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He made no pretense at being fully human. He had probably been born human, but now mechanical
limbs-obvious pros-thetics with no skinlike cover conceding their artificid nature- replaced hisright arm
and both legs, and the upper-right portion of hisbad head was a shiny metal surface with astandard
com-puter interface.

He made no pretense at being friendly, either. He ap-proached the members of Wraith Squadron asthey
sat, crammed into their booth, and with neither threat nor comment he snatched awine bottle from the
next table over and brought it down on Runt Ekwesh's head.

The bottle didn't bresk. It offered amusical toonk sound and coughed up alittle wine from its open neck,
and Runt, the furred aien with the long, big-toothed face, dumped in his seet, hiseyesrallingupin his
head.

Mogt of the members of Wraith Squadron were pinned in place-with nine pilots crammed into acircular
booth built for five, they had little room to move. But Kell Tainer, seated at the opposite end of thering
from Runt, scrambled to hisfeet.

Insteed of diving toward hiswingmeate's attacker, instead

of charging with afist cocked back to punch the man, hedid

Sdewaystoward histarget, then came up in asidekick that

caught the cyborg under his chin and lifted him clean off the floor, damming him to the bar's floor.

Most of the members of the squadron did out of the booth in Kell's wake. Other patrons of the bar,
human and otherwise, dso rose, their expressions suggesting they were unclear on whether to joininthis
traditiona form of bar entertainment.

Commander Wedge Antilles, the squadron's |eader, stayed put. He turned toward the squadron medic,
Ton Phanan-the man with the mocking manner, well-trimmed beard and mus-tache, and prosthetic plate
over theleft sde of hishead. "How ishe?"

Phanan shook his head as he delicately moved hisfingers across Runt's kull. "1 don't think anything's
cracked. He's probably just concussed. Y ou knew he had ahard head.”

The cyborg was up now. He and Kell were an odd con-trast. The cyborg looked like afatal
skimmer-and-pedestrian accident whose remaining parts had been cobbled together by an insane
mechanic, while Kell, with his dassic blue eyes and sculpted features, his formidable height and obvious
condi-tioning, looked like a holoposter for military recruitment. But their smileswere identical humorless,
cold, threatening.

The cyborg reached into the next booth, past bar patrons who shrieked and ducked away, and yanked
free the table bolted to the floor. He hauled it backward, then swung it faster than any human could
manage, but Kell ducked forward, rolled under the table, came up on hisfeet amere hand span in front
of the cyborg, and planted one-two-three blows in his at-tacker's gut. The cyborg staggered backward
and Kdl lashed out with afoot, kicking the table from his fingers with an ease that made the move look
casud.

The other bar patrons seemed to settle on a consensus They held back and began putting down bets.
Wedge nodded over the wisdom of that choice. Though the Wraithswerein civilian clothes, it was
obviousthey werein good condition, and for dl the patrons knew, Kel might be only typica of their
fighting sKkill rather than one of their best hand-to-hand fighters.

Piggy, the Gamorrean pilot, leaned back againgt the Wraiths

table to watch the proceedings-to the extent that the semiper-

manent smoky haze hovering at chest level and above permit-

ted easy viewing. He glanced over his shoulder a Runt. "Is he hurt?' His voice emerged both as
incomprehensible grunts and as e ectronic words, the latter being emitted by anearly in-visble speaker
implanted in histhroat.

"Everybody asksthat,” Phanan complained. Through with his examination of Runt's skull, he now shonea
small light into Runt's eyes one by one. "Nobody ever says, 'What amess! | hope the doctor is not



emotiondly harmed by having to ded withit." He's coming around. HEll probably be dizzy for afew
days. | need to look up information on how his species dedswith concussions.”

The cyborg's next punch, the second part of a skillful one-two combination, connected with Kell's
midsection. The big man spun as he was hit, diminishing the punch's power, and used that spin to add
forceto hisreply, asnap kick. The cyborg took it in the sternum and staggered back, looking outraged.
Kél bent over, holding his somach where hit, and then straight-ened, obvioudy in pain.

Then the bar wasfilled with uniforms-a stream of men and women pouring in the main entrance, dressed
inthe distinctive outfit of New Republic Military Police.

Wedge sighed. "As deep aswe are, they arrived pretty quickly.”

Phanan held asmall rose-colored vid full of liquid under Runt's broad, flat nose. The nonhuman's nogtrils
flared and he jerked, reflexively trying to get away from the smell. "Easy, Runt," he said. "We're about to
go somewhere you can relax for afew hours. In the company of some charming people, too, I'll bet.”
Wedge grinned.

Themilitary policeled them out of the smoke-filled bar into the

only dightly less oppressive amosphere of street-level Corus-

cant. It wasraining, asteady spray of liquid that felt like three-

quartersrainwater and one-quarter vehicle lubricant. Wedge

looked up, trying to spot some distant speck of color represent-

ing Coruscant's sky, but al he could see were dlifflike building

sdesriging to infinity. Awnings, high roads, bridges between

skyscrapers, and other obstacles blocked out any glimpse of cloudsfar above, yet ill therain came
down, much of it proba-bly runoff from rain gutters, vents, and fluesfar above.

Tyria Sarkin, the dender woman with the blond ponytail, grimaced. "It would be nice to be posted to a
clean world next,” she said. Then she saw the military policemen gesturing toward the waiting skimmer, a
dab-sided modd without view-ports, used to transport prisoners, and she obligingly followed the other
Wraithsin that direction. Phanan, supporting the till-dizzy Runt, fell in behind her, and Wedge and the
cyborg who had caused al the trouble brought up the rear.

Toward the front, Face L oran, the once-handsome actor whose face was now creased by alivid scar
from his|eft cheek to hisright forehead, noted the nameplate on the nearest MP. "Thioro," he said.
"That'saCordlian name, it it?'

The officer nodded. "I'm from Corellia Born and bred.”

Face turned back toward Wedge and smiled. "Ah. Just like

our reception committee back on M 2398, eh, Commander?

Wedge managed not to stiffen. The "reception commit-tee” on the moon of System M2398's third planet
had not been made up of Cordlians. It had, in fact, been atrap, an invitation to land that turned out to be
afaa ambush. Wedge nodded, "Just likeit, Face. And just like then, I'm your wing."

Wedge saw casud little glances exchanged between the Wraiths and knew they had all just become dert
and ready- except, perhaps, the dazed Runt. Face hadn't been Wedge's wingman at the time. Face now
knew Wedge was waiting for hismove.

Face walked alittle faster within the crowd of Wraiths, until he was at the front of the double line of
prisoners, imme-diately behind thefirst pair of military policemen. He reached the rear of the prisoner
skimmer, nodded at their gesture to board-and struck, damming hisfist into the throat of one MP,
jumping on the other.

Wedge saw Kl strike out dmost ingtantly, his side kick connecting with the side of his guard's knee-and
saw that joint bend sideways, adirection it was never meant to take. That guard screamed and fell.

No time to watch things unfold-Wedge heard blagter pis-

tols clearing leather behind him. He grabbed the cyborg and swung around, hauling the Sartled assailant
into position be-tween him and the guards.



The guardsfired, their blasters converging on the cyborg's chest, charring it black. Steam and the smell of
scorched flesh rose from the wound. Wedge shoved the fatally wounded cy-borg into the guards,
continued pushing, bowled them over- and saw one guard's blaster go skidding across the duracrete of
the sdewak. He dove after it.

Noises he knew wdl the whuff Piggy the Gamorrean made whenever he struck at someone in practice,
followed by the impossibly loud, mesty noise hisfist dways made when it hit. Two blaster shotsin quick
succession. A howl from Runt. The man with the broken leg still screaming. Shrieks from passersby and
the clatter of their feet asthey retreated from the danger zone.

Wedge got his hand on the blaster, swung around, snapped off a quick shot that took his other
guardsman, now rising, in the throat and threw him back to the grimy duracrete. That gave Wedge aclear
view of theimpromptu baitlefield, Wraiths struggling with military policemen.

"Nobody move!" That was Ton Phanan, miraculoudy unharmed, holding the blaster rifle previoudy
owned by one of their captors-that man, Wedge saw, was staggering away, his eyes glassy, his hands
clutching hisown throat, trying fu-tilely to arrest the tide of blood seeping between and around hisfingers.
The MPs paused, saw the gun aimed at them... and, one by one, relaxed to drop their arms or ceased
gruggling with the Wraiths.

Face Loran, hisvoice in areasonable tone Wedge knew to be forced, answered, "He didn't walk like a
Cordlian.”

They were now in adebriefing room in Starfighter Com-

mand Headquarters, aroom as spotlesdy white and clean as

the bar and street had been filthy. A colonel Wedge didn't know

was conducting the interview, but Admiral Ackbar, commander-

in-chief of New Republic military operations, was also seated

at theinterrogators table. Though Ackbar was aMon Cala-marl, a specieswith huge, rubbery festures
that seemed more fishlike than humanlike, he was afriendly presence in Wedge's estimation.

"That's not enough justification to attack someone with proper credentids,” the colond said.

Face stiffened. "Respectfully, gr, it iswhen I'm correct.”

"Don't be preposterous. Y ou can't classfy aman's home-

world just by looking a him." "Yes, | can, Sr."

The colond, amiddlie-aged man with aface creased by too many years of waging war against the
Empire, looked dubious. But without speaking, he stood, walked backward from the table, and then
walked back and forth a half-dozen paces.

"Hard to say," Face said. "If you had any digtinctive wak-ing mannerism from your homeworld, you
erased it with mili-tary training. At Voge Seven, if I'm not mistaken. I'd say that you wereinjured at
sometimein the past and had to learn to walk again-or maybe it was adisfigurement at birth, cor-rected
by surgery?| can't redly tdl.”

The colonel resumed his seat. Surprise was evident on hisface. "Correct on both counts. How do you do
thet?'

"Wadl, | was an acton On top of that, I'm trained to recog-nize, anayze, and assume physica
mannerismsjust as| am with voca mannerisms and adozen other things. More im-portantly, | lived
severd yearson Lorrd, where my family isoriginaly from. The Lorrdians practicaly invented the art of
conscious communication through body language.”

Ackbar finally spoke up, his voice anot-quite-human rum-ble. "Y ou admit, Colond, that Lieutenant
Loran is capable of recognizing when someone's physical mannerisms do not match his professed planet
of origin?'

The colond considered. "Wdll, it'slow for agtatistical sampling, but I'd say he demondtrates considerable
kill inthat regard.”

"Between that," Face said, "and the speed with which the



MPs reached the bar-which, | remind you, is close to bedrock

levd, and not a place sensble New Republic military personne

are usualy near-l concluded that it was a deception. The cy-

borg was trotted out to start the trouble and make an MP ar-rest ook |egitimate; many pilots have been
runinto jal while on leave exactly thisway."

The colond ignored the statement and turned to Phanan. ™Y ou defused the Situation by putting down one
of the ersatz military policemen and saizing hisweapon.”

Wedge saw Phanan struggling with areply-probably something to the effect of the colond being able to
recognize Smple facts when they played out under his nose-but re-gtraining himsalf. Phanan merely said,
"Yes gr."

"That man died. Trachea cut, carotid artery cut. Y et the commander here says the MPs disarmed you
before leading you out of the bar. What did you use?'

"A holdout, gr. A laser scapel. Hard to distinguish from awriting tool without close inspection . . . and
up close, I'm pretty effectivewithit.”

"I'd say s0. Did you surrender this weapon to our guards before coming before me ?

"What wespon, Sr 7'

"Thelaser scalpd.”

"Not aweapon, gr. It'satool of medicine. | wasn't asked

to turn over my bandages, bacta trestments, disinfectant sprays, or tranquilizers either, but | cankill a
man with any of them, under the right circumstances.”

The colone glanced at Wedge, a beleaguered look Wedge knew well from his own mirror-it asked,
What sort of unit have you assembled here? Wedge merely shrugged.

The colonel closed down hisdatapad. "All right. Pending the results of further investigetion into this
matter, 1'm going to release your squadron.”

Wedge sad, "Thank you, Sir."

"How are your injured squad members? Ekwesh, wasn't it, and Janson?”

"Bothinsck bay," Wedge said. "Runt Ekwesh has amild concussion, and is thoroughly embarrassed thet
Phanan knocked him down to keep him out of the fight. Lieutenant Janson got a blaster crease acrossthe
ribs, he's got abacta patch on it and will befit for duty in aday or two."

The colond rose; Wedge and his subordinates followed

auit. The colond said, "1 wish them every luck in getting back to duty as soon as possible” He left
unstated the obviousfact that he far preferred them facing Imperial ssormtroopers and warlord forces
than the civilians of the planet Coruscant. An exchange of sautes|later, he departed.

Admirad Ackbar came forward. "Before you go What are your thoughts on this matter?”'

Wedge said, "I'd prefer to see what General Cracken's people get out of the survivors, but my guessis
Zsinj. We hurt him pretty badly when we destroyed the Implacable.” That ship, an Imperia Star
Destroyer, belonged to Admiral Apwar Trigit, asubordinate of the warlord Zsinj, who was now the chief
enemy and target of the New Republic. "He's shown avengeful stresk in the past, and has enough
intelligence and contacts to mount a plausible-looking trap like that. I'd say that he's figured out who
Wraith Squadron is and has decided to make us pay."

Ackbar nodded. "My own conclusion aswell. | will leave the matter of protection of your subordinates
to you, Com-mander Antilles-| am sure you are fit to decide whether to complete your leave or return to
duty and the safer confines of Starfighter Command's barracks and facilities. But | do have ordersfor
you." He tapped the bulge of the datapad in his pocket. "1 have transmitted them to your datapad. | think
you will find them to your liking; they play to the, how should | put it, improvisationd strengths of your
new squadron.”

Wedge amiled. "Thoseimprovisationd strengths are be-ginning to give me gray hairs, Admira. But thank
you in spiteof that." Helet the smilefade. "1 hope I'm not being presump-tuous, Sir, but | was wondering



if you'd heard anything about Fdl."

Ackbar pulled out his datapad and tapped at it. Wedge wondered if the admira redly was accessing
data, or whether thiswas a delaying tactic, amoment to give him time to pre-pare an answey.

Baron Soontir Fel had been the Empir€'s greatest star-

fighter pilot in the years after Vader's death. Leader of the elite

181st Imperia Fighter Group, he had bedeviled Rogue Squadron

on occasion, and had been alethal weapon used againgt the

New Republic on many missions. Later, he had changed his d-liance to the New Republic and had even
been a part of Rogue Squadron.

What wasn't as widely known was that Wedge's sster Sya was Fdl's wife. Or that both Fel and Syd
had disappeared, years ago. The 181t was theoretically now under the com-mand of another Imperial
officer, serving the codition of Moffs and military officersthat now acted asthe unofficid heir to therule
of what was eft of the Empire. And this made Fel's sudden recent regppearance, commanding portions
of the 181< as part of the complement of starfighters aboard Star Destroyer Implacable, particularly
unsettling. Fel and many of his pilots had escaped Implacable's fate and their location was now un-known
to the New Republic... but Wedge had asuspicion that Fel would be found serving Warlord Zsinj.
Ackbar met Wedge's gaze again and shook his head. "We have no news on any official cooperation
between the remains of the Empire and Zsinj. No ideawhy the Empire would |oan the One Eighty-first to
the warlord. No news of Fel, the details of hisreturn... or hisfamily. | am sorry. | will let you know if his
name crosses my desk.”

"Thank you, Sr. | appreciateit.”

In the hangar temporarily assigned to the vehicles of Wraith Squadron-seven battered X-wing
snubfighters, two battle-scarred captured TIE fighters, and a comparatively pristine-looking
Lambda-class shuttle-they explained the colond's decision to the Wraiths who had not been called in for
the sec-ond stage of interrogation. "I hateto say it," Wedge said, "but leave is effectively canceled. | want
volunteersto act as guards for Runt and Wes until they're discharged. | want someone on duty here with
our vehicles until we lift for our next assgn-ment, and | want everyone walking around with eyes behind
aswell asinfront. Understood?

The Wraiths nodded. "1'11 work out aduty roster,” Face said.

"Why you?' Kdll asked.

Face amiled at the big man. "Because Janson's not here to

doit. Because | was promoted two minutes ahead of you, so | outrank you. Check back with meina
few minutesand I'll have assgnments ready to transmit.”

Asthe Wraiths moved their separate ways, Phanan threw

hisarm over Kdl's shoulder. Helooked at Tyria. "Tyria, if

you'd excuse usfor amoment, | have afew wordsto say in pri-

vaeto your toyfriend-"

Sheg avehiman arch look. "My what?'

Kéll straightened, causing the shorter man'sarm to dide

off, and glared. "Her what?"

"What did | say?" Phanan shrugged. "A few moments.”

She shrugged and moved to her X-wing.

"Did you catch the name of the colonel?" Phanan asked.

Kél's scowl turned fromirritation to confusion. "l don't

think Commander Antillesmentioned it." "Repness.”

Kdl glanced over a Tyria, but she had one of her snub-fighter's engine ports open and wasintent on the
machinery within. "That's the name of the trainer who tried to get her to stedl an X-wing. Before she



joined the Wraiths."

"The same. | checked on him aswe were marching back from the interrogation. HeE's il training pilots,
now here on Coruscant, though he's about to be assigned to the training frigate Tedevium. He has other
dutiesaswdl, mogtly high-profile volunteer stuff not unusud for an ambitious officer. He was officer of
the day today for the subbase the military po-lice belong to, which iswhy he debriefed us on the
incident."

Kl took adeep breath. Atton Repness was an instructor for New Republic pilot traineeswho were on
the verge of washing out of the training program. He had a reputation as being good at salvaging pilots
thought unsalvageable. But Kell and Phanan knew that he had secretly dtered Tyridsfailing gradesto
make them passable, then tried to enlist her in an ef-fort to sted an X-wing, and had used the revelation
of the grade forgery to blackmail her into silence. ™Y ou wouldn't have mentioned him if you didn't dready
have aplan,” Kel said. His voice was hard.

Phanan smiled. "That'swhat | like to hear. Acknowledg-

ment of my superior intellect dong with adesire to hurt some-body else very badly. It'sagood day for
me.

"Yes, | have aplan. We know of one and only one tactic he has used. He approached a struggling pilot
candidate, female, attractive-we don't know whether those characteristics are important to histhinking,
but let's put a skifter in the deck and make sure-and helped her two ways. Extratraining, for le-gitimate
gainsin her scores, and doctoring of her grades, to en-sure she passed... and to ensure that shewasin
debt to him, or could at least be blackmailed into slence. If we wave some bait around in front of him,
maybe hell sngp at it.”

"Bait." Kell scowled and leaned againgt the strike foil of the nearest X-wing. "Phanan, | don't know about
you, but | haven't had enough time to make enough friends and acquain-tancesthat | can just snap my
fingers and find someone with the qualities you're talking about.”

"Ah, but you don't have my superior intellect, do you?'

"One more mention of your superior intellect and I'll make

it necessary for you to ingtdl abrain that'sal mechanica.”

Phanan leaned close, unfazed by or obliviousto the threat. "When | wasin the hospital on Borleias, the
patient in the next room was awoman. A beautiful woman. A survivor off the Implacable.”

"So she'samilitary prisoner now? Ton, we can't break her

out of jail for your plan-"

"Not aprisoner now. Shewas a prisoner aboard the Im-placable. Admira Trigit's mistress-unwilling
mistress. She was snatched off a planet colony Trigit bombarded into sand, she was kept drugged... you
can guesstherest." Kdl grimaced.

"She had awhole lot to tell New Republic Intelligence about Trigit and hismethods. A very observant,
intelligent young woman. Not to mention abeauty.”

"Y ou've dready mentioned that she was abeauty."

"Yes, but I'm till not over her. | heard she was being

transferred to Coruscant for further debriefing. If we can find her and convince her to help..."

"We could sponsor her to pilot training and catch Colondl

Repnessin hissame pathetic tactic.” Kell glanced again a Tyria "I'min."

"Good. I'll seeif | can track her down-LaraNotsi| isher name-and then seeif Face will keep us off the
duty roster long enough to talk to her."

"Andif hewon't?'

"Il bring himin on the plan." Anticipating Kell's objec-

tions, Phanan hagtily continued, "I won't mention Tyriaby name. | can keep her out of the story."
"Well... dl right. Let'skeep her out of thisend of it, t00."



"Done”
A day later, they reassembled in the same hangar, dl the

Wraiths and more personned besides.

Facelooked over the newcomerswith interest. Tallest among them was ahuman male, on hishead an
untidy mess of straw-colored hair. Next was a dark-skinned woman with large, dert eyes, ared bead
tied to one lock of hair on her fore-head, and a broad smile that suggested that every minute of every day
shewasthrilled to be dive. Thelast, and shortest, was a Twi'lek woman, her features startlingly beautiful
by hu-man standards but her red-eyed stare forbidding, her brain tails hanging loose behind her instead of
being draped over her shouldersin the fashion of a Twi'lek among friends and dlies. All threeworethe
standard orange-and-white New Republic pilot's suit.

"Lots of newstoday," Wes Janson said, looking over his datapad. He was, Face saw, back to hisusual
sdf, hiseternaly youthful festures merry, no sign on them of discomfort from theinjury to hisside. "Most
of it good, some bad.

"Bad news I'm back. Bad for me, because | was enjoying my rest, and bad for you, because if some of
you had been alit-tle quicker, | wouldn't have been shot. Keep it in mind as | make up assgnments over
the next few weeks."

He smiled at the chorus of groansthat resulted. "Runt,

also, isfit for duty, which is probably both good and bad, be-

cause some of his persondities enjoy working and some

don't." The greatest mental peculiarity of Runt's Thakwaash species, now well known to the Wraiths, was
that most had multiple persondities-not caused, as they were among hu-mans, by great emotiond trauma,
but occurring asanatura part of their mental development. Each of Runt's persondlitieswas adept at a
different task, and new personalities tended to emerge as he learned.

"We have new pilotsto fill our roster.” One of the Wraiths had died at the battle on the moon of System
M2398; two more had perished in the fight that destroyed the Implacable. "1 present to you Hight Officer
Castin Donn, our new com-puter specidis.” The blond-haired man nodded cheerfully. Janson continued,
"Cadtin isanative of Coruscant, so the next time we decide to walk into atrap here, welll take him along
to make sureit's a better grade of trap.

"Hight Officer DiaPassk isanative of Ryloth." The Twi'lek woman nodded, looking among the Wraiths
asif to guesswhich onewould attack her first. Janson said, " She has experience with abroad variety of
New Republic and Imperid vehicles, especidly larger space vessels, and knows quite abit about crimina
organization-she's anew resource for us where thingslike smuggling, the dave trade, and mercenary
operations are concerned.

"Qur third pilot isHight Officer ShdlaNeprin-"

"Oh, no," Kell said. He banged his head againgt the fuse-

lage of Face's X-wing.

Janson looked vaguely amused. ™Y ou have something to say, Lieutenant Tainer?”'

Kél stopped hammering the snubfighter for amoment.

"You'rereatedto VulaNdprin?'

The new Wraith's smile broadened, causing dimplesto ap-pear. "She'smy older sster.”

"And your father trained you, too?"

"Yes... though | think I'm alittle better than Vula"

Kel sghed. "I think I'vetold you al aout my hand-to-

hand instructor in the commandos, the one who could throw me around as though | were adust rag
without even letting me see her swest-thisisher agter.”

Janson said, "This should come as no surprise to you, then Nel prin isgoing to be our new trainer in
unarmed com-bat. Y ou make her the best pilot she can be, and she getsto re-ward you by beating the
lifeout of you. But she'salso well versed in Imperid Intelligence doctrine and tactics, which ishelpful to



us, since Zsinj seemsto be fond of employing Intelli-gence personnd. Wedge 7'

Wedge said, "Make the new pilots welcome, Wraiths.

Weé're going to put them, and you, immediately to work on our new misson.” He drew his datapad from
apocket and punched in acommand onitskeys. "I've just transmitted to your data-pads the details of
our assgnment... one which, unfortunately, won't take us off Coruscant yet." He waved down the chorus
of groansthat resulted. " Sorry. But our results on this task may determine where we're assigned next, so
pay attention.

"Our effortsin tracking Admira Trigit and ingnuating ourselvesinto his confidence have gone over very
well with High Command. Weve demonstrated that we have both skill and luck on our side. But now we
have to proveit beyond a doubt.

"We're going to divide ourselvesinto three groups. Each group isto ask the following questions What is
Zsinj up to? What are his specific plans and strategies? Once you've arrived a a set of theories, welll put
them to the test Well go out into the field and look for evidence to corroborate the best of the theories.
"I'm choosing three of you to head these groups based on your ability with tactical thinking and skill in
getting into your enemies heads." Wedge nodded toward three pilotsin turn. "Runt, you're Zsinj-One.
Piggy, you're Zsinj-Two. Face, you're Zsinj-Three. Choose your teams and confine yoursalves, as much
as possible, to research resources available here at head-quarters. Questions?”

Janson's hand went up. " Are we going to be working with Rogue Squadron on this?!

Wedge nodded. "Once we're off-planet, yes, but not in the theoretical phase. The Rogues are being
assigned to Generd Solo on the Mon Remondato look for Zsinj; once we get out into the field, welll
work with them as circumstances demand.”

Tyriawas next. "Have they found out whether it was Zsinj who arranged the ambush on us?"

Wedge managed a sour smile. "The survivors of thet little operation have been free with their information.
But none o f them knew who they were working for except the organizer, who assembled them asa
team, trained them for this operation, and led the mission. He was the one whose throat Phanan cut.”
Phanan didn't look abashed. "Oops.”

"Generd Cracken'sfidd investigators are trying to back-track their expenditures and movements, maybe
that will turn up some leads for them. Not our problem. Anything else? No? Dismissed.”

In the organizationa chaosthat followed, Runt chose Kell and Tyriaas his partners, Face took Phanan
and Janson; and Piggy chose Myn, and rounded out his group by adding Squeaky, the unit's 3PO
quartermaster, to hisrogter. By slent agreement, each of the three virtua Zsinjestook one of the new
sguadron members Runt took Shalla, Piggy chose Castin, and Face took the Twi'lek Dia

"And may the best Zsinj win," Face said. "Until he runsinto Wraith Squadron, that is.”

2

Gara Petothel rechecked the code for the last time, her atten-tion skipping back and forth across screens
of data, then sent the command to compile the ungainly-looking messinto what she hoped would be the
find verson of her program.

A work of art, it was. It would transfer anumber of pack-ets of encrypted data from her termina deepin
the low-rent warrens of the city-planet of Coruscant to public computer repositories, disguising the data
as ancient archives of account-ing data. Then, once thetrail back to Gara's terminad was cold, it would
tranamit the data out across the New Republic Holo-Net, to HoloNet addresses Gara had committed to
memory weeks before... addresses that would lead eventually to the communications station of the
warlord Zsin;.

If heasmart man, shethought, and by al accounts heis, within afew weeks1'!! have gainful employment
again. Away from this cesspool and away from the Rebd police and Intelli-gence agents-

A heavy knock fell on the door. She jumped. Sign of aguilty conscience, she thought, and tried to school
her features back into an expression of innocent curiodty. She switched off power to her termind's
screen.



