fighters, lockers, and quarters of dl the personnel aboard
Night Caller, but it wasworth it. It gave him lots of opportunitiesto enjoy himself.

He pried open the top of the box containing the insect and upended the box over Face's control set.
Flecks of some nameless substance, perhaps insect food, drifted out. Then something black, not an
insect, did free, and he caught it asit fell.

A smdll, cheap datapad, the kind that was not programmable, with amemory unit only large enough to
contain alittle data. Itsface read " Storini Glass Prowler, Care and Feeding.”

He shook the box again and the trand ucent insect did out, dropped wriggling to the seet, and stood
upright. It turned to look at Grinder asif evauating him for a possible medl, then dowly looked around in
acircle, andyzing its new surroundings.

Grinder issued another command through his datapad and Face's canopy closed. Now Face would be
infor asurprise. Grinder hoped the insect would be in an inobvious place when the pilot climbed aboard
for hisguard mission. Face should make some interesting noises when he discovered the weird little
cresture crawling al over him.

They set up the surveillance satellites without incident, and Face reported no insectile intruder when he
and Phanan returned from their guard mission.

Surreptitioudy, Grinder looked Face over, trying to find some sign that the pilot had accidentdly
squashed the insect, but there was no spot of fluid or crushed exoskeleton to suggest he had.

On his next opportunity, Grinder returned to the bow hold, opened the canopy of Face's X-wing, and
spent the next severa minutes searching his cockpit, but the insect was nowhere to be found. He even
searched the fighter's smdl cargo bay, again without luck.

He sighed. A prank opportunity wasted. Ungrateful insect. Next time, heéd find a cresture more noisy
and aggressive, something sure to make Face want to gect in midmission.



Grinder woke that night sure that he/d heard something scratching at his door.

A dream, he thought. Then he heard it again: Scritch, scritch, scritch. The precise noise the Storini
Glass Prowler had madein its box.

He rose and padded over to the door of his quarters, but the noise did not repest itself. He opened the
door, but there was nothing on the floor outside, just Phanan pausing outside his own door.

Grinder yawned, then asked, "Did you hear something?' Phanan gave him acuriouslook. "Do you
aways cometo your door naked in the middle of the night to ask questions like that?"

"No, redly. Did you hear anything odd amoment ago?' "Wdll, actudly, yes. Some sort of skittering.
Like something smdl running around.”

Grinder looked suspicioudy up and down the corridor, then carefully shut his door.

Eleven members of Wraith Squadron—all but Tyria, whose X-wing was again assigned to
Phanan—dropped out of hyperspace in the Todirium system, as close to the mining planet asthe
hyperdriveswould alow. They screamed down to the planet's surface a hundred kilometers from the
colony'swarehousing digtrict, then looped around from an east-to-west heading to a north-to-south,
flying in terrain-following mode to confound local sensors.

Thirty kilometersfrom their target, they overflew asmall residential compound. They saw someone
outside the compound, a humanoid figure in ablue environment suit, look up at them asthey roared past.

Wedge said, "That may have cost us our eement of surprise. Stay dert, people.”

"Twenty kilometers," Janson said.

More roads, most of them still dirt tracks, crisscrossed the brown landscape beneath them.
"Ten kilometers," Janson said.

Wedge said, "Reduce speed," and throttled back. " Sfoilsto attack position.”

They now crossed over sometilled fields, the crops aweird blue-green Wedge would not have thought
belonged in nature, and irrigation canals. Some of the roads were paved.

"Fveklicks," said Janson.

Gate, Wedge's R5 unit, shrieked awarning as his sensor board lit up with an aert—directional sensors
seeking alock.

"Break off by wings," Wedge said. "Ded with the threzt first. Worry about the primary target later.”

Four pairsof X-wingsrolled away from Wedge, leaving him with histemporary wingman, Donas, in
the middle of their new, broader formation.

Moments later the threat came into view. Just above the outskirts of the planet's primary settlement
rosealine of repulsorlift craft: short, subby vehicleshdf the length of X-wings, powerful-looking blaster
cannons protruding from their rear sections, red and yellow paint jobs suggesting danger.



Janson sad, "Ultra-Lights.”

Wedge frowned. ULAVS, or Ultra-Light Assault Vehicles, were ill in use—barely—by the New
Republic and on backwater planetslike this. Their repul sorlifts should not have been powerful enough to
lift them to rooftop level; these vehicles had to have been retrofitted with much more powerful engines.
"Five, Six, break |€eft," Wedge said. "Eleven, Twelve, break right. Prepare to do crossing strafing runson
those targets. Everyone el se, go evasive and continue on to primary target. Be careful: those rear guns
arethered problems.™

He heard their acknowledgments as he stood his X-wing up on its port wing, then continued into a
rollover, maneuvering like a corkscrew on toward the target. Sensors showed Donos sticking closeto his
tall.

Laserslit up the front ends of the ULAV's; two beams stopped dead twenty meters ahead of Wedge's
nose, stopped clean by hisforward shields.

Then he and Donos were past the line of attackers. The ULAV swere indeed floating ten metersup on
what had to be improved repulsorlift engines, and immediately behind them and the buildings shidding
them were artillery units, small salf-propelled missile racks pointed back toward the Wraiths direction of
approach. The pilots of the artillery units watched the Wraithsfly over, their expressions Sartled; it
looked as though the snubfighters speed had caught them off guard.

Wedge continued hisrall. The blaster cannons on the ULAV'S rears opened up, their emissons lighting
up the sky behind him; one gunner was good enough to graze Wedge's rear shields.

He heard Piggy's voice: "Five, recommend you—"

Wedge spoke up fast, "Twelve, no persond comments.” He couldn't have Piggy commencing his
advisory comments, not if they wereto bring off their imitation of Rogue Squadron.

"Yes, gar."
Face'svoice "Oh, lighten up, Tycho."

"Same order to you, Eight." Wedge grinned. Face had chosen agood point to insert his"mistake” of
identifying hismission leader by name.

"Yes, gr."

"L eader, Eleven. Commencing strafing run.”

Behind Wedge and Donos, the two wings of snubfighters crisscrossed abovethe line of ULAVsand
missile artillery pieces, their lasersflashing down from the skies like red shears. The sky lit up again as

one of the misdle units detonated.

Wedge's distance-to-range was down to aklick. Ahead, he saw the tan warehouse Face had identified
in his briefing recording. He targeted the building, saw hisbrackets go red amost instantly, and fired.

The proton torpedo flashed to the target faster than his eye could follow. The torpedo hit an
upper-story window and wasinsde when it went off, blowing the roof from the building in an



uncountable cloud of pieces. Moments | ater, torpedoesfired by the five Wraithstrailing him homed in on
the disintegrating target. As Wedge pulled up, the warehouse became a cloud of smoke and bright light,
onethat swelled so fast that even his evasive course carried him partway through it.

He saw red glowing light, heard thumps as debris from the detonation rattled against his X-wing's skin,
and then he was through the cloud, climbing. A quick check of his diagnosticstold him the extinguisher
systemn of one of his engines was reporting failure—which meant that shrapnel had penetrated the engine
and might cause more trouble to come.

"AH units, report in," hesad.

"Nineisfine. But you've got some new vents, Leader.” "L et me know if anything comes pouring o,
Nine" "Tych, thisis Eleven. Ther defengve lineisgone. The missile units committed fratricide.”

Wedge winced. That meant the missiles on one artillery unit had detonated, igniting the missileson
adjacent units, and so on up the line—probably taking the ULAV swith them, since they were o close.
That defensive line was a bad, doppy tactic, probably chosen in haste because of the speed of the
Wraiths approach. "Four isin the green.”

"Thisis Three. I'velost alaser cannon and picked up some drag.”

"Twelveisintact. Leader, the primary target isacrater.” Therest of the acknowledgmentsrolledin,
reportsof minor damage, no injuries. Wedge said, "Good work, Rogues. Let's get out of here.”

Faynn looked as though she'd just bitten into sour fruit. Her body language, as she kept her elbows on
the conference-room table and propped her chin on her hands, also suggested irritation. "'l thought |
wouldn't mind. But it bothersme.”

Wedge guessed that it wasn't too deep agrievance. "That Rogue Squadron gets credit for the raid on
Todirium?'

"Thet'sit."

"Wdll, they don't in the officid report. And that will be declassified as soon as our current missonis
done."

"Wel, | haveacomplaint,” Kell said. "I hit my artillery unit dead on and by thetime I came around for
asecond pass, al the ULAVswere gone.™

Wedge gave him askeptica look. "That's hardly groundsfor complaint.”
"l gill don't have an aerid kill! Three strike missions and a score of zero!"
The otherslaughed a him.

Face's comlink beeped. He activated it. "Y es?!

"Loran, thisisthe bridge. Y ou have aHoloNet communication for Captain Darillian. It's Admira
Trigit."

"Night Cdler," the admiral said, "will join the corvette Condtrictor and the frigate Provocateur as our



forward close support line. As soon aswe drop out of hyperspace into the M orobe system, launch your
TIE fightersto join thelrs; they'll serve as our escort force.™

"l understand,” Face said. "And your own TIE fighterswill be the primary attack force?”

"Correct." The hologram of Admira Trigit leaned forward and his tone became more confidential.
"Now, | have something further to ask. How might | persuade you to give me the details of your, shdl we
say, unrecorded adventures at each of your stops?’

Face froze. The admira had guessed— No. Trigit had only learned something about Captain Darillian's
private negotiations on behalf of Warlord Zsin;. If he had suspected the true identity of Night Caller's
crew, hewould never have given Face the plan of attack for Taasea. Face swallowed. "Sir . .. You
cant." "l could makeit well worth your while" "Sir, let me explain.”" Facetried to compose himsdlf, to
make hislinesauthentic. "Firgt, if | sold you my honor, | could never buy it back. Second, | redlize | may
bedispleasing you. . . but | want you to understand that I'll keep faith with the warlord until 1 die. People
look a me, and see my little habits, and think | am a shalow man, but | am an honorable officer, and will
not breek faith with my commander.” He gave Trigit hismost intent stare, abandoning dl of Darillian's
florid mannerisms. "It may be, Sir, that | will leave Zsinj's employ sometimein the future. It may bethat |
will enter yours. If | do, you will know from this encounter thet | will dways keep faith with you.”

Trigit drew back. He did not seem to be angered. "Point taken, Captain.”

"Thank you, sir. And may | say, | would be pleased to serve under you in any forma capacity. But until
ldo..."

"Until you do, let us make no more assaults, no matter how well intended, upon your honor.” Trigit
gave him afaint smile. "Y ou surprise me, Captain Darillian.”

"l intend to do so again, Sir."

"Very well." Trigit gave him an uncommonly gracious haf bow. "I'll see you at the rendezvous.”
"l look forward to it."

Trigit winked out.

Face swiveled toward the comm center doorway, where Wedge stood waiting.

"We have him," Wedge said.

Scritch, scritch, scritch.

Grinder awoke with agtart. There was the sound again, no dream, no halucination, but an intermittent
scratching.

Scritch, scritch, scritch.
He opened the door to the hall. There was nothing beyond it.

Scritch, scritch, scritch.



No, the sound was coming from up in the ceiling, just above his bed, beyond plates of durasted. After
another few moments, it stopped.

Grinder tore through his pile of persona possessions until he found the datapad that had come with the
Storini Glass Prowler. He scrolled hisway through the information. What to feed the creature. How
many hours of light and dark it should endure each day. What its preferred temperature ranges were.
How to tell maefrom femde.

Nothing about how it could find itsway out of an X-wing cockpit and come to a chamber it had never
vidgted to find the man who had taken it from its homeworld.

He switched on the chamber's terminal to the ship's compuiter. It was not likely that the computer
would contain information about the creature, but it was possible. . .

And theindex popped up the name Storini Glass Prowler.
He brought the data up on his monitor.

Nothing much that he hadn't seen on the instructiona datapad, except for a sophisticated hologram
showing the creature's exterior; on-screen controls alowed Grinder to move his point of view into the
creaturesindgdes and look at its physica structure a avariety of magnifications.

But at the bottom of the entry was alink labeled, "See dso Storini Crystal Deceiver." He activated it.
And reed, in growing dismay, the description.

Often mideken for its nearest rdative, the Glass Prowler, the Storini Crystal Decelver isfar less
common and far more dangerous.

He skipped down past the description of the creature's natural habitat.

The Crystal Deceiver's jaws secrete a poison that is dangerous both to the native life-forms of Storina
and to mammals from other worlds. The creature feeds on creatures that prey on the Glass Prowler. It
smulates the Glass Prowler's movements, luring predatorsto it; only when they strike doesit revert toits
natural speed and ferocity, uding al attacks and ferocioudly biting its attacker. Its poison is a powerful
paraytic that kegpsits enemies helplesswhileit literdly eststhem dive.

Crysd Decevers are aparticular danger to mammalian life-forms because of their unusua
olfactory-based memory retention. A Crystal Deceiver encountering the scent of amammal will
remember it for therest of itslife and follow it whenever it encounters the scent. This unfortunate trait has
led to many instances of Crystal Deceiversfollowing wilder-ness observersfrom thewild into
communities and attacking them in their resdences.

The poison of these creaturesis not dangerousto heathy individuas. Thelife of avictim of aCrysta
Deceiver assault can be saved by medica treatment if the creature has not devoured an irreparable
quantity of the victim's body mass. No. Grinder shook his head. The box had said Glass Prowler. Surely
the corporation that had captured the insect for resale would not have made a mistake and boxed up a
Crystal Deceiver instead.

Rattled, he switched off the termind, then the overhead light, and returned to bed.



Scritch, scritch, scritch.
He switched the light back on. Thistime, the noise had come from the bulkhead beside his bed.

Hetook acloselook at the wall. Were there any gapsin the bulkhead, any apertures through which a
medium-sized insect could enter?

Y es. Power access ports. Slight gapsin durasteel pane welds. Above, poor fits around lighting
fixtures. Night Caller was not anew ship; there would inevitably be waysfor thething to get in.

Ton Phanan answered on Grinder'sthird knock, diding open the panel to his quarters and glaring with
hisone eye. "What?"

"Do you gill have that spray sedant from Storina ?' Grinder asked.

"| see you remembered to wrap atowe around yourself thistime.”

"Never mind that. Do you?'

"es"

"Can| haveit?"

"Y ou have amiddle-of-the-night plastic sed ant emergency?'

"That'sright.”

Phanan sighed. "All right. Hold on." He returned to the door a minute later with the spray bottle.

"Thanks, Ton. | oweyou."

"Y ou owe me about an hour'sdeep.”

"I'll gand awatch for you sometime.”

Grinder returned to hisroom and spent the next hour methodically plugging every gap, no matter how
tiny, in hiscelling, wals, and floor—except for the air vent. He ran a power cable to the vent so that any
creature touching it would be e ectrocuted. He heard no scratching in the meantime. Perhaps the creature
had wandered off.

He switched off hislights.

Thistimetherewasno noise.

It took him another hour, but finally he dropped off to deep.

Scritch, scritch, scritch.

For amoment he was too groggy to understand his own sense of aarm—too groggy, redly, to



remember his own name. Then he remembered both.
Scritch, scritch, scritch.
Thenoisewaslouder thistime. Unmuffled. Asif— Asif the creature was within his room.

Cold fear gripped him. While he was out getting the seaant from Ton Phanan, the Crystal Deceiver
had dipped into hisroom.

Now it was trapped here, with him. It couldn't escapeif it wanted to.

And it wouldn't want to. It would crawl on him and bite him and make amed of his pardyzed body—
With amoan, he reached out to turn on his sde-table lamp.

It clicked, but didn't come on.
He peered around the room, but there wasn't even the faint green glow from histermina power key.

Power was out to his quarters. Had the creature chewed through power cablesto get in at him?
No—it would have been eectrocuted.

Wasit smart enough to— No. Couldn't be.
Maybeit was adream.

Scritch, scritch, scritch.

The creature was under his bed.

He shrieked and legped up. He charged blindly across his quarters, dammed into the door before he
realized he was upon it, and dapped the door switch.

Nothing.
He grabbed the door whereit did into thewall. Hetugged at it, trying to accomplish with friction and
finger pressure what it normally took servomotorsto accomplish, and dragged it open—a fraction of an

inch. Beyond was empty corridor.

Scritch, scritch, scritch. Behind him. Still under the bed? Or coming for him, tottering on its glassy legs,
with jaws distended?

He got hisfingersinto the door gap and heaved, damming the doorway fully open.
A glassy chittering mass swung into his face from ahead and above.
He screamed and fell backward. Hefdt himsdlf hit the hard floor of his quarters.