As sherose to answer the door, she looked into the mirror

to make sure she looked the part she was supposed to be play-ing. Her downy white-blond hair, cut
very closg, still seemed odd to her, as was the absence of amole she'd carried on her cheek since
childhood-a mole she had secretly had removed when preparing thisidentity. No, thisidentity shared
only acertain delicacy of featureswith Gara Petothel, and hair and makeup were sufficiently different that
no one should recog-nize her in thetime it would take her to leave. She opened the door.

Two Rebd pilots stood outside, both in pilot's jumpsuits topped with transparent dickers more suited to
Coruscant's frequent thunderstorms. One had saturnine features and a prosthetic faceplate over the upper
left haf of hisface, ared glow where hisleft eye would have been. The other would have been startlingly
handsome, with luxuriant dark hair framing intelligent, active eyes and features suited to raising heart

rates, but his face was marred by a puckered scar-ablaster graze, she guessed-running from his|eft
cheek to hisright forehead.

She knew the one with the faceplate, and it was he who spokefirst. "LaraNotsl." It was a statement, not
aquestion.

"Yes." Shelooked beyond them, to the pedestrian traffic in the tenement hallway. Though her tiny
quarters were on the fortieth floor of a building, this hallway was part of atube ac-cess allowing people
to walk across kilometers of Coruscant at this dtitude, and traffic was dways heavy. Her halway wasa
place of thefts and assaults, but dso away for her to lose her-sdlf quickly in acrowd, whichiswhy she'd
chosenit.

She returned her attention to her visitors. "It's Lieutenant Phanan, isn't it? From the hospital on Borleias?
Please, come in before someone sticks avibroblade in you." She backed away and alowed them to
enter, then shut the door againgt the ceasdless stream of humanity outside.

"Actudly, it'sjust Hight Officer Phanan,” her visitor said.

"The smart one hereisthelieutenant, Garik Loran."

She froze in mid-handshake and gave the other pilot acloser look. It was him, and it embarrassed her,
the way she suddenly fdt light-headed. "The Face? Y oure ill dive?’

Face gave her asmile. She knew it was an actor's smile,

carefully rehearsed to suggest amusement, comradeship, and

attraction, but despite thefact it did not fool her, shewas till haf washed away by the emotionsit
caused. Shefdt asthough shed just been invited into hisintimate acquaintance. Her light-headedness
worse than ever, she sat heavily a her termi-nd chair.

"That'sme" Face said. "l get that alot. No, the story of my death was a sort of propagandathing
cooked up by the Empire to make people think the Rebd Alliance wasfull of evil people who'd kill a
child actor. I'm apilot these days."

"Obvioudy." She struggled to bring hersalf under control. Remember, shethought. Y ou're LaraNotsl|
now. Farm girl from Aidivy. Former prisoner of Admird Trigit. That what they're herefor, more
debriefing on Trigit. Phanan had been there, one of the Rebels shooting at |mplacable-shooting a me.
"Please, st down. I'm sorry about the mess-it's hard to keep anything clean here. How did you find me?!
Phanan sat on the edge of the bed. Face took the only other chair. Phanan said, " Anyplace you can walk
or st with-out sticking to everything is very hygienic by low-level Corus-cant tandards. Believe me, we
know. Asfor finding you-we asked around New Republic Intelligence. They said you'd been discharged
and had declined transportation back to your home-world. We ran a search on the worldnet looking for
your name and recent employment gpplication. Y ou're working as an in-formation processor for a
shipping concern?’

"Yes. It pays'-she gestured at thetidy squalor around her-"for dl this."

Face said, "How would you like a better job and the chanceto live in better conditions?”

"I'd like that. What would | have to do?'

"Go through New Republic pilot training. The full academy



course.”

No, thanks. How would you like to get me aticket to War-lord Zsinj fleet instead? But she had to play
her role. "That would be... nice. But it can't happen.”

Face gave her another amile, thisonefull of confidence.

"Why not?'

Garainjected anote of wistfulnessinto her voice. "When |

was back on the farm on Aidivy, that's something | thought

about every day. Learning to fly. | got to be pretty good on the farm's skimmers. | sudied thingslike
voice and Basic to sound lesslikeafarm girl."

"It shows," Facesaid. "Y our Aldivian accent isalmost gone.™

If you knew that | was born and reared less than a hun-

dred klicks from here, you'd appreciate how much work it

takes to speak with the barest trace of that accent, Gara

thought. "But then, when the Implacable came, destroyed

New Oldtown, and took me away, | sort of lost interest. All | wanted to do was see the Implacable
destroyed. And then when Admiral Trigit chose mefor his'-she broke eye contact, put an extrarasp into
her voice, let atear fal-"migress, al | wanted wasfor himto die.

"You did that. You killed him. Y our squadron and the other ones. Thank you." She modulated her voice
to sound as though she were feigning nonchalance and concedling pain. "But | guess| don't have anything
left. Any ambitions™

"I'm sorry to hear that."

"Besides, sncel'vebeen . . . associated with Admiral

Trigit, the New Republic wouldn't trust me." She shrugged fatdigtically.

"They cleared you. Y ou were never charged with any crime.”

She nodded. And what work it had been, all those weeks ago, to generate the Lara Notsil identity,
careful planning ahead just in case her employment with Trigit didn't work out. Hooking her new identity
to ared event, Trigit's punitive bombardment of afarm community that had refused to provi-son him.
Finding and modifying the pitiful few records con-cerning afarm girl whose body was now acarbonized
meass of powder in acharred Aldivian grainfield, replacing key bits of datawith Gards picture, Garas
fingerprints, Garas cdlular coding. Spinning atale of secret chambers on the Implacable- so secret other
Implacable survivors could plausibly not have known about her-where Trigit imprisoned his"unwilling
mistress' and maintained her on adiet of glitterstim and other drugs.

They'd accepted it, the whole package, especidly eager for

the scanda ous details of her captivity and Trigit's evil... lies sheld been happy to offer out of her anger at
the man. Trigit had been willing to sacrifice his crew to deeth when he didn't have to, a crew that had
been efficient and loydl.

But thiswhole LaraNots| identity had only one purpose, to get her out of New Republic hands and
back to Imperia service-or service that would someday be acknowledged as Imperidl.

She shook her head. "1 don't think | can help you." Then she frowned. "Wait. Y ou said ‘trade favors.'
What would | do for you?'

Phanan leaned forward. "Ah. That'sthe tricky bit. We'd want you to struggle abit with your pilot training.
Skirt aong at the bottom of your class, sometimes dipping just under ac-ceptable skill, sometimes
skimming aong just above. Sort of terrain-following flying, if you get my drift." "Why?Why not do the
best | can?'

Phanan said, "Because we think someone will cometo you and offer to help train you, improve your
scores... and then want to use your pilot's skillsin aded. Some sort of illegal operation.”

"Y ou're setting this person up. | would be bait."

Face nodded. "He's the sort of man who uses people,



Lara. Usesthem like Admird Trigit. We thought, maybe, you'd be able to take out on him the vengeance
you'd been saving for Trigit."

She shook her head. "It wouldn't be the same, and |

wouldn't-"

And then the idea hit her, detonating in her mind like aproton t orpedo. A plan, asmple one, one that
would increase her worth in the eyes of Warlord Zsinj or any Imperia officer to whom she wanted to sl
her services. The ideamade her as dizzy as her long-faded teenage longing for an actor named Garik
Loran had.

"Lara?' Face asked. "Areyou dl right?'

Shebeganto cry. A useful talent, that, being ableto cry on

cue; her teachersat Imperid Intelligence had been ddlighted by it. "I cant doit,” shesaid. "I'll lose
everything."

Phanan leaned forward and took her hands. "What will you lose? What could you lose?"

"Everyone a homeisdead. All | haveleft are people I've met since | was rescued. | was hoping for a
career in the mili-tary, some civilian pogt. If | do what you say, if | go through pi-lot'straining, | won't be
ableto help mysdalfmit'll wake up that old wish and the only thing I'll want isto be apilot. And then if | st
this man up and ruin him, everyone everywhere will say, That'sLaraNotsil. Thetraitor." No one will
want me. Every-onewill distrust me."

"That's not true," Phanan said. But Gara saw Face |ean back, considering her words, and she knew he
recognized the truth of them.

"Itistrue,” shesad. "What commander would take me on asapilot? Everyonewill think I'm spying on
them, and friends of this person you want me to burn down will do what it takesto ruin me. I'll have

terrible scores from doing exactly what you wanted meto do, so the civilian piloting serviceswon't have
anything to do with me." She stared between them, defiant, allowing tears to continue streaming down her
face. "Y ou know it'strue. And you can't speak for any squadron ex-cept your own, and you know
Wedge Antilleswould never take me on after 1'd done what you asked."

Face till looked troubled. "We don't know that.”

"But you can't speak for him."

"No, we cant."

"So you two want meto trade my entire future for alittle piloting training. Thanksfor the offer. There's
the door."

"Wait." Therewas no artifice in Face's voice or manner now. "What if we could guarantee you apiloting
dation?

Somewhere you'd be accepted for your skills, where the conse-quences of this operation play in your
favor instead of againgt you 7"

"Where?'

"l don't know yet."

She shook her head. "I can't trust that the commander will

beasfair asyou think. | just don't believeit.”

"What if it were Wedge Antilles?'

She caught her breath. Then"Y ou just said you can't

Spesk for him."

"Not yet. | haven't put any details of thisin front of him.

But | will. And if he saysyes?'

She paused. She dready knew her answer, but they had to think she was considering it. Finaly, she said,
"If it were Wedge Antilless command, either Rogue Squadron or that new one, Wraith Squadron, yes,
I'ddoit."

"1'11 talk to him today." Face rose and Phanan followed suit. "I'll let you know as soon as | have an



answer from him.” She gave him abravelittle nod.

And when they'd gone, she clamped both hands over her mouth, the better to hold in the whoops of
victory that threat-ened to escape her.

When they were afew steps from LaraNotsil's door, Phanan said, "Commander Antillesis going to take
you to pieces."

"I know." Face shouldered hisway through the thick stream of pedestrians.

"Y oull be pulling punishment detail until you'reforty."

"Probably."

"When you put thisideain front of him, flamesare going

to come out of his mouth and burn you from head to foot."

"That'strue. But one thing makesit easier for meto take."

"What'sthat?"

"Y ou're going to be there burning with me."

Phanan grimaced. "Y ou're such agood friend.”

Flight Officer ShdlaNe prin dove toward the ground-asfar as the narrowing gaps between Coruscant's
endless sea of buildingswould alow her to descend. She could see blursin the viewports, blursthat had
to be sartled faces.

Thepair of TIE fighterson her tail pursued her with agility,

meatching her maneuver with little effort, il firing their linked

lasers at her tail. She leveled off, juking left and right as much

asthe narrow confineswould let her, and green laser blasts

dammed into buildings on either sde of her and into her rein-forced rear shidds.

"| can't shake them, Control," she said. "They're good."

The voice of Runt Ekwesh came back. " Shalla, why do

you think Warlord Zsinj employs so many former Intelligence

officers? Implacable, Night Cdler, and more ships and officers

werelearning of-"

Shallas snubfighter shuddered as another laser blast dammed into her stern shields and penetrated to
reach her hull. She glanced at her diagnostics board. Minima damage to hull, no indication of other
problems. Yet. "Control, do you mind?I'm flying for my life here.”

"Itisonly asimulator run. Y our scores are not being recorded.”

"Treat every smulator run like theredl thing and stay dive longer. That'swhat my daddy says." She
dropped down another ten metersto fly under, rather than through, awalk-way connecting two
skyscrapers. One TIE fighter mimicked her, the other rose and flew over the obstruction. "All right. First,
they were available. Y sanne Isard, head of Intelligence, iskilled afew months ago by Rogue Squadron.
This gives every one of her subordinates a choice. Work for this council now running what's | eft of the
Empire, work for one of the war-lords, go pirate, or go hide. Wait a second.”

Below and ahead was another enclosed crosswalk; beyond it, immediately below the crosswalk's level,
two buildings widened so that there was scarcely any room between them. Shalla dove again, came up
immediately benegth the walkway, and rotated ninety degrees, her wings now pointing skyward and
groundward, to fit in the narrowing gap between buildings.

Asbefore, one TIE fighter went high and the other fol-lowed her closely. But the TIE-fighter profile was
not as vari-able asthat of an X-wing; because of its solar array wings, no matter how it was turned, the
TIE fighter needed more than Six meters of clearancein any direction.

In this narrow gap, her pursuer didn't have them. It hit the

four-meter opening between buildings and the buildings sheared

both wings off, top and bottom. The TIE fighter dropped, its

ball-shaped cockpit bouncing between buildings on its way down until it detonated.



A new voice-Shdlathought it was Kell Tainer's-came across next. "Good flying, Nelprin. Oneto go.”
"Thank you." The gap between buildings widened. She rotated until shewas horizontd again. "So, dl of a
sudden there are lots of Intelligence operatives and ships available. That's the supply.

"Demand istrickier. Zsinj'srecords say he's sort of acom-pulsiveliar. So why hire people who are
trained to see through those lies? My guessisthat he doesn't mind. He doesn't lie to fool people-except
hisenemies, of course. He doesit to enter-tain. To impress people with his brilliance.”

Theremaining TIE fighter resumed firing on her; |asers flashed past her strike foilsto blow through
building walls below, and her stern shieldstook more hits.

Ahead and above was a crowd of high-atitude skimmers- aerid traffic following one of the posted
routes. But these skim-merswere al decorated with the colors of Coruscant police.

"Hey, fair game." Shdlaroseinto the cloud of skimmers, flashing just below most of them, using them as
ascreen.

Her pursuer'slasers hit skimmersall around her. Severa detonated, raining shrapnel upon her.

When a skimmer ahead of her blew up, she decelerated as hard as she could and was vibrated by her
snubfighter's shud-der. Half on main engines and haf on repulsorlift landing en-gines, she rose through the
cloud of flame and debris-

And as she cleared it she saw the other TIE fighter racing a ong ahead, not having anticipated her sudden
decderation. It was dowing now, preparing for one of the impossibly tight turns TIE fighters could
manage.

She bracketed the TIE fighter with her heads-up display. The brackets went amost ingtantly from yellow
to red and shefired, sending a proton torpedo straight into the Imperial vehi-cle's cockpit. It detonated, a
brilliant flash of light and debris.

Then Shallas view spun as she was hurled out of control. She saw abuilding side rushing toward her,
frightened facesin the viewports-and then everything went black.

The canopy opened over her, admitting light. Runt, Kell,

and Tyriastood nearby, all of them wearing headsets. "What happened?' Shdlaasked, complaint in her
voice.

Kl smiled. Y ou were hit by askimmer. It was flying blind through that first explosion and dammed into
you fromthedde."

Shdlahissed in vexation and climbed out. "They say the city isadangerous place.”

"Otherwise an excdlent run," Kdl continued.

"S0," Runt said, "the Intelligence operatives are available,

and Zsinj doesn't mind that they can see through some of his deceptions. What €l se?"

Shdlagave the othersalook. "Runt is pretty single-minded, isn't he?"

They laughed. Kell said, "No, more like multiple-minded.

But any one of hisminds might get very focused.”

"l see” Shedidn't, but she figured she would eventualy. She turned back to Runt. "Maybe it's more than
that Zsinj just doesn't mind. Maybe he likes having an appreciative audience. Someone knowledgesble
enough to understand what he's do-ing and be impressed by it. He has to have a tremendous ego.”

Runt frowned. It wasn't a proper human frown, but his very mobile eyebrows came down over hislarge,
expressive eyesto suggest concentration. "He likes to be appreciated.”

"l think 0."

"Hewould enjoy playing the hero. Hero of the Empire.”

"Certainly. Why ese make al these very public assaults on New Republic colonies and outposts? It's not
al for their srategic value. They're not al vauable, and he could do more damage by being sneaky. It's
to show somebody that he'sawarrior. His audience, whoever that is." She bent over, press-ing her head
to her knees, then straightened, arms high in the air, and began repesting the motion.

Tyriasghed. "She'sexercising. We have acompulsive exerciser.”

Shdladidn't look up. "Just stretching. | get leg cramps when I'm in the cockpit too long.”

Kdl sad, "Her sgter islike that, too. Alwaysin motion. Want to drive her completely insane? Tie her to
achair for an hour."



Shdla gsraightened and gave him her most wicked smile.

"Try it, Lieutenant."

"No, thanks."

Wedge stood o fadt that his chair dammed back into his office wal. "Y ou promised her what?"
Phanan and Face were already standing. Face said, "We promised her nothing-except that we'd look
intoit."

"Gentlemen, thisisamatter for New Republic Intdli-gence. Hand it off to Genera Cracken's people.”
Face looked uneasy. "With all due respect, sir, Cracken's

people haven't noticed this man yet. That means he might have

afriend, afelow officer, in Intdligence, covering for him. If

he's stolen spacecraft before, and we have no reason to suspect

he hasn't-"

"Or any knowledge that he has.”

"True. But if he's stolen spacecraft before, having afriend

in Cracken's group would account for the failure of any inves-tigation to turn up evidence againg him. If
weturn this over to Inteligence, we may just be giving him advance warning so he can cover histracks,
play the good little officer for acouple of years... and then go back to stedling things and luring young,
sruggling officer candidatesinto hisemploy.”

Wedge considered that. "If you carry out thislittle opera-tion, Cracken's people may decide they don't
carefor usvery much. For intruding on their territory.”

Phanan nodded. "That's a possibility. But another possi-

bility isthat we can do thiswithout even derting anyoneit is

an'operation.’ Let'ssay LaraNotsl getsinto flight school on

the recommendation of adashing, preposteroudy éttractive pi-

lot she met in the hospital on Borleias"

"One of Blue Squadron'spilots, | assume.”

"Thank you for that vote of confidence, Sr. Anyway, she

goes through training, Repness starts his shenanigans. Laracdlsin her old friend from the hospitd, they
expose Repnessimmediately. That'sthe story, and it'll hold up to most scrutiny.”

"To casud scrutiny, maybe." Scowling, Wedgefindly re-

sumed his segt. Phanan and Face looked alittle more relieved and sat aswell.

Wedge continued, "Buit the likelihood isthat well be on assgnment elsawhere when her troubleswith
Repness begin. Are you planning on resigning from Wraith Squadron to Stay here near her?!

"No. But Face hereis going to deposit some creditsin an

account for her to use for HoloNet access. Whenever it hap-

pens, she can get in touch with usamost immediately-"

"Assuming we're not undercover.”

"Assuming tha, yes. I'll leave ingructionsfor her for

what to do if she can't reach us. But if she can, welll find out who's on Coruscant, someone we trust that
she can depend on. There's bound to be somebody. There's lways somebody.”

Phanan gave his commander adiffident little shrug. "You

might even be ableto call on Princess Lela Organa"

"Absolutdy not. She'sabusy, busy woman. Besides, she's gone on some diplomatic mission nobody will
talk about.”

"Just athought. Anyway, if we're not here to help Larathrough the endgame, welll put her in the hands of
afriend whois. And that will betheend of it." "Except for her career.”

Both of the other pilots nodded.

Wedge leaned back, away from them. "All right, you two.



I'll giveyou this. If she carries out this operation, I'll consider her for transfer to one of my squadrons.
And I'll base my ac-ceptance or refusa of her completely on my own evauation of her skillsand her
character. Not on her academy records, not on her participation in your operation. She hasto befit to fly
asaRogue or aWraith... but if sheis, the next timel have adot available I'll take her. That'sthe best |
cando."

They took that asasigna and rose. "That's the best we could hopefor,” Phanan said. "Thank you, sir.”
"Dismissed.”

When they'd gone, Wedge said to the empty air, "Wes,

they'redoing it to meagan.”

3

"l think it'sal wrapped up in the symbolism of the Iron Figt," Face said.

The Wraithswere in the officers lounge of Sivantlie Base, their temporary station on Coruscant. Oncea
hotel catering to mid-level Imperid bureaucrats from offworld, it now housed units of the armed forces
that werein trangtion soldiers awaiting transport to their assgnments, squadronsin rotation between
bases, new units being assembled. Two stories down, where the base's tower just began to extend above
the sur-rounding buildings, there were hangar accesses large enough for smal cargo vessdls. The lounge
itself had vast viewportsthat gave the Wraiths and other officers present aclear view of the limitless sea
of Coruscant's building tops, aswell as storm clouds concentrating only afew kilometers away. Tiny dots
likeinsects, actually shuttles and other craft, buzzed above the cityscape and benesth the clouds.

Face was at the viewports, staring down into the dark depths of Coruscant's streets, trying to shift his
tastes around, trying to become the sort of man who would look upon thisworld as athing of beauity.
Trying to become aloya Imperid officer, if only temporarily, to understand how they thought, reacted.
"Y ou're saying the lron Figt is hishammer, symbolicaly aswel as effectivey?' That was Janson,
stretched out on one of the lounge sofas, atumbler of brandy on thetable at his head.

Face nodded absently. "He usesit for strikes againgt high-profile targets. Not targets that are easier than
the others, nor harder, just more visible. Such as the assault on Noquivzor, de-signed to destroy Rogue
Squadron-what a coup that would have been. He named Iron Figt after hisfirst command, an €-derly
wreck of aVictory-class Star Destroyer. It's asymbol to him, of hisrise from obscurity to power. It'sthe
key to him, | think." He glanced over a Runt, who leaned lazily against a support pillar on the other sde
of themain viewport. "What do you think?"

The brown-furred nonhuman turned toward him. Face fdt his own spine stiffen. Thiswasn't Runt's usua
body language, and the long-faced pilot's eyes drooped amost closed. Runt said, "Did | give you leave
to speak?" His voice wasrich and deep, without his usua melodious tones and odd inflections.

"Y our pardon,” Face said. He felt oddly formd. "Iron Fist? Zsinj's primary and most important act of
symbaligm?'

Runt shook his head, sending hislong, glossy ponytail swaying. His smile showed hislarge teeth but did
not seem in the least friendly. "Y ou don't understand Zsinj," he said. "To Zsinj, symbols arefor others.
Zsin] usesthem as smple con-trols. Knobs and buttons by which he can cause hislessersto do their
duty. Dials and gauges by which he can measure their fear. No, Zsinj'stool istheat fear itsdlf, fear and
respect. Zsinj smashes with one hand and feeds with the other. One act im-presses the unaigned
governors who used to support the Em-pire. The other hand beckons them. As more and more feed
from that hand, still morewill be forced to." Runt finaly looked fully at Face. "It isthe governors. It must
be. Zsinj will do whatever it takesto draw them into his camp, one by one or ten by ten. Smash them,
entice them, seduce them, terrify them."

Face glanced back at Janson. The squadron’s second-in-command grinned at him, obviously amused by
Runt's performance, then cocked his head to one side and froze-

near-universal pantomime of adroid whose power hasjust



been shut off, pilot's shorthand for someone whose brain is re-ceiving no power.

One of the 1lounge's smulators hissed as its canopy opened. The new Twi'lek pilot, Dia Passik, bounded
out as though she were partidly made of springs. She had asmile on her face, nearly asmirk, and she
headed Straight for the bar. Face watched her closdly; there was something odd about the way she
moved ....

That wasit. Herswas the strut of aCorellian pilot. A mae Corellian pilot, to the extent that her build
would alow her such motion. She, too, knew something about body language and smulated manners.
The adjoining smulator opened and Phanan climbed out more sedately. He came over to Face. "Well,
she dropped the heavy end of the hammer on me," he said. "'V aped you?'

"Threetimes out of three. | don't think she'sup to Kdl'slevel, and certainly not up to the commander's,
but shel's deadly.” Phanan added, a hopeful note in hisvoice, "Perhaps she'd show me some mercy on
account of my physical appeal and persond charm.”

"I'm sure shewould if you had any."

They joined Diaat the bar, flanking her, and ordered a

nonal cohalic fruit fizz to match hers. Squeaky, the 3PO unit

with mismatched gold and silver component, drew their

drinks, uttered a sigh, and murmured something about the

scarcity of fresh fruit in the Coruscant market.

"Ton saysyou're a pretty hot shooter," Face said.

"It won't work," she said.

"Eh?" Face glanced across her a Phanan, who returned

his confused expression. "What won't work?"'

"Y ou wouldn't have said that to amale pilot unlessit had been ared run. Which meansyou only said it to
ingratiate yourself with me. Y ou want to provoke an emotiona response, gratitude, that alowly flight
officer might find worth under the eyes of the famous Garik Loran. At some point I'm supposed to swoon
into your arms, aren't 17"

Face blinked. "That actudly hadn't occurred to me."

"I didn't see your holos, Face. When you were acting your heart out asa child star, | was adave dancer
intraining, not permitted choice rewards like seeing entertainment holos. Y ou don't occupy aplacein the
adolescent quadrant of my heart the way you do with most femalesmy age. | amimmuneto your aleged
chams.”

Face glanced a Phanan again. The other pilot was tur ning red with the effort not to laugh. Face
modulated his voice to low, resonant, romantic tones. "I am so glad | met you,” he said. "'I've been
looking for you dl my life."

"Y ou have?' Her expression turned to confusion.

"Why?'

"The onewoman in dl the galaxy immune to my charms? Do you know how often I've said, 'Whereis
she, doesshetruly exigt?"

Phanan got himself under contral. "It'strue. | raised Face from the time he was a cub, and since almost
the day he could talk, he's been saying, 'Find me the one woman who can with-stand me. Who can
loathe mefor who | redly am.' Heshad along, londly life until today. Now you can abuse him and give
meares."

Face nodded sagely.

Didsface twitched into a smile, which she quickly sup-pressed. "Now you're making fun of me.”
Facelet his expression and voice return to normal. "Oh, weve barely gotten Sarted. Anyway, after a
casud remark about your skillsto open up the conversation, my plan actudly wasto ask you how you
fouled up.”

"Fouled up." Shelooked between the two men. "1 don't recall fouling up.”

"Then what brings you to Wraith Squadron?’



"| volunteered. After the story broke on your destruction of the Implacable, | wanted to join aunit as
savage asthat. Why? Are you supposed to be screwups?”

Phanan whistled. " She doesn't even know. We didn't even have timefor our true reputation to circulate
before another reputation swam up and swallowed it."

Face gave Diaastern look. "1'm sorry, you appear to have

been transferred here under false pretenses. We're ahard-luck squadron. If you're not areal screwup,
we're just going to have to make you an honorary screwup. Keep that in mind."

"I will," she said, her voice solemn.

"Shelll do,” Phanan said.

"Evenif she doesn't swoon."

"How did you get into Starfighter Command?' Face asked.

She looked between them asif evauating them, then

shrugged. "My... owner... was avery rich man of Corus-

cant, founder of afirm that made communications equipment. VVery reliable HoloNet receivers, for
example. He and his pre-ferred adviserslived on an enormous yacht caled the Violet Herniareference to
the Emperor's robes. Anyway, over the years | was able to persuade severd of his persona pilotsto
teach me how to control their vehicles. Few things make amae fed as grand as the opportunity to teach
ayoung, fasci-nated female." She opened her eyeswide in an expression of in-nocence.

Face snorted. "So you stoleavehicle 7

"My owner was vidted by apilot with an armed shuitle. |

goleit and turned it over to the New Republic.” "And the Violet Hem?"

Thistime her smile was not that of an innocent. "Before | |€ft, | locked her shields down so they could not
be brought up. My first combat action of any sort wasto blow Violet Hem out of space.”

Face suppressed a shudder and decided to change the sub-ject. "I wonder if the other new pilots are just
asunaware of our true nature. Hey, Cadtin!™

The blond pilot, seated in astuffed chair nearby, looked up guiltily from the datapad in hislap. "'l wasn't
doing anything."

Face grinned. "'I'm not monitoring you. | just wanted to know what you did to end up with the Wraiths."
"l volunteered.”

"Why?"

Cadtin looked thoughtful. "I wanted to be where things

happened. And things aways happen around Commander An-tilles. | want to go after enemieslike Zsinj
and diminate them.

Erase them. Overwrite them to the point that no onein the galaxy even remembersthem.”

"Well, that'sadmirable... but again, why?'

"People like Zsinj, they have to be squashed as hard and

asfast asyou can. Because the next thing they do is going to be something awful. They never do anything
that isn't awful, and ordinary people get killed." Castin's tone was hitter, and other Wraiths perked up to
ligen.

"Y ou're speaking from persona experience.”

"Oh, yes" Cadtin looked around blankly, staring not at

hisfellow Wraiths but at some point in the past. "The day the Emperor died-what were you doing?"

Face didn't have to think back. Most people recalled ex-actly what they were doing the moment they
heard that Palpa-fine had been killed at Endor. "I wasin civilian flight school on Lorrd. In class studying
adronautics. Why?'

"l wasin one of Coruscant's plazas. A little one, couldn't have held more than a couple of hundred
thousand people, way up high where only ahaf-dozen buildings cast shadows down onit. Theword
gpread likefire through an old building. The New Republic HoloNet broadcast was being rebroadcast on



awide band so that every persona comlink would pick it up. All holoprojectors were showing the
second Death Star exploding.

"The crowd went crazy. Loydisswere turning white.

Some of them fainting dead away. Rebels and people with Rebel leanings were going berserk. Before
very long, they were actudly tearing a statue of Palpatine down. A big one. It took cables and skimmers
to knock it over." Cadtin shrugged. "And then stormtroopers came.” "To restore order.”

"If you want to cdl it that. They opened up on the crowd pulling down the satue. And their blasters
weren't set on stun. Y ou could smell the burning-mest odor al over the plaza. | was right next to ayoung
mother who took it right in the head. | grabbed her baby on the way down so he wouldn't be tram-pled
in the sampede.” He shook his head, his expression bleak, and fdll slent.

Face said, "The Imperia HoloNet wouldn't have trans-mitted the news of the Emperor's desth over
normal channelslikethat. Not before they'd had time to sweeten up the story and turn it into some sort of
Imperid victory."

Cadtin shook his head, not meeting Face's eye.

"'So someone e se, someone technically proficient, had to have intercepted it and rebroadcast it like thet.
You?'

Cadtin nodded. "My group was one of them, yes."

"So Zsinj isanother Imperid killer, and if you don't stop

him persondly, it'sthe plazadl over again. Isthat it?'

"Maybe"

"W, that's as good areason asany.” But that was an an-

swer for Face. Castin might have volunteered for this duty without a blemish on hisrecord, but there was
dill aposshbility of volatility there. Now he had to wonder if Diaand Shdlawere dso carrying around
emotiona demoalition chargesjust waiting to go off.

"Pirates," Piggy sad, interrupting. The Gamorrean set-tled into a stuffed chair Situated between Janson's
sofaand the bar, near Donos and Castin.

"Piratesto you, too," Phanan said. "Isthat anew greeting?
Something Gamorrean? 'Scabrous pirates to you this morning.
"'And bleeding piratesto you.' "Face gave hiswingman aformal bow.

"Zsnj was negotiating with the pirates on M2398, trying to enlist their services" Piggy continued. In spite
of the me-chanicd amplicity of Piggy's voice trandator, Face thought he could detect a contemplative
qudity in the Gamorrean'stones. "It's atactic we haven't seen with him before. Ishein such dire need
that he must rely on pirates? | don't think so. He's assem-bling a second navy, perhaps a disposable
one”

Runt shook his head again. "Zsinj needs such scum only to hear what their prattling mouths have to say.
To obtain news, intelligence, that he cannot derive from some more le-gitimate source. The pirates are
nothing."

Piggy grunted alaugh. ™Y ou'll need plenty of cleanser for that scum when it assembles and comes at youl.
Atdl of us”

"A minute of your time, Sir?' Castin Donn stood at the door to Wedge's interim office. Rather, he leaned
againg it, his body language suggesting aman who'd prefer to be dsewhere- definitely anywhere but a
military base. He was unshaven, his eyestired.

Wedge would have accepted this pose and manner from one of the established Wraiths, but not from a
newcomer. He merely cleared histhroat and looked expectant, as though the pilot hadn't spoken.

Cadtin apparently got the hint. He straightened, dowly enough to demondtrate reluctance, and threw a
sdute. "Hight Officer Castin Donn reporting, Sir. | waswondering if | might have amoment of your time."
Wedge took amoment before responding with his own salute. " Certainly, Donn. Have a seet.”

Donn's posture, once he was sested, reverted to that of acareer code-dicer; he dumped into hischair as



though held left hisspinein hislocker. "I waswondering if | could get assigned to different quarters.”
Wedge brought out his datapad and tapped up the infor-mation on living assignments. It showed that
Donn had been put in the same bunkroom as Runt Ekwesh. Runt's former roommeate had been Kéll
Tainer, but that pilot had been as-signed solo quarters ever since his promotion to lieutenant. "Is
something wrong with your current assgnment?’ "Yes, Sr. I'm not getting any deep.”

"I don't understand. Does Runt snore?* Kell had never made any such complaint.

"No, gr. It'sjust not working out.”

"Persondity conflict.”

"No, gr."

"Reguest denied, Donn. Unless you can come up with something alittle more substantia than ‘it'sjust not
working OUt."

Castin squirmed in his chair. Wedge thought it an unusu-

aly childlike mannerism from a grown man who'd been through

pilot training and scored high enough to befit for Wraith

Squadron. "Sir, he, uh... hesmdls."

"| takeit you mean he smellsbad.”

"Yes, dr. It'skeeping me up a night.”

Wedge kept hisface impassive and thought about it. Runt

Ekwesh was amember of the Thakwaash species, humanoids who averaged over three metersin height
and were covered with fur; Runt came by his nickname because he was, in fact, very short for his
species, the only reason he could fit in stan-dard New Republic cockpits. And his odor wasindeed
differ-ent from that of humans, though it was very faint, usualy undetectable except when he was wet or
had been in the cock-pit for severa hours.

Wedge kept the pilot waiting, till squirming restlesdy, while he brought up Cagtin's full record. The man,
anative of Corusc ant, had been a code-dicer since he entered his teens, and had belonged to arebel
group not associated with the Al-liance. Shortly after the Emperor's death, nearly four years ago, he had
forged himsdf afaseidentit.5; arranged passage offworld, and had ended up in New
Republic-controlled space, where histechnica skills had served him and the New Republic well. After
two years as a coder for the fleet, hed transferred to Starfighter Command and entered pilot training.
The synopsis said very little about him as aman. Wedge switched to the record of his citations and
reprimands. Hed seen all this data before, while reviewing the new pilot candi-dates for approva, but
he'd been looking only for specific types of information then.

There were citationsfor courage and ingenuity under fire, but dso many punishmentsfor fallureto
perform routine du-tiesin areliable fashion. That hadn't bothered Wedge; he knew Castin would either
shape up in that regard or be kicked out of Starfighter Command atogether, amotivation that should
keep himinline. But in the record was aso a chronicle of per-sondity conflicts with fleet bridge crew
members, mostly Mon Caamari. Transfer from the fleet accepted after afidtfight... with a Sullustian
navigator. Hmm.

"l could put you in with Piggy. Voort saBinring,” Wedge sad.

Cadtin's squirming became more acute, and Wedge sus-pected he had the answer.

"I'm not sure that would work elther,” Castin said.

"Samereason 7'

"Yes gr.”

"Donn, thisindependent revol utionary faction you be-longed to-were there any nonhumansinit?' "No,
ar.

That wasinteresting. M ost such factions on Coruscant had high proportions of nonhuman members. The
factionsthat didn't include nonhumans tended to be just as anti-Imperid... but had still supported



Coruscant culture'slegendary suspicion and didike of nonhumans.

"So you've had very little protracted contact with nonhumans.”

"Wdll... that would be correct, sir."

"I'm sorry, Donn, but I'm afraid thisis something you're

just going to have to get used to. Whenever it bothers you, you need to ask yoursdlf, 'l wonder what |
and| liketo them?"

Cadtin's voice dropped and came close to but did not quite crossinto the realm of surliness. "1 don't smell
a dl, gr. | keep mysdf very clean.”

"But their sensesarentt like yours. If you ever get up the nerve, ask them sometimeif they can smell you
and what it'slike. Y ou might be surprised by the answer."

Cadtin's expression became one of distress. "B, Sir, we

have plenty of room here at base-"

"But not everywhere were going. I'll modify room assgn-ments when there's a genuine reason to do so.
Not before.

nGpn

"That'sdl, Donn."

It looked just like the bridge of the Iron Fist. It had its own command wakway facing the forward
viewports, the onesthat stared out into depthless space. It had its crew pit below, with its numerous
crew stations.

But it was actudly aportion of Warlord Zsinj's private

quarters, areplicaof thetrue bridge, and it had no crew. The

viewports were actualy screensreceiving holocam viewsfrom

the real viewports. The viewscreens at the crew gtations showed

the data or visua feeds the crewmen on duty would be accessing

if they were here; commands flickered across the screens and were executed as though the station
operatorswerein place. But sounds from the console speakers-beeps, dialogue, noisesindicating errors
or computer achievements-were the only onesto be heard. No one spoke.

Warlord Zsinj moved among the ghost stations, peering over the shoulders of imaginary crewmen asif to
evauate ther performance. A small man whose waist outperformed his chest in dimension and
magnificence, helooked like a holo come-dian pretending to be an officer His spotless white uniform was
that of an Imperid grand admira, while hisbad head, luxuriant mustache, florid complexion, and
too-cheerful man-ner suggested a backwater bandit.

He bent over the back of achair; the screen before him showed afleeing Y -wing attack craft asif seen
through the viewport of apursuing TIE interceptor. The background was a busy battlefield; Zsinj
recognized the chaos of the battle above Endor's sanctuary moon, just under four years ago.

Heleaned closer to see the name of the crewman logged onto the computer. "Ah, Ensign Sprettyn,” he
sad. "Running attack simulators again while on duty. Shirking your respons-bilitiesagain.”

"Perhaps he wants to become a pilot.”

The voice, smooth and reassuring, came from behind

Zsnj. Thewarlord straightened and turned. "Generd Méelvar.

What have | told you about cregping up behind me?

The generd, atal man with festures that were e egant when he was paying attention but impossibly bland
and un-memorable when helost concentration, smiled. "Not to."

"And what did you just do?"

"l ssomped up to you with dl the silent grace of agut-shot

rancor. Y ou were S0 intent on your observation of poor Ensgn Sprettyn's activities you failed to notice
me"

"It'sthe sign of pure concentration. The ability to shut out al other concerns.” "Of course.”



"What do you want?"

The generd handed him adatapad. Lines of datawere d-

ready up on itsscreen. "A private communication for you.

Through Admird Trigit'sold routing sysem.”

Zsinj gave him alook that was dl raised eyebrows and curi-osity, then scanned the text. "Hmm.
Lieutenant Gara Petothdl. Expectsto be amember of one of Antilles's squadronswithin afew weeks.
'Would you be interested... ? | see she has afine sense of irony. What do you have on her?

"I've put her filein there with the communiqué& In short, she'san Imperid Intelligence prodigy who was
orphaned-she was in deep cover as a Rebel mission coordinator when Y sanne Isard was killed. Her
controller was amember of Isard's sup-port staff and a so died. Petothel managed to get in touch with
Apwar Trigit, offered her continued services to him, and fed him information that led Trigit to some
important temporary provisioning centers and allowed him to annihilate an entire Rebel X-wing squadron.
Shejoined his crew and was pre-sumed dead when the Implacable was destroyed.”

"Oh, she'sthat one. So she eluded capture. Or perhaps not. Perhaps she was captured, then turned, and
isbeing used to flush us." Zsinj shrugged. "Where's her holo?!

"We found that holos of her in both Imperia and Rebel records show the wrong woman. She has
covered her tracks well. I'm having a simulation assembled from people who werein her Rebel academy
class.. which will take sometime and caution.”

"Very well." Zsinj handed the datapad back. "Pursue this. Have an agent or acell on Coruscant try to do
independent verification of what she's saying. Find out what identity she's currently wearing. Oncethat's
determined, we must find out where her loydtieslie before we commit any redl resourcesto her.”

"Done. And Enggn Sprettyn?"

"Do you want to handle that? It'satask for his executive officer.”

"I'd be happy to."

"Very well. Sprettyn is under direct orders not to waste time

with the amulators, but he just wantsto fly too much. So spirit

him off into the night. Tell the rest of the crew he's been executed

for disobeying orders. But tell him that he's being taken aside for pilot evauation. Put him through the
smulaors”

"And if heturnsout to be agood pilot trainee?"

"Weren't you listening?' Zsinj looked regretful. "I de-plore the waste of good crewmen, | redly do. But
we can't have pilots who disobey orders. Evauate his piloting performance, chastise or compliment him
as gppropriate, then execute him."

"The evduations of the three Zsnj theories have come back from Admiral Ackbar's office," Wedge said.
They werein the briefing room temporarily assgned to Wraith Squadron. Thiswas an office far enough
down in the building that there were no viewports, viewports would only have shown adepressingly
blesk vista of dark, grimy duracrete corridor between the lower reaches of skyscrapers. Instead, the
orange walls were decorated with large holoscreens that tran-sited between views shot from planetary
orbits, vistas of dis-tant and beautiful worlds, and promotiona images of hotd resorts belonging to the
same chain that had once owned thisfacility. The Wraithswere al seated near Wedge's lectern, ex-cept
for ShalaNeprin, who paced at the back of the hall- until Wedge caught her eye. She quickly sat inthe
Segt nearest to her.

"Before | get to the admiral’s conclusons,” Wedge contin-ued, "'l think we ought to let the writers of the
three reports synopsize their conclusions; not everyone has heard these. Runt?”

The long-faced dien stood up. His body language changed;

his posture became that of ahuman carrying afair amount of

extraweight and hefolded hishands over hisbdly in the fash-

ion of awell-fed senator. "In our considered opinion,” he said,



once again taking on the mellow voice of the ersatz Zsinj, "the

warlord's overt and covert tactics suggest that he will continue

to add resources, industrial and planetary, with as much cost-

effectiveness as possible. This means continuing the expansion

of the secret financial empire whose edges we detected... and

amore direct gpped to the unaligned governorsthat previ-

oudy belonged to the Empire and now belong to the Empire's

successors. | think thismeansusing Iron Fist in actions of di-

rect interdiction that benefit these governors more than Zsinj

himself, an effort to bind the governorsto him in debts of

gratitude”

"And your recommendations for waysto counter this?'

"Examine the resources of undigned governors, find out

which oneit would best serve Zsinj to court, and cause that governor problems only Zsinj can solve...
luring him to that system and confronting him directly.”

"Yourevery eruditein thismind, Runt."

Runt's body language changed back to normal; he once again s eemed lanky, overtdl, alittle awkward.
"But it makes our ego puff up likeagasgiant." Hesat. "Piggy 7"

The Gamorrean stood. He cleared histhroat. Once upon atime, that would have blasted the Wraiths
with aburst of startic, but histhroat trandator had since been reprogrammed to squelch awider variety
of irrdlevant sounds. "In the last few weeks, aswe were nibbling at the edges of Zsinj's organization, we
found three anomalies. One was the network of manufac-turing corporations owned within unaigned and
even Alliance-controlled space by Zsinj under false identities. One was his atempt to hire a pirate nest
made up of outlaws somewhat un-der hisusua standards. And the third was the presence, at one of his
companies, of prison-cell componentsidentical to the cell wherel wasraised after Imperia scientists
atered my bio-chemigry.” The scientigts aterations were what gave Piggy his unusudly temperate
persondity-for aGamorrean-and hisinhuman mathematica acumen, both traitsthat adlowed him to
become a proficient New Republic pilot.

Piggy waved, his gesture taking in Myn Donos, the 3PO

unit Squeaky, and Castin Donn. "My group feelsthat the

industrid connection is something better suited for New Re-

public Intelligence to pursue, so we diminated it from our rec-

ommendations. Of the two that remain, the Stewhere | was

scientificaly modified and reared is of greet interest to me per-

sonally, but we al fed that we would have agrester chance of

discovering Zsinj by disguising oursaves as a pirate band and

trying to impress Zsnj enough for him to employ us. This

would keep usin close association with starfighters and play to the strengthsthat | think we demonstrated
inthe pursuit of Ad-mira Trigit and the Implacable.” "Wdl put, Piggy. Face?'

The onetime actor stood. "Wl first | have to admit to a certain dissension in my own group. Lieutenant
Janson and Ton Phanan herethink that Runt'sideaisbest. DiaPassk and | both favor Piggy's pirate
scheme. But since | was obliged to come up with atactic, | have.

"Intensve andysis of Zsinj's history suggests that he draws much of hisingpiration from the performances
of small theatrical companies. | suggest that we pose as atraveling troupe of players performing the sorts
of works he seemsto have the most affection for."

Confused, Wedge scanned his records of the proposal s the group leaders had generated. Face's was on
top, but its con-tents did not match what he was saying.

"I've discovered that Kell has a pleasant tenor singing



voice, and Runt isactudly an accomplished mime, askill that

few know iswidespread on his homeworld of Thakwaa. By in-

tegrating modern holographic technology with traditional

song-and-dance routines, we could capture the warlord's

atention-"

By now the other Wraiths were snickering. Wedge caught Face's eye and glowered. " Perhaps you could
give usthe set of conclusonsyou turned in to me, Loran?"

Face had the gall to look surprised. "Oh, those. Sorry." He sobered. "I think the Iron Fist is of
tremendous importance to Warlord Zsinj, not just as a powerful weapons platform but also asa symboal,
both of his career and his power. If Warlord Zsinj were more like us than he were like himsdlf, | think
he'd launch an expedition deep into the territory governed by Y sanne Isard's successors, make astrike
on the Kuat Drive Y ards building facilities, and stedl the next Super Star De-stroyer in production.”
Wedge gave him alook of amusement. "That presupposes

that Kuat isworking on another Super Star Destroyer. They're

horribly expensive. And even though they can do an incredible

amount of damage, they can be destroyed by a much less ex-pensive enemy force... though usudly at a
tremendous cost of life.”

Face nodded. " Correct. But Zainj doesn't admit anyoneishisequa in military inteligence, so hethinkshe
can keep it in-tact. And | keep remembering that he, Zsinj, hinted that he was promoting Admira Trigit
to abetter pogtion. We al thought maybe he meant captain of the Iron Fist, but what if he meant another
Super Star Destroyer?"

Phanan spoke up. "Don't forget your goofy ideas that never madeit into your final proposd.”

Face waved him away, but Wedge asked, "What goofy ideas?'

Face looked unhappy. "Just anidea. Ysannelsardisdive.”

"What?' Wedge looked as stunned as if someone had picked up a chair and broken it over his head.

Y sanne Isard had been the head of Imperia Intelligence when Emperor Palpatine died years ago. She
survived Palpartine's successors, a consortium of Palpatine's advisers, and gradually assumed control of
the Empire hersdlf-though not in name. Months ago, she had died, killed fleeing the planet Thyferraina
battle-equipped shuttle, shot down by Rogue Squadron's Captain Tycho Celchu.

"Follow meon this" Face said. "Monthsago, Y sanne

Isard is chased off theworld of Coruscant. Actualy, she aban-

donsit voluntarily to let the Krytos Plague infect the non-

human population and lock up al of the New Republic's

resources when we occupy Coruscant. But she actuadly stays on Coruscant for quite sometime after she
pretended to flee. Eventually sheredlly doesleave, goesto Thyferra, takes over there, and isfindly
wiped out by the Rogues.

"Except-she was never seen climbing into the shuttle she was supposed to be using for escape. Except-it
was not par-ticularly intelligent for her to run off in avehicle dower than the X-wings she had to have
sugpected would follow her.

Except-she'd dready shown atendency to hide out with her

head down when she was supposed to have fled. It raisesthe

question What if she actualy wasn't on that shuttle, and was communicating with the Rogues'chasing' her
through aremote-control link ?*

Wedge said, "Y ou've got to be wrong. Therewas no lag time in her transmissions, nothing to suggest she
wasn't there.”

"A shuttle shed persondly fitted as an Emperor's escape vehicle might have aminiaturized hypercomm
system. With instantaneous transmission and reception, there wouldn't be any lag time.”

"Face, do you believe she'saive?’



Face shook his head. " Sometimes | hope sheis. I'd ill like

to kill her mysdlf. But | believe Captain Celchu actudly killed her. Still..." He shrugged and resumed his
Sedt.

Wedge gave him an exasperated sare. "Well, here's your punishment for nearly giving me a heart attack.
Write this theory up and I'll route it on to the new Thyferran government and to Generadl Cracken at
Intelligence. Between them, they should be able to sniff out any other evidence for Iceheart'ssurvivd... if
thereisany."

Hisexpression cleared. "All right. As| said, Admira Ack-bar has evaluated these theories and made a
decision. He's ask-ing Intelligence to step up any operationsinvolving Kuat Drive Y ardsto find out if, in
fact, they are building anew Super Star Destroyer. But that'slow priority and not our concern. For us,
he wants to combine both Runt's and Piggy'sideas. WEll be founding our own pirate band, Wraiths, and
then assaulting a planetary system that Zsinj is courting-or should be, if heisn't. Officidly, well be
assigned to the Mon Remonda with Rogue Squadron; funny, though, the other pilotswill never seeusin
the ship's corridors.

"We have alittle reorganization to do to accommodate our new pilots. Flight Officer Donn, you're now
Wraith Two, and my wingman.”

The pilot with the unruly blond hair smiled. He couldn't have known that the position of Wraith Two, by
Wedge's palicy, usualy went to araw pilot, onein need of additiona in-struction or protection.

"Wes, you're now Wraith Three, with Dia Passik, Wraith

Four, your wing." Janson waved at the Twi'lek femae, who gave him agrave nod.

"Kdl, Runt, youre dill Fiveand Six. Runt, incidentdly, isin training to be our new communications
speciaist. Phanan, Face, still Seven and Eight. 1'd hate to break up the best comedy team this side of the
janitor'sclost.”

"l love an understanding commander,” Phanan said.

"Know where | can get one?’

"Myn Donoas, il Nine. Flight Officer Nelprin-can you still hear me back there?-- you're hiswing, Wraith
Ten. Piggy, youre still Wraith Twelve, and Tyria, you're now on hiswing as Wraith Eleven. | lead Group
One, Face leads Group Two, and Donos leads Group Three. Questions?”

Wedge waited for the inevitable reaction from Kel. Previ-

oudy, Kl had led Group Two and had been very twitchy

whenever Face received recognition that might affect his

own-Kédl's-position, and now Face had replaced him as

group leader.

But Kell looked easy with the new arrangement, which surprised Wedge considerably.

It meant-Wedge wasn't sure. Either Kell was content to let Face have ago at command, or Kell'sgoals
had changed and command was not so high onthelist.

Wedge would wait. The truth would come out eventudly. "Intelligence gives us agood candidate for our
new piratical occupation. Theworldiscaled Halmad. It's an Outer Rim world not far from the loose
border to what we consider Zsinj-controlled space. It's dso atrade center at the hub of several
well-traveled trade routes. A century or so back, their mining industry-ground, lunar, and asteroid
belt-failed, leaving anumber of facilities abandoned there. New Republic Intelli-gence has ateam aready
in-system to check them out for us; if they haven't found us a base by the time we arrive, they will at least
have found us a place from which to stage.”

Kl asked, "Do we get the Night Caller back? Since well be pirating in 'FIE fighters, | assume well have
to have some-thing to haul us around when we hit Sites out of our home system.”

Wedge shook hishead. "Not the Night Caler. Think about it. Admiral Trigit is destroyed by a covert
fighter squadron supported by a Corellian corvette, and then a pirate squadron pops up supported by a
Corellian corvette? That would probably set of f at least oneadarm bell in Zsinj'smind." HegaveKedl a



grim smile. "No, well receive hyperspace trans-port from an old Xiytiar-class transport. Unarmed. Slow.
Creaky. Leaky. And ingtead of having acargo bay full of your sophisticated metd bracketsto hold our
fighter craft, well be using afew crossbeams and netting-so we can quickly switch out X-wingsfor TIE
fighterswithout having to reconfigure our brackets every time."

Kel sat back, hisexpression suggesting held just swal-lowed amouthful of hydraulic fluid.

Phanan's hand shot up. "Do we get new snubfighters?”

Wedge shook his head. "No. No new X-wingsfor the foreseeable future. We got lucky when we were
putting the squadron together; when Rogue Squadron captured Y sanne Isard's facilities on Thyferra, we
a0 seized anumber of X-wings sheldd been accumulating for various Intelligence mis-sions. That'swhere
four of our snubfighters came from. But the New Republic hasn't had another windfall like that, and
Incom is producing new X-wings as dowly and meticuloudy as ever. So were stuck with what we
have... and what we can seize. DiaPassk was transferred with her snubfighter, but were still four short
to make up afull squadron. However, the two TIE fighters we have remaining from the Implacable
at-tack, the ones Wes and Piggy were flying, are assigned to us. And part of our assignment involves
acquiring new fighter craft for our pirate identities... and that means stedling what-ever we can get our
hands on. From the Imps and from the warlords, that is. Do any of you new pilots have TIE-fighter
ex-perience? Smulated or real ?'

Both the women raised their hands. Castin Donn looked unhappy that he couldn't follow suit.
"Excdlent. Castin, Kell, Phanan, since you three lack X-wingsand TIE experience, | recommend you
gpend timein the TIE-fighter smulators and checking out our small comple-ment of TIE fighters. Once
we're a our new station, that is.

For now, you have only alittle while to pack and settle your af-

fairs; the transport Borleias takes off for Halmad in three

hours." Heignored the chorus of groans and cheers. "Dis-

missed. Phanan, Face, can | see you for aminute?’

Asthe otherstrickled out, he asked, "What is the news from what's-her-name, Notsil?"

The two pilots exchanged glances. "Wdll," said Face, "Lara seemed reassured by what you offered. We
helped her put together her application for fighter-pilot training, and both of usand Kell wrote
recommendations for her. Face set up an account for her so she could afford some limited HoloNet
ac-cessto us, welll leave arouter so she can reach usthrough Sivantlie Base. Thingsarein motion.”
"This had better work . . . or had better produce ab-solutely no results," Wedge said. "Becauseif there
are any foul-ups, Genera Cracken will personally feed you, and me, into afood reprocessor.”