Then darkness dlamed him.
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"He suffered some sort of fit, | think. Testsmay tell usmore; It was Ton Phanan's voice, and Grinder
could seelight through his closed eyelids. Cautioudy, he opened them.

A celling, like the onein his quarters, but thiswas Night Cdler's sick bay. Heturned his head to see
Phanan, standing by the door, talking to Wedge and Face, who were just inside the door, and Kell and
Janson, who were just outside. All looked concerned.

Kdl reacted to Grinder's motion and the otherslooked. "Ah," said Phanan. "He's awake. | won't have
to amputate.”

Grinder hdf rosein darm. "Amputate what?'
"Well, it'syour head that seemsto be mafunctioning.”

Grinder cautioudy felt hisface to make sure there was nothing remaining of theinsect. "Don't joke. |
was attacked.”

Wedge asked, "By what?"

"A Storini Crystal Deceiver. It'san insect. Something like a Glass Prowler, but alot deadlier.”

The other pilotslooked at one another dubioudly. Grinder felt irritation rise within him. "Y ou can look it
up on the ship's computer. And unless| killed the thing, it's somewhere in the ship. Maybe behind the
bulkheads."

Phanan moved to the terminal and tapped hisway through a series of menus. "I don't find anything
about a Crystd Deceiver.”

"It'salink from the entry for the Glass Prowler." "1 don't find an entry for the Glass Prowler.” Grinder
stood unsteadily and stared over the doctor's shoulder.

Phanan wasright; there was no entry in the ship's encyclopediafor any life-form from Storind.

"l suggest,” Phanan said, "that it was a dream. Something stress-induced, perhaps. But | think I'd like
to keep you under observation tonight.”

“I'mfine" Grinder sngpped.

"Do ashe says," Wedge said. "Grinder, your scream woke up half the ship. Y ou cooperate with
Phanan or I'll have him certify you unfit to fly until you do."

"Sir, that bug isakiller. It bites you and paralyzes you and you lie there while it ests you. If you don't
hunt it down and kill it right now, itll make Night Caller its own banquet hall."

Wedge glanced at Phanan, who shook hishead. "Y ou have your orders," Wedge said. "Get some
deep.” He gestured for the other pilots to accompany him, and I ft.

Janson followed, but Face lingered and shut the door.



"Face, I've got to make you believe me—"
"St."
Grinder flopped down on his sick-bay cot. "Please—"

"L et me show you something." From hisjumpsuit pocket, Face pulled a crude assembly of smdll
mechanica parts. Grinder recognized a standard speaker from New Republic-issue datapads, atiny
battery, trailling wires.

Face touched the bare ends of two wires together.
The speaker said, " Scritch, scritch, scritch.”

Grinder was suddenly standing. He didn't remember rising, but now he was advancing on Face.
lle_ll

Phanan seized his shoulders, dragged him back down onto the cot. Grinder struggled and glared up at
Phanan. "What the hell isgoing on?'

"Payback," Face said. "Do you deny that you put that bug in my cockpit?"

"l— What? What bug? | don't know—" Grinder saw the implacable expression Face wore and gave
up the pretense. "All right. | did. So what?"

"So you dso did dl that other stuff. The dummy in Falynn's closet. The legping tubes and wiresin Kell's
locker. Plenty of other tricks. All the while sneering at theideaof pranks.”

"l did not."

"No one e'se could have done it without leaving atrace on the ship's computer. Y ou cracked
passwordsright and left to do it.”

Grinder set hisjaw and didn't answer. Face shrugged. " So, payback. My way of saying | don't
appreciateit. My way of saying stop. Because thisis about the lowest setting of payback | know."
"How'd you doit?" Grinder asked. "Which part?' "All of it."

Facefinaly grinned. "To start with, when that Glass Prowler crawled out from under my sest and onto
me—" "Right, why didn't you react?' "Well, | thought it was Phanan's." Grinder turned to the doctor.

Phanan shrugged. "Y ou remember when we were sneak-ing back out of the Scohar Xenohealth
Ingtitute? We passed by apalet full of little boxes holding these things. The sheeting covering the pile was
ripped, so | just took one of the boxes. I've aways been intrigued by insects, ever since, asaboy, |
learned they can make some girlsjump. | kept thelittle thing in acage in my room. Face, snce heésmy
wingman, comesin from timeto time. He'sfamiliar with the thing." Face said, "Like| told you, | thought it
was Phanan's. | turned my comm transmissionsway down and told him. We smuggled it back to his
guarters so Wedge wouldn't see. And we found his bug still inits cage, so we knew it was another
prank. And how had the prankster gotten my cockpit open without leaving atrace? It was someone who
knew the pass code. . . and after | cleared Cubber and Kell, that |eft only someone with the skills of a
code-dicer."



Grinder grimaced. "A case of being too perfect. What about the scratching noise?”

Face tapped the pocket where held put away the speaker. "Kell worked the little gadgets up. He was
tired of the pranks, too. He put somein your room. He aso got up into the ductwork and lowered a
couplewith comlink controls down into the gaps between bulkheads. We could have made it sound like
the creature was crawling al around outside or inside your room if we'd wanted. Kell aso built the
sensor that told us when you switched your lights on and the little mechanism that swung down into your
face when you came out of your room, and he killed the power to your quarters. Which he restored right
after you screamed, by the way.

"The encyclopedia entry was something | did, just entering it with my comm center access. If youd
diced into the entry records, you'd have seen those items were recent additions to the encyclopedia. | got
the real data off the datapad that came with Phanan's creature. Phanan did amedica scan on hisinsect
for the graphic. We made up all thetext on the Crystal Deceiver; thereis no such thing."

Grinder sighed. "W, maybe that does make us even." He glared at Phanan. "But that doesn't mean
you can drug me, knock me out. That goes over theline"

Thedoctor smiled. It wasasinister expression. "l didn't.”

"Who did?'

"No one. Or, inasense, you did. Grinde—you fainted."

“No."

Phanan nodded. "Brave Wraith Squadron pilot fainted dead away. Now, can we consider your career
asaprankger at anend ... or shall wetell everyone how you faint when bugs come at you? That'll be an
interesting topic of discussion among Bothan femaesin the New Republic armed forces, | bet.”
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"Y ou bet?Y ou have aded ? Just what are you trying to say?'

Grinder dumped, defested. "Y ou have aded.”

"Well, then. | imagine that when you wake up in the morning I'll be ableto certify you fit tofly." The
doctor rose and stretched. "'In the meantime, 1'm going to get some deep in the hourswe have
remaning.”

"Mynock."

"Stop muitering, Grinder. It's bad for your menta hedth.” Grinning in afashion Grinder found
completely irritating, Phanan led Face from the sick bay and switched out the lights.

Scritch, scritch, scritch.
"Facel Come back here and pick up your little toy!"

It was the most elaborate deception they'd attempted to date.



Captain Hraknesswas in the command seat of Night Caler's bridge, but he was dressed in one of
Daillian'suniforms, hishair dyed to match Darillian's. Thiswas so that if one of the other shipsin Admird
Trigit'sfleet pointed avisua sensor at Night Caller'sbridge, it would see something matching Darillian's
description—something matching the hologram the ship broadcast whenever in communication with the
others.

Face was on tation in the comm center, acting out Darillian's part whenever communication was
necessary. His broadcast was replayed on the bridge's main monitor, and theincreasingly irritable
Captain Hrakness tried, whenever possible, to ape Face's motions.

At ten minutes until departure from hyperspace, the pilots werein their cockpits, going through start-up
checklists. Wedge, Falynn, Janson, and Atril werein the TIE fighters, with the rest in the X-wings.

They emerged from hyperspace a hundred light-years from the Morobe system, into asyssem with a
white dwarf for asun.

Night Caller wasthe last ship on station. Already in formation were the Imperid Star Destroyer
Implacable, the Im- peria escort frigate Provocateur, and the Cordllian corvette Constrictor.
Provocateur was stationed well ahead of the Star Destroyer; Constrictor was some distance to the port
of and dightly behind Provocateur. Without waiting for confirmation from Admira Trigit, Captain
Hrakness headed to the mirroring position starboard and behind Provocateur.

Admira Trigit's hologram sprang into life before Face aminute later. "Captain Darillian! Y our profile
has changed since the last time we met face-to-face, so to speak.”

Face turned his head to display hisprofile. "'l think it's the same. Regd, yet unbearably handsome. Or
perhaps you mean Night Cdler's profile?!

"That iswhat | meant. Y ou've picked up a shuttle and made some other modifications, | see.”
Face turned forward again and gave the admiral a conspiratoria smile. "The shuttle we took from a
pirate. And the outer escape pods on ether sde are actudly my TIE fighters, Admird. A notion of mine.

Instead of taking aminute to deploy al four, it now takes me one second. If you like, I'll have my
mechanics dig up the modification specifications. | can transmit them to you and Congtrictor.”

"Please do.”

" Speaking of modifications, have there been any made to our mission profile?’

"No. We can jump as soon asyou'rein position.”

"Whichwill bein oneand ahdf minutes. Well be awaiting your sgnd."

Trigit disgppeared.

The New Republic forces could have attacked Trigit'sfleet here, in thisunnamed system . . . but since,
in theory, only the ship's captains knew where they were making rendezvous, that would have been a
giveaway that one of them was atraitor. Thiswould not matter if Trigit's fleet were entirely wiped out or

captured, but would have cost the Wraiths their falseidentity if one or more of the ships got away. By
attacking in the Morobe system, they could blame all "treachery" on the "Rebels' should they need to.



Face's comlink cracked. "Coming on station.” It was Hrakness.

He sighed. He wanted desperately to be in the cockpit of his X-wing, but he had to play out hisroleif
Trigit communicated again. For once he regretted histheatrica kill.

Face saw eements of the comm board light up as Night Caller received a data transmission from
Implacable. Moments later the corvette's engine pitch changed. All four ships would be matching speeds
and courses.

A minute later they werein hyperspace.

Five minutes from Implacables arriva in the Morobe system, Lieutenant Gara Petothel presented
hersdf to the admira-unusua, snce protocol caled for her to speak to him from her consolein the crew
pit below or to use the intercom. "We have aproblem, sir."

" Something we need to dedl with before this assault?”

"If I'mright, this assault will destroy us."

Heblinked. "Makeit fast."

"I've been running the data from the Morrt Project. The datathat told usthat Taasea, in the Morobe
system, was the probable site of the Folor relocation.”

"Arﬂ?l

"Nobody had correlated the data of systems being pro-filed with the parasite units providing the data.
Sir, eighty percent of the statistical hits pointing to Talasea come from the same twenty-two units. For this
to happen, those units would have to be attached to shipsthat jumped back and forth between Taasea
and neighboring systems. And when the units changed ships, they would have to have changed to ships
doing exactly the samething."

Trigit kept hisfeatures il but felt cold run through him. "The Morrt Project hasreached the end of its
useful lifegpan,” hesad.

“I'mafrad so, ar.”

Theadmird turned to Implacable's commander. "Captain! Drop us out of hyperspace immediately.”

The captain, adull-looking fellow from Coruscant whose appearance belied hisrdiability and
intelligence, didn't ask any stupid questions. He looked up, gauged the seriousness of the admird's
expression, and nodded to his chief pilot.

A moment later the view in the forward window of hyperspace turned into the end-of-jump vista of
dars stretching to infinity. Those stars sngpped from linesinto sharp, unblinking points, with Implacable
dtill light-yearsfrom the Morobe system.

The captain cleared histhroat. "What about our fleet, Sr?

"Have Communications prepare an dert. It should tell them that Tdaseaisatrap; their ordersareto
exit the system immediately and signd us when they're sure they have euded pursuit. Begin broadcasting



that over the HoloNet now and continue for twenty minutes.”
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Trigit settled back into his seat. "Good work, Petothel. Y ou've probably saved us a consderable
pounding.”

The lieutenant gave him acool smile and returned to her station.

Hefollowed her with his gaze. HEd decided that she was very nearly the perfect woman. Intelligent,
talented, and beautiful . . . and somewhat distant, the way he preferred things. Perhaps sheld be
amenableto aliaison. If shewas, he doubted sheld be the sort to become too attached, too intertwined
inhislife. Anided package.

Hed think about it.

The other three ships of the fleet arrived from hyperspace within a second of one another. The planet of
Taaseawas close before them; they'd used its mass shadow, rather than atimer, to drag them out of
hyperspace. Ingantly, al three vesselslaunched their TIE fighters: Night Cdler'sfour from her former
escape pod ports, Congtrictor's four from her bow hold, and Provocateur's two dozen from her hangar

bays.
Implacable failed to appear behind them.

Face saw the HoloNet indicator light up, but alowed the ship's communications officer to handleinitia
reception; Face might foul up the process. A moment later Captain Hrakness's voice came across the
ship'sintercom. "Attention, al crew. Implacable hasfigured out the trap and held back. The other ships
areturning to escape Tal aseal's mass shadow. WEll fire on them aswe maneuver. All bow guns, prepare
to fire on Provocateur's engines and communications gear. Turret cannons, prepare to fire on
Congtrictor's engines. We've got to hold them herefor the Alliance forces. Do not, repeat, do not target
until | give the command; we can't have them bringing their shields up.” Face could fed the faintest latera
movement as the captain spoke.

He turned on the chamber's main monitor and split it between aforward visua view and sensor view.

In the starfield before the corvette, he saw the enemy frigate begin to come into range of the arc of
Night Cdler's bow guns. The sensor showed that dl three ships were turning to port, preparing to come
around in a 180-degree maneuver that would end with the corvettes till flanking the frigate.

Face swore. The corvettes turret guns might cripple the Constrictor even at thisrange, but her forward
paired turbo- laser cannons couldn't be counted on to crack the engines of an Imperia frigate. He hit the
intercom button for the bridge, " Captain, thisis Face. Recommend you emergency vent atmosphere from
the bow hold and open the hold door as you bear. That'll give you fourteen, maybe sixteen proton torps
to fire at Provocateur on your firg pass.”

"Thanks, Loran. Good thinking."

Face headed out of the comm center at afull run, risking broken legs as he charged down the stairs. If
he was fast enough, he could get into the hold, get into his cockpit before they vented the atmosphere. . .

But when he dapped the door control to the bow hold access hatch, it failed to open. Thelight above



the door glowed red. The captain had aready vented the hold atmosphere. Frustrated, Face dammed his
hand into the door.

In the darkness, Kl waited. Before him, blackness turned into athin vertica strip of stars; ashe
watched, it widened, and the frigate Provocateur drifted into position from the left, its stern toward them.
That meant Night Caller was taking ahard maneuver to port. Beyond Provocateur was the other
corvette, executing the sameturn at the samerate.

"Stand by," Kell said. Captain Hrakness had said al bow gunswould go on his command, and he had
towait until dl seven pilotsin the bow hold had aclear fied of fire.

Despite hisbest efforts, his breathing quickened, became harsh. It sounded like gasping in hisears.

The other day, the assault on Todirium hadn't affected him like this. Of course, Todirium's defenders
were underpowered. Underprepared. These enemies, on the other hand, can shoot back.

Kell shook his head, trying to send that invidious menta voice awvay.

Y ou're about to stare down the cannons of an Imperial frigate. Y ou're going to be vaped. That'sthe
end of Kdl Tainer.

"Shut up.”
"What'sthat, Five?'
"Nothing, Nine."

The frigate was amost centered in the exit from the hold. Kl grabbed his control yoke, gripped it hard
to quell the shaking of hishand. "Get ready . . . get ready . . . Target and firel" Kdll activated histargeting
computer, svung the brackets over the frigate's stern, and saw them immediately go red; the computer
whined with the tone of agood lock. He fired both torpedoes and saw them streak off toward the
Provocateur.

A dozen torpedoes joined them in the near-instantaneous crossing to the frigate. The stern end of the
capita ship lit up in aball-shaped, glowing explosion.

Kdl sad, "Five away," and shot out of Night Caller's bow. Even as he emerged he saw Night Cdller's
forward laserslance in on the frigate's engines, adding their formidable damage to that done by the
torpedoes.

"Four away!"

The sensors showed Night Caller turning away from the frigate. As on the Blood Nest moon, for the
X-wingsto launch, the corvette had to keep its bow shieldsdown . . . and to maneuver so neither enemy
ship could get aclear shot at its bow.

"Sx avay!"

The center column of X-wingswas clear. Kl switched over to lasers, linked them for quad firing, and

brought up hisvisua sensors. Provocateur, until amoment ago in the process of gathering up its TIE
fighters, was deploying them again, afiredrill of confuson. Hefired as he raced in toward the frigate's



screen of starfighters, shooting asfast as his shaking hands would let him.
Wedge hovered near his TIE fighter's landing port asif preparing to dock.