4
He made no pretense at being fully human. He had probably been born human, but now mechanica
limbs-obvious pros-thetics, shiny stainless meta arms and legs with crude-looking joints-replaced his
origina flesh, and his entire upper face was a shiny meta surface with a standard computer interface inset
in the center of hisforehead.

He made no pretense at being friendly, either. He approached the booth where the big, good-looking
businessman drank done, and with neither threat nor comment he sivung the wine bottle he held in his
hands and brought it down on the businessman'’s head.

The bottle shattered, spraying glassand red liquid al over the businessman. The man blinked,
stood-demonstrating both aresilience and a physique othersin the bar found admirable- and struck the
cyborg, ablow that rocked the mostly mechani-ca man's head and staggered him back into the booth
filled with carousing Imperid pilots.

The pilots seated at the aide shoved the cyborg forward, straight into the businessman's
professiona-looking right cross. The blow caught the cyborg across the jaw, spinning him around. The
cyborg staggered back to fal acrossthe laps of two of the pilotsin the booth. Hisflalling arm caught thelr
glasses and bottles, throwing wine and liquor across everyone.



The pilots shoved him off to the floor and rose.

"Don't do that," the bartender said. But his voice was a plea and he wasn't aiming aweapon. No one
paid atention.

Suddenly hard-faced, aformidable group of six, the pilots glowered at the businessman and the cyborg.
Thelir leader, the shortest of them, a dark-haired man with aface craggy enough for tiny snubfightersto
fly their famous Trench Run Defense across, said, "Y ou two owe us for around and two bottles of local
press, and well take your booth and ahundred extra credits for our trouble.”

The businessman gave him afrosty smile. "With ahun-dred credits | could buy apilot of your
qudificationsto lick my boots clean.”

"I'm cdling the military police," the bartender said.

The pilots surged toward the businessman. Thefirst of

them caught a knuckle punch in the solar plexus and dropped like a sackful of tubers. The second one
was tripped up as the cyborg grabbed his knee and squeezed; the pilot's shriek was shrill enough to
resonate on empty glasses throughout the bar. The other four dammed into the businessman and bore
him to the floor.

The bartender punched his emergency code into the com-link and began wailing to the distant listener.
Two minutes later, it was dl but over. Two tables had been smashed, their entertained patrons now
occupying booths on the other side of the bar. Five pilots and one cyborg lay at inter-v21s acrossthe
floor, stretched out in various poses of very un-comfortable rest, often lying among broken glassesand
platters of unhygienic appetizers. The businessman and the pilot leader were still standing, the latter
glassy-eyed, barely responding to outsde stimuli, while the former still occasiondly swung inef-fectua
blows againgt his sscomach. Both were drenched with sweeat and booze, staggering with every dight move
they made.

Then a half-dozen sormtroopersin the uniforms of mili-tary police poured into the bar. Some
patrons-those who till had bets going on which of the fighters would win-groaned, but the bartender
breathed asigh of relief.

With cam efficiency, the sormtroopers manacled the

eight malefactors hands behind their backs; the two men il

standing put up no fight. Three of the downed pilots could not be brought back to consciousness, but one
of the stormtroopers picked up two of them, dinging them with considerable ease over his shoulders, and
asecond picked up the last stubbornly unconscious pilot. The stormtroopers began to move out.

"Wait," the bartender said. "Wheredo | sgn?'

Two of the ssormtroopers exchanged aglance. "Why

would you want to Sgn?' asked one, the ranking officer.

"So | can put inaclaim for damaged™

The cyborg sighed. "Oh, just tally up the bill. I'll pay for

the damages."

The bartender rocked back, mollified. "Well, al right, then. Come back soon. We appreciate your
patronage.”

Asthey swept out through the door, onto arainy street of Halmad's capital city of Hullis, the ranking
officer among the pilots, the one who'd taken so much abuse at the business-man's hands, gave the
cyborg adizzy but appreciative look. "Hey, you're not al bad."

"l just like agood scrap now and then." The cyborg shrugged. Unfortunately for him, the motion put extra
pres-sure on his shackles. They opened and dropped to the muddy ground behind him.

The pilot leader stared. "Hey, what the-"

"Fire," said the ssormtrooper leader.

Three of the stormtroopers obliged him. Stun beams hit

the pilots torsos. The pilots dropped into the mud.



The stormtrooper leader looked around. There was no oneto see, not much skimmer traffic thisrainy
evening, no one en-tering or coming out of the bar. He pulled off his helmet, reved-ing the features of
Wedge Antilles, and took an unencumbered view around. No sign of witnesses. "L et's hustle, people.”
The other troopers grabbed the three falen pilots. They dragged and carried their prisoners around the
corner of the building, then around behind, where their skimmer awaited in the darkness of afalow field.
It was no military skimmer, just amedium cargo carrier with adeep bed.

While the others dumped the pilotsinto the rear and

draped blankets and netting across them, Wedge stripped off

his stormtrooper armor and threw it in after them. "Good

work, Taner, Phanan. Either of you hurt?'

Kell shook his head and flexed, popping his unsesled manaclesloose. "This suit's probably aloss.”
Phanan waggled hishead. "Kédl didn't do me any harm, but the bottle one of them hit my head with
wasn't fake glasslike minewas. It didn't even bresk. | hear ringing.”

"Sounds like amild concussion. See our doctor about it.”

"Oh, I'm too important a doctor to see anyone aslowly as mysdif.”

Wedge waved a one of the ersatz ssormtroopers. "Face, grab these pilots wallets, money pouches,
whatever they're carrying. | want every credit they have, hard currency only. How much damage did you
two jokersdo?' Kel and Phanan looked at one another.

"Maybe ahundred,” Kell said. "Counting everything."

"All right," Wedge said. "'If these pilots persona fortunes don't add up to ahundred and fifty, well make
up the differ-ence ourselves. Face, run the creditsin to the bartender. Tell him the cyborg paid off, instant
compensation for the damage, so sorry, he'samiserable old drunk whose only entertainment is causing
trouble at bars."

"Hey," said Phanan. "l resent the use of the word miserable.”

"Then get back herefast. We take off in three minutes.”

Wedge and Janson, gtill in stormtrooper armor but with their helmets off, lay atop ahill overlooking the
nearby Imperial base. The optics Wedge held before his face made greenish day-light of the night. "Same
aslast night and the night before. | make four TIE fighters at the ready scramble-pad, under the watchful
eye of haf astormtrooper squadron.” "Not that we care," Janson said.

"Not that we want those sarfighters,” Wedge corrected him. "But we may have to ded with them on the
way out. Any-thing coming up the road ?*

Janson cast anegligent eye the other way. Down at the

base of the hill to hisleft, the other Wraiths, their prisoners, and their cargo skimmer waited. Down to the
right wasthe main road into the base. "A digtant set of lights," he said. "On-coming. Probably just another
daff skimmer carrying an offi-cer home after anight on the town.”

"Castin Donn laid enough money down at enough cantinas, we're bound to get what we want."

"Y ou may beright. That thing's not maneuvering like astaff skimmer. It'sbig and duggish.”

Wedge twisted to look at the oncoming vehicle through hisoptics. "Imperid Military Police. Signa Runt.”
Janson waved a handheld light down at the other Wraiths, flicking its beam three times acrossthem. This
closeto an Im-perial base, Wedge preferred they not use comlinks, whose transmissions, even if coded
or extremely short,. might be no-ticed. At the base of the hill, Runt would now be using aportable
scanner on the distant vehicle.....

From the Wraiths position came an answering blink of light, asingle pulse.

"Runt Sgnasyes. It'sloaded with personnd," Janson said.

"Moveout."

Wedge and Janson scrambled down the side of the hill, not directly toward the other Wraiths, but angling
toward the right, an intercept course. By the time they reached the base of the hill-with Janson's armor
now somewhat battered by afall he'd taken during his descent-the other Wraiths were dmost to the



road.

Wedge and Janson caught up to them and put their hel-mets back on.

"Snap it up,” Wedge said, "march formation. Left foot, right foot.”

And the Wraiths managed something like a proper forma-tion in spite of the loads they carried.

Runt carried one of the unconscious pilots over his shoul-der, moving without difficulty. The Gamorrean
Piggy could aso have carried one of the pilots with fair ease, but could never have worn one of the sets
of stormtrooper armor; he re-mained with the skimmer. Kell, now suited up as astorm-trooper, and Dia
dragged an unconscious pilot between them;

they held the pilot's arms over their shoulders so the man re-mained upright. Phanan, also in a set of
stormtrooper armor, and Face a so dragged one of the pilots, as did Castin and Shdla, with Donos and
Tyriadragging thefifth. The sixth pi-lot, the ranking officer among them, remained with Piggy.

It was severa hundred metersto the gate into the base, but if Wedge caculated correctly, they wouldn't
have to walk the entire distance.

They heard the humming of the heavy skimmer behind them and Wedge turned to look. It was alarge
model, nearly identical to the one that had been part of the trap on Corus-cant It had an enclosure over
the bed, and only the pilot and the guard assigned to his protection were exposed to the ele-ments. On
the side was painted the stooping bird-of-prey in-signia of Victory Base; over that design were the
crossed batons of the base's military police.

The skimmer pulled aongside Wedge's troop of ersatz stormtroopers and prisoners. Its pilot called,
"What happened to you?'

"Skimmer broke down," Wedge said. "Repulsorlift fail-ure in the energy transference array.” "Carefor a
lift?"

"I'd put you up for aHero of the Empire medd."

The pilot tapped a button and adoor in the rear enclosure opened; its hinge was at the bottom, alowing
it to open down into aramp. Wedge peered inside. The spacious enclosure held four stormtroopers and
another pair of prisonersin the uni-forms of Imperia maintenance personnel. Both prisoners were awake,
though apparently anesthetized by acohoal.

Wedge's people hauled their unconscious prisoners up the ramp and settled them down on the padded
benches against the enclosure walls. Wedge, at the rear of the line, stayed tense.

The stormtrooper armor the Wraiths wore-seized from pris-

oners during some of the countless clashes the Alliance had

had with the Empire and brought as part of the squadron's

gear-was authentic enough, but the military-policeinsgnia

the Wraiths had meticuloudy painted on the armor might not

pass close ingpection. Also, the officer in charge of these redl

military police should, if he kept dtrictly to procedure, demand

to see Wedge's papers, and the forgeries Castin had put to-gether . . . well, Wedge just didn't know the
new pilot well enough to rely unquestioningly on the man'swork as hed come to do with Grinder, the
squadron's former computer expert.

But the Wraiths dl shuffled into the enclosed bed of the skimmer, Wedge followed, the door closed
behind him, and the vehicle lurched into motion, al without an unwelcome de-mand for papers. Wedge
amiled. If security waslax here, it might be just aslax within the base.

"Hey, that's Lieutenant Cothron," one of the real sorm-troopers said.

Face nodded. "He's a pretty belligerent drunk.”

"Nice guy therest of thetime, though.”

"Oh, yeah."

"Ever play sabacc with him?"

"Sure, he took me for aweek's pay once."



"You'rejoking. HEsthe worst player | ever saw.”

There wasthe dightest of delaysin Face'sresponse ashe

adjusted hisstory in light of new information. "No, | think I'm thewors.”

"Redly?Y ou up for agametonight?'

"No, I've learned my lesson.”

The stormtrooper settled back, his posture one of

disappointment.

Moments later, the skimmer dowed. Wedge heard a verba exchange between the pilot and what must
have been the gate guards, but he couldn't make out the words. Then they werein motion again.

It was along minute before they dowed once more. Then the skimmer's repul sorlift depowered and the
vehicle settled to ahard surface.

The door beside Wedge opened. They appeared to be in avehicle hangar, and afew steps away was a
table where auni-formed officer and another pair of ssormtroopers waited. The officer, aman with
graying hair and hard linesto hisface, looked bored and irritable. "Move them out. It'stime for in-stant
judtice"

Wedge waved the real stormtroopers and their prisonersto proceed while his people got their
UNCONSCIOUS ri Soners up.

Then the Wraiths moved out. Wedge was the last one out of the vehicle.

"Papers,” said the officer in charge. Wedge tensed. But the stormtrooper he addressed handed him
standard identity cards bearing the likenesses of the prisonersin his charge. Wedge glanced at Face, who
discreetly held up the handful of identity cards taken from their own prisoners. Wedge turned away again.
The officer looked over the identity cards. "Facts?"

The stormtrooper in charge said, "Drunk and disorderly

a Olas”

The officer grimaced. ™Y ou two idiots ought to find a bet-ter class of drinking establishment. Charges?!
The stormtrooper in charge shook his head, the motion exaggerated by his helmet. "None."

"Wl that's not too bad.” The officer glanced up at the two prisoners. "Y ou two are confined to base for
Sx days.”

The prisonerslooked relieved.

"That's three days starting now," the officer continued,

"and three days gtarting next payday.” Heignored their ex-pressions of dismay and gestured for them to
be ontheir way. "Next."

Wedge stepped up. He reached over without looking. Face put the identity cardsin hishand and he
presented them to the officer. "Drunk and disorderly a Rojio's. Brawling with civilians."

The officer gave him an I-don't-want-to-believe-you | ook.

"They'red| unconscious. They logt to civilians?!

"Yes gr."

"How many?'

"Two."

The officer looked pained. "Five of them against two civil-ians, and they're too drunk to make agood
accounting of them-salves. They'll pay for |etting the unit down." He frowned. "Five. Say, theseare
Captain Wanatte's drinking buddies. Where's the captain 7'

Face spoke up "Before he passed out the last time, Lieutenant Cothron said the captain had found some
compan-ionship for the evening.”

"Ah. Wdll, then. Let's see the damages.”

Wedge said, "One of the civilians paid for the damages
before we dropped them off with the city authorities."
"Commendable. All right. | think these five will beim-proved by doing afew days of cleanup and



breakdown work for the next morale event. Get 'erato their quarters.”

Wedge saluted smartly and headed off in the direction the other ssormtroopers had taken to leave the
hangar. He heard the Wraithsfal in step behind him and the dragging noise of their prisoners boots
scraping againgt the duracrete. Then he heard the skiminer's engines sart up again.

He breathed asigh of rdlief. The pilot of the skimmer hadn't noticed that €l even footsore stormtroopers
had boarded the skimmer, but only ten had emerged. Janson had taken Shalla's place and was working
with Cadtin to carry apilot. Now, if this base followed standard Imperia procedure, that pilot would take
this skimmer back to the military police mo-tor pool.

Then it would be up to Shdla. She was Hill in the skim mer's enclosure, and her job wasto prevent the
pilot and his guard from talking to anybody.

Her first job. She had other thingsto do aswell. Wedge was reluctant to assign so much respongbility in
acommando mission to anewcomer to the squadron, but Kell had spoken in such glowing terms of the
Ne prin family's formidable skills that he'd decided to go ahead with this approach.

Outside the hangar, he took a moment to get his bearings, and silently cursed the restricted field of vison
afforded by stormtrooper helmets; lacking peripheral vison, he had to turnin adow, complete circleto
acquireamental picture of his sur-roundings. He had afar idea of the base layout from the
re-connaissance they'd clone on the hilltop, but not an idea of wherein the base they now were. When he
had his bearings, he headed straight toward the group of dome-to pped buildings he'd earlier decided
were officers quarters.

They'd never makeit there, of course. They'd dump the unconscious pilotsin the first dark aley or trench
they found and go about their misson.

LaraNotsl, origindly Gara Petothd, flinched as pair after pair of TIE fighters broke formation and dove,
their engines screaming, toward her and her wingmates. A good mannerism, flinching, she decided.
fithey're observing me, they'll logiit.

Her wing leader's voice came over the comm unit “Gold One to Gold Squadron. Break by pairsand
engege:”

Larakeyed her own comm unit. "Gold Seven?"

"I'myour wing, Eight.”

Sherolled to starboard, getting clear of the main forma:

tion of X-wings, and saw other paired fighters aso break-

ing off.

Then thefirst blasts of green Imperid laser firefell among them. Larals X-wing was rocked by astern hit;
her aft shields were knocked partway down and she reinforced them with en-ergy from her forward
shields. The pair of TIE fightersraining laser fire down on both her and Gold Seven did nestly into killing
position behind them.

"Divefor cover, Seven," Larasaid, and nosed the stick for-ward. Theterrain below, asprawling city in
ruins, grew larger. She and Gold Seven dropped into a debris-littered street, flying lower than the tops of
the surrounding buildings, but their pursuers never lost sight of them and stayed tucked behind. Laras
snubfighter was hit by another pair of laser blasts and its aft section dewed dightly to port; she corrected
with adeft gp-plication of etheric rudder.

Up ahead, the road forked left and right. She knew from seeing the area from above that the two forks
turned toward one another farther on, rgjoining after only a couple of kilo-meters. That should have been
her tactic send Gold Seven to starboard while she went to port, then fire upon Seven's pur-suer while
Seven fired upon hers once the roads rej oined.

But that would probably have worked. And that wasn't what she was herefor.

"Seven, at the big blue building, hard to port.”

"l read you." Seven's voice sounded a bit worried.

Larasuited action to words. Asthe X-wings came along-

Sde what had once been awarehouse of tremendous Size,

painted an eye-hurting cyan, but was now a hollowed, burned

wreck of abuilding with scorch marks surrounding blast holes



inthewalls, she executed a smart portward turn down a street that ran at right anglesto the one over
which they'd been fly-ing. She rotated ninety degrees |eftward, so the street wasto her left and one row
of buildings was beneeth her ked.

The sharpness of the angle was more than the X-wing'sin-ertiad compensator could bear; she felt weight
again, settling into her seet, asthe snubfighter turned through the tightest portion of her maneuver.

There was asharp meta shriek as her kedl scraped aong one of the building facades; her X-wing
lurched. The snub-fighter's shields were no protection against such agraze. She glanced at her
diagnostics board, looking for thetelltale red glows of system failures.

Behind her, the sky lit up. The sound and shock wave of an explosion rocked her X-wing. And the blue
dot representing Gold Seven disappeared from her sensor board.

Laragrimaced. Gold Seven didn't have the kill to manage aturn like that. Lara had known this, had
counted on it, but it wouldn't do for her observersto see asmile of satisfaction cross her face. Knowing
shewould get no answer, she keyed her comm unit. " Seven? Gold Seven, comein.”

Behind her, the two TIE fighters, having no trouble with the sharp turn into this Sde street, came
screaming through the smoke cloud that was what was left of Gold Seven. As soon asthey cleared the
smoke, they opened fire again.

Larafdt her aft section shudder. It dewed again. Larade-liberately overcorrected and let an expresson
of shock cross her face as she veered into the side of abuilding. She had just enough time to read the
words WELCOME TO MOFFICE'S GROCERS before impact-

Or lack of impact. There was no sharp blow, no decelera-tion, just the abrupt dimming of al cockpit
lights to nothing-ness. Then the canopy opened above her.

Captain Sormic-short, bald, human, usudly apoplectic, with afacelike pink clay molded into afair
approximation of human features-stood outside the smulator, glaring at her. "Candidate Nots|. Would
you explain, for the benefit of the class, just what you were trying to accomplish with that |ast maneuver?”
Laralet anote of uncertainty creep into her voice. "l was

trying to regain control-"

"Not that. The suicide turn down the Side street.”

"Oh. Uh, | wastrying to shake the TIE-fighter pursuit-"

"Right. Y ou presumed that apair of novice pilots could

outmaneuver more experienced pilotsin more agile spacecraft in clear air. Correct?' "Wdll, uh-" "Say,
'Correct, Captain.™

"Correct, Captain." Larakept an expression of distress on her face.

"And you got yoursdf and your wingmete killed.”

"Correct, Captain.”

"Candidate L ussatte, isthat the tactic you would have chosen?”

Laraglanced a her wingmate, who was ill in the next

smulator over. The Sullugtian female gave Laraalook of

gpology. "No, Captain.”

"What would you have done?'

"I would havefired a proton torpedo-"

"The Imperid flierswere dready behind you, L ussate.”

Larasaw Lussatte take adeep breath. "Yes, Captain. Let

meexplain. | figurel can't outfly the Imps. | figurethat if | make arapid decderation, they'll make an
even more rapid one, be-cause they're better fliersin more maneuverable craft. But if | drop atorp about
acity block up, that gives me asmoke cloud to fly through and afew moments where they can't sese me.
If I have theimpact site visudized wel enough, | can risk aturn down aside street, throw them off,
maybe get turned around so | can get them under my guns before they're on me again.”

Captain Sormic paused, then gave her abrief nod. "Pay attention to what she just said, class. It would
give her aone-in-four, maybe one-in-two chance of surviving the next ten sec-onds and perhaps bagging
one of the TIE fighters. Which isamuch better chance than she had following Deadstick Notsi| here.



Digmissed.”
Pilot candidates rose from the classroom seats; others climbed from the smulators. Laradidn't rise;
Captain Sormic sill stood outside her smulator, blocking her exit.

He turned back to face her, and his expression was sud-denly sympathetic. He dropped his voice nearly
to awhisper. "Candidate Notsil, you earn great scores in astronautics and communications. Just say the
word and I'll transfer you over to officer training in one of those divisions. Y ou have atremen-dous
career ahead of you as atechnical specidist on acapitd ship's bridge.”

"No, gr. I'm going to be apilot.”

"It'snot asthough you'll be washing out. It'sjust atrans-

fer. And you'll be ared asset to the Alliance there” "No, Sir. I'm going to be apilot.”

Hisface hardened. "Then | have one piece of advice for yOU."

"Yes gr?'

"Y ou think about Candidate L ussatte and anyone €lse you

might have made friends with. Y ou think about how you're g0-ing to fed if you get them killed for redl.
Trust me, thekind of pilot you're shaping into, it's going to happen. And that's not the worst thing that
could happen to you. Theworst thing ! would be for you to survive abad decision that kills everybody
you care about." He turned away and followed the last depart-ing pilot candidates from the room.
Larasagged into the smulator seet. Only part of her de- , jection was smulated. It felt bad to be
considered such al screwup when she was capable of doing so much better.

She shouldn't even care what these Rebel s thought; they

were her enemies. But her fellow candidates had such naive en- i

thusiasm, such alight of lifewithin them, that it was growing J

increasingly hard not to likethem. i

Shefdt alittletickle at the back of her neck. She turned to look through the smulator's rear viewport.
At the back of the classroom, aman in an Alliance uniform was turning away, heading toward the room's
rear exit. From his height and build, she recognized him as Colond Repness. When had he comeinto the
classroom? Had he been watching her in the moments after her exchange with Captain Sormic? She
watched until he was gone, until shewasaonein t the room.

She checked her chrono. There were no classes scheduled !

inthisroom for an hour. She pulled up the instrument pandl

before her and did alittle bit of deft rewiring, abit of eectronic

trickery a which she was becoming quite adept. Then she

clicked the pand back into place and manudly pulled the

canopy back down.

When she hit the button that, on ared X-wing, would ini-tiate an emergency restart, the smulator came
back online. But now it would not transmit its results and recordings to the training facility's central
computers. Whatever she accom-plished here would remain her secret.

The world with the ruined city came into view again, and once more she was surrounded by a squadron
of X-wings.

5

Shadlatried to interpret every sway, every course change taken by the skimmer in whose enclosed bed
sherode. Eventudly the vehicle had to return to amotor pool or other vehicle hangar. Eventudly sheld be
able to begin her portion of the mission... a portion she had to accomplish aone.

The vehicle went through a protracted right turn, then dowed and settled to the ground with an unmusica
metdlic clang. Shdlaraised her blaster rifle to cover the door. Some stormtroopers were thorough and



efficient enough to police their vehicles; otherswerent.

Hers gpparently fdl in the latter category. The door re-mained resolutely closed. Then the lights went out.
She heard, from outside the skimmer, aman's laughter. She tensed. But the laughter was the type that
camein responseto ajoke, not malicious laughter directed at atrapped enemy.

When she heard the heavy footsteps of stormtrooper compos-ite armor falling on duracrete, she relaxed.
She gaveit another minute. She wanted the stormtroopers to be well away from the skimmer, but
couldn't afford them too much time to redlize that something was wrong. Then she rose, used her glow
rod to find the door switch, and pressed the switch.

Nothing, not even abeep. It had been deactivated with the rest of the power to the skiminer's enclosure.
She sworeto hersdf, but it was only aminor inconvenience.

She switched off her helmet comlink. She took off her storm-trooper helmet and spent a couple of
minutes carefully extract-ing the comm gear insdet, then detached the miniature power pack from the
gear. It took another couple of minutes to remove the door-switch cover and wire the power pack into it.
Then she put the now comm-free helmet on again and took up her rifle.

Thistime, the door opened smartly. Outside was the dab-like side of an identical skimmer just barely far
enough away to let this skimmer's door descend as aramp. When Shalla peered out, to the right she saw
another row of skimmers of various types, some small and sporty, and the motor-pool wall beyond; to
her |eft was open duracrete and then closed hangar-style doors of the motor-pool building. Voices
reached her; she couldn't make out the words, but they were male, two or three at least, raised in
laughter and amused comment. They came from the rear of the motor-pool building. She thought she dso
heard aman's voice, in conspicuous speech, from the front.

So far, so good. She stepped out, dert to trouble, and hit the button to close the door again. But the
ramp raised only halfway up, then made awhining noise and stopped. It dowly began to sag back
toward the duracrete floor.

She got under it and lifted. The power pack from her hel-met was obvioudy not up to powering door
machinery. By sheer strength she got the door lifted back into place. Though it did not lock, it fit snugly
and would look normal to casua inspection.

Now, three problems to solve two groups of Imperid workers or stormtroopers, plus whatever security
was ingtaled within the motor-pool building. She looked around for the places, often at cornersand on
the metal beams supporting the curved ceiling, where sensors tended to be set up.

Nothing. She breathed asigh of rdief. Skimmers weren't val uable enough to this base to require constant
surveillance. One problem down. She walked forward, toward the source of the droning speech, and
wished she had Tyrids aptitude for near-silent movement.

The Wraiths kept themsalves flat againgt the exterior wall of the hangar, deep in the darkest shadow cast
by the building.

Wedge, one man back from the building's front corner, suppressed a snort. The glossy white
stormtrooper armor they were wearing practically glowed in the dark. Even in deep shadow they would
be impossibleto missif apasserby glanced in their direction. Still, old habits of stedth died hard, and
Wedge didn't want themto dieat al.

Janson, ahead of him, helmet off, turned back and held up two fingers, then shook his head. Two guards
on thefront of the building, and they weren't going to be easy pickings.

Wedge traded places with him and took off his own helmet, luxuriated for amoment in the sensation of
air moving once again on hisface, and hazarded a peek.

The front of the hangar waswell lit by two overhead sources of light, both attached to the building's front
wall. The center of thewall was dominated by alarge diding door in two sections; one section would
dideright, the other left. The du-racrete leading up to the door was decorated with many thin scorch
marks, sign of numberlesstoo-hasty departures by TIE fighters shooting out of the hangar and angling
immediately for the sky. That suggested the pilots on-base cons dered them-selves hotshots and had a



commander who encouraged such behavior, aso not agood thing for the Wraiths.

On ether side of the door, perhaps twenty meters gpart, were guardsin stormtrooper armor. Their
stances were angled in toward the door, and each had the other plus most of the front of the building in
sght. They might have been chatting over aprivate channel on their helmet cornlinks, but otherwise they
were very much on duty.

Wedge dismissed the smplest of tactics for such Stuations,

the make-a-noi se-and-one-of -them-will-come gambit. Guards

likethese, professionaly on duty even when out of sight of

ther officersand fdlows, would certainly investigate, but first

they'd cdll intheanomaly. If the investigating guard didn't re-

port back continuoudy to hisfellow, the other onewould call

that fact in, too. Within moments the place would be swarm-

ing with stormtroopers. Wedge and the Wraiths needed some considerable uninterrupted time with the
vehiclesingde- perhaps as much as haf an hour.

There was another door on the building front, immedi-atdly left of the leftmost guard, but it was securely
shut and looked like an armored door-quite defensible if someonein-side wanted to make astand of it.
Wedge switched places with Janson again and let the man act as guard. In awhisper, he explained the
Stuation to the oth-ers and asked, "'ldeas?’

Cadtin said, "I might be able to dice into the base's main computer and have them relieved of duty; we
just march two of usin and dismissthem or blast them.”

Wedge considered it. "That could work, but you'd have to maintain the computer breach or execute
another one just afew minutes later when we sort out our escape vector.”

"True"

Diasad, "l votewewait until we can be suretheré'sno

crosstraffic nearby and no one observing them-"

"Which meanswaiting until we dso know they're not in communication with someone else over their
headsets," Kell said.

"mand just step out and shoot them. Two shooters, no waiting. Run out, grab them and haul them back
beside the building, substitute a couple of us for them. Then take as long as we need to get their access
keysand codesand goin.”

Wedge shook his head. "Soundstoo smple.” Then here-considered. "On the other hand, that's probably
avirtue. All right, well doit that way. But first, Runt, can you find out whether those two are
broadcasting? Search nonstandard fre-quenciesin the Imperid ranges and look for low-powered
sg-nds, if they're just chatting, they're not going to be on the usuad bands."

Runt nodded and, from a belt pouch, brought out thefield

digpatcher's comlink that was among the latest toysthe New

Republic had given him when he volunteered to be the squadron's

new communications specidist. Theitem looked like adightly

bulkier datapad. It had nowhere near the range of features of

the fiedld communications unit their former comm specidi,

Jasmin Ackbar, used to carry, but it was the biggest comm unit they could carry inconspicuoudy whilein
stormtrooper armor.

Runt tapped through a series of functions, grew impatient with the device, and traded places with Wes.
There, he could set the device on the ground and protrude its nose just beyond the building corner.
Findly he nodded. "We haveit," he whis-pered back at the others. "Their sgnd soundslike dispatch
information, but it is confusing. Set your corainksto oh-three-oh-seven-four if you want to hear.”
Wedge did s0, and immediately picked up the two guards traffic.

Oneof them, hisvoiceamdlow bass, said, "Light assault vehicle twelve to block aphatwo.”



The other, whose hoarse voice probably started in the baritone range, replied, "TIE four to block delta
gxteen."

"That's outsde your range.”

"Itisnot.”

"So you're crossing through the plasmawall and explod-

ing? Nice of you to concede a piece that way."

Uh... makethat TIE four to block deltatwelve."

"Heavy ergplacement onefireson TIE four. Scratch TIE

four."

"Damn. Target-paint heavy emplacement one.”

Wedge switched off the channel and looked at the others.

"Anyone recognize thet traffic ?"

Dianodded. Wedge imagined that she had to be quite un-comfortable with her brain tails stuffed up in
her stormtrooper helmet, but she hadn't made anoise of complaint. She said, "It's called Quadrant. It'sa
game out of the Imperial Academy. An old game, but it has recently become dl therage.”

Wedge asked, "Runt, is there a data transmission accom-panying that voca sgnal?' Runt shook his head.
Wedge snorted. "They're playing just by visudization.

Wonderful. We get the hangar guarded by intellectuds. All

right, here's how we play our game. Wes, Donos, you're

our shooters. Wes, march around to the far front corner

and stuate yoursdlf. We're not going to use acomlink

sgnd-it might be picked up. Well timeit. Y ou two set your

blasters to stun. Sync your chronos and fire at three minutes from sync... unlessyou hear or see anything
anomalous, in which case you duck under cover and try again at Sx min-utes. If no opportunity presents
itsdlf by Sx minutes, scrub the mission and get back here. Tainer, you go with Westo haul off the other
guard; Phanan, you take the place of the other guard. Runt, at thisend you'll haul off the unconscious
guard; Face, you'l take his place.”

It was along three minutes. Hafway through it, aflatbed skimmer hauling two stormtroopers and some
sort of laser ar-tillery piece cruised by the hangar. Wedge and the others flat-tened themsalves against the
building wall, but the skimmer's occupants didn't even glancein their direction.

Wedge saw Donos keeping a close eye on his chrono. At twenty seconds of three minutes, Donos pulled
his helmet off. At fifteen seconds, he checked his blaster rifle to make sure it was switched to stun and
ready to fire. At ten seconds, he peeked around the corner, and did so again at five seconds. Then,
precisaly on cue, he stepped around the corner.

The sound of the stun blast was impaossibly loud; Wedge was sureit could be heard off in the city of
Hullis. Wedge stayed flat against the wall while Runt and Face ran past him. Only then did he peek
around the corner, his own blaster ready in case his squadmates needed cover.

Runt almost tripped as he skidded to ahdt over the un-conscious form of histarget; he picked the man
up with inhu-man ease, dung him over his shoulder, and came charging back toward Wedge. Beyond
him, Kell arrived from the far corner, repeated his action with less speed and | ess pure strength, but was
dill swift. He arrived mere seconds behind Runt, his un-conscious cargo bouncing painfully across his
shoulder.

Now there were just two guardsin front of the hangar, an-gled toward one another, at attention. Wedge
checked his chrono. Fifteen seconds had passed, and the world was, cos-meticaly at least, the same as
it had been at the start of those brief seconds.

"Cadtin," he said.

"I'mway ahead of you," his computer and security expert informed him. "Helmets off, no traffic from their



control, I'm checking now for their orders and passcards. No passcards. That means atransmitted or
spoken password. Let's hopeit's transmitted. Hmm..."

Shdlla stayed in a crouch behind a self-powered tool cart. Not four steps avay was the doorway into the
motor-pool office. Two stormtroopers-she suspected they were the oneswho'd been in charge of the
vehicle shed ridden in-were within, one seated, both with helmets off. One, tall and fair-skinned, stood
by the door, holding a glass with blue liquid on the inside and condensation on the outside. The other,
apparently of average height and with skin as dark as Shalla's, was seated a the main termind, dictating
in abored tone. Shdlacould catch most of hiswords. It sounded like aroutine report, which made him
the ranking officer. "... without struggle. No charges ex-pended. Net expenditure skimmer fud, total of
seventy-eight klicks.

The other said something Shalladidn't catch. The sested man nodded, then continued, " On return, about
half aklick from base, stopped to offer aid to patrol of Sergeant-what was his name?"

The other one shrugged.

"I'll put a placeholder there for now. Sergeant Placeholder,

whose skimmer had broken down; gave him, his squadron,

and his prisoners, including Lieutenant Cothron, transporta-

tion to base. Additiona expenditure fud of hauling mass of

five extra prisoners and ten additiona stormtroopers-"

"Eleven," said the other man.

"Ten." The seated man thought about it. "Well, you were

paying attention and | wasn't. Eleven additiona stormtroop-

ers, distance of two kilometers.” He frowned, then shook his

head. "End of report. Let me go through and edit out redun-

dancies and program that placeholder to fetch the name of that

squad leader, and were done for the night.” But he didn't

reach for the keyboard yet. "Y ou're sure about the eleven

thing."

"I'msure”

Shadlla stood and walked, as confidently as though she were the base commander, to the door. She
shouldered aside the man standing there and tapped the door switch. The office door dropped into place
with the disconcerting suddenness of Imperia engineering.

Both men looked at her. The man sheld shoved aside said, ™Y ou know, it'sbeen along time sincel
taught a neff-herder like you some manners.”

"It'sgoing to beawhilelonger,” she said, and siwung the butt of her blaster into hisjaw. The man
dropped, splashing his glass of blue ae acrossthe floor.

The ranking officer was hafway out of his seet before she

shot him. The blaster shot took him in the chest, burning

through the armor and dropping him to thefloor.

Shefroze. She thought she had set the weapon to stun.

Then shewas hit from the Side as her first target dammed

into her, barely dowed by the blow she'd dedt him. Hisrush propelled her and bent her Ssdewaysover a
desk. If not for her armor, she'd have been impaled on the collection of trays, spikes, and knickknacks
littering its surface; instead, the force with which she hit the top of the desk smashed them flat.

Instead of struggling to get free, instead of wrestling with him for control of her blaster, which hisbig hand
now gripped, she braced hersalf with afree hand on one edge of the desk, ex-tended oneleg asfar as
she could, and then swept with it with al her strength. Her kick caught her assailant behind his knees and
knocked hislegs out from under him. He crashed to the floor, dragging her on top of him.

With his free hand, he reached for her throat. She aban-doned her grip on her blaster, swept aside his
hand, and, her striking hand formed into the flattest, tightest fist she could manage, struck at histhroat.
Her blow was hard and true. She felt hiswindpipe give way under it. Her opponent's eyes grew widein



sudden shock and he, too, released her blaster, clutching at histhroat with both hands.
She grabbed her weapon and stood away from him to
watch him die. He made strangling noises as hetried to draw

breath through achannel no longer capable of conveying it. He cast an imploring look her way, but she
shook her head; thisin-jury was beyond anything she could repair.

A sudden wave of trembling swept her. She knew it wasnt dl the aftereffects of adrendine. Two men
dead because sheld fouled up. Killing didn't bother her unduly; it was the act re-quired of awarrior in
wartime. But killing lecause of alapsein judgment... well, her father would not be proud of her.

She shook her head, willing away the unwanted vision of the old man's stern features, and tried to force
the trembling to stop. She stepped around the dying stormtrooper and hit the light switch on thewall.
Now the other hangar residents, if they looked over, would see adark and presumably unoccu-pied
office.

She made aquick checklist of thingsto do, and found that it had lengthened considerably because of her
mistake. Move the two bodiesinto the bed of the skimmer sheld comein on. Clean up this office so the
next person in didn't wonder about the spilled fluid and ravaged desk. File that ssormtrooper's re-port.
Repair her hemet comm system with components from one of these troopers helmets. Choose a
skimmer, perhgps the one she camein on, mark it out of serviceif possible, discon-nect its comm system
so that it couldn't be used to trace the skimmer or override its controls. And then stand by. All within
hearing of the men working, or playing cards, or doing what-ever they were doing at the back of the
motor-pool building... unless she chose to assault them, too.

She sighed. It was going to be along severa hours work... packed nestly into haf an hour or less of
avalabletime.

It took Castin another agonizing five-minute wait before he cracked the guards code. One of the two
guards had thirty-two classic Quadrant games recorded on his datapad-every move the games
master-level players had made, plus commen-tary by analysts who were far too serious about the game.
Thirty-two was aso, Castin pointed out, the number of daysin

the loca monthly calendar. He transmitted the name of the

match whose number corresponded to the day of the month, and the front personnel door opened right
up.

Wraith Squadron marched into the hangar in formation... aformation they lost as soon asthey saw the
hangar's contents. "Boss," Tainer said, "we have hit the jackpot.”

Wedge was, for once, grateful for the stormtrooper hel-met. It concealed his openmouthed surprise.

In the hangar was not acomplement of TIE fighters, but eight far more formidable, far faster TIE
interceptors.

Wedge took a moment to find hisvoice. "Even better. It'sthe pirate'slife for us, and these are better
pirate vehicles.

Come on, people, Phase Three, snap it up.”

Cadtin found the hangar's main computer termina at the back of the building. He brought up the main
menu and began looking a what was available to him. The others, once they were sure that the
roof-mounted holocams observing the hangar were positioned to view only the vehicles, clustered around
him.

Cadtin leaned back from his keyboard. "Good news and bad news, Commander.” "Let's hear it."

"| can get into this pretty easily, do everything I'm sup-posed to do from here.” "But 7'

"But, security seemsto be based on flag counting. For every anomaly in routine the computer registersa
marker, or flag, that it keeps track of. When flags grow too numerous at any one site, the computer
raisesan darm. It might send aroutine query, in which case an incorrect response would raise more
flags; it might just send investigators out. If this system workslike other, smilar Imperid systems, flags
have greater or lesser ‘weight' depending on just how anomalous they are. For ex-ample, a storage-room



door being unlocked a the wrong time will raise alittle flag, while the door into ahangar full of vau-able
interceptors being unlocked at the wrong timewill rasseabig one.”

Wedge nodded. "Have we dropped any flagsyet?!

"Probably not. We did open adoor, but the guards outside

have to have regular accessto the refresher, so | doubt that'saflag.”

"Very well." Wedge considered. They had to ready six of the interceptorsfor departure, disconnect any
tracer comm units functioning within them, sabotage the other two vehicles and perhaps the hangar, exit
the hangar, and cover tile separate escapes of the interceptor hijackers and the Wraiths who would be
departing on foot. "I assume, then, that achange in maintenance schedules would raise asmdler flag than
the holocams observing a bunch of anomalous pirates moving around their hangar.”

"That'safair assumption.”

"Then get into the base scheduler. Forge arequest for im-

mediate maintenance of this hangar's interceptors. Time-stamp it an hour or S0 ago. Assignittoa
fictitiouswork crew, or, if you can get into the personnel listings, a crew that's off-duty. Follow thisup
with an acknowledgment of the arrival of thework crew afew minutes ago. Then do the same thing with
arequest for servicing of the hangar's holocam system. Time-stamp that one earlier today, lower priority,
aso with an ac-knowledgement of arriva in the last few minutes.”

Cadtin managed the task within afew minutes, then switched off the hangar holocams. The Wraiths got to
work.

Cadtin tayed at the computer terminal and began work-ing on their escape distraction.

Wedge, Janson, Kdll, Runt, and Dia checked out the eight interceptors. All but Runt had some
experienceflying TIE fighters, Runt, as communications speciadist, used what gear he had to find and
disable dave circuitry that might enable the base commandersto saize control of the interceptors
remotely, then disabled automatic tracer systems built into the comm units.

Tyriaand Donos had what the others envioudly referred to

as"vanddism duty.” With the hangar mechanics own indus-

trid cutters, meta-shearing tools utilizing atight, focused

form of the same destructive energy that made blasters formi-

dable wegpons, they burned messages across the interior walls

of the hangar HAWK-BATSNEEDED THESE MORE THAN YOU! KNEEL

TO THEHAWKBATS, WORMS. GET OUT OR BE SORRY; THISPLANET IS

NOW OUR PROPERTY . Then there were some choice epithets, and Donossfairly artistic rendering of
ahawk-bat, one of the tena-cious flying predators of the duracrete canyons of Coruscant. Tyria added
some crestive misspellingsto her efforts.

When they were done, they |ooked over their handiwork. Donos nodded. "Pretty close to the work of
ego-ridden, semi-literate pirates," he decided.

Tyriasmiled. "Asaformer counterinsurgent, are you offended?"

He managed awry grin. But he was saved from answering by a sound-awarning pop across the comm
channel the Wraithswere using.

All the Wraiths stopped what they were doing and either donned their hlmets again or held pocket
commsup to listen.

Face's voice came acrossin awhisper. " Skimmer full of stormtroopers approaching. Not a hostile
attitude, but they're coming right here.”

Wedge replied, "Stay loose. Kegp usinformed.” He looked among the Wraiths. "Tyria, Donos, get on
the door. Be pre-pared to support Face and Phanan. The rest of you, what's our status 7

Kdl answered, "Fiveinterceptors prepped, Runt and | are on the last, no work yet on the two we were
going to sabotage.”

"Don't worry about the sabotage. If we're pressed for



time, well just blast them on our way-"

Phanan's voice camein over the corem " It's shift change.
They're supposed to drop off two and take us away. Faceis
talking to them. He's been listening to those Quadrant record-
ings and knowsthe guy'svoice. But-it's not going well-"

The next sound was the scream of blasters from outside.
Blagters, shouts, armored bodies hitting the duracrete.

6

Face had tried to be reasonable. "We're ready to go, Lieu-tenant. But our packs areinside. Permission
to goinsde and retrieve our packs."

The stormtrooper seated next to the skimmer pilot sounded contemptuous. "What idiot let you bring
unauthorized gear out on anormd sentry watch?”

Tactic When asked for information you don't have, try to present the asker with avariable he can define
himsalf. Face said, "The new one, sr. What's-his-name.”

"Bdawan?'

"That'shim, gr."

"Wel, hesanidiot. But sharing some kitchen duty with

you two might smarten you dl up. All right, you can get your unauthorized gear. Firgt, let'sfinishthis” The
officer turned to look at the bed of his skimmer; he nodded. Two stormtroopers stepped out. They stood
before Face and Phanan in the same stance of attention. Face said, "I relieve you of this pogt.”

Face swore to himself. That was a nonstandard phrase.

Tactic When obliged to participate in aritua you know noth-ing about, provide areason and grab dl the
Sympathy you can.

Face sad, "I-" And then he coughed, a deep, racking cough

that shook him. The coughs continued and bent him nearly

double. Still, he haf straightened severa times, sduting dl the while, the very picture of aman fighting to
do hisduty in the face of overwheming opposition.

If anything, the officer's contempt increased. "What is this man doing on duty? He should bein his
deathbed." Face heard Phanan say, "Dedicated.” "Oh, very well. Just give me the damned password.”
Phanan said, "Amelkin versus Tovath." That was the name of the classic Quadrant game that had given
them access to the hangar.

"What? The shift password, you idiot."

Tactic When no other options present themselves, shoot

everything in sight. Face straightened, grabbed the top edge of the chest armor of the stormtrooper
before him to hold him in place, and shot the man in the ssomach. Phanan shoved his own stormtrooper
back and fired, catching the man in the helmet.

Face dragged his dead or dying target to him, holding him up as ahuman shield, and, one-handed, swept
fire across the occupants of the skimmer. He saw at least two men, including the lieutenant, hit, but there
would till be only a split second before the stormtroopers brought their own weaponsinto line and fired-
To Face's and Phanan's blasts were added letha crossfire from the door into the hangar. Face hazarded
aglance. Two Wraiths stood there in stormtrooper armor-he couldn't tell who-and then advanced, firing
asthey came.

A bad tactic, Face thought, abandoning the shelter of the doorway, but he understood when their place
at the door was taken by more Wraiths.

The pilot of the skimmer banked up and avay from the

firing Wraiths, amaneuver sharp enough to shake the surviv-

ing sormtroopersin back but skillful enough to place the

skimmer's bottom between them and the Wraithsfor afew



long moments. The skimmer's maneuver carried it acrossthe
wide lane between buildings. It had to level out or smash into
the face of one of the buildings, but when it did soit wasfar
enough away, and moving fast enough, that the Wraiths con-
centrated firewas not so lethd. With all the blasts they poured

into the moving target, Face saw only one more strike a storm-trooper, and assumed that the anonymous
Wraith who fired it was Donos, their sniper. The skimmer made a corner and was gone.

The stormtrooper at the door was Wedge; his shout was distinctive. "Two, get the hangar doors open
and lock them that way; we can't afford for the central computer to lock them closed. Do you have a
digtraction ready?'

"My number two distraction isready. My best one will take a couple of minutes more.”

"Go with the number two. Then join Six, Eight, Nine, and

Eleven, get out of here on foot-"

Cadtin's voice rose in something like awhine. "But | was going to fly one of the interceptord”

"Fipe down. We only havefive. Move out in any direction but the one those stormtroopers took, running
in Imperia for-mation, and get in contact with Ten for whatever transport she can provide. Therest of
you, to your interceptors.”

"They have the hangar door open,” reported the skimmer pi-

lot, now standing at the corner of abuilding not far away. "I

can hear ion enginesingdefiring off. I've got my men scatter-

ing to firing pogtions. I-"

His next words werelost in the wail that rose al around him. It was the anguished cry of some
long-forgotten god, amoan that rattled his bones despite his armor; he saw trans-paristed viewports on
the buildings around him vibrate under the fury of that sound.

It was, in fact, the base's air-raid siren system, an anti-quated measure to inform every person on base
and anyone within severa klicksthat enemieswere coming by air. In the days when this base wasfirst
built, those enemies were the Em-pire; after the Empire took over, the base operators maintained the
system. Just in case.

And now the impaoss ble had happened, someone was at-

tacking the base from the sky. The stormtrooper saw columns

of light crisscrossthe sky in search of targets, then heard and

saw the base's huge automated turbocannons begin firing at

targetshigh up inthe air. He couldn't see the targets... but if the big guns werefiring, they were up there.
Digtracted by the aerid show, the stormtrooper did not see thefirst of the interceptors emerge from the
hangar.

Face broke formation to draw abreast of Castin as they trot-ted. He had to shout to be heard over the
grenwail. "Two, what did you do?"

Twao's body language momentarily suggested an aw-shucks

embarrassment. "'l found some of their old wargame projec-

tions about Imperid raids. They weren't under much security;

they were just archives. But | was able to patch the datainto

their sensor net, asthough it were data being received now, and

it triggered an automated response. Any second now-"

In the distance, two squadrons of TIE fighterslifted, rac-ing toward the sky and the presumed enemies
waiting there. Instead of continuing histhought, Castin just pointed. Face said, " Six, do we have anything
from Ten?'

"We have. Sheiscoming. We have given her our vector."

"Coded, | hope."



"Coded." The Wraiths codefor thismisson included a

very smple method for transmitting locations, in case their scramblers were decoded L ocations were
givenin standard Imperia grid format, but with the values reversed, south for north, east for west. It
might take only one visua check by stormtroopersto confirm that the locations were incorrect, but the
time tolerances for this misson were so tight that this might be al the help the Wraiths needed.

Kel and Phanan, the pilotsleast experienced with TIE

fighters-and experienced not at dl with TIE interceptors,

even in smulators-were the first to emerge from the hangar. Running close to the ground on repul sorlifts,
they crept out tentatively from the hangar'sinterior. Even with their caution, Phanan failed to decelerate
correctly and dowly glided into the building across the lane, stopping with abump.

Wedge, Janson, and Dia, more sure of their control over

the vehicles, emerged next. On Wedge's cue, they turned, ori-enting back toward the open hangar door,
and fired, destroy-ing the three interceptors remaining within. Then they turned up the lane and cut in their
twinion engines, acceerating far faster than their X-wings. Phanan and Kéell fdll into position behind them.
"Stay next to the ground,” Wedge ordered. "Keep repul-sorlifts running at full until 1 givetheword.” He
glanced over his sensors. They showed his small squad of five interceptors running at just above ground
leve, plus another thirty-six TIE fighters, three squadrons worth, rapidly ascending toward presumed
enemies,

One switch gave him access to the sensor data being broadcast by the base. 1t showed a sky crowded
with enemies. Initid telemetry identified them as somewhat antiquated TIE fighters and some other
Imperid-style support vehicles. Though they were Imperid vehicles, their sudden appearance, their
aggressive pattern of gpproach, and their lack of response to norma hails had caused the base computer
to flag them as probable unfriendlies. The three squadrons of base TIE fight-ers|ooked decidedly
overmatched in numbers, but as Wedge watched, another two squadrons rose to join them.
Asbuildingsflicked by right and left, Wedge |ocked down the broadcast sensor sgnd and transmitted its
sourceto the others. "All right, Wraiths. We're doing one pass, then we're going home." He pulled back
on the stick, popped up over the rooftops, and angled toward the source of that signal. The oth-ersfell
into formation behind him.

They came within firing range amogt ingtantly. Wedge linked hisfour lasersfor quad fire. The
interceptor's wegpons screen initiadly had alittle difficulty identifying the base's com-mand center, ahuge,
rounded bunker, astheintended target, but once it locked the target in, it managed to define the
build-ing, its bristling gun emplacements, and its numerous sensor emplacements as discrete targets.
Wedge tagged the nearest set of sensorsashisfirst target and said, "Fire."

The interceptors roared toward the bunker, their twenty

lasers acting asfive channds of destruction, laying waste to the

surface of the bunker, tearing through the sensor arrays and gun emplacements as though the meta were
S0 much paper. Wraith Squadron screamed across the bunker, mere meters above its now nearly molten
surface, and then banked off toward freedom.

There was now traffic on al the base'slanes-skimmers carry-ing stormtroopers to ready aress, civilian
workers running on foot, some of them only partialy dressed, to their duty stations.

But no one seemed inclined to question awel l-disciplined

group of five stormtroopers running with purpose.

Up ahead, two squads of stormtroopers, more than twenty, turned onto the Wraiths |ane and headed
toward them. "Stay dert,” Face said. "If they address us, respond on the run. If they challenge us, open
fireand run harder.”

But a skimmer with an enclosed bed turned onto the same lane behind the dual squadron and accel erated
into them, flat-tening some of the stormtroopers, knocking others hard out of the way. The skimmer
accdlerated toward the Wraiths, Runt said, "We think our ride has arrived.”



The skimmer pulled up and swerved asit settled, placing its port and rear sides between the Wraiths and
the nest of an-gry stormtroopers. The door was dready haf down when the skimmer touched the
ground.

"Good work, Ten," Face said. "1'11 take gunner position. Everyone elsein back." Face did into the seat
beside Shalla; therest trotted into the bed.

Face heard one of them, Donos from hisvoice, trip, fall, and swear. He glanced at Shalla. She shrugged.
"I had to leave a couple of casudties back there," she haf explained. A mo-ment later, thefirst of the
blaster shots from the pursuing stormtroopers hit the vehicle's rear and side armor, and Donos came over
the corem "Go go go!”

They exited viathe same gate by which they'd entered. Thistime,

though, they didn't stop to get authorization or for the guardsto

open the gates. Asthey approached at full speed, Face raked the guardhouse with blaster fire, forcing
the officer on duty to duck, preventing him from activating the magnetic locks, magnetic containment
fields, repul sor-activated land mines, or other traps the Imperiasroutingy had laid out for vehicles
gpproaching or departing abasein an unfriendly fashion.

They hit the spare meta gates, damming them open and off their hinges, and roared up the road out of
the base.

But amere half klick away, around the first of the bendsin the road and sheltered from sight by the very
hill Wedge had earlier used for reconnaissance, Shalla set the skimmer down again. The Wraiths
scrambled out. Shallakeyed acode into the keypad on the control panel and the skimmer rose once
more, winging off into the night toward the distant lights of the city.

"What courseisit taking?' Face asked.

Shalla shook her head. "I wrecked most of its higher

processes when | destroyed the comm system. All | was able to do was give it aballistic course toward
thecity.”

"That should be enough. Let's get out of sght.”

The Wrathswere in aditch, helmets off, only the eyesand

the tops of their heads showing, when the three pursuit skim-mersflew by, following the skimmer's
course.

A minute later, they were with Piggy at the Site of the civil-ian skimmer that had brought them here.
Captain Wanatte, till unconscious, was trussed up in back.