The ingtant the bow vigtalit up with the emissions of proton torpedoes and laser cannons, he
announced, " Grays, form up!" He goosed the engines and moved out in an arc that would carry them well
around the Provocateur on a course toward the corvette Congtrictor. As soon as his range meter read
two klicks he began firing lasers.

Night Caller'sturret guns had dready struck home, he saw. The corvette's engines were awash in
energy, their insulating sheaths glowing from absorbed energy; abrilliant ribbon of fire from the portmost
topside engine was clear sign of asheared fuel conduit. Night Caller continued fire against the other
corvette's stern. Wedge a so directed hisfire toward the engines, trusting Falynn to do the same, and
sad, "Gray Three, Gray Four, take the communications systems. Y ou know where."

Indeed they did. Different Corellian corvettes had set up | their communications chambers at different
points, but all had the mgjority of their comm and sensor hardware at the same position: starboard, in the
central portion of the ship, deck two. Atril and Janson swept far to starboard, then angled back in and
began firing continuoudy againgt the cor- vettesfar side.

Congtrictor finally began returning fire. The stern gun and top turret opened up on Night Cdler; theside
guns sprayed fire againgt Wedge and the other TIE pilots.

Facewasin the stairwell up to deck two when Night Caller was jarred by a powerful blow; it knocked
him from his feet and he rolled across the bone-bruising steps down to the deck three landing. He made it
painfully to hisfeet and hobbled up to deck two amoment later.

Lightsin the corridor leading to the bridge flickered and smoke drifted through the corridor. Face
limped forward. The blast door to the bridge was bowed in toward him. Paint had peeled and burned
from its surface, yielding the smoke Face saw, and the metal of the door was glowing red from hesat. The
door made a hissing noise like areptile preparing to strike.

He gulped and hit his comlink. "Captain Hrakness? Any bridge crew? Comein.”

Therewas no answer.

Kell tore past the Provocateur. Hisjittery laser fire had missed the first screen of TIE fighters, but his
second set of torpedoes had detonated on the frigate's shields. He grimaced; thiswas going to be a
pounding match.

"Five, Seven."

"l hear you, Seven."

"Wevelog the bridge.”

"What?"

"Shetook adirect hit from the frigate's stern battery, Five. The bridgeis gone.”

Kl swore and began to swing around for his next pass. Runt was now on histail. "Was anyone till in



the hold?'

"Face'sfighter. Hewasn'tinit. | think Night Caller isdrifting.” Indeed, the corvette seemed to be
locked in the starboard turn that was supposed to bring its bow away from its enemies. In aminute, the
maneuver would bring the bow toward the other two ships again.

Kél activated his comm unit and persond comlink s- multaneoudy. "Night Caller, thisis Wraith Five.
Does anybody read me?'

Wedge and Faynn roared past the Constrictor"s bow, reversed, and fired amost before they looked.

The enemy corvette's bow hold was opening and her bow shields were down to allow her TIE fighters
to emerge. The Wraiths linked laser fire went Straight down the throat of the enemy ship. Asthey dove,
losing relative dtitude rather than follow their shotsin, they saw energy spill right back out of the hold at
them, evidence that something had lit off in the hold—probably the ion engines of one of the TIE fighters
preparing to launch.

The corvette's bdly turret swung after them, firing as they passed, but then the gunsfroze in position,
their last blast being haf theintensity of astandard barrage.

Wedge checked his sensors. This close, the corvette's shields would have lit up the sensor board, but
the only thing doing that was the increasing brightness from the corvette's engines. He swung around to
bring the corvette into hisfiring brackets and switched his comm unit to broad-spectrum Imperia
frequencies. "Condrictor, thisisthe New Republic. Y ou are helpless under our guns. I'll give you ten

secondsto surrender. If you don't, I'm going to blow a hole through | your bridge and fly through it for
fun

It was only amoment before a strangled voice replied: " Congtrictor to Rebel forces. We surrender.
Please bring up rescue craft. Our engines are on fire. And please don't fire on our escape pods.” Two of
the escape craft g ected from the corvette's center section and began a dow drift toward Taasea.

"Acknowledged, Condtrictor.”

Janson'svoice cut in. "Wedge, Night Cdler'sin trouble.”

At adead run, Face worked his way down to deck four and to the combined security hold and
auxiliary bridge Stuated just forward of the engines. The door opened to hisvoice but the chamber
beyond was dark, unoccupied.

He did into the command chair and hit hiscomlink. "Grinder! Y ou gtill among the living?”!

"I'mhere

“I'm in the backup bridge. What do | doto bring it up?'

"Why does everyone think that [—"

"Grinder."

"Typein command wormturns, W-O-R-M-T-U-R-N-S, then ID yourself by voice and issue the voca
password 'Agamar Rulesthe Galaxy.'"



Face did as he wastold and a moment later the auxiliary bridge sprang to life. He redirected dl officers
gtations to his command console and immediately stopped the ship's port-ward spin.

On the main sensor monitor, Constrictor was reading green—safe, pacified. Provocateur was till red.
The board showed avariety of blue dots already in the fight and more onrushing from Talaseaand her
maoons.

Firgt thingsfirst. He activated the bow hold door and closed it, then brought bow shields up to full
power. " Cubber."

"Here"

"Get acrew up to the deck two bridge door. The bridge is gone and the door islosing integrity. Weld it
down or something beforeit blows out completely and takes half the crew with it."

"Wereonit."

Asfast as he could process the information, Face flipped between the screens for each of the bridge
positions he now commanded. | used to think bridge officer was such an easy post.

Provocateur was outbound at full speed, again gathering up the last of her TIE fighters, taking
advantage of Night Cdler's momentary lack of responsiveness and the Wraiths inability to do her harm.

"Wraths, fom up,” Kdl sad. "Were nat getting through their shieldsdone. | want atorpedo
barrage. I'll transmit targeting data; have your torpsfollow it in. Everyonefire on my mark, except Seven
and Nine—you fire exactly one second later.”

He counted off their acknowledgments until he was sure al were accounted for. Tyriaand Piggy had
finaly emerged from the topside hold, and that gave them atota of seven X-wings, fourteen torpedoes,
tofireinthisbarrage.

He finished his arc and swung into position at the head of the X-wing formation. Runt settled in beside
him. "Night Cdler, comein.”

"Night Cdler here”

"Face?"

"Never mind. What do you want?"

"Sensor data on Provocateur. Where are her shields weakest?'

"Uh, wait asecond. Uh—"

"Face, hurry." Thefrigate's guns were beginning to converge on the X-wing formation. A graze from
one of Provocateur's stern laser cannons missed Kell's X-wing but came close enough to blow through
its bow shields, dropping them to zero power. Kell swore and redirected power from aft shields and

acceleration to bring them back on-line and shore them up.

"If I'm reading thisright, topside, just astern of the short-range communications array.”



Kl ganed dtitude relaiveto the frigate, saw the Wraiths following him smoothly through the
maneuver, and dove toward the frigate's topside. His targeting brackets went red as soon as they passed
over thefrigate, but he carefully positioned them over the antennarig. "Wraiths, three, two, one—mark."

He watched the reddish trails of ten proton torpedoes |esp away from the X-wings and dam into the
frigate'stopside. The next four torpedoes were away before the detonation and debris cloud began to
clear; he saw their trails enter the expanding ball and disappear within. The bal continued to swell asthe
X-wings pulled up and arced away.

"Five, thisis Eight. Sensors show shield failure and four hull hits. —wait a second, something'swrong,
I'm reading two Provocateurs—" Dead silence for amoment. Then: "Five, Eight. Thefrigate has
separated amidships. She'sin two pieces. Her threat index is zero. Do you read?”

"Weread you, Eight, and thanks." Kdll tried to wipe away the sweset stinging his eyes, but his hand
encountered the eye shield of his hemet. He banged the shield up and mopped at his eyes.

His hands wouldn't stop shaking.
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"Foolish of us," General Crespin said, "to bring aong Rogue Squadron, all those A-wings, Home One,
and apair of frigateswhen all it takesis Wraith Squadron and a battered corvette to deal with the

enemy.

They werein theinflatable dome that served the temporary Taasea camp as an officers mess,
unwinding over beer and brandy that tasted something like ship'sfud. The generd’'swordswere
sarcadtic, but histone was more regretful than anything.

Wedge said, "If Implacable had come through, we'd have | been dead without those extraforces. Asit
is, we had the | dement of surprise—a couple of different ways—going for us. Even so, welost agood,
experienced bridge crew."

Crespin nodded. "I didn't mean to be facetious. | was just itching to give Trigit back some of what he
gaveuson Folor."

"Y ou may yet." Wedge took another pull from his petrochemica-flavored brandy. "We hit their
communications systems hard and fast. They never got off areply to Trigit. As soon aswe're able, Night
Cdlerisgoing back out ... and well tell Zsinj astory of survival againg terrible odds. I'm going to do
whatever it takesfor usto Sdle up next to Zsinj or Trigit and stick avibroblade in hiskidneys."

The genera amiled. "'If you have any opportunity to set up ared engagement—"

"Y ours and Rogue Squadron will bethefirst units1 cal on, sir.”

The genera took alook around as though to make sure no one was listening. He leaned close. "By the
way, Antilles, about your pilot, FaceLoran. . ."

”Y@I



"Y ou're about to receive some news pertaining to him. Now, I've had my problemswith him, but I've
al so been keeping track of his progress. So, when you receive that news, keep in mind that | had nothing
to do with it—one way or the other."

"Very well." Wedge gave the genera aquizzical |ook, but the older man merely rose and departed.

Wedge took alook around. The table where Lieutenants Wes Janson and Hobbie Klivan had been
swapping stories was empty. Wedge would track down the Rogues again later to catch up on their news.
For now, it wastimeto check up on Night Caller's progress. He headed out into Talasea's fog-muted
unlight.

The New Republic encampment was a creeper-overgrown field surrounded by trees. The field was
now dotted with inflatable domes and variousforms of fighter craft and fighting vessels. All were dimmed
by the near-permanent haze that shrouded the planet.

In the middle of the field were the two corvettes, Night Caler and Condtrictor, both ships showing
condderable damage.

Night Caller's bridge had been cored, leaving behind a blackened hole with peding edges. Work crews
were hard at work welding armor plates and a single transparistedl sheet across the gap. Wedge had
inssted that the repairs look doppy, unsophisticated; they were supposed to be al his crew had been
able to throw together in afew hours.

Congtrictor's bow hold doors were gone. In fact, the hold itself was gone, its hemispherica outer hull
torn away by explosions from within; the bow now looked eerily like askull whose lower jaw had been
lost. The ship aso had scoring damage dong its Sides.

Provocateur had been unrecoverable. Interna explosions and venting atmosphere had claimed the lives

of any crewman surviving the torpedo attack. The frigate was a drifting tomb well before New Republic
rescue forces could reach her.

"Commander Antilles™
Wedge turned toward the source of that familiar, gravelly voice. "Admira.” He saluted.

Admira Ackbar, accompanied by amajor, approached. He returned the salute. "My crewstell meyou
are almost ready for space. Are you sure you want to go back after Trigit so soon?”

"The moretime he hasto think, the greater the chance helll see through our disguise.”

"I'll leave that decison to your initiative, then." The Mon Caamari lowered hisvoice. "'l did want to
thank you for your kind words regarding my niece."

"You're very welcome, Sir. | wish—" The extent to which Wedge wished stopped him short. | wish we
could have saved her. | wish | could have found wordsto help your family hurt less. | wisha
bad-smelling pocket of womp rats shaped like men hadn't been there to endanger her. | wish every
legacy of the Empire were wiped clean from the gdaxy. He gave the admira aregretful look. "l wish.

"I understand." Ackbar looked around, at the people moving between vehicles and vessels, at the areas
where inflatable domeswere dready being brought down. "I, mysdf, wish | could find the pilot who went



to such effortsto save her life. | would liketo offer him my thanks.”

"I'll make sure Hight Officer Tainer wanders across your path.”

Ackbar held out his hand to the mgjor, who placed alarge case upon it. This Ackbar handed to
Wedge. "It has taken some time for the New Republic bureaucracy to catch up to Wraith Squadron's
exploits. Even thismorning | had to modify the contents of this package. | thought it most appropriate for
you to issue theseitems.”

Wedge opened the case and whistled at what he saw.

Wedge had the Wraiths and Lieutenant Atril Tabanne line up in Night Caler'sforward lounge. From
their faces, it was evident that no one felt much like celebrating; some of them were somber, others
looked more than ready to head spaceward and get back into their fighter cockpits.

"Y our sins have caught up with you, Wraiths" Wedge said. "And just as sgnificantly, High Command
has not managed to lose my reports on our mission progress, and appears actually to have read them.
Hight Officer TyriaSarkin."

She draightened, became impassive.

"l have only alittleto offer you, Sarkin. Home One has ddlivered us apair of X-wingsto bring us back
to full operationa capacity. And that, plus the fact that your behavior hasin recent weeks been
exemplary, means|'m restoring you to full operations and to your own snubfighter.”

Shegmiled. "That's plenty to offer me, Sir."

Wedge took a step to the side. "Flight Officer Garik Lo- ran.”

Face looked startled, came to attention.

"In our tour of duty since being made operationd, you have congstently shown fine piloting skillsand
an exceptiond gptitude for leadership, both in planning and in thefield. For thisreason, it ismy pleasure
to convey to you your promotion to the rank of lieutenant in the New Republic's Starfighter Command.

Congratulations, Face." Wedge handed Face his new rank insgniaand saluted.

Face, looking surprised, returned the salute. "Thank you, Sir.”

"Hight Officer Kell Tainer."
Kell came to attention, looking uneasy.

"Likewise, you have shown fine piloting skillsand afacility for battlefield tactics that benefit the group.
In fact, we have noted on severa occasionsyour pursuit of unusual strategiesthat cost you the
opportunity for persona gain but kept your fellows, and those you are charged with protecting, dive. So
I'm happy to convey to you aso apromotion to the rank of lieutenant.” He handed Kell hisrank insgnia
and sauted. "Congratulations, Kell."

Kéll returned the sdute. "Thank you, sir." Wedge was surprised to see that the pilot was as pde and



gtiff as he had ever been when confronting Wes Janson.
Wedge chose not to notice and took another step to the side. "Lieutenant Atril Tabanne.”
The sole surviving member of Night Cdler's officer corps cameto attention.

"It isunusua for an officer of Starfighter Command to | be able to offer commendation to an officer of
Fleet Command—even rarer for one to want to, given the history of rivary between our services.” That
drew smilesfrom Atril and the pilots. "But our circumstances are exceptiona ones. Y our record, since
joining the Navy, has been one of loyalty and service, and our only regret isthat attrition isapart of the
gpeed with which you receive this much-deserved promotion.” He handed Atril her new insgniaof rank
and saluted. " Congratulations, Captain Tabanne. On your new rank, and on command of Night Cdler.”

She returned the salute and |ooked as though she wanted to say something, but words choked up in
her.

"Andfindly, an award aswell deserved asdl these promotions. Lieutenant Tainer.”
Kell cameto attention again. If anything, he looked more worried than before.

"Recently, you were placed in the unenviable position of attempting to save apilot who had suffered
catastrophic damage. I'm not certain that you've ever resigned yoursdlf to the truth that her desth does
not congtitute failure on your part. Asamatter of fact, areview of the recordings of the incident by
Starfighter Command confirmsthe fact that your effort demonstrated both unusua courage and enviable
piloting skills—alesser pilot would have crashed in such an attempt. Therefore, | am pleased to be able
to present you with afirgt for Wraith Squadron: the Kadidor Crescent.”

The assembled pilots oohed and broke rank to applaud. The Crescent, always granted for bravery and
piloting skill used in unison, was amark of prestige throughout the armed forces.

Kl gulped a couple of times, did not lower his eyesto meet Wedge's gaze, and grew even paler.
"Kdl, lean down."

Kell did so, and Wedge looped the ceremonia silk ribbon over his head, letting the award settle
around his neck. The medd itsdf, showing the Kdidor bird of prey in inverted flight, its forward-curving
wings bracketing a gleaming amber-hued gemstone, settled againgt his sternum as Kdl straightened.

"Congratulations, Kell." Wedge sduted.

Kell managed to throw hisreturn salute. He still did not meet Wedge's eyes, and his voice was hoarse.
"Thank you, Sr."

Wedge stepped back and addressed them all. "L adies, gentlemen, we return to space in an hour. |
know that doesn't leave much time for celebration, but pack in as much asyou care to. Not too much for
you, Captain Tabanne. We'll see what sorts of decorative hardware the rest of you can earn when we're
standing on top of the ruined hulk of Admira Trigit and Implacable." Heturned away and let their cheers
follow him out of the lounge.