The Wraiths peeled out of their ssormtrooper armor, leav-ing them in sweat-drenched street clothing
appropriate to the world of Hamad. They quickly loaded al the armor compo-nentsinto a plastic crate
in the back of the skimmer. Then they boarded. "Back to the spaceport,” Face said. "Slowly. Sedately.
As befits abunch of tourists who've been off drinking and recresting al evening and are now too tired to
twitch."

Shalanodded. "Pretty close to an accurate description.”

Hawk-bat Base was situated on alarge spherical rock deep in the asteroid belt of the Halmad system.

Y ears before, it had been the Tonheld Mining Corpora

tion's Site A3, tasked with bringing high-quality metal's up from the depths of alarge asteroid formed
during the long-ago destruction of one of the Hamad system's outer planets. The asteroid had athick
outer shell of stone and a center made up mostly of cooled nickel and iron. Tonheld Mining
Corporation, al too efficient, had removed the mgority of the useful metals, leaving only those that were
trapped in veins and pock-ets within the stone shell. Then the company had dismantled its machinery and
housing modules and departed, leaving the Site deserted and cold for forty years.

Now, when approached by spacecraft, it fill seemed the same. Itsthick stone sheath, till intact, was
aufficient to block sensors from detecting the life-forms and vehicle emissions now within it.

Halfway down the main shaft, aside tunndl, once a stag-ing areafor the mining corporation, turned off at



aninety-degree angle, running paralld to the asteroid's surface. Thiswas now sedled off by aduracrete
plug perforated only by large motor-driven doors at either end.

Beyond, insde, where the side shaft was broadest and tallest, was the hangar area where the Hawk-bats
vehicles rested. There weretwo TIE fighters and five TIE interceptors, and the biggest vessel on Site, a
Xiytiar-classfreighter named Sungrass.

Among the least elegant of al cargo vessels serving in the gdaxy, the Xiytiar-classfreighter conssted of a
long blocky bow that was mostly cargo space, an equaly long connective spar in the middle, and a short
blocky component that was mostly engines at the stern. Sungrass didn't improve the vehicleling's
reputation for stylishness; scarcely a centimeter of its once-gleaming surface was unmarked by scrapes,
doppy paint-work, ion scoring from too-close passes alongside other ves-sdls, or old blaster burns.

But its hull was solid, its engines were recently rebuilt and in fine tune.

Onceit had belonged to an Imperid shipping corporation.

It had been in dry dock in arepair hangar when the entire site

was destroyed by elements of New Republic Intelligence. Its

bow cracked, its superstructure buried under the wreckage of the hangar, it had been reported as
destroyed by reconnais-sance units of the Empire. Now, after a couple of seasons of re-pair, it flew
again, its name changed, its history fabricated, its mission to support Wraith Squadron.

Onitsbridge, Wedge Antilles snorted. He supposed that was symbolic of the New Republic asawhole.
Making use of the Empire's castoffs, getting afew extrayears of functiondity out of them, amost dways
making do with scraps and crumbsin away that confounded the remnants of the Empire. Yet it wasafar
cry from the pretty vision of an Empire-free future that the New Republic still doggedly pursued. He
wondered if that image, where everything was new and gleaming and free of any memories of the Empire,
would ever come to pass.

He glanced over at the man in the captain's chair. Captain Vaton seemed idedly suited to command of
this ship. He, too, looked weethered and battered but still fit for many years of useful service. Hislong,
tanned face was unmemorable, though his eyes were sharp, possessed of intelligence. Wedge thought
that if they put him in ajanitor's uniform held blend right in with the service personnd of any New
Republic or Im-perid station, and wondered if the Wraiths might someday make use of that fact.

And, mercifully, he didn't apparently have aneed to hear himsdlf talk. He saw Wedge's side glance,
looked over in case Wedge were trying to get his attention, and when he saw that was not the case,
returned to the datapad on which he was ca-culating fud-massratios, al without saying awor d.
Wedge turned his attention to his Wraiths, visible through Sungrasss forward viewports, hard at work
painting the stolen interceptors. The one Tyriaand Kell worked on was now deco-rated with ared
Spiderweb pattern, adesign that was at once rakishly dangerous-looking and alittle unsettling. Phanan
and Face left the basic paint job of their interceptor unchanged but had added a ludicrous number of kill
slhouettesto the hull- including anumber of X-wing silhouettesto riva the genuinekills of Baron Fd, the
Empir€e's greatest ace after Darth Vader.

Shalaand Donos were painting theirs with fake blaster scor-

ings and had even painted the engine to look asthough it were

dightly askew, asif knocked out of dignment by enemy fire. Wedge wondered about the advisability of
that; it would proba-bly convince some enemies the interceptor was damaged, per-haps persuading
some opportunigtic pilotsto finish it off when otherwise they might treet it with more caution.

He decided not to interfere. It was an experiment. They'd see how the enemies responded to their
"damaged" interceptor.

His persona comlink crackled into life. "Commander."

"Yes, Runt."

"Narrareturning. ETA fifteen minutes.”

"Thank you. Please set up the conference module. Out.”



He exited Sungrass through its docking tube and passed

through the hangar, where the sharp smell of the paints

scratched at his sSnuses and the chatter of his pilots was so much more immediate. Good men and
women in abrief repite from making war. He wished such respites were the norm.

Then, passng their interceptor, he saw Tyriafinish an-other line of red spiderwebs, set her brush down
atop her paint can, and wrap her arms around Kell to kiss him.

Wedge stopped short, arebuke on hislips, areminder that public displays of affection were not
appropriate... and then he turned away and kept walking.

Such awarning might have been appropriate for other units, but not elite squadrons under his command.
There were no restrictions againgt relationships between pilots, even when there was some disparity
between their ranks, as was the case with Tyriaand Kell. There were no regulations against
demon-gtrations of affection in off-duty and most light-duty Stua-tions, such asthislittle painting exercise.
They were doing no wrong.

Then why was he so annoyed? Why had he been ready to drop kitchen duty on ether of them, had his
warning been protested?

He passed through the third set of motorized doors, lead-ing deeper into the shaft, into what Wraith
Squadron cdled the Trench.

It had been a squarish tunnel bored out of solid stone, a

draight shaft notable only for itsfeaturelessness. Now itstwo

wallswerelined with medium-sized locking cargo modules

stacked three high and stretching for some distance down the shaft. Some had been outfitted asliving
guarters, some as re-freshers, others as conference chambers or communications of-rices or storage
lockers. Roll-away staircases gave pilots easy access to the upper tiers of modules.

Face had been the first to note that if you flew atoy X-wing down between the rows of modules, the
shaft would look alittle like one of the deadly surface trenches of the origi-nd Death Star. Then, afew
days later, when returning from a scouting mission to the surface of Halmad, Wedge had discov-ered that
some joker had painted the shaft's celling black, except for the lights, and had strung strings of miniature
twin-kling lights here and there, creating anillusion of star-filled sky.

Wedge had |et the decoration stand. It was abad idea to interfere with things his pilots did to make a
gloomy place like thismore inhabitable, or, solong asit didn't interfere with morae or efficiency, with
thingsthey did to makether lives happier.

Y et held been ready to do just that afew moments ago, and he grew increasingly annoyed with himsalf
because he couldn't figure out why.

The main conference module was on the second tier of the |eft-hand bank of modules. He took the stairs
up and found Runt still there, still sweeping bottles and wrappers from someone'simpromptu medl into a
bag. Thelong-faced dien gave him a sdute before finishing up.

Wedge settled into a seat beside the main table. "Runt.”

Runt straightened. His ponytail svayed. "Sir."

"Do your minds ever confuse one another?"

Thedien grinned. At leadt, that was how Wedge and the others had learned to interpret it when Runt
pulled hislips back over his enormous teeth in an expression that looked more like a prelude to abiting
attack. "Y' es, Commander.

Often. If they were meant to be the same, and therefore easily comprehensible to one another, none of us
would have more than one.”

"Right... What do you do when one actsin a confusing manner and its answers don't redly explain why?'
Runt sobered and thought about it for amoment, taking

the opportunity to pick up one last piece of wrapping. "We have to remember that there are many paths
to every answer. The thought path. The emotion path. The memory path. The biology path-we cannot



rule out hormones and natural cy-cles. And every problem might be made up of combinations of those
four things™

"Good point." Wedge gave him anod, hisleave to depart.

And Runt might beright. He couldn't think of alogical reason to protest Tyrias show of affection. Nor
had witnessing akiss ever caused him emotiond turmoil in the past. He ruled out biology; he was not
irritable with fever, had experienced nothing to unsettle him.

That left emotion, and he dready knew what emotion held felt.

Or did he? He'd recognized irritation. Had it masked something else? He thought back over the incident,
Tyridsun-thinking affection .... Jealousy.

He shook his head, trying to dismiss the thought. Non-sense. There was nothing for him to be jed ous of.
Hed never entertained any notions about Tyria. Shewas, to be sure, physically atractive, but shewasa
very junior offi-cer under his command, and he preferred to steer clear of the extracomplicationsa
relationship like that might bring. Too, she wasjust not the type of woman he was drawn to; shewas a
little too unsure, too sef-criticdl.

Nor had hefdt any jealousy when it became obviousthat Kel and Tyriahad faleninlove. If any time
were the time to bejealous, that would have beenit. So it wasn't jealousy.

Except that waswhat he wasfeding. A hard little knot of envy.

Maybeit was just the fact that he had no one of hisown.

Every so often, he would indulge himself and wonder

about the man he would have been had his parents not died in

the mishap that had destroyed their refudling sation. Who

held be had he not turned first to smuggling, then to piloting

fighter craft for the Alliance and discovered atremendous apti-

tude for it. Had he not dedicated himsdlf to a cause that must

inevitably kill him. This other Wedge Antilles was probably

safein the Cordlian system, owner of achain of refuding sta-tions, with persond wedth and awaistband
measurement that expanded in relationship with one another, with awife and who knows how many
children. A happy man. That was the person Wedge was envious of.

Not that the real Wedge was unhappy. He was content... but alone. Probably best if he kept it that way.
Hed beaten the odds for so many years, yearsin which literaly hundreds of pi-lots he'd known had died
in battle around him, asthough they were living shiddsfor his X-wing. Someday hisluck would run out
and the deadly Statistics would catch up to him.

Y et marriage and family and some sort of normalcy could be his. All he had to do was accept Admira
Ackbar's offer of agenerdship and astaff postion.

Angrily he pushed the idea away. That was asdlfish thought. Hislife meant more as a pilot and squadron
commander than it would as a deskbound planner. More citizens of the New Re-public were dlive and
more Imperia enemies were dead be-cause he was the master of a pilot's yoke instead of a datapad. So
long asthat remained the case, he didn't have the right to accommodate himself or pursue hisown
wishes. "Wraith Threeto Wraith One."

Wedge jolted out of hisreverie and stared up into the face of Wes Janson. Behind Janson, Dia Passik
stood at attention. Wes was grinning, and even Dias stone face suggested amusement.

There were drinks, gtill in the bottle, on the table, with con-densation collecting on their surfaces. Wedge
hadn't even no-ticed whether it was Janson or Runt who had brought themiin.

Wedge cleared histhroat to cover his momentary discom-fiture, then asked, "What's the word from
Coruscant?'

"Wéll, they're cracking down hard on officers caught nap-ping on the job." Wes handed over asealed
case. "Orders.”

Wedge popped the sedl. From within the case he drew a datapad.



Diaasked, "Should | leave, Sr?

"No. Have asest. Y ou can bethe pilots officia spy for the moment. If theré's anything sensitive here, Il
discussit with Lieutenant Janson leter.”

Janson and Dia made themsel ves comfortabl e as Wedge scanned the text on the datapad.
"Congratulations on the raid on the base at Hamad. They seem to think that five intercep-torsis a better
haul than projections called for. Authorization to fund our continued operations from our pirate activities."
Janson said, "Whoa. Y ou don't see that very often.”

Diasbrow furrowed. "If | may ask, why isthat so

unusud ?'

"It'sthe place where alot of long-term secret operations go off course," Wedge said. "The mission
commander sets up a private means of income and funds his operations with it. Then he begins reporting
lessincome than he's actudly taking in. He stashes the surplus away somewhere or usesit for missons
not authorized by his control. Soon enough, he has some of his subordinates working with these
unauthorized activities, and they're coming up with more effective means of generating money-such as
spice smuggling-that will never get reported. Left long enough, an operation like this can become a
full-fledged crimina syndicate within afew years. That'swhy the New Republic, particularly Intelligence,
doesn't like doing that. They're putting alot of faithin us."

Janson glanced at Dia. "In us, he says. He actudly deludes himsdlf that anyone's reputation but Wedge
Antillessfigured into that equation.”

She managed another cooal little smile.

Wedge returned his attention to the orders. " Authoriza-tion to conceive and execute missions againgt the
Imperia and governmental forcesin the Halmad system and other systems.

In addition, we have a couple of missions hereto perform as

Wraith Squadron, strikesin collaboration with Rogue Squad-

ron and the Mon Remonda. And no word on replacement

X-wings." He shut down the datapad. " Pretty much as ex-

pected. Passik, questions?”’

"No, sr. Thank you for letting me stay, Sir.”

"I know dl about the relative value of fresh news. Dis-

missed.”

When she was gone, Janson said, "'1've got some of the

mad painters unloading the Narra. We came back with some

entertainment holos, some luxury holos, some more | D sets squeezed out of Intelligence, an interceptor
smulator module for the TIE-fighter smulator, and that passive sensor set you wanted to monitor the
Imperid base" "Good."

"Iseverything dl right?"

Wedge nodded. "Just fedling my years. Speaking of which,

| think 1'11 get in some smulator practice and beat up on the youngsters.”

"That'll make you fed better. It aways doesme.”

Wedge punched his persona code into the keypad located on the hatch of the TIE-fighter smulator.
Illstead of being located atop the ball-shaped cockpit, where the standard hatch was on real interceptors,
the amulator hatch was at the cockpit's stern, where the twin ion engines would normaly be mounted.
The hatch siwvung open. Beyond, a shadowy figure pointed a blaster at Wedge. Wedge dropped out of
reflex, rolled to the Sde, came up on hiskneeswith his own blaster in hand.

But no enemy emerged to fire upon him. He kept his own aim on the hatch and reached for his comlink.
"Isthere aproblem, Commander?' That was Face, lean-ing unconcerned against the X-wing smulator
only afew me-tersaway.

"Get down, therésahogtilein there-"



Face half ducked behind the corner of his smulator, then took another look. "I don't think so, Sir." His
mouth twitched, apartidly successful effort to hideasmile.

Wedge rose and came forward, leaned out far enough for aquick peek into the smulator cockpit, then
leaned in again for alonger look.

Hisintruder was an Ewok.

Not even aliving EwOKk. It was a stuffed toy the size and girth of area Ewok, and designed to look just
like one, but just atoy.

It was dressed in a scaled-down version of aNew Republic

fighter pilot's uniform, down to the authentic-looking suit sys-

tern control panel on his chest, helmet on his head, and blaster in his paw.

In his other paw was a datapad. Wedge retrieved it and looked at the message. It read

Lieutenant Kettch reporting for duO4, sir.

Y ub, yub, Commanded

Wedge shook his head sorrowfully. "Sometimes| miss my sanity.” Heretrieved the toy and handed it to
Face. "Ded with that."

Face, who was working so hard to repress alaugh that he couldn't speak, smply threw a salute and
escaped with the Ewok pilot.

"Transferred to Colonel Repnesss group?’ Laraglanced again over her orders and feigned ignorance. "'l
don't undergtand. | haven't completed my basic training set in X-wings. I'm going to get advanced training
now?'

The student leader of her own group, aredheaded man, barely out of boyhood, whom she could outfly
on thewors day of her lifeif she weren't shackled by the demands of the role she was playing, gave her
asuperior smile. "Y ou don't understand. Repness handles the remedials. Including you. Notsl, you've
washed out. All Repnessis, he'satemporary re-prieve for you. Thistime next week, you're going to be
an empty bunk."

"Lowan, youreagan."

"I'll forget you said that. Y ou'll be tossed out of here fast enough without my putting you on report.”
Larastared after him as he departed, and pictured atarget painted on his back, ablaster in her own
hand, and a sudden improvement in the average merit of this class of candidates.

But, no, that wouldn't be appropriate. Better ill to make her way to Zsinj's company, return asa
TIE-interceptor pilot, and flame Lowan in adogfight.

Then again, what if she came up againgt L ussatte, who was aso not her equa asa pilot but was not the
blemish Lowan was? A smple matter to vape her... but Larahad the uneasy fedling that such an action
would cause her alingering regret.

She shook off the feding. Transfer to another group meant transferring to another dormitory. It wastime
to pack.

7

If thisisareward, Face thought, | need to stop earning them.

He sat in weightlessness, strapped securely into the con-trol seat of one of the captured interceptors,
garing at sars and atiny, distant sun through the sarfighter's viewport. The image hadn't changed inan
hour, and the music he was playing on the fighter'sinternal speskerswas, on its eighth repetition, getting
on hisnerves. He resolved to carry more entertain-ments on missions, especialy those where keeping
corem S-lence was apriority.

Inabar in Hullis, Face had been the one to spot the freighter navigator whose hand trembled with more
than ea-gerness when the man reached for hisfirst drink of the night. He'd been the one to get the man so
drunk that discretion wasn't an option, and to listen to the fellow's rambling praise of his captain's

intelligence.



The ship the dcoholic navigator served on was the Barde-ria, and it hauled cargo on three-way runs out
of Hamad with an admirable record for avoiding pirates. With enough liquor in him, the navigator told
Face their secret for success. "L eave each system from arandom point, enter each system at aran-dom
point. Y our courses can't be plotted.”

"That makesfor pretty complicated courses," Face had said.

"Not realy. On arriva in each system, you first drop out of hyperspace just outside the outer planet's
orbit to sample the comm frequencies and get any pirate reports available, then make a course correction
and jump in where you want to arrive.”

"Ah. And thisfirg arrival, before you make your course correction, isto the same spot every time?”
"That'swhat kegpsthingssmple.”

Face was nice enough to make sure the man made it back to his ship when al the night's drinking was
done and the navi-gator was too far gone to recognize surroundings, friends, or his own festures. But first
Face played a hunch and assumed that aman doppy enough to reved acrucid detail to a stranger might
be doppy in other ways. He copied the encrypted con-tents of the fellow's datapad to his own, and
when back at Hawk-bat Base from thisintelligence-gathering run, he handed that data over to Castin
Donn. Castin cracked the code and the files yielded up no information about freighter routes... but did
have afile of specific locations just outside alarge number of planetary systems. It was asSmple matter to
find out to which planets Barderias next cargo run would take her.

The skin around Face's mouth itched, but he could not scratch it, even if hetook his Imperial pilot helmet
off. Hiswhole face was crisscrossed with horrible puckering scars- artificial ones, created by painting a
makeup chemicd across hisskin and letting it dry. His own genuine scar was not miss-ing; it was just
incorporated into the design of false scar tissue.

That red scar made things alittle difficult. Every disguise he wore had to concedl it or incorporateit. A
ample, if somewhat pricey, cosmetic skin abrasion and hacta trestment would dimi-nateit. But it was
part of him now, aconstant reminder of the debt he would never he able to pay off. Asachild star of
holo-dramas, he had unknowingly hel ped boost Imperia morale, promote Imperial projects, even
improve Imperia military re-cruitment. Crimes held never be ableto erase. The scar wastheliving sign of
those crimes. Look at me. | know what | did.

Regardless, dl the extra scars, the fase ones, made agood disguise, but they itched. And itched. While
the same music played over and over again.

His sensor board lit up as an eighth blip suddenly joined the seven waiting there in space. Barderiahad
arrived, within range of hisguns, of Wedge's.

His comm crackled as he reached for hisyoke. "Thisis One, targeting engines. Shields till down. Firing!™
As Face brought hisinterceptor around, he saw the bulk of Barderia, aboxy Cordlian freighter about a
hundred meterslong, below him and to his starboard. Green laser fire from apoint in space nearly two
klicks away was dancing across its stern. Face marveled at the speed of Wedge's response; the
commander hadn't been any closer to or oriented any better toward the freighter's arrival.

Face got hisgunslined up on the freighter, saw aturreted turbolaser swinging around to aminon
Wedge. He gritted histeeth, but that was not the ship's most dangerous remaining system. Heignored the
gun and targeted the ship's communi-cations array. He fired, hisfirst shot scoring the ship'shull, the
second turning the comm gear into molten metal and escaping gasin aminor explosion. Then, ashe
accelerated toward the vessel, he belatedly linked hislasers to quad fire and opened up on the
turbolaser.

Thisblast waslarger and much more satisfying, €liminat-ing the turret completely. Hisinterceptor and
Wedge's crossed one another in flyovers of the crippled vessel asthey visudly surveiled the damage.
"Thisis One. Engines out. No sign of atmosphere venting.

Hull integrity seemsto befine"

"Thisis Eight. Comm antenna down. Main wegpon



down. I'd cdll thisdefinitely astrong negotiating position. I'm
opening communications." He switched his comm frequency

to awide band including the range normally used by persona
comlinks and jumped his power setting up so persond systems
would be likely to receive him. He cleared histhroat in adeep
growl that was his mnemonic for this character's vocal man-
nerism, then said, hisvoice agravelly rumble, "Barderia, thisis
Genera Kargin of the ttawk-bat Independent Space Force. We
are saizing your vessdl. We are businessmen and will do no
harm to surrendering crew members, to whom | guarantee safe
passage into the hands of this system's rescue forces. But we are

rather short-tempered businessmen and any crewmen offering resistance will be brought back to our
base for adebriefing ses-son they will never forget... much less survive. Surrender your vessel and
prepare your docking ports for boarding... or prepare to breasthe vacuum.”

His response was not long in coming. A man'svoice, raspy and dismayed, replied, "Thisis Captain
Rhanken of the inde-pendent cargo vessel Barderia. | surrender my vessdl. Port and starboard docking
ports standing by."

It seemed like such asmall boarding party. Face, Castin, and Phanan, wearing only gray versions of the
standard TIE-fighter pilot's uniform, arrayed against whatever forces occupied the cargo ship. But five
sets of garfighter gunsin the hands of the other Wraiths kept Barderiain their sights, and the freighter,
lacking enginesto power its shields, stardrive, and weapons, would be easy prey to any one of them.
The Wraiths, led by avisbly trembling navigation and communications officer, the very man who had
inadvertently given Face the information held needed for this act of piracy, entered the freighter's spotless
bridge. Waiting there were other members of the bridge crew the captain, amiddle-aged, gray-ing man
with the ook of aformer Imperid officer about him, and ayounger chief pilot whose hard ook and
demeanor sug-gested that he was dso the ship's master at arms and would like nothing more than to
eradicate the pirates.

Facetook off hishemet, reveding his glorioudy horrible makeup job, and was rewarded with sudden
intakes of breeth from the two younger officers. 'l am," he said, "the glorious Generd Kargin, founder
and leader of the Hawk-bats." He kept hisvoice low, gravely. "Captain?"

The freighter's master did not saute, but he straightened with pained formdlity. " Captain Rhanken of the
Barderia"" "Captain?' Face injected anote of menaceinto hisvoice.

"And | am obliged to surrender this ship to you."

Face extended a hand. "Cargo manifest?'

The communications officer, jolted into action by the de-

mand, searched his uniform pocketsincreasingly franticaly until he found the object he was searching
for-adatapad, which he handed to Face.

Face handed it in turn to Castin. "Two, diceinto their master computer and find the cargo manifest there.
If it does not agree one hundred percent with thislist, we execute them dl.” Face turned his gaze back to
the captain. "Though | can beforgiving. If you anticipate any errorsin your list, you can tell me about
them now and avoid unpleasantness.”

Captain Rhanken met hiseyes unflinchingly. "I anticipate no problems. If my crew has done its customary
good work." He glanced a the communications officer. "Will there be a problem, Lieutenant?'

The communications officer, no master of concedling his emotions, went pale. "I d-d-don't recall whether
| called up thefinal inventory-match manifest or used last week's projected manifest, Sir.”

"Get thefind manifest and giveit to him. Just to be sure.”

"Yesdr." The officer bent to histask.

Interesting. Face had to work to keep both amusement and contempt from his expression. The captain



wanted to play the unerring officer and waswilling to let his subordinates as-sume responsibility for a
tactic that had to be the captain's own decision. Depending on the piratesinvolved, that could have led to
the lesser officer's death.

Long minutes passed while the officer brought up the cor-rect manifest and Castin verified it byScutting
through the com-puter's defenses and dicing hisway down to the origind file. They matched and Face
and Cadtin looked through their win-nings while Phanan kept the bridge officers under guard.

"Look at this," Face whispered. "Halmad Prime, shipped by the ton. Halmad's best and most expensive
grain dcohol. You can't get it on-planet except through the black market; they ship it to other Imperid
worlds as one of their mgjor ex-ports. Various medicines. Duracrete sprayers. Prefabricated shelters.
Well take al the Halmad Prime and a cross section of the medicines; that's about al we canload on
Sungrass. See anything else we need?’

"TIE fighter and interceptor parts.”

"What ? Where 7'

Cadtin turned his datapad so Face could see the screen. It showed adifferent inventory list. "I pulled this
off their com-puter when | was verifying the current manifest. It's an esti-mated inventory from the
second leg of their voyage. We could really use some spare parts and maintenance gear.”

"True, but our little raid here is bound to change their schedule for the rest of their mission.”

"But if we can figure out what they'll changeit to..."

"Good point." Face straightened and glared at the captain.

"Rhanken, have your cargo handlers assemble lots twenty-eight through one hundred twenty-seven and
two hundred at your cargo bay. Two, cal Sungrass and have them movein to accept ddlivery.”

"And then what?" asked Captain Rhanken.

"Thenweleave"

"Leaving usto drift, without communications, without

enough power to limp into the system, to die out here?"

Face gave him atight smile. "Y ou have escape pods suffi-cient to get amessage to your rescuers. But
well save you sometime and call in an emergency signa. Wouldn't want you to be inconvenienced. And
you can tell your fellow captains, whom I'll be meeting in the foreseeable future, that the Hawk-bats don't
kill. Unless were annoyed. Or become bored. They can take that under advisement.”

Colond Atton Repness, leader of the Screaming Wookiee train-ing squadron aboard the New Republic
frigate Tedevium, pointed the device at Laraasthough it were aminiature blaster.

She looked curioudly at it. It was shaped like astandard cylindrical comlink, but that's not what it was.
Shewas sure of this because sheld examined the device insde and out, and done far more than that,
when sheld broken into Repnesss quarters two days ago. "I'm sorry, sir. Should | be putting up my
hands? Or making a speech?’

Hesmiled. "Very funny. Thisisn't aweagpon. It just en-sures that we aren't being recorded.”

"Who would want to record us?'

The colond looked around, though he and Larawere the lightly furnished conference room's only
inhabitants. "Y ou'd be surprised. I'll just keep thison.”

"You'rethe colond." But, inwardly, she smiled. He wasn't spesking as a colonel; his mannerisms had
shifted, probably without him redizing it, to those of afriend. Or conspirator.

"Y ou're aware that your scores have come up since trans-ferring to the Screaming Wookiees." "Yes, gr."
"Whdl, thisisin part from improvement in your skills™"

"Only in part?' She affected surprise.

"Only in part." Repness pulled adatapad from a pocket

and did it over to her.