Janson fell in step beside him.



"Wes, what in the name of the Sithiswrong with Tainer?

"l wish | knew."

"It'sacitation for bravery. He's just made up for the mistake hisfather made. The day | picked up the
Crescent, | could have flown without thrusters and knocked out TIE Interceptorsjust by spitting at them.
But he looked like he was going to throw up.”

"He dill confuses me, too. | say wejust kill him," Janson deadpanned.

Wedge snorted.

Kdl endured their well wishes and backdaps aslong as he could, until amember of Night Caller's
replacement bridge crew rolled out akeg of lomin-ae and glass tankards. While the others were
distracted by the prospect of alcohal, he drifted to the back of the gathering and then escaped to his
quarters.

He sat shaking on his bed. When the knock came at his door, heignored it.

The door chirped acceptance of Kell's pass code and did open. Tyriaentered and closed it behind her.
"How'd you do that?' he asked. "I got on the comlink and asked Grinder." "Damn him."

She sat on the edge of the bed, her expression worried. "Kell, what's wrong?"

Hetook a deep breath. "L ook, you'll be better off if you just forget about me—"

Sheleaned in dlose, dmost menacingly, cutting off hiswords. "Do not continue that thought. Do not
give me some line about how I'm better off without you. Y ou do that, I'll make you wish you'd never
been born, and | till won't leave, so you'll have soaked up alot of hurt for nothing." She pinned him with
her stare. "Do you think we stopped being friends when we became involved with each other?' "No,
m_ll

"No, nothing. Kdll, do you redly want me to stop being your friend? Don't give me an answer based on
what you think isgood for me. Give methe truth. Set Honesty to On." Kell rocked asthough in the grip
of awrestler asbig ashe was. Finally he dumped, defeated. "Honesty to On. No, | don't.”

Her expression softened. "Then tell me what just happened in there. Y ou look as though Commander
Antilles had called you the scum of the galaxy.”

"l am the scum of the galaxy. Because | accepted this, this—" He gestured a the medal, then pulled it
off him and threw it acrosstheroom. "Thislie"

She looked at the medd whereit lay, then turned back to him. "It'sfor superior flying skillsand
bravery. What partisthelie?"

"Bdh_"
"You're not agood pilot?"

"If | werethat good, Jesmin would till be dive.



"Oh, I wish | could just beat some brainsinto your head. If Commander Antilles wasimpressed with
your flying that day, who areyou to tell him heswrong?"

He looked away and didn't answer.

"And you don't think your action was abrave one? | mean, no false modesty here, Kdll. Y ou don't see
anything courageousin risking your life to save Jesmin's? Going through what amounted to a series of
midair collisons, risking a crash with every one, getting haf your fighter's systems shorted out, in trying to
keep her dive?’

"Maybe. Maybe just that one day. But every other time. . ." Herubbed hiseyes. "Tyria, I'm my
father's son. I'm scared to death al the time. And it's getting worse, not better. One of these dayswell be
in an engagement, and I'll lose al pretense at self-control and run off for the stars, and Janson or
Commander Antilleswill shoot me down, and that'll beit. Or I'll be dragged back for court-martia and
I'll have ruined our family name. The second name in two generations.”

She was sllent. He hazarded alook. She was without expression, taking what he was saying asinput,
offering nothing back.

"When | wasakid," hesaid, "I thought it wasalie. | thought maybe Dad was a spy or something. He
received orders at the last minute and had to rush off and carry them out. No one understood, and they
shot him down. Or he was drugged, halucinating. Or it was someone elsein that cockpit and my redl
father was out there somewhere, dive. Then, when | went through pilot training, | found a couple of
survivors of the original Tierfon Y elow Aceswho'd talk about it, not knowing | was his son.

"Some of them were scornful. Some of them were regretful. But they'd heard his comm traffic. It was
him, he'd lost control, he'd left his honor behind in histhruster wash, and he died. And I've inherited
whatever he had." He shrugged. "I don't want to get you or any of the Wraithskilled. I'm going to resign
my commisson.”

Tyriawasalong timein answering. Finaly she spoke, her voice low, serious. "Do you trust me, Kell?!

"Sure”

"With your life?"

"Yes. Absolutely.”

"Will you trust me with something bigger than your life?"

"What?'

"l want you to trust me that you arewrong and | am right.”

“No."

"Then you don't rank my opinion as equd to your own. My ingghts. My intelligence.”

"Surel do. But | know mysdlf better than you do.”

She shook her head. "No, you don't, and that's the problem. Y ou've told me twice now that for years



you've based your life on ideas that were just plain wrong. That your father didn't do what he did. That
Lieutenant Janson was a cold-blooded killer. Y ou were wrong about them. Y ou've had the courage to
admit it. Y ou aso had the courage to admit that you weren't redlly in love with me before, that you were
wrong about that, too."

Hedidn't answer.

"] want you to have the courage to trust my opinion more than your own. Kell, maybeit's because part
of you wantsto get out of every fight, but you're ways thinking your way around the current Situation,
and that's agood thing. Everyone who was on the Borlelas will agree with me on that. And that'swhy |
know I'm safer with you flying with us.”

Hedidn't answer. "Kdl, please.”
He sighed and closed his eyes, cutting off her loving, merciless stare. "All right.”

They dropped out of hyperspace in the system that was Admira Trigit's origina rendezvous point. As
they expected, Implacable was not there. From that system, they broadcast to Zsinj Captain Darillian's
report of the New Republic ambush, of Trigit's "treachery” in abandoning them, of the set of brilliant
maneuvers that brought them out of the ambush zone battered but aive.

Their next jump was to the Obinipor system, deeper in the Outer Rim but still in the path of the New
Republic's gradua expansion. Obinipor, the next stop on Night Caller's circuit, was afree colony with an
admirable mix of natura resources. metals suited to the fabrication of power generators, and active
vulcanism providing the colonists with ready power of their own. Their orders were to taketwo TIE
fighters and buzz the largest set of corporate headquarters, much asthey had on the world of Viamarr.

As soon asthey madetheir initid drop to normal space they queried Obinipor with acoded
transmission on New Republic frequencies and soon received the compressed, encrypted data package
from the Intelligence team dready in place.

Before they had a chance to decompress and study it, Night Caller received atransmission on the
HoloNet.

Facetook his seat in the comm center and punched up onto the main monitor the new view of himsdif.
With the modifications Grinder had made, it now showed him seated at amuch less ostentatious
command chair in the ship'sauxiliary bridge. He glanced at Wedge waiting in the doorway. "I'm betting
zZsn."

Wedge shook hishead. "It's Trigit. Zsinj will have contacted the admira for hisside of the story before
getting back in touch with us.”

"Ten credits?'

"Youreon."

Face shrugged, then activated the link.

Admira Trigit's hologram swam into coherence.

Face haf rose from hischair. "You! | cannot believe you have the sheer, poisonous gall to contact me



after that, that betraya—"

Trigit held up ahand. "Please, Captain. As soon asweredlized it was atrap, we had to choose from
among severd tactics, none of which could please everyone.”

"Please everyone? Admira, you salted us and hung us out to dry! If | hadn't been in the comm center,
receiving your rather redundant message telling usit was atrap, 1'd be as dead as my bridge crew. My
bridgeisaburned hole. I'm thinking of turning it into agarden.” Face let hisvoice turn from sarcasm to
bitterness. "I haveto rely on relief officers, untrained officers, prematurely promoted officers—"

Trigit nodded throughout histirade. "1 know. | don't contest your right to complaint. Tell me, though,
what would you have doneif you werein command of Implacable?"

"Follow my fleet in and try to lead them back out again asfast aspossible.”

"You're certain? Y ou're sure you'd have no other agendas from the warlord that might limit your
choices?'

Face glared a him. "No, of course I'm not privy to any specid ingtructions you received from him.”

"Y ou may not trust me that | have such orders, but | can perhaps do something to convince you. Stand
by for anew transmisson.”

Face glanced down at the comm board, waiting for the telltale indicators that Trigit was sending data. .
. but, instead, a second hologram materialized before him.

Warlord Zsin.

Kdl froze. If thiswas a separate transmisson—and the fact that it resolved itsalf separately from
Trigit's, rather than the warlord'simage stepping out of blank space next to Trigit's, suggested thiswas
the case—then Night Cdler's computer was suddenly having to do dmost double the work it was
before. Two HoloNet linkswith different points of view meant two sets of Captain Darillian images being
generated and transmitted. Neither the ship computer's graphical processors nor Grinder's hagtily
compiled code was set up for such adrain.

If the Cagptain Darillian image suddenly broke down, lost resolution . . .

Face gulped and leaned back very dowly. "My lord."

Zsinj gavehimacloselook. "Zurel. 1t seemsyou're upset with the admird "

Face kept his body absolutdly rigid. Perhaps, if the system only had to update hisface, it might keep
(Fj)iac‘i:?Wi th the demands being put oniit. "'l think any commander would be, if held just gone through what |

Thewarlord smiled. "1 think you're correct. But you have much to be pleased about. | read your
report. You did afine job of getting your ship out of danger.”

"The Rebels probably did not appreciate my use of their own Ackbar Sash against them.” The
desperation maneuver, developed first in modern times by Admiral Ackbar, involved sending one's fleet
between lines of opposing ships, causing them to fire upon one another if they missed their primary target.



It made up alarge part of the fiction of Night Caller's escape from Taasea.

"Yes, but | appreciated it. Further—think about this. With Captain Joshi dead and Provocateur
destroyed, whom do you supposeis next in line for command of Implacable?!

One of the comm boards went completely dark. System failure, or ashutdown by the comm officer in
the auxiliary bridge? Face sweated and tried not to think about it.

Especidly in light of the question Zsinj had just asked. Why was Trigit smiling instead of protesting the
lossof hisship?

Zsinj must have promised him something better. Command of the Iron Fist, perhaps, as Zsinj's persond
captain? Face said, thoughtfully, "1 actualy hadn't considered that before.”

"Y ou've been busy. And you're too busy now. Because | want you to join the admiral for onelast
mission. Then finish up your circuit and I'll send you rendezvous ingtructionsto rejoin me. Understood?”

IIYa S'rlll

"We have andlyzed the data from the spy satellites you left behind,” Trigit said. "Do you know who's
been following you?

“No."
"Rogue Squadron.”
"Redly." Faceamiled. "I take it thismission the warlord mentioned involves them?'

Trigit nodded. "We're going to destroy them, Darillian. Annihilate them even more thoroughly than |
destroyed Taon Squadron.”

Face heard anoise, amuffled grunt, from the hallway outside the comm center. Sithspit, was Donos
out there? He didn't dare look to find out. "I will gladly join you for such an operation.”

Trigit didn't appear to have heard the noise from the hallway. "Good. I'll rush to aposition afew
light-years from Obinipor. Y ou just conclude your dutiesthere. . . whatever they may be."

Zsnj smiled.

"Then," the admira continued, "you'll jump to join me, and well reenter the system and position
oursalves behind the planet's largest moon. When Rogue Squadron comesin to perform their usual
escapade, well finish them.”

Facetook adeep breath. "A good plan, Sir ... but it lacks alittle, | think, in ambition.”
Trigit smiled. "What do you mean?'
"Between Implacable and Night Cdler, between your TIE fighters and mine, we can destroy more than

just one twelve-fighter squadron. If we had abigger, better target, one for which the Rebels would bring
in additiona fighters, we could destroy several squadrons.”



Trigit shook hishead. "Let's keep things smple. The destruction of Rogue Squadron will have amuch
bigger effect than just theloss of twelve fighters and pilots. Thelir reputation, their legend, will also be
destroyed.”

But Warlord Zsinj looked thoughtful . "What sort of target do you mean, Zurel?"

"The Rebelsarefairly consstent in the materid they alocate to various types of missons. If wewishto
destroy three squadrons instead of one, we choose the type of Site they'd use three squadronsto
destroy." Face resisted the urge to shrug, though he felt his shoulder muscles growing tight from hisrigid
posture. "A rich target. Onethey figure isworth some risk in assaulting because of what it would cost
you."

Trigit'svoicerosein protest. "Warlord, we don't even know exactly how the Rogues are tracking Night
Cdler. We can't be sure they will follow Darillian if we vary the corvette's routine. We have no indication
that they followed Night Caller to Morobe." His holographic image was looking up and to the Side,
beyond Face rather than at Zsinj's hologram, but Face guessed that on his bridge he was staring straight
at thewarlord'simage.

Zsinj waved his objection away. "Well make sure Night Caller doesn't go through the effort to shake
pursuit that she did when shejoined you at Morobe. WEIl give the corvette enough time to be spotted by
Rebd spies. And if even that fails, well just try again until we succeed. No, Apwar, | likethisplan.” He
returned his attention to Face. "Zurd, stay in Obinipor system but forget about terrorizing Bonion. Well
worry about inducing his cooperation later. I'll let you know soon where our ambush isto take place.”

"Y%—"

Zsinj'simage winked out.

"—my lord."

Trigit gave him arueful look. "Y ou'll make agood Star Destroyer captain, Darillian. If your ambitions
don't get you killed firgt."

Facesmiled. "Yes—"
Trigit disgppeared.
"—gr."

Face turned.

Wedge stood in the doorway, giving him apiercing look. Behind him were a stone-faced Donosand a
jubilant-looking Janson.

Face shrugged. "So | improvised.”

Wedge said, "That'sdl right." His voice became a dead-on mockery of Trigit's precisetones. "Y oull
make agood lieutenant, Face. If your ambitions don't get you killed first."

"YS—"



Wedge walked out.

"-gr.
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Zsnj sad, "It will be Esson.”

Face nodded sagely as though he had any idea of what the warlord was talking about. Then hismain
monitor lit up and words gppeared on it—one at atime, asfast as Night Caller's new communications
officer could speak them.

Ession, Lucaya system, fourth planet (Corporate Sector). Settled four thousand years ago. Mgor
center for industrid manufacture. Nonaligned. Night Caller'slast visit was eighteen months ago. No
record of Zsinj-related contacts at that time.

"The Rebdswill seethat Steasarich prize," Face said. He carefully pitched hisvoice so that hiswords
could beinterpreted as sarcadtic if, in fact, that world was not Zsinj'sintended ambush target.

"Which iswhy you must make sure the Site does not suffer too much damage. 1t would be a costly
loss™

"Whom will | coordinate with on the ground?!

"Raffin, of course, for generd details. But he'stoo ner- vousfor thereal planning. Work with Paskdian,
his security director. Shelll set up the site's own defenses, throw another couple of dozen TIE fightersinto
the mix, and dl without Raffin's shrill complaints. | redly think Raffinisdueto retire and Paskdian isdue
to replacehim.”

"Shdl | seeto that while I'm there?"

Zsnj laughed. "1 meant an actud retirement, Zurel. He goes away to live in a cottage somewhere and
writeshismemoirs.”

"Sorry."

"You're just being your usud efficient sdif, | know." Zsinj sobered. His hands moved outside the range
of the sensor on him. "I'm transmitting your instructions. Do try to get long with Apwar."

"I'm over my initial anger, my lord. And anxiousto strike back at those who actualy deserveit.”
"Good. Until later.” The warlord faded from view.

By the time Face made his way back to the auxiliary bridge, the comm officer had accessed New
Republic records viathe HoloNet and had the data they needed. Members of the bridge crew and
Wraith pilots were clustered around him as the man spoke. "Pakkerd Light Transport,” he said. "Before
the degath of the Emperor, it wasadivison of Senar Fleet Systemsthat built TIE fightersand
I nterceptors. After the Emperor died, Sienar sold it off and now it builds a'complete line of repulsorlift
utility vehidles'"



Face snorted. "Who wantsto bet there are still assembly linesfor fighters?'

He had no takers. Wedge said, "If Zsinj thinks the plant can throw a couple of squadrons of fighters at
us, we ought to have alittle help on the ground to keep it from happening. Like Lieutenant Page's
commandos.”

"Il second that," Face said.

The comm officer continued. "Owner, Oan Pakkerd. Probably another fase Zsinj identity. Chief
officer, Vanter Raffin. Head of security, Hola Paskdian. I'd say that makesit amatch.”

Wedge stepped away from the gathered officers. " Our orders from Zsinj are to break off our misson
here on Obinipor and head with al due speed—but by an extremely smple and easy-to-follow route—to
Ession. Can you handle that, Captain Tabanne?'

She gave him alook made up of amusement and scorn. "1 hope that was arhetorical question,
Commander."

"We have broadcast codesthat will get us past Ession, system's security forces. Implacable will join us
on Esson's' primary moon for the ambush.” Wedge smiled grimly. "Then we drop the heavy end of the
hammer on them.”

Donos, who had been studying the screenful of data on Pakkerd Light Transport, straightened and
turned toward Wedge. Face was startled by the deadly intensity in the pilot's eyes. "Thistime he doesn't
get away," Donossad. "Evenif | haveto fly my snubfighter up and down his corridorslooking for him."

Two days later Donos merely needed to look out a viewport to see the ship of the man he wanted to
kill.

Night Cdler rested on the surface of Esson'slargest sat ellite, asilvery rock covered inimpact craters
and dust.

Floating afew hundred meters directly above them, sustained by tireless repulsorlift engines, wasthe
Imperia-class Star Destroyer Implacable.

Not far away, acommunications relay dish was set up atop amountain. Thiswas apermanent array, a
commercial dish designed to relay transmissions and sensors from the planet's surface to ships behind the
moon. But Kell had come up with an ideaand Face, playing Captain Darillian, had | convinced Admira
Trigit of its virtue—the idea that the dish was the key to their ability to hide from Rogue Squadron and
yet remain ingtantly responsive.

"What we do," Face had said, "isrig the dish to throw off emissonslike afailing transponder.
Emissions strong enough to conced the sandard engine emissions from our two ships. The planetary
communications can issue routine apologies for the problem aong with apromise that it will be repaired
soon. We can beright here, ready to launch, and Rogue Squadron will be unaware of us—unlessthey
comein closefor avisua sensor look at us.”

" At which point we have them anyway," Trigit had agreed. "A good plan.”

So they had implemented it by the smple expedient of telling the Pakkerd Light Transport head Vanter



Raffin to makeit 0. A short negotiation and a bribe of a planetary government officid later, the two ships
had their electronic concedment in place.

Face douched, bored, in his chair in the comm center. Every so often, Admira Trigit wanted to chat
and Face had to be herefor it.

The comm officer's voice came over the ship intercom. "The shuttle Y ellow Rover has just announced
itsarriva to system ship control.”

Face straightened. Y dlow Rover'sinnocuous arriva wasthe signa that the New Republic attack was
haf an hour away.

Minutes later the comm officer announced atransmission from Implacable. Face brought up Trigit's
image.

The admird looked irritable. "Darillian, are you sure you blazed aclear enough trail for Rogue
Squadron to follow?"

Face nodded. "I couldn't make it too obvious, Admiral. If | operated outside our normal procedures,
their Intelligence people might note it and redlize we were dlowing them to follow. | Smply made sure
that Night Caller was within range of Obinipor's planetary sensors, spent the maximum appropriate time
on course before jumping, and made sure to jump through a couple of inhabited systems where our
presence would be noted by Rebel spies. They know where we are.”

"A smplegameof follow best."

The phrase didn't ring abell with Face. He smply nodded. No hint showed up on his main monitor to
hdphim.

The admira frowned. "Follow best," he repested.

Face smiled. "I'm sorry, Sir. I'm still being distracted by our battle plan. In fact, | was wondering, since
my few TIE fighters don't congtitute a significant improvement to the strength of your squadrons, if they
might have the honor of escorting Implacable once the battle starts.”

"Don't change the subject, Darillian. Y ou follow best.”

Finally words sprang up on the main monitor. Face glanced over them, tried to look relaxed. ™Y ou
follow best by following from in front. Thus your prey never knowsthat he's not actualy the predator.
Standard Imperid Intelligence doctrine.”

"Y ou'rerather dow with acatchphrasethat is practicaly areflex among former Intel officersfrom
Coruscant.”

Face began to swest. He hoped Grinder's visud trandation program would not pass that particular
imagery along. He made histone asad one. "Do you know how long it has been since | saw my home,
ar?'

"Two years, saven months.” Trigit glanced off to the Sde. "And six days. Thank you, Lieutenant.” He
returned his attention to Face. "Why isit that you don't know something that should be second nature to
Captain Zurd Daillian?"



"Because I'm not Captain Darillian,”" Face said. At Trigit's expresson of surprise, he continued, "Not
the Darillian who left home two years, seven months, and six days ago. Everything changed after | |eft the
last time." Databegan spilling across his monitor, pertinent facts about the real Captain Darillian, as Night
Caller's bridge crew tried to keep Face ahead of Trigit's prying questions. "I'm not the Darillian | was
before the Lusankya fled Coruscant and my wife died in the disaster that followed. I'm certainly not the
compressed set of datain your memory that you think is Captain Darillian.”

"Y ou're evading the question—"

Face continued asif he hadn't heard the interruption. He glanced away from Trigit'sface, tried to inject
even more gloom into histone. "Anirony to that, of course. That one woman | adored killed the other
woman | adored. I'm sure someonefindsit funny.”

"Y oure—what did you say?"

Face returned his attention to Trigit. "When Y sanne I sard launched the Super Star Destroyer Lusankya
from its berth on Coruscant, the building in which my wife and 1 made our home was among those
destroyed.”

"I know that. It'samatter of Imperial record. What was that you were saying about one woman you
adored?’

Face could have cheered. Hed findly pulled Trigit off the tracks of hisinterrogation. "Oh, therésno
use hiding the truth anymore. It can no longer hurt anyone. | loved my wife, Admirad, but Y sannelsard
was agoddessto me."

"You'rejoking."
"Did you ever meet her?'
"Of course. Severd times.”

"I, too. And | was dumbstruck each time. By her intelligence, by her power, by the sense that she had
destiny wrapped around her like acloak. | would have given up everything for her—my family, my
honor, my command, my name." He shook his head ruefully. "It could never have been, of course. | was
an insect under her eyes. | think everyone but the Emperor was. But | could dream.” He took a deep
bresth, straining the seams of hisuniform, and let his eyes drift as his memory ranged back through time.
"Just the smell of her. Asclean asif she were as meticulous and uncompromising in hygiene asshewasin
every other areaof her life. And atouch of perfume, something with spice but lacking any sweetness
whatsoever—"

The admiral nodded, his expression fascinated. "L eather-wood. A scent few women can carry off.”

"That wasit." Face managed a sad smile. "And now both my loves are dead. One more reason to wipe
the stain of the Rebelion from the gaaxy. My reason, anyway."

"l understand.” Trigit's tone was solemn, soothing. "Y es, of course your TIE fighters may escort
Implacable. I'll leave you to your preparations, Captain.”

"Thank you, Sr."



Trigit's hologram vanished. A moment later the comm system popped. The noisethat came across it
was not avoice, but the gpplause and cheering of many crewmen.

The smile that sorang to Face's lipswas not Darillian's but his own. "Thank you, thank you.
Performances every hour, on the hour. Imperia madmen aspecidity.”

The communications officer announced, "Cargo carrier Red Feathersis passing through Ession's outer
security belt.” Captain Atril Tabanne nodded. "That's our contact.

Petchit through to dl stations and al fighters. And put it up on the monitor. | want to seewhat sheis.”
A moment later the auxiliary bridge's main monitor glowed with the image of adecrepit, ancient
container ship approaching one of Ession's warehousing space gations.
Atril hissed. "'l know that ship.”
"That's not Red Feathers," Janson said. Histone was one of amazement. "That's Blood Nest."

Indeed, the container ship approaching Ession was the pathetic Super Transport Mark VI that had
served the pirates of M2398-3 as abase.

"l can't believe they got it flying,” Wedge said.
"You'd better get to your fighters," Atril said. "But firg, I've had a bad thought."
"Y ou shouldn't do that," Janson said.

"My current orders are to get clear as soon asthe Wraiths are away. The sensor jamming from that
relay dish should makeit hard for Implacable to target me."

Wedge nodded. "Correct.”

"What if they're smart enough to blast the dish afew secondsinto the engagement? Well be an easy
target.”

"l hadn't considered that." Now Wedge did. "Wdll, theré'samaneuver you can perform that will aso
foul up both their sensors and visua targeting systems.” He described it to her.

Atril glanced at her chief pilot, who shook hishead. "Sir," she said, "I'm not confident we can do
something that sophigticated. We haven't had enough time with this class of ship.”

"Atril, you're the most experienced pilot of Cordlian craft aboard.”
"Excuse me, S, but I'm not. Thereis onewho's alot more experienced.”

Faynn, dressed in her TIE fighter piloting gear, waited beside the escape pod access hatch to her
dafighter.

She heard booted feet coming at arun, expected to see Commander Antillesrace past her to hisown



sarfighter ac- cess—was surprised when the black-clad pilot turned out to be Atril Tabanne.
"Captain? What happened to the commander?*
Atril skidded to ahdt beside her hatch and pulled her helmet on. "We traded. I'm Gray One now."
"Another lagt-minute foul-up?"
"No, | think we averted one." Atril disappeared into her hatch. Falynn followed suit.

Kéll flipped switches, announced, "Five here. Four engineslit and showing green. Wegpon systems at
full power. All sygemsnomind.”

He heard smilar reports from the pilots around him, nestled in the metal bracketsin Night Caller's bow
hold. Grinder, Runt, Phanan, Donos, and Tyriareported go conditions. Face would join them for initia
launch if feasible, or launch subsequently if not. Wedge, Falynn, Janson, and Piggy were supposed to be
readying themsalvesin thefour TIE fightersfor their own surprise assault on the Star Destroyer.

His bresthing was already accelerating, and they were still minutes from launch. Hetried to calm
himsdf.

He looked rightward and down. In the next row over, in the bottom rack, Tyriawas going through her
own gtart-up and checklist. She glanced hisway, saw he waslooking, blew him akiss.

Heforced asmilefor her, turned away as hefdt it turn shaky.

Lieutenant Gara Petothel looked up from her station in the crew pit and caught Admira Trigit'seye. "l
think the old container ship istheir ddivery mechanism, ar.”

"Why istha?"

"It's reporting structural damage from planetary gravity. Possible breakup. | say it loses structura
integrity, bresksup . . . and when it blows, it rains X-wings."

Trigit chuckled. "Not a bad tactic. Whether or not you're right about this assaullt, I'll have to remember
thet."

She amiled and turned away .

"Communications, put up on our speaker any transmissons you receive to or from the container ship
Red Feathers. Sensors, give usavisua lock on that cargo hauler.”

" Switching to spesker, Sir.”

"Yes gr."

Almost immediately avoice came over the bridge's main spegker: "Negative, Ession Control. Were
showing failure al aong the kedl. Fissureswidening. Hold atmosphere venting. That's making it worse.
We can't hold together until you get rescue craft up here.” The voice sounded pained.

"Red Fegthers, do you anticipate debris entering our atmosphere?’



"I'm afraid that's an affirmative, Esson. Well do what we can to limit it. We're going to set our
self-destruct for five minutes and gect in an escape pod.”

"What about the mass of your hull and containers—"

"Hull won't be a problem. Our self-destruct will reduce it so everything will burn up on reentry.
Containers, too. I've transmitted our manifest. We're not exactly hauling hundred-ton durasted ingots up
here. Y ou're mostly going to get arain of manure.”

"Planetary communications protocols don't allow meto answer that statement properly, Red Feathers.”

Admird Trigit looked down at his navigator. "Plot their course. Report where they will be at the end of
their five-minute countdown.”

"Yes, gr." The navigator worked at his control pandl for aminute. "Grid seventeen thirteen.”
"l mean, in reation to the Pakkerd Light Transport plant.”

"Oh." The navigator sounded abashed. "L aerdly, within fifty kilometers, plus or minus another fifty. At
an dtitude of afew hundred klicks."

The admira settled back, satisfied. "Lieutenant Petothel, award yoursdf athree-day pass.”

"Atonce, gr."

"All pilotsto their fighters.”

On Night Cdler's main monitor, and piped to secondary monitorsin al the fighters and common aress,
the ancient container ship called Red Fegthers tumbled helplesdy, its hull dlready deforming, asit reached
the outer edges of Ession’'s atmosphere.

An escape pod g ected and drifted away from the planet.

A minute later thefirst explosion rocked the cargo ship's surface. Portions of the hull gave way. Asthe
ship continued to rotate, tiny rectangles, standardized cargo containers each capable of holding a hundred
tons of raw goods, tumbled free. With them were smaler, more irregular shapes.

Wedge activated the ship'sintercom. "Rogue, Green, and Blue Squadrons are emerging.” Green
Squadron was a unit of Y-wing bombersfrom Genera Sdm on the world of Borleias; Blue Squadron
was aunit of A-wings commanded by Genera Crespin. Between them and the X-wings of Rogue
Squadron, this misson was being handled by aversatile set of attack craft. "Gray Flight, stand by for the
command from Implacable. Wraith Squadron, are you ready?"

Kel'svoice: "R-ready, Sr."

"Youdl right, Lieutenant Tainer?"

"Fine, dr. Something caught in my throat.”

The containers that had been g ected first began to glow from friction with the atmosphere.



Wedge's comm officer turned toward him. "Transmisson from Implacable. ‘Launch dl TIE fighters." "
"Acknowledge”

"Yes, gar."

Wedge hit the intercom. "Launch Gray Hight."

Atril, Fynn, and Janson launched smoothly. Piggy was alittle dower, more tentative. He brought up
the rear, acting as Janson'swing, but seemed to handle his TIE fighter competently.

Above, Implacablesbelly hangar was disgorging flight after flight of TIE fighters, Interceptors,
bombers. Atril led her group in aclimb that carried them far to the Sde of the emerging streams of
fighters, past the starboard |eading edge of the Star Destroyer, and over the bow until they cameto ahdt
fifty meters ahead of and above the point of Implacable's prow. "Gray Flight on station,” she transmitted,
and was very pleased to note that there was no quake in her voice.

She sat in alaser-armed foil can and waited for her chance to destroy one of the most powerful vessels
ever created.

Wedge watched the sensors as seventy-two TIE fighters sped adong the half-million klicks that
separated Ession from her largest moon.

Meanwhile, more explosons, blags that |ooked to Wedge's eyeslike carefully placed munitions
rather than a sdlf-destruct array, broke Red Feathers's hull into huge sheets that began to tumble, burning,
into the atmosphere. The en-tire cargo of containment units and smaller pieces of wreckage also
descended.

All those piecesignited as they fdl, but only someonelooking as closdly as Wedge was, with
equipment as sophigticated, would see that thirty-six of those piecesignited only at one end—their
sterns—and descended in a controlled fashion that matched the fall rate of the debris.

The TIE fighters were nearly to the origina Site of Red Feathers's destruction. Wedge activated the
comm system. "Face, mount up. Wraiths, prepare to execute the Loran Spit-bal." He stood and moved
to the chief pilot's seat; the officer yielded it to him and moved to the secondary weapons con-sole.
Wedge asked him, "Ready for tractor duty?"

The young man cracked his knuckles and grinned. "It'll be the biggest thing I've ever tried to tractor in."

Face gdloped down the narrow metal stairsinto the bow hold and down to floor level. The other
pilots, dready seded in, stared at him from their X-wing cockpits.

Hisfighter's canopy was aready open, but mounted asit wasin the holding brackets, it couldn’t open
all theway. He bounded up the ladder someone had | eft for him, squeezed into the cockpit like a snake
seeking safety, and twisted until he wasin position to close the canopy and start the engines. "Wraith
Eight lighting up. We have four good starts.” Outside, Cubber emerged from the shadow of Runt'swing,
grabbed up the ladder, saluted, and ran to the hold exit.

Wedge's voice came back immediatdly. " Preparing bow hold for departure.” The lights went out; only a
glow from the open doorway out of the hold lit the edges of the X-wings. As soon asit shut behind



Cubber, the hold went dark.
Face's canopy suddenly creaked as air pressure changed outsideit.

"Wraiths, thisis Five. Remember, do not activate targeting computers until ordered. Use my targeting
datafor torp launch."

Face slently ran through his checklist asfast as each item came up in the green.

"Wraiths, thisis Leader. Wishing you good luck. Be strong in the Force. Even you, Wraith Ten. Thirty
secondsto Loran Spitbdl . . . Twenty-five. .. Twenty . .. Fifteen..."

A thin verticd line of light appeared before the Wraiths and widened into anarrow view of the lunar
viga. Facefdt adight sense of motion asthat view swung upward. Within moments, he could seethe
world of Ession ahaf-million klicks away, then the stern of the Implacable above them. The view
broadened as the bow hold continued to open. "Ten . . Five. . ."

"Admira, Night Cdler ismaneuvering. Bow devating. It lookslike she's preparing to head toward
Esson

"Damned glory hound. Instruct them to stay on station. Transmit aroutine query about their intentions.”
IIYa S'rlll

"Trangmit Tdon Strike," " Wedge told the comm officer. He hit the intercom again precisely on cue.
"Zero." Then he hdd hisbreath.

Atril heard "Taon Strike" and responded.