Thefileit displayed was her training record. But the scores from after her transfer were shown in two
columns, labeled "True' and "Adjusted.”



She gave him atroubled look. "I don't understand, sir. The "True' column would indicate that I'm il
faling. Just bardy faling. What are the adjusments from the other column?’

"Oh, I merely wanted your scoresto be higher.”

Shelet her features go dack, asif caught so far by surprise

that she didn't know how to react or what to say.

"You see" hesaid, "l think you have the potentia to be-come agood pilot. So I've temporarily adjusted
things to keep you from being booted. But | don't think you can do thiswith-out help. It will take ateam
effort... and you haven't been ateam player, have you?'

"Wdl, I'd... liketo be. | just don't know how. Things are so different here.”

"Excdlent! We could use you on my team. Working on my team callsfor some extra effort on your
part... but it comes with rewards you can't get from any other unit.”

And then he told her of amission. It would be amilk-run

training mission within the amosphere of the nearest unin-

habited planet in an A-wing. Her control boards would regis-

ter acriticd failure of the engines, which would overhest and

threaten detonation. She'd be ordered by Repnessto gect,

which she would-well after the trouble-free A-wing was

safely on the ground. Anion bomb detonated in the atmo-sphere would give investigators the evidence
they needed to corroborate the fighter's utter destruction, and arescue crew would pick her up well after
Repnesss crew ferried the expen-sive fighter away for salein some distant black-market port.
Laralistened, bored, to the whole inevitable ded, feigning puzzlement, shock, indignation, futile
resstance, and finally pained acceptance as the hopeless nature of her Stuation was made clear to her.
And she knew, with agrowing glee that was hard to con-cedl, that every word she and Repness said
was being sent, by the very device he thought was a transmission-detecting sweeper, to afile under a
forged pilot account on the frigate's main computer.

Contact Wraith Squadron for help when matters with Repness came to a head? Why bother, when she
could engineer his destruction and her own career's savation with far more panache than those pilots
could ever manage ?

It was adifferent star system-the Hmad system, well out-side the orbit of its outermost planet-but the
dtuaion wasvery familiar.

Captain Rhanken could not maintain an expression of im-perturbability the second time the Hawk-bats
boarded hisfreighter. His voice was one of pure despair "How did you know where we'd be?"

"We asked the right people," Face said. "Y our trade guild has a security breachinit | could pilot a Death
Star through.”

It was alie, abig one. Castin Donn had downloaded a number of the cargo ship's recordsthe last time
they were aboard, and covered histracks. The records didn't say how Barderia's master would adjust
his schedule to account for the act of piracy committed upon him... but they did show how he'd reacted
in the past to such situations. And now the Hawk-bats had taken him a second time, on hisreturn leg
home.

If the andlysts of the trade guild didn't believethelie, that

wasdl right; nothing would change. But if they did, they might

ingtitute a sweeping change in the guild's stlandards for secure transmissions and information flow.
Eventualy that would be an impediment to the Hawk-bats piracy, but in the short term, possibly aslong
asthe Hawk-bats were to exist as a pirate band, it would cause disruption and confusion in the guild,
changesthat New Republic Intelligence had a couple of agents ready to examine and take advantage of.
It was agood timeto be apirate.

Face said, "Rhanken, have your cargo handlers deposit | ots forty-three through seventy-nine at your



cargo door. Then well be on our way. Good doing busi ness with you again.”

When LaraNotsl examined the file containing the recording of Colonel Repnesss offer to her, it seemed
much larger than their conversation should have accounted for. Perhaps, she thought, he's been using his
transmission-detecting sweeper in conversations with others.

He had. In thefile were her conversation with Repness, plus the colonel's subsequent discussions with
oneof his"team" subordinates, an ingructor captain named Teprimal; in their talk, they noted details of
their plan for the hiding and subsequent sale of the A-wing.

And there was more. Laradiscovered, with glee mixed with ameasure of professiond horror, that
Repness tended to turn on his sweeper whenever doing his most private work at his computer terminal.
His paranoiaabout unseen listeners was his undoing, because he tended to mumble to himself,
ver-balizing his passwords and secret computer account names when working thisway.

Within minutes of listening to the recording, Lara could ac-cess dl of the man's recordings that concerned
hislucrative side business. It was a black-market business,’ well entrenched on Coruscant but just getting
under way on the training frigate Tedevium, in which cargo was diverted from itsintended
desti-nation-not even making it onto incoming-supplies manifests- and sold, profits making their way into
the pockets of Repness and histeam.

She found records of her own scores as a pilot trainee, plus those of adozen other pilots Repness had
subverted or tried to subvert thisway. Some, like Wraith Squadron's Tyria Sarkin, had refused to stedl
for him... but had been blackmailed into keeping silent. Others had joined histeam. The records didn't
indicate whether they had been willing or reluctant. Still oth-ers, pilot trainees Laraknew, were going
through the ensnaring process even now.

Therewas no sgn that Repness had any dliesin the Intel-

ligence divison of the armed forces, or in the Inspector-Generd's

office. Shewrote aletter to both Genera Cracken of Intelli-

gence and to the latter military divison. It read,

i am the unseen, the unknowabl e, the unstoppable.

no computer can stand before me. gates open for

me. back doors are reveded to me. knowledge willingly

gpoolsitsaf out for my inspection. i am thejedi of the

electronic world.

i havefound evil aboard tedevium. i have found cor-ruption. likethejedi, i shal cut it down.
examinethesefiles test them for integrity. you will

find they arethetruth.

go wherethesefileslead you.

do what you must do, asi do what i must do.

signed, white lancer

Shewent back in and inserted some random misspellings and some painful grammatical errors. When it
was done, it was, she decided, anote typica of code-dicers who performed anony-mous sabotage on
computer systems. The true extent of her computer skillswere not known on Tedevium, and those of
many other crewmen and pilot candidates were; many of them would be suspected of thisact, and in
order to boost their repu-tations, some would probably alow the investigators to be-lieve that they were,
infact, the secretive White Lancer.

To theletter, she attached Repness's recordings and al the passwords and account names she had so far
uncovered.

Then there were the files demonstrating how Repness had ensnared other pilots. She paused over those.
Best to expose al those pilots, she decided. Their careers would be ruined, at tremendous training cost
to the New Re-public-that is, the Rebd s-and this would help deplete the Empire's enemy of skilled
pilots. Besdes, if they became pilots, most of them would eventually diein action against Imperid pilots.



They were better off having their careers torpedoed. If they knew she'd done it to them, someday they'd
thank her for it.

Still her hands paused over the keyboard. Asachild, shed hoped to be a starfighter pilot. When shed
followed her par-ents career path instead, going into Imperid Intelligence, shed demondtrated kills
necessary to become a pilot and had undergone basic pilot training, which her controllers had de-cided
would be avauable side skill... and there sheld discov-ered a genuine love for flying. But her request for
permanent transfer to the pilot corps was denied. Her intelligence-rel ated skills were better and rarer than
her pilot's skills, so againgt her wishes sheld been obliged to stay in Intelligence. Believe us, it better this
way, her ingtructors had told her. Someday, you'll thank usfor this.

It came before her, the face of pilot candidate Bickey, in her class under Repness. Held been transferred
to theremedia training unit just days after Larahad. If Repnesskept trueto form, in just afew days,
Bickey would be approached on some similar scheme of theft. He was such ayoung, eager, boyish
pi-lot, anxious to demongtrate his skill and bravery. He had once said held prefer to die young, in battle
againg hisenemies, than old and content on afarm somewhere. No, he'd never thank her for what she
was about to do.

Uneasy, Lara attached her own file of scoresto the letter she was sending General Cracken, then
systematicaly destroyed the origina and backup filesimplicating other pilots and pilot candidates now
sarving. Let them die asthey choose, shetold hersdf. Let them dieaspilots.

She arranged for the package of |etter and filesto make its way through secret routes to the offices of
General Cracken. It would be at his headquarters office and under the eyes of one of his subordinates by
day'send.

Which left her onething to do today.

Shelooked at the sweeper in Repness's hand and |et an expres-sion of contempt cross her face. " Careful
asaways, aen't we, Atton?"

The colond looked around, conceaing nervousness, though the classroom was empty of other personnel.
"You'll address me as Colonel Repness and show respect.”

"I'll address you as Colondl Bantha Sweat and show you whatever | want.”

Helooked at her, mouth open, but didn't respond immedi-ately. Lara pressed on "I've decided not to
join your team, Repness. I'm not going to steal an A-wing for you. Infact, I'm going to tell your superiors
about what you're up to."

He managed to laugh. "That won't do you much good.

There's no proof. And that's the end of your flying career.

Y oull never Sitinacockpit again. Think about what the rest of your lifewill belike."

"l don't care. | can live without flying. | can't live without honor.” For amoment, she was troubled asthe
unwelcome possibility flashed through her mind that the words sheld just spoken had come from her true
sdf, not the role she was play-ing. She suppressed the thought, shoving it aside. "That's the end of your
career.”

"I don't think s0. When they ook over your psychologica profile-anew onel'll be working up over the
next few days- and see what acompulsive liar you are, they wouldn't bedieve you if you told them that
hard vacuum is bad for thelungs"

She gave him amocking smile. "And you think I'll give you thosefew daysto fasify my records?"
"Certainly. You'll bedeeping." Hisblow was so fast that she saw it only asablur. Hisfist struck her high
on the cheek. She fdt her skin part under the force of the blow.

Everything went white, her vision gone, sudden shock de-priving her of most of her senses. She drifted a
moment, aware that she may have overplayed this hand, and dimly felt her back and head hit the floor. It
should have hurt, but it didn't.

Her vison cleared alittle, momentarily, and al she saw was Repness standing over her, hisleg dravn
back.



Then his booted foot swung forward to connect with her temple and that was the last she knew.

The X-wings of Wraith Squadron-the eight snubfighters re-maining in the unit-made one pass before the
bridge of the Mon Calamari cruiser, waggling S-foils as ashow of respect, then curved around smartly
and lined up, by pairs, for their ap-proach to the vessel's portside landing bay.

Wedge and histemporary wingman, Face, werefirst through the magcon field separating pressurized
hangar from depressurized space, first to see the reception party that awaited them in the one clear area
tucked in among a sea of X-wings and shuttles. Wedge cut in his repul sors and reduced power to his
main engines, settling into adow glide forward, and was pleased to see Face mimicking his maneuver
precisely. They settled onto thefirst pair of landing zones, facing the crowd that had gathered there, and
brought their canopies up in unison.

Rogue Squadron stood before them, arrayed as precisay asafiring squad. In front of theline of pilot s
was General Han Solo, uncomfortable-looking in his New Republic uniform, his expres-sion a cocked
smilethat had to be from relief at seeing Wedge.

Wedge climbed down from his cockpit and removed his helmet. He could fed aswell as hear the
repulsorlift whine of the other Wraiths arriving, plusthe distant metalic chatter of powered tools being
used on repairs. That, and the smell of fuel and lubricants, of ozone coming off the magcon shield, made
this hangar more comfortable and homey than any set of quar-ters \Wedge had occupied.

He approached Solo and threw a precise saute. "Com-mander Wedge Antilles and Wraith Squadron
reporting for duty, Sir."

Solo'sreturn sdlute was far less military. "Welcome

aboard Mon Remonda. Let's get therest of your pilotsin... so

| can get out of thistorture suit,”

Wedge affected surprise. "But, Sir, | was just going to say how smart you looked in your uniform. | think
we ought to stay here, in uniform, a couple of hours so the holographers can capture theimage. You
know, for the historians.”

Solo'sgrin didn't waver, but his expression was suddenly somehow different. Something like an animal
backed into acorner. He kept histone cheery. "Wedge, | think I'm going to have you killed."

"Yes, gr. | trust you'll wear your dress uniform for an event like that.”

Han dumped in mock surrender. "Y ou know, with my his-tory, 1'd be the laughingstock of the New
Republicif 1 ever brought one of my officers up on charges of insubordination.”

"Yes, gr, | was sort of counting on that.”

Oncethe other pilots had landed and their X-wings were

shut down, it was handshakes al around. Wedge introduced Rogues to Wraiths, and met Captain
Onoma, Mon Caamari master of the Mon Remonda

On the walk down from the hangar to the officers quar-ters, through hallways that seemed more organic
than con-structed with their smooth curves and eye-pleasing rather than industrial colors, Solo filled
Wedge in on some pertinent facts. "Mon Remonda officialy has four fighter squadrons assigned to her.
The fighter squadrons are Rogue; Wraith; Polearm; an A-wing unit; and Nova, a B-wing squadron. Of
course, you Wraiths are usualy out on long patrols. In practice, of course, Rogue, Nova, and Polearm
have been doing al the work while you Wraiths play pirate.”

"|sthet irritation or envy in your voice?"

"Envy. Want to trade”?'

"NO."

"Y ou could boss thiswhole anti-Zsinj task force. | could arrange for ageneraship for you." "No."
Solo sighed tolerantly. "Anyway, we've been cruising at the theoretical borders of so-called
Zsinj-controlled space.

When our scouting missonsor Intelligence auxiliariesreport a

good target, we go in and blow it up. We aso assemble dataon



probable movements of Iron Fit, hoping to determine her

home port or predict her next destination. So far we're not

having much luck on that front, though we're pursuing data and leads as aggressively aswe can.”

"Y ou might actualy want to pursueleadsalittle less ag-

gressvely than that, if you get my drift.”

Solo led the parade of pilotsinto alarge personnel turbo-lift, which carried them downward into the
vesd'sinterior. "What do you mean?'

"Zsnj usesalot of intelligence-oriented techniques. If he's planting any of the leads you're following, he
may be building up a profile of how Mon Remonda respondsto lesked infor-mation. Once hehasa
reliable profile in place, he can drop the exact type and quantity of information to lead you into the kind
of trap not even acruiser like this comes out of."

Solo whigtled. "Good point. The data we've been getting

has been so fragmentary, so difficult to piece together, that we

haven't had any reason to believe any of it was fabricated. But

if we assumethat Zsinj demands apretty high leve of perfor-

mance even of enemy anayss-"

"He does. If you'd like, | can have my intelligence specid-

ig-ShdlaNdprin, you met her in the hangar-"

"y es"

"| can have her analyze the data you've been getting

and your responsesto it to seeif you're exhibiting any sort of pattern.”

"I'll have it sent to the terminal in her quarters.” Solo now no longer looked uncomfortable. He looked
serious and in-tent, and finally seemed the officer hisuniform said hewas.

Face came out of the turbolift behind Diaand one of the Rogues, a Twi'!ek who had been introduced as
Nawara Ven, and overheard the Rogue try to start up a conversation. Face didn't understand the words,
assumed they werein Twi'leki, the language of Ryloth, homeworld of the Twi'leks.

But Dias response was not in the same tongue. Her voice was emotionless. " Spesk Basic, please.”
NawaraVen took a second to compose himsdlf. "I'm sorry. | said, we must get together sometime at
your conve-nienceto talk."

"About whet?'

"About home. About our experiences as Twi'leksin the armed forces.”

"Rylotb waswhere | was born, but then it spat me out, made me property of an Imperia crime-syndicate
leader.

Ryloth isnot my home. | don't have ahome. And | doubt our experiences have been smilar. Unless
you've been adave.”

"Wall, no, but-"

"Then weve probably exhausted available topics of con-versation.” She picked up the pace and moved
up away from the Rogue.

Nawaraturned to the other Rogue Twi'lek pilot, alarger man with the upright, aggressive posture of a
warrior. Face remembered that he had been introduced as Td'dira

Td'dirashrugged and gave Nawaraalittle smile. "I think you lost that case, Counsdlor.”

"l don't think | was ever even in the courtroom.”

Face was judt getting settled into the quarters he'd be sharing with Myn Donos when his comlink blipped.
It was Wedge's voice "Lieutenant Loran, report to Commander Antilles."

"Yes gr."

When he arrived in Wedge's quarters, his commander was

seated behind afold-down desk and scowling over adatapad. Face saluted. Wedge returned it absently
and gestured for him to Sit, al without looking up.



Wedge said, "The LaraNots| Stuation seemsto be. . . resolved.”

Facefelt alittle coldness sttle in his ssomach. "That sounds pretty ominous, Sir."

Wedge findly met hiseyes. "Wdl, not asominous as al that. She gppears to have dropped the heavy
end of the ham-mer on Colond Repness... without involving you or Phanan. Or indicating in any way that
thiswasasetup.” "Sir?"

"I'vejust received her record, because she has put in appli-cations for transfer to Rogue Squadron or
Wraith Squadron.

According to this document, Repness attempted to recruit her

to hisunit of black-market thieves, she refused, he assaulted her and had her drugged out of commission,
aprisoner intheinfirmary... but amystery code-dicer aboard Tedevium caught Repnesss activitiesin
recordings and forwarded them to Intel-ligence. They moved in and seized Repness before any further
harm could cometo her.”

Face thought that over. "But if she otherwise kept to the plan, then her scoreswould probably not let her
graduate.”

"Right. According to this, when she was recuperating from Repnesss attack on her, shetold Tedevium's
command-ing officer that deciding to oppose Repness had settled some problems sheld had, some issues
remaining from the destruc-tion of the colony where sheldd grown up. Sheinssted on achanceto
demongtrate those changes, and the training officers decided to giveit to her. She went through an
accelerated train-ing regimen and vaped it. Even averaging those results with her earlier scores|et her
graduate-and her efficiency profile puts her within the range suitable for inclusion in my units.”

"I'm glad to heer it."

"Both Rogue Squadron and Wraith Squadron are at

full pilot strength, S0 neither unit needs her. However, she has been assigned-and thisisfitting-Colondl
Repnesss persona X-wing."

Face snorted. "An act of revenge on the part of Tedevium's commander?”

"Probably. Tedevium's new commander is Generd Crespin, from Folor Base, and that soundsjust like
his sense of humor. It's also possible that Repness's snubfighter was considered bad luck-you know how
superdtitious some pilots are. So, anyway, I'll be bringing her into Wraith Squadron to help boost our
complement of shubfighters.” "That's great news, Sir."

Wedge gave him achallenging look. "Y our job, and Phanan's, isto make sure that it stays grest news,
Face."

"Yes gr."

"Y ou're awfully subdued, Face. Y our sarcasm generator

not getting any power?"

"Something likethat, sir."

"Relieved that thiswhole LaraNotsi| situation hasn't shot your career into ablack hole or made an enemy
of Generd Cracken?’

"Yes gar.”

"Well, I'll inform the smartmouths in the Wraiths that

you're temporarily easy pickingsfor them. Dismissed.”

8

"She has just been assigned to Wraith Squadron, whichis

aboard Mon Remonda,” said Generd Méelvar.

He and the warlord were donein Iron Fist's officers lounge. Y et the lounge wasfull of the noise of
leisure and plessure- pilots chatting, glasses clinking, drinks pouring-al part of an ambient-noise
recording Zsinj usudly played at such times.

The warlord froze with hisdrink hafway to his mouth. Md-var could smell the drink; it was agood
Coruscant brandy. But Mevar knew that this had to be a synthesized substitute, acohol-free; despite



appearances, Zsinj never drank whilein command of aship. Y et he would knock down shot after shot of
the synthesized stuff and dlow his subordinates to believe that he was getting drunk, and his body
language and speech would confirm that analys's.

Zsin) sad, "But that's perfect. Arrange for her to give us Mon Remonda's course and schedule. Well
destroy it, and Genera Solo, and those most annoying X-wing units. For aprize likethat, I'll set Gara
Petothd up for life and give her whatever position on Iron Fist shewants." "Other than mine, | hope.”
"Including yours." Zsinj amiled. "1'11 find something even better for you.”

"The problem is, we're not yet in contact with her. It took us some time to put together avisual image of
her, and more time to compare it againgt and disqualify al current female pi-lotsin Antilless squadrons,
and even moretimeto traceit to LaraNotsl, apilot candidate in training. She'd extensively changed her
gppearance.” "Wise of her."

"And then she was on atraining frigate at an unknown lo-cation, and then in custody there, and thenin an
advanced training program there under intense scrutiny. We've been ableto follow her... but never
approach her."

Zsinj merely blinked a him. His expression said, How nice that you have a problem. Now solveit.

"So wevefound one of her relatives. The relative will make contact for us.”

"A relative of Gara Petothe 7'

"No, of LaraNotsil, the woman whaose identity she took.

The community where she grew up, New Oldtown-"

Zsinj shuddered. " Surely you're joking about that name.”

"On Aidivy. It was blasted out of existence by Admira

Trigit when it refused to offer him supplies”

"You're sure he didn't destroy it because of that name."

"Since he'sdead, I'll have trouble asking him. Anyway,

one of therea LaraNotsl's siblings, from New Oldtown-"

"Don't ever say that name again. It annoys me."

"-returned home after spending months at anaval job under an assumed name. He was supposed to be
sarving timein ajail in his hometown-whose-name-is-nevermore-to-be-said.”

"So you recruited him."

"I have an agent with him, teaching him to eat with imple-

ments, wear shoes, and pretend that Gara Petothel ishissster. HEl be transmitting a message saying,
'I'm dive, understand you are the same.” With enough subtext that shelll have no problem figuring out
what'sgoing on.”

"Good. Be speedy with this, Mdvar. | want Mon Re-monda off my trail as soon as possible. Its crew
and pilots are too lucky and too efficient by far. Their continued existence threatens to be very expensive
tome"

The world shown on the briefing room's holoprojector was not a promising one. A medium-sized chunk
of reddish-brown rock with afew dark seasthrown in for contragt, it circled around ayellow star notable
only for itsaverageness.

Wedge, on the dai's, gestured to atiny bright spot on the world's surface. "Thisistheworld Lavisar, and
thispoint isits chief port city, Syward. According to Lavisar's centrd library, the planet was once part of
amuch larger very-high-gravity world, one that was destroyed in aseries of asteroid collisions,

Lavisar was gected. It'saworld where heavy metals are abun-dant, with mining and refining industriesto
match, plus a strong economic basein shipbuilding.”

"Just the sort of world Zsinj loves," said Face. At aques-tioning look from Rogue Squadron pilot Corran
Horn, he ex-plained, "We stumbled across the edges of afinancia empire belonging to Zsinj, one no one
knew about previoudy. He likesfairly innocuous worlds that have strong economies, and he usualy owns
at least one business there under an assumed name-a different name with each world. It might be that he



wants to have afdlback position in case these worlds decide to side with the New Republic-his business
would gill be @bleto help fund hismilitary ectivities

Wedge continued, "And recent data supportsthe ideathat Lavisar isone of these worlds. Although the
world isjust outside what we think of as Zsinj-occupied space, arecently captured transmission, which
our Intelligence people have decrypted, indicatesthat thereisa Raptor unit in Syward, set up inthemain
congiruction plant of Skyrung Manufacturing, alicensee builder of Lambda-class shuttles.”

The Raptors were Zsinj's dite enforcement units. Better trained and better equipped than Imperid
stormtroopers, they were the most commonly seen and recognized symbol of Zsinj's power, much asthe
ubiquitous TIE fighter was the uni-versal symbol of Imperia domination.

"So what isthe plan?' asked Td'dira, one of Rogue Squadron's Twi'lek pilots. "Aerid strike, commando
grike, or acombination of the two?"'

"Maybe neither. Shdla, let's have your report.”

Shdlastood, apparently alittle nervous under the scrutiny

of the Rogues. "I did an analysis of theway Mon Remonda

and her task force have been responding to various outside

stimuli-captured transmissions, confessions of captured

Zsn] personnel, that sort of thing-not including officia or-

dersfrom the New Republic. Thiswas against the possibility

that Zsinj has been leaking information to gauge our re-

sponses. And athough there is some variation in response

time, thistask force shows a pretty consistent set of responses. Each stimulusis graded as high priority,
medium, low, and of possible interest-those are my terms, not those of the task force's officer corps-and
aresponseisassigned according to grade. High priority, for example aresponseto adistresscall froma
New Republic ship that is nearby and under attack, will yield, without variation, an assault force of asze
caculated to be margindly superior to the enemy force, sent in a straight-line path from Mon Remonda's
current location to the Site of thetrouble. A stimulus likethisone, the Lavisar signd, will in-evitably call
for aground team to confirm the Signal sourceisatarget, followed by an aerid strike." She shrugged asif
in apology. "These responses have been predictable.” She sat down and began fidgeting.

"And predictability,” said Corran Horn, "getsyou killed."

"Then what should we do?' That was Gavin Darklighter, the Rogues pilot from Tatooine, a
brown-haired young man whose innocent features and country-boy demeanor belied his combat
experience. "Instead of an aerial strike, send flowers and sweets?"

"It's better than going inasusud,” Shdlasaid. "It would confuse them.”

Asyr, the Bothan flier, who sat beside Gavin with her arm upon his, shook her head, rippling her fur. "But
at thefirst point we don't respond predictably, wetip Zsinj off that were onto him."

Wedge smiled at her, and it was a hard-edged smile. "Wdl-

cometo the dilemmas of command. Y ou'reright. Now, let's

meake the Situation even worse. After | received Shdlas-wait amoment.” Hetook his comlink from its
clipand spokeintoit. "Yes?'

The Rogues and Wraiths heard a murmur from the com-link's speaker but could not make out the words.
Wedge sad, "Yes, by dl means. A good timefor it." He returned the deviceto itsclip. "After Shalla
made her preliminary report on this matter to me thismorning, Generd Solo, Captain Celchu, and | went
over the data of Mort Remonda's mission so far. Intelli-gence reports are very sketchy, but indicate that
in at least five of the Sitesthistask force has attacked in recent sorties, Raptor movements have
drastically increased and been quite public immediately after the sorties. Anyone want to hazard aguess
o

There was no immediate response. Then the Rogues ex-ecutive officer, Nawara Ven, raised ahand. "Go
ahead.”

"If Zainj wantsto lead us around and gauge our re-gponses, he hasto do so by giving up targetsfor usto
attack. Until amoment ago, | was assuming he was giving up targets he owned or occupied, places that



weren't very important to him. But that wouldn't necessarily result in more public Rap-tor activity after the
rads" Hefrowned in concentration. "But if he were planting evidence that Stesthat didn't belong to him
actudly did..."

Tyriasaid, "Then wed be assaulting sites he wouldn't par-ticularly mind being hit.”

Nawara gave her acloselook. "Even worse. If they were planets and facilities held been trying to add to
hisempire by diplomacy, but failing, our attacks would have knocked down their defenses drastically.
Leaving them open to easier con-quest by Zsin ... or at least further negotiation with him, and not from a
position of strength.”

Face put hishand on his head to quell a sudden threaten-ing headache. "'Y ou're saying that the task force
has been do-ing hiswork for him. All in the name of running down every lead.”

Wedge nodded. "Very possibly. Further examination of

available dataon Lavisar's central library computer indicates that the population has a strong independent
stresk, which accounts, more than anything else, for its continued lack of interest in joining the New
Republic or Zsinj, or rgoining the Empire, which lost control of the planet after the Emperor's deeth.

"So our task isto respond predictably to this'stimulus,’ as Shdla putsit, without doing Zsinj'swork for
him, and without setting oursalves up for Zsinj'sinevitable trgp. Hobbie, thiswas your idea.”