Sheinverted her TIE fighter, rolling over backward as though she were in a dogfighting loop, but
moving not one meter. A moment later the Implacable was before her, above her, upside down.

She brought up her targeting sensor, zoomed it in on the Implacabl€'s bridge aklick and ahdf away,
and fired.

29

Kel activated histargeting computer, bracketed Implacable's hull halfway between her solar ionization
reactor and her stern. He shouted, "Firefirefire!™ and triggered his proton torpedoes.

The sensors officer in the crew pit waved to get the admird's attention. " Sir, we have multiple wegpons
locks below—"

Ancther shouted, "Admird, we have laser painting on our bridge—"
Admird Trigit shouted down to them, "All shidldson full!"

The wesgpons officer reached for his shielding controls.



The main bow viewport made anoise as though arancor'sfist had hit it. It darkened to near-complete
opacity asits phototropic shielding held thefirst laser blast at bay. A split second later a second blast hit
it.

The viewport blew in, raining shards of transparisted among them, shards that reversed direction and
immediately fled into space as the bridge atmosphere vented over Ession's moon.

Theair screamed from the bridge, flooding into the vacuum. An darm klaxon sounded, muted by the
roar of thewind.

Admira Trigit turned and tried to force himsalf againgt the wind toward the security foyer due aft of the
bridge. He saw one of the foyer's ssormtroopers, buffeted by the flow of air, stagger forward and fall
headlong into the crew pit.

Ahead, the blast doors separating bridge from security foyer began to close. Trigit gave up al pretense
at dignity and dropped flat, elbow crawling with the speed of amuch younger man. He scrambled into
the foyer moments ahead of the door closing and was helped up by a stormtrooper.

Helooked around. The foyer's communications crew was mostly intact, though wild-eyed and
windblown. The turbolift doors opened and Gara Petothel and afew other officers who had been
gationed in the crew pit emerged, smilarly rattled.

Trigit pointed at the chief communications officer. " Get the auxiliary bridge to transfer bridge functions
to the consoles here.” The deck shuddered faintly under hisfeet. "Are our shieldsup?’

"Checking." The officer brought up adiagnosticsreadout. He winced. " Sir, they took out the shield
generator domeswhen they hit the bridge.”

Trigit hissed in vexation. "Take your positions. Were going to spend some time trading body blows."

"FHveavay!"

"Four's away!"

"Six areonyour tal!"

Wedge listened to the Wraiths launch announcements, silently begging them to get clear faster. He
continued to raise the bow of Night Caller until the ship was pointed straight upward. He felt ashudder in
the ked asthe ship's repul sors were called upon to hold a position they were not designed to assume;
only the moon's four-tenths of astandard gravity permitted the maneuver at all.

"Wrath Nineaway."

"Tenisclear."

He triggered a switch on the consol€'s underside. Up swung apiloting yoke, alightweight version of the
sort of control found in fighters. Night Caller was not supposed to go through the sorts of precise,

intricate maneuvers that would normaly cal for such acontrol, but Corellian engineers knew it happened
sometimes. He powered up the yoke. "Ready on tractors?’

“Reedly.”



"On zero. Three, two, one, zero!" He hit Night Cdler'sthrusters.

The corvette jerked and her engines moaned. She rose afew meters more above the moon's
surface—then hovered, thrusters blasting away, tethered to the moon by her own tractor beam.

Thethrust emission kicked lunar dust and stonesupina | billowing cloud al around the corvette. In
moments, Wedge [ lost sight of the Star Destroyer above them. But it was still on sensors, distorted but
not completely screened by the distant dish emissions. "Bow guns, fireat will," he said.

"Narraislaunching." Cubber, in the shuttle, was under ordersto hang well away from the conflict but
offer help to pilotsif they went extravehicular.

"Wraith Seven gone, and I'm coughing up dust!" "Wraith Eight launching. Eight clear. Bridge, the
hangar isempty."

Gray One and Gray Two fired continuoudy as they raced back toward the command pylon by the Star
Dedtroyer's stern. Atril saw the communications tower disntegrate under their sustained fire.

She shifted her aim to the innocuous hull plating that protected the auxiliary power for the ship's
computers. She doubted the TIE fighter's lasers could penetrate the armor, but perhaps, if she and
Falynn were just accurate enough, perhaps. . .

Face rose toward the huge hole in Implacable's underside. Blue energy emissions crackled acrossthe
ruined meta surfaces within and made Face's comm unit pop. "L ooks like agood landing zone for some
moretorps, Seven."

"Takeit, Eight. I'm your wing."

Face fired. His torpedoes and Phanan's flashed instantly into the gradually growing abscessin
Implacable's belly. Their detonation forced itsway back out asaglowing ball of energy and debris.

Ever more debris, raining down on the lunar surface. Wraith Seven and Wraith Eight vectored avay
from the cloud of destructiveness, Sdedipping to avoid return fire from the capita ship's guns.

"Recdl dl TIE squadrons” Trigit said.

His starfighter coordinator was dead, locked in with the vacuum in the bridge. Garamoved to an
unoccupied console and issued the order.

Trigit's officersweretoo well trained to protest that the command Ieft the TIE fighter manufacturing
facility on the planet's surface open to the Rebel assault. Some knew that the plant would have afew TIE
fighters on hand to reduce the assault's effectiveness.

But the plant only mattered to Trigit in thelong term. For now, he had to keep Implacablein one piece.
And that meant throwing as many resources at the treacherous Captain Darillian as he could.

If it was Darillian. Trigit cursed silently. Hed alowed himself to be convinced by that man's persuasive
knowledge of Y sanne Isard. He should have followed hisorigind ingtincts.

"Sir, maneuvers?' That was from the man who'd replaced the dain chief pilot.



Trigit gave him afrodty little smile. "Do you see aneed for it? When our shidds are equaly down on dl
facings and every other craft on the battlefield isfaster and more maneuverable than we are?”

"Uh, no, sr."

The admira turned to the main weapons board. "Weapons, is Night Caller destroyed?”

"No, gr. Were suffering sensor mafunction.”

"Target her visudly, you idiot! Were close enough.”

"There'saproblem. We can't see her."

"All right, Lieutenant, were going to try somelatera drift." \Wedge saw the lieutenant gulp and nod.

He eased the yoke sideways, just atouch. Night Caller jerked as she strained in anew direction
againg the tractor, then jumped asthe officer released it and immediately reestablished it farther to port.
Wedge boosted the repul sors to compensate for the maneuver's clumsiness, but the corvette did to port,
kicking up an entirely new cloud of dust and debrisas she did so.

"Think we can do that alittle more smoothly next time?"

"Yes, gr. Thistime, I'll lay down asecond beam, minimum power, and then transfer power at asmooth
rate from oneto the other.”

"Good." Heturned to the weapons officer. "Transfer control of one of the bow gunsto my station,
Lieutenant. I'm not herejust to drive.”

Theweapons officer grinned. A moment later the thumb trigger on Wedge's yoke lit up.

Kell and Runt cleared the Implacable's bow, spiraling and juking to throw off the aim of the vessd's
gunners, and raced back toward the stern, a duplicate of the attack run of Gray One and Gray Two. In
fact, those two TIE fighters were just vectoring off from a second strafing run; the damage they'd doneto
the ship's hull below the bridge was evident.

"That's our target, Sx. Stay evasive until we reach haf aklick, then fire and vector away."

"We're ready, Five."

They stayed closeto the Implacables hull, making it dl but impossible for any gunnery emplacement to
have them in sight for more than a plit second.

It wastricky flying. Implacables hull rosein steep angleslike the Sdes of aziggurat. Theingtant they
cleared the find rise before the command pylon, Kel aimed and fired. His proton torpedoes hit just as
Runt fired; the two X-wings vectored away before they could assess the damage they'd done.

"Wraith Five, Six, thisis Gray Two. Were going in for another run. Looks like you two penetrated.”

"Finish thejob up for us, would you?'



"Oh, sure. Afterward, can we do your laundry, too?"

Wedge waited until Donos and Tyriafinished their pass beforefiring.

That first proton torpedo barrage from Night Caler's bow hold, the maneuver they'd nicknamed the
Loran Spit-ball, had targeted the heavy durasted hull protecting the Star Destroyer's huge array of power
cells. Fourteen proton torpedoes had dammed into the unshielded hull, chewing it to pieces but not
destroying it completely. Subsequent runs had widened individua holes.

Wedge fired, pouring alinked turbolaser cannon's destructiveness against the Implacable's hull.

He couldn't see what sort of damage held done; he was nearly asblind, visualy and by sensor, asthe
Star Destroyer. But his sensors could pick out the larger craft's Silhouette and give him accurate aming
againg specific points on the underside.

The dust cloud immediately to starboard of Night Caller lit up, became abrilliant column of whiteness
asreturn fire from the Star Destroyer superheated and atomized Wedge's protective cloud. He resisted
the urgeto flinch. "Ceasefiring," he said. The larger ship's gunners were doubtless aming at the source of
the turbolaser barrages. "Lieutenant, we're going backward, relative ascent. Well kegp movement
constant but unpredictable—and keep up our random firing. No congtant fire. Understood?’

He got confirmations from the bridge officers and set Night Caller in motion again. The corvette's nose
tipped backward, threatening afall, until he brought the repul sorlifts up to compensate; then they were
drifting backward.

Much smoother. The officer on the tractor beam was starting to get it.

"Leader, Four. That lagt shot hit just ahead of the largest holein the hull. If you can drop back afew
meters astern and to starboard, you'll pop right into the hole.”

"Four, you can't just hover out there and do my spotting for me."

"I'm not hovering, Sir. I'm dancing. Besides, these guys can't hit the side of abantha. Whoa! Close
one"

Wedge sighed. Grinder was trying to get himself killed. On the other hand, accurate damage to the Star
Destroyer'sfuel cells meant more than any damage Grinder's X-wing was likely to inflict now. " Sensors,
plot my shots against aholo of the Implacabl€e's sithouette. We need that to adjust for Grinder's
directions." He positioned histhumb over the firing button. "Resuming fire."

"We're getting reports from the manufacturing plant,” Garasaid.

"Wait," Trigit sad. "Estimated time of arriva on our TIE fighters?"

"One minute"

"All right. Go ahead.”

"The Pakkerd TIE fighters never made it off the ground.”

"What?'



"The Rebd s gpparently had commando forces on the ground. The launch tubes were destroyed. They
have two squads of TIE fighters Sitting around uselessy in the hangars.. . . and a squadron of Rebel
Y -wing bombers blowing the whole facility to pieces. The other two squadrons are pursuing our TIES
back here."

Trigit hissed in vexation. "Thisis not good. Zsinj will befurious. Lieutenant, thistime tomorrow,
Implacable may be running as an independent instead of as part of the warlord'sfleet.”

"That's actudly afine dternative, compared to some.”

“True"

"Fve, Sx. We haveincoming fighters.”

Kell glanced a hissensors. . . and froze.

Red dots were gpproaching from the direction of Ession. Countless dots.
"Right, Sx. Let's, uh. . ."

His back locked up in apainful knot. Hetried to maneuver, to am toward the incoming TIE fighters,
but hisflight stick resisted him, jerking uncontrollably.

"Hve what?"'

"Let'sget them..." Kdl strained againgt the flight stick, but it would not cooperate, would not bring his
X-wing's nose around toward the attackers.

He glanced at his sensor screen again. There had to be athousand of them coming.

"Waiting for your turn, Five"

"I'm experiencing a control mafunction, Six. Give me avisud check, would you?'

"Y ou've got some new debris scarring. We don't see anything wrong. What do your diagnostics say?"

"l don't know."

"Rve?'

"Let'sget them, Sx." Kdl's X-wing continued on its course out of the line of fire.

Atril felt the blow, saw the lunar landscape and the starfield above begin spinning, saw her diagnogtics
board light up in thered. "Gray Two, thisisOne. I'm hit." Sparks shot up from her control board, defying
her to do anything but hold on to her control yoke and pray.

"One, your starboard wing is gone, repegt, completely gone. Punch out!”

"No gection seat, Two." Atril felt adeep sense of regret—compounded by sudden nausea. Her inertia
compensator must havefailed, leaving her a the mercy of her ruined fighter's spinning motion. " Get



Clear.

"L eader, Four. Traverse due astern five meters.”

Grinder snap-rolled and dove, anticipating the fire from a turbol aser battery that seemed to be tracking
him, then rose and rolled up on his starboard wing to watch as anew column of deadly light shot up from
the billowing dust cloud benesth Implacable. Thisbeam fired sraight into the hole in the capita ship's
ked, filling it with light. Glowing debris, tons of it, began pouring from the hole. "Right there! Fix on that
spot and keep hitting it."

Kel ignored Runt's persstent, annoying inquiries and continued to wrestle with his stick.

Finally it cooperated. He regained control, saw open starfield in front of him, and relaxed.

His sensor monitor showed those millions of red dots a closing on the position of Implacable and Night
Cdler. Behind him. Increasingly behind him as he headed toward open space.

His breathing began to dow. That was better. Always bad to be in agtarfighter when the controls
failed. Hewaslucky held survived it so many times.

"Leader, Narrahas tractored Gray One," Janson reported.

"Good to hear, Gray Three. Gray Two, your usua wing-man is underneath |mplacable's kedl. He could
use some hep.”

"I'm dready there, Sir. Sir, | see an opportunity to do somered harm to Implacable. Request
permission to enter through the hole weve madein her ked."

"Gray Two, negative, repedt, negative. Too much loose materia in there, and we have Implacable's
TIE fightersreturning. Set up for them.”

"There's not that much materia. Y ou've dagged so much of it. | think you're hitting interna bulkheads
now, though. If | can get inthere, | can direct firelaterdly, hit machinery at an angle you can't match.”

"That's dill anegative, Gray Two."
"L eader, I'm not reading you. My comm unit—" Crackling and buzzing followed.

Wedge made a hoise of exasperation. She was rubbing her gloves together over the mike, just as he'd
done adozen times during his career. "Wraith Four, can you prevent her?"

Wraith Four responded with crackling and buzzing.

Kéel's R2 unit shrieked as his sensor display lit up with anew threet: atorpedo lock on his stern.
Kell read theinformation, puzzled. "Wraith Six, isthat you?'

"Weare"

"Areyou going to shoot me?'



"No, Five. Werrejust trying to get your attention. To get the attention of Kell. Not of the bad mind.”
Runt's voice was dow and sad, even across comm distortion.

"What do you want?'

"We just wanted you to know were leaving you. Were returning to the fight.”

"Don't do that. It's nasty back there."

"Good-bye, Kdl." Wraith Six vectored away, looping around to head back toward the Implacable.

Kell felt akeen sense of loss at hisfriend's departure.

Well, at least Runt hadn't vaped him.

Of course, somebody would be along soon to do that.

Probably Janson.

Janson wasin a TIE fighter. He could catch up to Kell's X-wing. Kell checked his sensor board and
saw no sign that any craft was pursuing him. With hislead, he could be in hyperspace before anyone
caught up to him. He breaethed asigh of relief.

He was safe for now. Pursuit would come some other day.

Maybe it would be Face. Or Phanan. Or Tyria— The shock of that idea hit him like asnap-kick to the
chest. What if Tyriahad to come shoot him down?

What would it do to her, knowing she had sent her own lover to oblivion? She had lost everyone she
loved on Toprawaand would now lose him, too. It would be Kell's own fault, Kell's sgnature on the
scars she would carry— Asthough he were rising to the surface after adeep dive, hismind came free of
the thoughts in which it had been submerged. Tyria He was klicks away from her and the distance was
growing every second. TIE fighterswere now reaching thefight.

Helooped around and put dl his vehicle's discretionary energy toward acceleration.

Faynn rose smoothly toward the largest hole the Wraiths series of attacks had made in Implacable's
kedl. It was broad enough to accommodate her TIE fighter, even broad enough to allow the passage of
Grinder's X-wing behind her.

Faling debris bounced off her bow viewport. Some of it came at her from an angle, clattering off her
solar wing arrays.

She eased through the gap into the darkness beyond. Above would be the giant array of power cells
that enabled Implacable to move. Without them, the mighty Star Destroyer would be a gigantic mass of
worthlessjunk.

No one, so far as she knew, had ever done this. Flown into an enemy Star Destroyer and reamed it out
from theingde. She would be the first. Number one, for al time.

Carefully, sherotated so that she was pointing to the side and upward.



Shefired.

Seventy-two TIEs—four squadrons of fighters, one of Interceptors, and one of bombers—swept into
the engagement zone, firing asthey came.

Facelooped and dove, trying to keep clear of the incoming fire from both the cloud of TIEsand the
gtill-mighty Star Destroyer. Herolled out afew hundred meters below and arced up again, got an
immediate green flash on histargeting brackets, and fired. Histarget, afast-moving Interceptor, took the
blast as agraze acrossitstop viewport and kept coming, still in control. He saw Phanan's |lasers pass
above him, hitting the next Interceptor at the juncture of itsfusdage and its wing pylon, separating them.
The squint rolled, out of control, and began its dive toward the moon's surface. "'Nice shooting, Seven.”

Janson and Piggy roared down on the nearest TIE squadron, looping in from behind and opening fire
before the squad had a chance to break and engage individud targets.

Janson'sfirgt shot entered histarget's port ion engine, vaping the eyebal in a spectacular explosion.
Piggy'sfirg blast missed histarget below, but he continued to fire, tracking up and left, until aburst hit the
vehicle's port wing. The TIE spun out of control and Piggy's next shot hulled its cockpit.

Janson heard confused chatter on the Imperial comm channdl. "Let's go right down the middle,
Twelve" he said, and accelerated until hewasin the midst of the breaking squadron formation. The
Ackbar Sash, sarfighter style. Let them fire now, he thought.

They did.

Donos gritted his teeth and abandoned his attack run on Implacable. On the murderer of Talon
Squadron. He veered toward the oncoming TIEs. A full squadron of eyebalswas comingin a him and
Tyria "Ten, wearein trouble.” Tyriawasfiring dready. She didn't answer.

The A-wingsflashed through the screen of TIE fighters, shooting continuoudy asthey came, snap-shots
not a detriment in the target-rich field of battle. Kell saw them both on screen and through his canopy as
he approached.

He got laser lock a maximum range on an Interceptor, fired his quad-linked lasers, saw his shot carve
away the upper half of asolar wing. The Interceptor, damaged but till in control, arced away from him.

"Who'sthat? Five? Isthat you?' "That'sright, Eight. How're you doing?" "It's unpleasant asa Huit's
butt in here! Where were you?"'

"It'smy sigter's birthday. | had to take her apresent. Hold tight." Kell aimed at the thickest
concentration of TIEsand dovein, firing asfast as hislaserswould cycle.

Suddenly there were new blue dots among the red on the sensor board, friendlies overtaking the TIE
fightersfrom the rear. Wedge said, "Blue Squadron, isthat you?'

"Good to hear you're among the living, Wraith Leader." These were clipped, precise tones, the voice of
Genera Crespin. "We thought we'd show you the virtues of A-wing speed.”

"For once | don't mind. But I'm transmitting you our sensor profiles. Four, correction, three TIE fighters
are our people. Fire only when you confirm they'rered.”



"Acknowledged."

Wedge saw the communications officer jump to the task of transmitting the proper blue and red
designationsto the incoming force. Wedge concentrated on sending a different kind of message, a series
of turbolaser blasts against Implacable's weapon batteries.

The hair stood up on hishead and arms and al monitorsflickered as anion beam struck within forty
meters of Night Caler's position.

Another near miss. Another charge againgt the credcard where he banked his luck.

30
"Admira, we're going to lose Implacable.”

Trigit fixed Garawith acold stare. "With the TIE fighters now chewing the attackersto pieces? | don't
bdieveit.”

"Something isin the power cell section. Methodically destroying every cdll. Weve dready lost
computer backup power. In ten minutes, maybe less, we're going to lose all main power, and that's the
end of Implacable, even if every one of those Rebd pilotsdies.”

He brushed past her and looked at the damage report.

Shewasright.

Hefelt faint for amoment. All these years of loya service, the skill held shown Y sanne Isard and then
the warlord, were suddenly worth precisdly nothing. Destiny was bal ancing accounts and he was coming
up short. He was about to lose his ship. Histruelove.

"Do we surrender, Sr?'

Still dizzied by his sense of loss, he shook hishead. "Don't beridiculous. Wevelodt . . . but were not
going to give those Rebel scum another operational Star Destroyer they can repair and use for their own
purposes. Implacable will take as many of them with her as she can.”

"Sir . . . that will be more than thirty-five thousand people dead.”

"And how many dead can we count on if the Rebels repair this ship and turn her guns on the Empire?
Redlly, Lieutenant. Y es, we preserve the lives of those who depend on us.... but only until their continued
exigence threstens even more lives.”

Her response was a stony silence.

Heleaned in close. His voice dropped. "But for those who are most necessary to me, there are ways
to survive. Tell me, can you fly an Interceptor?”

Wary, she shook her head. "I always wanted to go through pilot training. | never had an opportunity.



They put meinintrusonsingead.”

"Pity. | have my persond Interceptor standing by. It is equipped with a hyperdrive, asareitstwo
escort Interceptors. | was going to offer one of them to you. Instead, | must recommend you make your
way to the launch bay and take out ashuttle. At least you will survive that way."

"Thank you for thinking of me. But, Sir ... the Rebels don't recognize Warlord Zsinj or you asa
legitimate government. They won't treet me as an Intelligence operative and trade me back . . . they'll try
me as atraitor and execute me." Shelooked regretful. "I won't let them have that satisfaction. I'll Stay
here, ar.”

"Y ou're abrave woman, Lieutenant." Unwilling to show her the sense of loss he ft, Trigit turned from
her. "Attention! I'm moving to the auxiliary bridge to complete our victory there. Don't inform the officers
there: | want to see how they'redoing as| walk in." His officers nodded.

He gave Gara Petothel onelast solemn ook, anod of respect from one officer to another, and then he
entered the turbolift.

Kell twisted, dove, sdedipped, dl to avoid the mass of TIE fighters and Interceptorsin his path. He
fired as he came on, paying no attention to sensor readings of his hits or misses— there was no time for
anything but firing and dodging.

Suddenly the next vehiclein his sightswas an A-wing. Kdl rolled into aloop so hard thet it exceeded
the power of hisinertial compensator and pressed him down in his seat. He had to grunt out his next
words. "Isthat Blue Squadron?’

"Blue Nine hereto save your tail, Wraith Five." The A-wing shot through the space Kl had just
occupied and fired, vaporizing the TIE Interceptor that had been dogging him.

"Y ou know some of these TIEs arefriendlies—"

"We know."

Kdl finished hisloop lined up once again with the heaviest concentration of TIES. Hedovein again, this
time on Blue Ninestail, using rudder to dew to starboard and port, scattering fire in acone around the
A-wing now bresking trail for him.

Admira Trigit walked at afast clip toward the cluster of Interceptors remaining in the now cavemoudy
empty TIE hangar. He spokeinto his comlink. "Main computer. Verify identity by voiceprint. Code
omega-one, prepare self-destruct.”

"Verify sdf-destruct.”

"Apwar Trigit commands saf-destruct.”

"Confirmed. Verify timing."

The mechanic on duty opened the access port to Trigit's Interceptor. The admira climbed in, ill
taking. "Five minutes from mark. Mark.”

"Confirmed. Timer running. Verify resources.”



"All remaining power. All wegpon systems capacitances. All fud reserves.”

"Confirmed. Self-destruct operationa..”

The sky brightened behind Face.

He twisted to look. Phanan's X-wing was still tucked in behind and to the starboard of his, but itsentire
stern was ablaze and burn marks peppered his cockpit. The starfighter that had hulled him, an Interceptor
with aset of distinctive horizonta red stripes on the upper and lower portions of itswing arrays, was
roaring by at an angle. Now well past Face and Phanan, it began |ooping around for another pass.
"Seven, punch out—"

Phanan did so, firing up and away from his crippled fighter. Aningtant later, it blew. Face fdt debris
hammer into hisgtern. "Wraiths, SevenisEV, repeat, EV. Narra, can you pick him up?”'

"If hedoesn't land in Night Caller's dust cloud, will do.”

A TIE fighter dropped into position behind Face. Face saw his sensor board try to light up with alaser
lock. Herolled left and dove toward the gigantic cloud of smoke concedling the corvette's position.

His sensors showed aclear laser lock. Then the red dot of his pursuer lost resolution and disappeared.
"Who did that?'

"Y ou owe adrink to Rogue Two, son."
"Drink, hell, Il buy you adidtillery!

The dozen blue dots of Rogue Squadron lit up the sensors, and suddenly the odds against the Wraiths
didn't seem quite asdeedly.

Lieutenant Gara Petothel, her shoulders set with anger, recorded two quick messages on her comm
console, then took the next turbolift up.

She exited at the deck of officers quarters, picked up a sealed package from her small room, and took
another lift to the level where the admira kept his chambers.

Those doors were unguarded. No surprise; Trigit would have taken his favorite bodyguardsto be his
escort pilots. Garatold the doors, "Emergency override zero seven nine seven Petothel .

The doors did open.

She entered, shut them behind her, and quickly peeled out of her uniform and undergarments. L et Trigit
remember me as awilling sacrifice, shethought. Let him regret an affair he wanted but never had timefor.
Let him think whatever he wants. Hell he dead in ten minutes.

How dare he? Thirty-seven thousand men and women.

Angry, she pulled off her black wig. It wasthe color her hair used to be, at the length she wore it when

she entered service with the New Republic fleet and then joined the Implacable's crew, but now her red
hair was much shorter, adowny blond. She threw the wig atop her clothes.



Shetugged at the mole on her cheek. It came free. There had once been amolethere, ared one, but
she'd had it removed by a Rebel ship's doctor and replaced it with an item of makeup. She tossed it onto
thepile

Now, the container. She opened it to reved clothes—if you could call them that. Lingerie, sheer Stuff
made from Loveti moth fiber, the garment would have cost her six months pay had she not stolenit.

Sheput it on. Beneath it in the case were datacards, her choicesfor anew identity. Beneath them, a
makeup case; she'd useit once she wasin the pod.

Beside the makeup case was an injector unit aready filled with anillicit substance. She picked it up,
hesitated. It was a necessary part of the deception. She just had to make sure she was clearheaded
enough, in spite of the drugs, to finish what she was doing here. She jabbed hersdlf with the unit, felt the
flow of dienfluidsinto her vein.

Before the drugs took hold, she spoke aoud, a variation on the code that had given her accessto this
chamber.

A portion of onewall did aside. Beyond was the access to Trigit's persona escape pod. The one
neither she nor anyone ese but Trigit was supposed to know about.

Sheignored the feding that swept through her, the sensation of drifting, long enough to grab up her
identicards and makeup case and stagger into the pod.

Had Wedgée's vision not been obscured by the dust cloud he was maintaining, he would have seen the
tiny flight of three Interceptors leave Implacabl€'s launch bay and angle away from the crippled Star
Destroyer.

The Wraiths, Blues, and Rogues battling for their lives againgt anumericaly superior force dso paid the
flight noatention. Those Interceptors weren't entering the fight. They'd be dedlt with later.

Gara Petothd's voice came across Implacabl€s intercom. " Attention, crew. Implacable islosing power
and will crashin five minutes or less. Abandon ship.”

All over the Star Destroyer, officers and crewmen looked at one another.

Only the ship's commander was authorized to issue such an order. But the chain of command could be
breaking down just as the ship's systems were.

Crew members began racing toward the escape pod accesses. Only the most loyal, the most
foolhardy, remained behind at gunnery positions.

Kel completed histhird pass through the TIES, done thistime—Blue Nine was off again with her
wingman, Blue Ten. There were fewer of the TIEs thistime around. Much of that was Rogue Squadron's
fault; he'd never seen such coordinated skill, such squadron-wide competence in dogfighting, asthe
Rogues had demongtrated while eating away at the TIE fighters numbers. But the odds were still bad and
he knew hisluck could not continue to hold.

It didn't. He heard Runt's voice, "Five, roll out—"



He snapped up on his starboard wing, but the crossfire from an oncoming TIE Interceptor, agray craft
sporting rakish red stripes on the outer surfaces of itswings, struck him with casual accuracy. Thefirst
laser blast battered at his stern shidlds; the second penetrated, burning itsway into hisfusslage behind his
R2 unit.

Hisflight stick locked up and his control board went dead. All eectronics gone ... he swore to himself
as he began adow, graceful plunge toward the moon below. The interceptor pilot waggled hiswings,
then rose toward adistant cluster of A-wings.

Kédl opened the pand to hisleft and hit the button for a cold start. Nothing happened.

By his best guess, he had about thirty seconds until impact. Thirty secondsto get an inoperable X-wing
darted . . . assuming it could be.

And he couldn't participate in the start-up. Only Thirteen, his R2 unit, could reach the damage.

He switched on his helmet comlink, heard the hissindicating thet the interference from the relay dish
was il in effect, heard fuzzy voices of the pilotsinvolved in thefight. With hisleft hed, heyanked at a
smadl, innocuous tab extending from the cockpit hull by hisfoot. "Thirteen, can you hear me?"

The astromech responded with awhistle,

"Can you get at the damage? Can you bring us on-line?’

Thirteen's next whistle was alow, mournful one.

Kel'stub popped out ashort metdlic bar. With hisfoot, he began pumping it, manually generating the
current necessary for an emergency deployment of hislanding gear. "Are you sure? Not even one
engine?'

Thirteen's answer wasthe same, asad trill.

Kell heard the landing gear pop open and into place. But there was no power-up of the repulsorlift
landing engine, not even its emergency backup power. " Repul sorlifts?!

Again, thelow tones of anegative answer.
"Wraith Five to Narra. Can you get me? Repest, Five going down. Can you grab me?'

No answer. Kdl'shemet comlink didn't have the range of hisfighter's comm unit, didn't have enough
power to pierce the interference from the dish.

Kell counted the seconds as the ground came closer and felt a heaviness settle on his chest. He turned
to look through his aft viewport at his astromech; the R2 unit regarded him steadily. "'I'm going to go now,
Thirteen. Thanksfor everything."

A trill of good-bye. Then Kdll faced forward and yanked the handle for his gection sedt.
The explosive boltsin his canopy blew, sending it up ahead of him, and the thruster under his sest fired

off. Hefdt ablow to hisrear as he waslaunched up and avay, momentarily defying the moon's weak
gravity. The pressure sensor in his suit registered the sudden drop in atmosphere and activated the small



persona magcon field that would protect his body from vacuum exposure.
He watched hisfighter speed away ahead, locked in itsfatal descent.

Hefdt dmost as though he werelosing afellow pilot. Hed never known, no one seemed to know, just
how dive droidswere, just how much of their behavior was programming and how much wastrue

persondity.

His X-wing hit thefar lip of animpact crater and instantly became flattened garbage and flying shrapndl.
It did not explode.

Coldness gripped a Kdl as hisbody hest fled hisinadequately insulated pilot's suit and the magnetic
containment field around it. But for the long moments while he still rose on that rocket thrugt, he had an
incredible vista of the flaring lasers and bright explosions of the fighter battle before him, of the
battle-scarred Star Destroyer beyond.

Wedge's sensors officer said, "'Implacable's sllhouette is expanding.”

Wedge gave the officer apuzzled look. "How again?"

"Shesfdling, ar.”

"Sithspit! Tell Wraiths Three and Four to get out of there." Wedge pulled back on the control yoke,
leaning Night Caller over at asteep backward angle that, if it continued, would result in the corvette's
crash. " Cut the tractor, now."

A moment later Night Caller lurched upward, accelerating smoothly but dowly a an angle that would
carry it out from under the Star Destroyer. "Drop al shidds. Put everything into thruster power."

"Yes gr!"
The corvette's rate of speed increased.
So did Implacablesrate of descent.

Grinder's last proton torpedo vaporized more mass of the Star Destroyer'sincreasingly widening
power center.

Theillumination from that blast aso showed Falynn something else.

"Shel'sdropping!" Falynn inverted her TIE fighter, goosed the thrusters—but before she could dive
something hit her from the rear. Her ion enginesfired, but the thrust merely made her swing to starboard,
then back again, and to starboard once more.

She swore. Her starboard solar wing array was hung up on something flexible. "Grinder, get out of
here"

"Not without you."

"Y ou moron, if you don't get clear of theway out, | can't get out. Go!"



She watched as, dozens of meters below, the silhouette of Grinder's X-wing rotated, then itsthrusters
lit off, pushing the snubfighter down toward the way out.

Shewaited until shewaslined up again with the hole in the ked, then she brought her engine thrust up
to full power.

She swung to starboard, hit abulkhead hard, and siwung back again.
Thistime, her front viewport was starred with cracks.

As Grinder shot through the hole, his starboard laser cannon clipped a piece of wreckage. His X-wing
tumbled, uncontrolled, asit exited.

The Bothan struggled with his stick and brought hisfighter back inline,

Theingtant he was back in control, one of Implacable's turbolaser blasts washed across him, engulfing
him deanly.

When the beam faded, Grinder was gone.

Janson saw Implacable's blast hit Wraith Four.

Janson climbed, firing. Hisfirgt shot pinged the turbo-laser turret. It rotated to target him— And Piggy's
shot punctured it, the Gamorrean's linked blast hulling the turret. The emplacement went till, itslights'
dead.

Janson sent his X-wing into atight, irregular circle around the holein Implacablesked. "Gray Two, this
isGray Three. Do you read?"

"I'm here"

"Get out of there. Implacableisfdling.”

"I'm hung up. Get clear.”

“I'mcomingin.”

"Y ou can't do anything. If | seeyour profile, I'll fireon you, Sir. | promise.”
"Dammit, Faynn—"

A bracket of laser fire suddenly erupted from the hole in the kedl, burning four neat holesin the lunar
surface.

Janson hit back a curse and rolled away from Implacable's underside. Piggy followed, mercifully slent.

As Implacable descended, throwing off escape pods by the score, she broadcast one last message.
Thevoicewasfemale, but as distorted asif it had come through a New Republic fighter comm system.
"Attention, New Republic forces. The pilots of the three Interceptors who launched one minute ago
included Admird Trigit. If you want him, that'swhere you'l find him."



The Star Destroyer fdll at what looked like aleisurely pace—an illusion fostered by its great Sze and
by the moon's four-tenths gravity. The Wraiths not actively engaged in combat kept their desperate
attention on the gap in the hull, waiting for onelast TIE fighter to emerge.

It didn't.

Night Caller shot from beneath the descending capital ship like abar of sogp squirting from under a
foot, its stern engine array missing the Imperid vessa by afew tens of meters.

Implacable hit sternfirg, its great mass causing the stern to shatter and deform asit settled. Whole
bulkheads and sections of kedl blew out the sides and top surface of the Star Destroyer asthe ship's
atmosphere suddenly compressed.

Even before the bow came down, the vessdl's stern detonated, her fuel cdlsal igniting in an instant.
Implacable's command pylon leaped up asif it were aseparate ship, suddenly separating for adesperate
flight to safety. But it, too, disintegrated asit rose and was consumed by the growing fireba | beneathiit.

The ship broke at its midsection, its bow spinning dmost gracefully beforeit set down on the
crater-pocked surface of the moon.

The Wraiths heard a cry over their comm systems. Wedge and Janson had heard it once before, on the
tape of Donos's one and only Talon Squadron mission, the sound of Donoss pain as heredized his
sguadron was gone.

Wedgerolled Night Caler upright. "Divert—" Histhroat shut down over hisvoice. Grinder, Fynn
dead within seconds of one another. "Divert dl gunsto fire on the TIE fighters. Wegpons, resume control
of my turbolaser. Communications, give me the enemy's sarfighter channel and our channd both.”

"You'reready to go, Sr."

"Attention, forces of the Implacable. Thisis Commander Wedge Antilles of New Republic Starfighter
Command. Recommend you bresk off hostilitiesnow."

He got an answer ingantly. "Antilles, are you demanding surrender?”

"Negative. Here's the deal. Y ou break off hogtilities, we do, too. Go wherever you care to. We've won
thisround. Neither one of us gainsfrom continuing this battle.”

"Not correct. Y ou die, we gain. Prepare to eat vacuum.”
Then anew voice, words spoken with biting precision. " Captain, accept the commander's offer.”
Wedge went cold. He knew that voice.

The captain's voice returned. "Y ou're only an observer here. You don't issue ordersto—" Thena
scream.

Facesvoice: "Sithspit, he's vaped his own man.”

The precise voicereturned. "' gpologize. A dight question of chain of command. Commander, you
have adedl. All Implacableforces, bresk off now. Come to heading two-seventy.”



Wedge said, "All New Republic forces, break off combat. Form up on Night Caller. If you consider
yoursdlf in good shape and have sufficient fud, fly by on downed fighters and escape podsto report their
condition.” He drew hisfinger over histhroat and the comm officer cut the wide-channel transmission.

Wedge's wegpons officer stared wide-eyed. ™Y ou looked like you knew him."

"Y ou might say that. That was Baron Soontir Fl."

The officer paed and returned his attention to his wegpons board. Baron Fel, since the death of Darth
Vader, was accounted the best Imperid pilot living, and hiselite 181st Imperid Fighter Group wasthe
most accomplished fighter unit the Empire could field.

What was he doing as an observer on Admird Trigit's ship?

On the sensor board, most of the dots obeyed the orders of their respective commanders.

Five dots did not. Three reds headed away from Ession's moon on astraight, out-system course. Two
blues pursued. The sensorsidentified the faster one as Blue Leader, the dower as Wraith Nine.

Squesky drew Kdl in through Narras emergency airlock. "So glad you are among the living, Tainer.
Now that | have you trained to proper manners, | would hate to lose you.”

Kell shivered uncontrollably and ignored the 3PO unit. Atril, hersalf swathed in ablanket, threw
another one across his shoulders. Phanan was lying on one of the passenger couches, a blanket over him,
hisface palid, but he managed afaint smilefor Kel. Squeaky returned to Phanan'sside.

"Welogt Grinder and Falynn,”" Atril said.

Kell sat besdeher. "Tyria?'

"She'snot hurt.”

Kdl rdaxed. Hetried to sort out histhoughts, hisfedlings. Relief about Tyria. Sadnessfor the loss of
Faynn, Grinder, and Thirteen. And an odd sort of jubilation at the loss of a part of himsdf. He knew that
something in him had died and he did not missit.

"Kdl."

"Y eah, Cubber."

"Night Caller sends you congratulations. They say this combat waslike your first smulator run with the
Wraths™"

Kdl blinked a him, confused. "Runt getsal my points?'
"No, supid. One mission, fivekills, ingtant ace. Congratulations.”
IIG,]'II

Cubber snorted. "Much more behavior like that and I'm going to doubt your dedication to the



mechanic's profession, boy." He turned back toward his controls. "Narralifting. More packages to pick
up.”

"Leader to Wraith Nine."

Donos sat iffly, hiswhole body cold, his hand holding the control stick in adegth grip.

"Leader to Wraith Nine."

"Nine here."

"Report your condition.”

Faynnisdead. | don't have acondition. "I'm functiond.” Automaticaly, Donos checked hisfuel
reading, hisweapons and shield gatus. All in the green. He had severa more minutes worth of
dogfighting power availableto him.

Three enemiesand one dly ahead.

Commander Antilles probably meant his mental condition.

He'd amost gone away again when he heard Falynn die. But he hadn't. He knew the Wraiths wouldn't
let him stay gone.

Best just to keegp moving and kill the man who'd killed her. The man who'd killed Taon Squad. “I'min
pursuit of three enemies who are not part of the pacified force."

"If they surrender, you're obliged to accept it."

"If." Donoswas slent along moment. "Please ingtruct that A-wing ahead of me not to vape Trigit.
That'smy job."

A new voice came over the comm. "Commander Antilles doesn't instruct agenerd to do adamned
thing, Wrath Nine"

"Recommend you not get between Trigit and my lasers, Generd.”

"On any other day 1'd consider that athreat, sonny. For now, | recommend you just shut up. Blue
Leader out."

Donos shut up. Nothing the generd could do to him worried him. Hejust didn't fed like spending
energy on an argument.

Donos watched the sensors as Genera Crespin gained on the interceptor flight. They weren't flying as
fast astrue Interceptors; the persond vehicles of an Imperid admird and hisfavorite bodyguards, they
were probably |oaded down with hyperdrives and even shidding systems, and that weight would count
againgt them. Even Donos's X-wing, dower than astandard Interceptor, was gaining steadily on these
three.

A few more minutes and they'd be far enough from Ession's gravity well to enter hyperspace. But
maybe the generd was canny enough to stop them.



When the sensor screen showed three klicks distance between the A-wing and the interceptors,
Donoss comm board lit up with a cross-frequency transmission. "Blue Leader to outbound interceptors.
Thisis Generd Edor Crespin. I'm giving you this opportunity to surrender.”

Thereply camein adry voice: "Thank you, Blue Leader. | notice a certain disparity in our numbers,
though. Perhaps you'd better go home."

Donos heard no reply from Crespin. That exchange had been enough for both |eaders.

Moments later, when the range meter showed two kilometers between the Interceptors and Generd
Crespin, Donos saw the Interceptor group change formation. The starboard TIE dropped back and fell
into position immediately behind the center one. The port TIE rolled out and turned back toward the
A-wing.

Why? Then Donos knew what had happened. General Crespin had gotten alaser lock on Trigit's craft.
One Interceptor had moved in theway of the generd's lasers. The other was going back to destroy the
A-wing ... or dietrying.

For once, Donos prayed for the success of an A-wing pilot. "Gadget, can we put anything else on
accderation?’

NO.

Donos began rocking in his seat, forward and back, as though the action would coax just alittle more
acceleration out of the X-wing.

On screen, the rearmost red dot and the blue closed on a head-to-head course.

Donos frowned over the maneuver. What was General Crespin doing, playing head-to-head with a
pilot who was doubtlesswilling to give up hislifeto buy the admird alittle extratime?

They were far from the mass shadows of Ession or her biggest moon. In moments, the Interceptors
would be able to jump to hyperspace.

Donos camed himsdf. The generd isn 't aniidiot. Hehasaplan. If | can figure out what it is, maybel
can figure out what he's going to do to Admira Trigit—what direction helll make the admiral jump.

If he, Donos, werein an A-wing closing with an Interceptor while two other, more important
I nterceptors were headed away at adight angle, what would he do?

The A-wings had laser cannons that traversed up and down, giving them a generous arc of
fire—something else the drivers of those tiny speed machines were always bragging about. In Crespin's
place, Donos could keep his current course but rotate ninety degreesrightward and elevate his guns,
bringing Trigit and the other escort back into hissights.

Donos brought up hisvisud sensor and saw that the general had indeed rotated—in fact, hisrotation
was continuous, aspin designed to make the A-wing's narrow profile an even more difficult target, and
laser blasts from the Interceptor were streaking harmlesdy past him. But Donos saw the genera had
indeed eevated his guns. He wouldn't be able to use them to fire on the Interceptor. He had to be
planning for an angle of attack on the other Interceptors.



Donos dmost dapped himsdf. He had it. In Crespin's place, held close until he had barely enough time
to maneuver out of the head-to-head desth trap, then fire the A-wing's concussion missiles. The other
pilot, morelikely to belocked into asuicide ramming course, would not be likely to maneuver out of their
way. That would eliminate the suicide pilot and immediately give Crespin aclear laser shot at the other
two Interceptors.

Which way would they jump? Currently, Trigit wasin front, his bodyguard trailing immediately behind,
Crespin vectoring away from them at adight angle to port. As soon asthey sensed alaser lock, Trigit
would have to go to starboard—because that would keep his bodyguard right behind him and in the path
of Crespin'slasers.

Donos almost smiled. He switched to proton torpedoes and aimed visualy toward empty spaceto the
Interceptors starboard. He wasn't in range for atorpedo lock yet . . . but was well within the torpedoes
grikerange. If hefired a the correct angle, with the torpedoes set to follow any heat source, and the
I nterceptors broke across the torpedoes path . . .

Hewaited, and rocked in his seat for more speed. Faynn, are you watching?

When the Interceptor and A-wing were a quarter klick apart, Crespin angled away, but twin streaks of
light continued down his origina course. The Interceptor he was jousting with reached the point they'd
both been aiming for and exploded, victim of twin concussion missiles and bad tactics. Crespin stopped
his A-wing's rotation and had his guns directed at the other two vehiclesin abare second.

Immediately, as Crespin'slaser lock found them, Trigit's Interceptor and its pursuit vehicle broke away.
To starboard. Donosfired. "Onefor Faynn. Two for Taon."

Crespin's lasers found the engines of the pursuit Interceptor, stitched them with bright red fire. The
Interceptor vanished in abright ball.

Donoss comm unit popped. Trigit'svoice. "Crespin, I'd like to reconsd—"

Donossfirg torpedo shot between the dit in the Inter- ceptor's starboard wing and hit the Interceptor
where the round forward viewport met the hull. The Interceptor detonated in a brilliant flash. Donoss
second torpedo entered the cloud but did not emerge fromit.

Then there was nothing but the hiss of static over his comm unit, asingle blue dot on his sensors.

The A-wing began along, lazy arc back toward Ession. "Nice shooting, son."

"Niceflying, sr." Donos brought his own snubfighter around.

In his chest was a coldness to match the vacuum around him. 1t was the emptiness of hisfuture. But

Taon Squad had had its revenge. Now, perhaps, eleven good pilots, one ever-helpful R2 unit, and a
Tatooine woman who'd never recognized her own worth would be able to rest easy.

31

Her beaches and seas are almost as beautiful as those on Storinal, Kell reflected. Maybe more so.



They aren't as. . . deliberate. As sculpted.

Theworld was called Borleias. Once the Site of the bio-medical research facility of an Imperia generd,
later captured by the New Republic asthefirgt stage of the march on the Imperia throne world, Borleias
was now hometo afighter training base.

The New Republic had named atroop transport after the battle for thisworld, and Kell and Runt had
saved that transport on Folor. Kell decided, irrationally, this meant the world welcomed his presence.

He certainly felt welcome. He lounged on a puff-cot large enough to accommodate his generous
frame—with plenty of room for Tyriabesde him. Uniform of the day was bathing suits that might
generoudy be caled minimd, and that was avacation in itsdf. Beside them on ablanket were
haf-finished drinks dowly warming in the sun and asmall refrigeration unit from which more drinks would
emerge asthe day grew later.

Up and down the beach, other Wraiths and crewmen of Night Caller splashed in the waves, lounged on
puff-cots, rode recreational speeder bikes, sat drinking around tables under broad reflective parasols.
Donoswas at the end of theline of cots, done with histhoughts, but remaining within reach of the other
Wraithsingead of distancing himsdlf from them.

Phanan wasin Borleiass military hospita, recovering from theloss of his spleen, which had been
perforated by shrapnd as he g ected. When Kell had gone to see him, Phanan had explained, "Yes, | got
so angry that | had to vent my spleen.”

The Wraiths, Kell'sfellow pilots, hisfriends. There were no recriminationsin their eyes. Most of them
knew that hed had . . . some sort of attack back on Ession's moon. They also knew that held recovered
fromit, thrown himself into the worst part of the fight. He'd vaporized more than his share of the enemy
and had drawn the fire of even more pilots. Night Caler, her sensors overwhelmed by the ddliberately
faulty emissions of the nearby retransmission dish and the dust cloud she was kicking up, had no record
of histemporary vacation from redlity. So, like Donoss collgpse, it wasn't spoken of. It hadn't happened.

And it wouldn't happen again. All held ever have to do isimagine what would become of the people he
loved if he abandoned them.

He glanced down at Tyria, ateasing remark on hislips; but she was adeep, her head on his shoulder as
though it were apillow.

A shadow fell acrossthem.

Admira Ackbar stood above him.

Kel sauted out of reflex. "Sir."

"Don't get up." The admiral moved to sit on the next puff-cot over. He turned toward the water,
looking at it, asfar as Kl could read his posture, with alonging expression. "l am sorry | was not able
to speak to you on Talasea.”

"l ... wasavoiding you, Sir."

Ackbar turned one eye toward him. "Why?"



"l was ashamed.” He wouldn't have been able to say it aweek ago. Now, the words were difficult, but
not impaossibleto utter.

"For not being able to save Jesmin?'

"Yes gr."

"l cameto thank you. When | read what you tried to do for her . . . well, it iscrud to learn one you
love has died so far away from the heart of her clan, but at least | knew she wasin the midst of good
friends. Friends close enough to try such athing.”

"Shewas, Sr."

Ackbar took alast, long look at the water, then rose. "Enjoy your leave, Lieutenant. Come back strong
and invigorated. Warlord Zsinj istill out there."

"l have aspecid greeting ready for him, Sir.”
Ackbar made agravelly noise like a chuckle and walked away from the sea.
At thetop of the hill, Wedge waited in his skimmer.

The admird climbed awkwardly in. "Y ou're till fully dressed, Commander. Shouldn't you be wearing a
scrap and enjoying the weather and the water asthey are?!

Wedge et the skimmer in motion, wheding it around toward the flat field where the X-wingsand
shuttleswaited. "I'm not really as closeto the Wraiths as | am to the Rogues, Sir. | think 1'd make them
uncomfortable.”

"0, you are not ‘one of the lads? More like ared officer? Asintimidating as ageneral ?*

"Oh, yes, our bet. Actualy, | wasrather hoping you'd take this opportunity to acknowledge that the
Wraiths had 'proven their worth," asyou put it."

"Y our three months aren't up, Genera. Y ou are till in danger.”

Wedge amiled. "Admird, that'sthe story of my life."
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