The mournful-faced second-in-command of the Rogues stood uneasily. “Zsinj has every confidence that
we can pene-trate standard planetary defenses and get our snubfighters and support crewsto the
surface. We generaly do. So my ideawas to send down aground crew, plant a bomb on the side of
their main sensor station, and set it off... and it doesn't destroy the emplacement. They keep full sensors.”
Gavin Darklighter frowned. "Wait aminute, wait amin-ute. So we go blasting down toward the planet
and they're completely aware of our gpproach 7'

Hobbie nodded. "And they send up their forces and we turn tail, having been repelled by the mighty
defendersof Lavisar.”

That got laughter from most of the pilots.

"Rogue Squadron doesn't run,” said Corran Horn, dead-

pan. "Unlessweredly, redly haveto.” That got more laughter.

"No," said Wedge, "thiswill be Wraith Squadron's mission.”

"We don't mind running,” Face said. "Even when we don't haveto.”

"Moreimportantly,” Wedge continued, "we need to es-tablish that Wraith Squadron isindeed on Mon
Remonda

Every chance we get, we have to support the deception that we're here all the time. So-hold on, here's
someone | want you to meset."

The door at the back of the briefing chamber finished hissng

up and open. In walked awoman in standard New Republic

pilot'sunifo rm, ill carrying her helmet and bag of posses-

sions. Face recognized Lara, despite the bandage she wore on her left cheek. He waved her over and
she headed hisway.

Wedge continued, "Rogues, Wraiths, I'd like to introduce you to Lara Notsil, newest pilot in Wraith
Squadron. She hasn't seen any action yet, but she's already brought clown a black-market ring operating
on aNew Republic training frigate.

That's a pretty good start.”

Over the other pilots applause, Lara settled in beside Face. He decided that she looked weary, probably
from her long flight in, but dert. "Thank you," she said. "But before anyone fed sthat hisown sddine
businessisthreatened, let mejust say that | am susceptibleto bribes.”

That got a chuckle, and Wes Janson drew a hand over his brow asif relieved.

Wedge waved to return everyone's attention to him. "Back to Lavisar, the subject at hand... we will be
sending down an Intelligence team, to plant our dud of abomb... and to stay there after our task force



leaves the area. We're going to take Shalla's analyses and present them to the planetary governor. Try to
persuade him that Zsinj was setting him up and that we, in our pragmatic mercifulness, let him go. Maybe
hell be grateful. Maybe helll sde with the New Republic. Second best would be him remaining with the
Empire. . . but asacon-firmed enemy of Zsin;."

Face sad, "That's pretty dangerous for our agents on the ground, isn't it?"

Wedge nodded. " Only one member of the team will make contact with the governor. Itl be avolunteer
from our Intelli-gence pool. If he or she doesn't return... the rest of the team will tranamit the bad news
and decide whether to stage arescue operation or just try to get offworld.”

"Helikes sunfruit liqueur,” Larasaid.

Wedge stared at her. "Come again?'

"Governor Carmal of Lavisar. Helikes sunfruit liqueur. | mean, just having some asapresent for him
might help alittle bit.”

"How do you know this?'

She shifted, alittle uncertain under the directness of

Wedge's gare. "When | was making my living on Coruscant, | worked for a shipping company,
processing datafor them. Lavisar wasin their records as'lost by separation,’ aterm meaning the
company had trade relations with them before Coruscant fell to the New Republic but not afterward.
Therewasalot of dataon worlds and companies'lost by separation,’ including information that the New
Republic doesn't have be-causeit's trade-specific, so the company representatives might have adightly
eas er time resuming rel ations once contact was made again.”

"Good to know. Do you have some sort of perfect memory?'

"Wel, atrick memory. Miscellaneousfacts, trivia, Satigti-ca information, they dl get pulled into my head
and stay there forever. I'm not so good with faces, but | can tell you al the of-ficid holidays of more than
fifty worlds, and some holidays from another five hundred or s0."

"Interesting.”" Wedge turned to Squeaky, the 3PO unit

with mismatched gold and silver body parts, who lurked, as

was his custom, at the back of the briefing hal. "We-"

"You don't need to say it," the droid said, histone admon-ishing. "We need sunfruit liqueur. And,
doubtless, some of the good stuff from atropica world that knows how to turn it out, not one of the
Coruscant synthetics. I'll get to work on it with my customary efficiency.”

"Wadl, inthat case, let'swrap things up with our custom-ary efficiency. The squadrons senior staff will be
putting to-gether the mission praofile, but anyone who wants to earn some extra points can work up his
own version of this approach-balk-and-run mission, and welll take the best parts of what we get.
Questions? No? That'sall."

"A moment of your time, sir?' Tyria Sarkin stood in the door-way to Wedge's quarters. She looked
digtinctly unhappy.

"Of course. Comein."

She declined to Sit, instead standing at ease-though her

tense pose suggested that relaxation wasimpossible for her.

"Sir, there arelots of rumors about Hight Officer Notsil and that black-market ring." "'Y es?

"And | think you ought to know..." An expression of dismay struggled across her face, but she managed
to banishiit. "No, you should have known sometime ago, and I'm sorry | didn't tell you. But you need to
know that you might lose me asapilot.”

"Why?"

"Because Nots| wasn't thefirst pilot candidate Major

Rep-Colond Repness came to with this sarfighter-steding scheme.”

Wedge regarded her steadily. A number of puzzle pieces suddenly clicked into place. Face's and
Phanan's personal in-volvement in this Repness matter. Phanan had talked of afor-mer trainee who'd



spilled the story of Repness's black-market activitiesto him... but had hinted that this trainee had washed
out and had met Phanan on Coruscant.

Hewondered if Tyriahad been part of Phanan and Face's

plan al dong. No; she was unskilled at deception, an honest

Spirit who took no satisfaction in lying. A refreshing change

from most of the other Wraiths. "Y ou didn't-"

"No, gr. | didn't stedl anything for him. But | did some-

thing just asbad. | let him blackmail meinto keeping quiet. |

could haveturned him in, opposed him theway Notsl did...

but | didn't." Her shamewas evident in her expresson. "Rep-

ness was an obsessive record keeper, sir. He has records of my

scores. He can prove that he doctored them to let me pass. And

when that happens, they're going to vape my flying careen”

Wedge sighed. "In theface of evidence likethat, | doubt I'll be able to offer you much protection.”

"I'm not here to ask for protection, sir. Thereisno protec-tion. But | thought you ought to know-so you
can prepare for itmthat there's a possibility that 1'm going to be yanked from the squadron.”

"l understand. But |et's say Repness doesn't accuse you.

That he getsin touch with you privately and says, 'l cantorp

your career, but | won't. All you haveto do is send me afew credsto help pay my legal team for my
defense™

Shetook that hurdle without hesitation. "If he asks for one credit, Sir, he doesn't get it. Let him turn mein
and be damned.”

"Youresure

"I'm pogitive. I'm not going to let him have even the most

tenuous of leashes on me. No more. Not ever.”

Hewas slent along moment. A shame she hadn't come to him right away upon joining Wraith
Squadron'straining pro-gram. If she had done so, he could have-

Could have? No, perhaps he had done so. Just after join-ing the Wraith Squadron, FHight Officer Sarkin
had come to him, not knowing who, further up along any officia channels, might be part of Repnesss
organization. Wedge had assigned Face and Phanan to find someone to act as bait, and within weeks
they'd clone so, in the hospital on Borleias. It was his plan, aswell as Face and Phanan's, that had sent
LaraNots| to Tedevium and Colondl Repness.

The one thing that made him uncomfortable about this a-tered history was that he would be taking credit
for initiating a plan actudly brought into being by two of his subordinates... but the results would be worth
thislittle deception. "Hight Officer Sarkin.”

She heard the change in his voice and snapped to atten-tion. "Sir."

"Y ou're too good a pilot for the squadron to lose you thisway."

"I'm at the bottom of the squadron rankings, sir.”

"No longer true. One of the new pilots has taken over that

sngular honor, at least temporarily. And even if it were true, the so-called worst Wraith is one of the
gaaxy's most danger-ous opponents by any standard, € se he or she wouldn't be in the squadron.”

"Ume”

"That didn't call for aresponse. Now, thisisadirect or-der If anyone comesto you with questions about
your dealings with Repness, you will give no answers. Ingtead, tell him you are under orders, from me,
not to discuss the matter-until he has cometo talk to me. Do you understand?'

"| understand the order, Sir, but not what it means.”

"What it meansisthat you're going to be with the Wraiths until you die or you decide to transfer-not until
someone out-side the unit decides you're not one of us. Now, dismissed.”



Startled, she saluted and fled.

Wedge sat back. His story would survive interrogation up

until the time anyone involved was caled on to testify, but hisgut feding wasthat it wouldn't go that far. If
it did, neither he nor his subordinates would commit perjury, and so they'd be in for punishment from the
investigators ... But they'd al en-dured such punishment before. And would again, to retain the skillsand
loyaty and comradeship of apilot like Tyria Sarkin.

LaraNotsil paused just inside the broad opening to Mon Re-monda’s port hangar doors. Just stepping
into the hangar was entering a different world.

The high-pitched whine of repulsorlift engines being tested cut into her. It was awel come noise now, one
sheld come to appreciate. Less welcome was the cold that accompanied it. The great doors at the
hangar'sfar end were open, the cham-ber's atmosphere held in only by its magnetic containment field,
and magcon was not an insulator-heat fled through the field into the vacuum of space. Outside the
amaosphere, fighter hangars tended to be chilly places.

The hangar was occupied by twenty-one X-wings, and they'd been settled in tight to one another. Taking
off without grazing an adjacent snubfighter would be aminor challenge. But that appeared to be
characterigtic of Commander Wedge Antilles-never letting his pilots grow complacent, even with such a
sampletask astaking off for amisson.

She headed toward her X-wing. Asthe last squadron pilot to land, she wasin the rear of the packed
formation, nearest the magcon shield, so sheld be among the firgt to take off. Shewaved & various
Wraith and Rogue pilots, who acknowledged her with waves of their own, shouts of encouragement, or
mock disparagement.

Shedidn't know what to make of them or how they were reacting to thismission.

Themission itse If made perfect sense. Go in, stage afailed assaullt, try not to kill anyone-but defend
yourself with al necessary force-and then get out safely. Let Zsinj jump to the wrong conclusion, that
they'd fouled up and been driven off.

What was different, what was wrong, wasthe lack of dis-gppointment among the Wraiths. Admira
Trigit's TIE-fighter pilots would have accepted such amisson with just as much discipline, but they would
have been relentlesdy unhappy about the restrictions againgt unnecessary elimination of the enemy. How
can you reach therank of ace, establish aname, gain fame as afighter pilot, without killing the enemy?
And the very prospect of leaving an armed enemy alive would have been repdlent.

But these Rebd pilotstook the restriction in good grace, and their relaxed attitude about it ssemed to be
genuine,

That, more than anything, bothered her about this unit.

The Rebd pilots were supposed to be barely restrained mad dogs. Sure, she'd met severd at the hospita
on Borleiaswho didn't match that profile, but those were men and women recu-perating from injuries,
anxious to have some rest and recre-ation. But these Wraiths and Rogues were gearing up for combat.
Their desireto diminate the enemy should have been strong in them.

Perhaps Imperid evauations of Rebe pilots were smply wrong. Not even accidentally wrong-just
distorted to provide the Imperid pilots with more and better motivation to fight fiercely. Imperid pilots
were, in fact, kept at ahoned edge of fe-rocity, held at abarely contained level of fury that sometimes
boiled out into violence at inappropriate times-in their quar-ters, with their families, on leave. By
comparison, these X-wing pilots seemed emotiondly quite hedthy.

She shook her head. That had been a treasonous thought, dangerous to awoman who would be once
again working for Imperia forcesin the near future. Shetried to banishit.

She climbed the ladder to her snubfighter's cockpit. A Mon Remonda mechanic was up there on the
fusdlage, making sure the R2 unit tucked in behind the cockpit was securely attached. "Y ou've got a
beauty here" the man said.

The R2 unit emitted a chirpy series of musical notes, ac-knowledgment of the compliment.



She stepped up into the cockpit and settled into her pilot's couch. "Brand-new from the factory.” It was
true; Colonel Repness could requisition new gear whenever ashipment was delivered to histraining
squadron, and gpparently did. Her R2 unit, nicknamed Tonin, "Little Atton" in the Basic diaect of Aidivy,
since sheld had its memory purged, was brand-new and unscathed, its base color a pretty silver white, its
trim color an arterid red. It was loaded with severd bells and whistles of top-of-the-line units. Warlord
Zsnj's quartermaster would doubtlessfed alittle flicker of gratitude when she handed it over to him.
"Best of luck, pilot."

"Thanks"

Moments later, she had her helmet on and canopy down

and was going through her power-up checklist. Four engines showing green, full power-Repness had
made sure his per-sona X-wing wasin tip-top shape, too. She still needed the me-chanicsto move the
pilot's couch forward; it was adjusted as far forward as it would go, and she had to extend hersdlf alittle
uncomfortably when handling rudder pedas. Repness had been atall man.

Her comlink crackled into life. It was Wedge's voice " All right, Rogues, Wraiths. Call 'em out in order.”
"Rogue One, ready."

"Rogue Two, four lit and in the green.”

"Rogue Three, ready to dance.”

Only the Wraithswould be going asfar asLavisar. The

Rogues would accompany them asfar asthe Lavisar system's outermost planetary ring, and would wait
there. If, though odds were againgt it, thismisson wasaZsinj trap against Mon Remonda, the Rogues
would be ready to jump in and give Zsinj's forces a surprise they might not be ready to withstand.

A sudden chill passed through her, one not even her insu-lated pilot's suit and cockpit hester could
immediatdly dispel. The Wraiths were supposed to fireafew shots, even land afew hitsif they thought
they could do so without unnecessarily tak-ing life, and then flee.

But anything could happen. A laser blast aimed at asolar wing array could miss and hull agtarfighter's
cockpit. A sud-den maneuver could startle a TIE-fighter pilot into veering Straight into the path of one of
hisfelows,

Laradidn't want to kill today, and it wasn't for the appar-ently atruistic reasons demonstrated by the
Wraiths. If shekilled an Imperid pilot, how would she be regarded when she returned to Imperia
employ?

"Wraith Twelve, ready for lift." That was Piggy's mechani-cal voice. Shed left anoteto hersdlf, inthe
portions of her mind that were so usefully automatic, for hisvoice to cue her own re-sponse. She shook
away al the thoughts distracting her and said, "Wraith Thirteen, four green and topped off."

"Exit by current formation, by proximity to the magcon field, then form up by wingsand units.” That made
her fird.

She began to run through the checklist in her mind that covered repulsorlift backing, rotating, exiting this
type of facility-but no, it was not agood ideato overintellectuaize among these pilots. She took the
pilot's yoke, engaged the repulsorlift, and pulled up and backward with a smooth mo-tion, beginning her
rotation before she was two metersinto the air. She smoothly cruised through the magcon field, which
per-mitted her passage without the dightest discernible resistance. And shewasin space.

Not for thefirgt time; shed flown training missions with the Y -wings of Screaming Wookieetraining
squadron after Repnesss arrest, had soloed in both Y -wings and Repness's X-wing, had flown her own
choice of course to rendezvous with Mort Remonda. But thiswas her first action.

She continued with repulsorlifts and rose until her stern pointed into empty space well above the entrance
to the hangar, then engaged her thrust engines and pulled smoothly away from the Mon Cadamari cruiser.
Smooth, and by the numbers-but she was still acutely aware of the eyesthat were and would be upon
her.

Moments later, Wedge pulled beside and dightly ahead



of her, and Face Loran took up position on the other side of

the commander, drawn back level with her. Asthe ninth pilot of aunit that normally flew by paired
wingmen, Lara had been assigned as the temporary third member of an existing pair.

They'd timed their arriva so that the face of Lavisar featuring its capital city, Syward, would be dead
ahead when they emerged from hyperspace. And so it was When the dazzling light show that wasthe
end of ahyperspace jump faded, the Wraiths were aimed squarely at the portion of Lavisar's red-brown
face that featured the largest recogni zable glowing dot. Off to their star-board and ahead was the planet's
largest moon, black in the eclipse shadow of the planet. The moon's gravity well, whose influence
extended into hyperspace, had, asthey'd intended it to, plucked them back into real-space. Whilethis
close to the moon, they would not be able to reenter hyperspace, and asthey got closer to the planet's
surface, the Situation got even trickier; Lavisar had anumber of moons, al of them large enough to hinder
hyperspace jumps.

"Grest placement, Twelve." Wedge'svoice agan. "All

right. We should have afive-to-ten-minute window before they

can bring online any secondary sensor arrays worth worrying

about. Remember, you'll be aming for acomplex three times

aslong aswide, featuring sky-blue buildings-"

"Leader, thisisEight." Facesvoice. "Visud sensors on the Syward military base show TIE fighters
scrambling. | seetwo full squadrons mohilizing. They're wearing planetary de-fense colors.”

"They can't be coming after us, Eight. Their sensors-can you visudly scan their main sensor Sation?”
"Working on it, Leader."

Larasmiled. Though their transmissions were encrypted, she had to assume the Wraithswould beusing a
code sequence that had been in use for awhile-one whose useful lifetime was nearing an end. If the
planetary defenders recorded enough of these transmissions and could crack them, the Wraiths
pre-scripted dial ogue would sound perfectly normal for abotched mission in progress.

"Tonin, scan norma Imperid frequencies,” she said. " Send anything you hear that soundslike pilot traffic
to my helmet comlink. When Wraith transmissonsand Imperid transmissions conflict, continue recording
the Imperid transmissions but let me hear only the Wraiths."

Thedigplay unit set asde for communication with the as-tromech popped up with aquick reply
UNDERSTOOD.

And damost immediately she began to hear faint, fuzzy transmissons, garbled words "-ming up. Deploy
by figs";

"---file suggests till in approach vec-"

"Leader, Eight. Visua sensors show the ground sensor complex intact. There ssemsto be some scoring
damage on the northeast wall and civilian crewsthere. It looks like our ground team fouled up.”

Even distorted by New Republic comm equipment, Wedge's voice was hard. "They're going to be sorry
they got back to us. They'll wish they only had Lavisar authoritiesto ded with. Wraiths, come about in
formation. Twelve, confirm and then transmit our escape vector.” "Twelve, understood.”

The Wraiths began adow sweep, bringing them around toward deep space again, taking them back out
the way they had come.

"-trol indicates enemy forceisflee-"; "Stay in forma-tion, we're chasing them al the way-"; "-like banthas
to the hunters. Stay tight."

Larafrowned. That |ast transmission had not sounded right. “Tonin, can you plot the origins of the
Imperid trans-missons you've received so far?!

APPROXIMATELY.

"Do 0. Put them up on my sensor board.”

Her sensor screen, which previoudy had shown only the

two nearby planetary bodies and a single blue blip represent-ing all the Wraiths, now added two fuzzy



red fields-one at the p lanet's surface, one near the nearest moon's surface a a point not too distant from
the Wraiths escape vector. The fields wa-vered as the astromech continuoudly reca culated probable
points of origin and projected them onto the screen.

"Tonin, subtract the Lavisar transmissons from the image.”

DONE.

"Transmit theimage to Wraith Leader's R2 and ask him to put it on his sensor screen.”

DONE.

She activated her comm system. "L eader, thisis Thirteen. I'm picking up indications that we have
company ahead. Proba-bly the garrison of alunar station.”

"Understood, Thirteen. Good work. Wraiths, break to starboard on my lead. Twelve, give usanew
escape course.”

"Twelve, understood.”

Wedge rolled out to starboard, a course that would take the

Wraiths past one of Lavisar's secondary moons-and keep them within troublesome gravity wells, unable
to jJump to hyperspace, even longer, but now the shortest course away from the planet and new enemies.
Larafollowed, her maneuver as smooth asthat of the commander's other wingman.

New activity on the sensor board asingle red blip distanc-ing itself from the primary moon, heading
toward the Wraiths on an intercept course. As Larawatched, the blip became two, one ahead, one
lagging behind. She adjusted the display to zoom in on theimage and saw that the forward blip was
registering asafull squad of TIE fighters, moving at maxi-mum speed, while the rear blip wasfour units
"unknown type" with a75 percent probability that they were Lambda-class shuttles.

That made sense. A manufacturer making Lambda-type vehicles probably had a production combat
model, one with heavier armor and equipped with heavy guns, to supplement its space forces.

"Wraiths, thisis Leader. My astromech calculates that the lunar unit will be on us before we clear the
gravity well of that second moon. Once they encounter us-assuming we engage them-well have about
three minutes before the planetary units catch up to us. Misson Order Oneisrescinded. Engage and
eliminate the lunar force with all digpatch. Then form up and get back to our escape course. Twelve?”!

"I have aflexible escape course plotted, lacking only the

crucid variable-the exact point we join up and prepare to

exit.”

"Good. Get ready.”

9

When theincoming TIE fighterswere only a handful of kilo-meters away, Wedge announced, " Sfoilsto
attack position. Break by pairs, choose your targets, make it fast." He suited action to words by rolling
out, asmooth maneuver that carried him directly toward the enemy force.

Larafollowed suit, with Face Loran asplit second late but equally sure-handed. The sound of someone's
bresthing, harsh and ragged, filled her ears, then she redlized she was listening to herself. She forced her
breathing to dow, forced hersdlf to concentrate.

Thefirst part would be a head-on confrontation between TIEs and X-wings, the two forces gpproaching
at maximum speed, firing as they came. Once the lines crossed, the more ma-neuverable TIE fighters
would whip around to try to get on the dower X-wings talls-smple strategy. And the X-wing pilots
would be doing everything they could, using dl their combined experience, to shake this deadly pursuit.
She put al shield power to her bow shields for the head-to-head approach. Wedge and Face had to
have done the same by now.

That was an interesting thought. Wedge Antilles, flying



mere meters ahead of her with no power to his stern shields. She could put a quad-linked laser blast into
his engines and erase his name, so hated by Imperid pilots, from the roster of New Republic warriors.
Rebe warriors, that is. Then-what? Take out Face Loran with an identical shot, transmit a surrender to
the Lavisar forces, get an escort down to the planet's surface... and live the rest of her life in the fame that
belonged to the pilot who shot down Wedge Antilles.

Such an odd fedling. Wedge Antilleswas under her guns, yet he trusted her with hislife.

He had no reason not to, of course. But he did. No one had in-how long? Forever.

She could diminate him with atwitch of thefinger.

It should have been tempting. Y et, somehow, it wasn't.

Such an attack would be treacherous.

She laughed. Listen to yoursdlf. Theré's no such thing astreachery. Only efficiency. That was one of the
basic tenets of Imperid Intelligence, and she had lived by those words.

But at a certain point she had decided that Admira Apwar Trigit was treacherous. Hed chosen to
sacrifice ashipload of dedicated servicemen so their vessal would not fal into the hands of the New
Republic, and she had engineered his de-struction because of that decision. She had taken revenge on
him for aconcept as ssimple, and as out of place for an Intelli-gence officer, as persond honor.

Tonin beeped awarning. The range meter dropped to two kilometers, the distance at which New
Republic targeting sys-tems could begin to place shotsin an dmost accurate fashion. The numbers
continued to drop, and Wedge and Face both fired, their red laser blasts, quad-linked beams of pure
destruc-tion, lashing out toward Lavisar's defenders.

Her breath became ragged again as something, afog that thoughts couldn't quite penetrate, closed down
over her brain. Defend your wingman. Can't kill Imperia pilots. The price on Wedge Antilles head means
years of security. Zsinj isthe same as Trigit.

She switched her lasersto singlefire, fast cycle, which

would alow her to fire an amost continuous stream of [ow-

powered blasts, and brought up her targeting computer. Imme-diately the system's yellow brackets
seitled in ajittery fashion around one of the oncoming TIE fighters and turned green, indi-cating alock.
The cockpit audio system howled in confirmation.

Reflexively, shefired. Her red |laser streaked past the on-coming TIE fighter, but she held the stick down
and the system cycled, blast after blast emerging. She shook the yoke in her hand, spraying fire around as
though using anozzle to water a patch of grass, and saw one of the beams strike home, charring aholein
the starfighter's port solar array wing.

It was so close-she tried to keep her spray of fire concen-

trated on it, and then there was a tremendous bang and her

X-wing shook from bow to stern. The module holding the

S+ail configuration switch popped out of its housing and

dropped before her eyes, swaying there, held to the upper bank of controls by wires.

She swatted it out of the way, tried to look out the view-ports, at the diagnostic display, at the sensor
display al at the sametime. The viewport showed Wedge rolling out up and to port. She gave up on the
viewscreens and followed. "Tonin, give me aloud beep if were badly hit." No beep.

"Good job, Thirteen.” That was Three, she thought.

"That'saconfirmed kill."

"Thanks, Three." Hiswords hovered outside the shield of stray thoughts that seemed to be insulating her
brain.

Behind-the enemy would be coming up behind. She

looked back, saw only the top of Tonin's dome head, and

checked the sensors again. Y es, two TIE fighters were coming

around fadt, trying to take up positions behind her. But they

were making abroad loop to do it, perhaps intimidated by the

firepower they'd just come through. She could try to cut hard

to starboard and might be in position for another head-to-



head by the time they got their gunsfixed on her-

No. Her job wasto follow her wingman. Protect him.

Wedge cut hard to starboard. She followed, her turn not

quite as precise. The maneuver was too much for the X-wing's
inertial compensator and the metal box holding the Sfoil con-
figuration switch swung on itswires, damming into the Sde of

her helmet. Sheignored it, tried to stay with her leader, and held to his port rear quarter, though space
opened up between them. A glance out her own port viewport showed Face there, struggling to maintain
formation.

A green laser blast appeared, blindingly bright, between her and Face. Wedge finished his maneuver,
firing aready at the two oncoming TIE fighters. Laratried to place her target-ing brackets on one of the
two, couldn't manage it-the star-fighter was too maneuverable, jittering out of the way. She fired anyway,
her spray of single-shot lasers dicing through vacuum near the TIE fighter's starboard wing.

TheTIE pilot jerked away from the bombardment of red fire, drifted to port . . . Sraight into Wedge
Antilless quad-linked blast. The quartet of lasers diced cleanly through the fighter's spherical cockpit.
The TIE fighter disappeared in aglorious explosion of red, orange, and yellow, and Lara heard clanks
and pings as her X-wing diced through the cloud.

There were a so the echoes of ascream. Larashook her head. She couldn't have heard the pilot.

Unless he was tranamitting. "Tonin, cut my reception of Imperia comm traffic at once."

DONE.

"Two for Leader, onefor Thirteen.” That was Two again. Lara swatted at hisintrusive voice asthough it
were that damned configuration switch. Shetried to find the other TIE fighter on her sensors, but the
closest enemy was outbound, head toward the cloud of red blips representing the two full squadrons
from Lavisar's surface.

Infact, dl theremaining TIE fighters-five of them-were outbound.

"Wraiths, Leader. Form up. Twelve, make your cacula-tions and get us out of here. | makeit lessthan a
minute before they overtake us. Give me status reports by number.”

"Thisis Three. No kills. Minor damage to port topsde fuzid engine. I'm shutting it down." "Four. Two
kills. No damage.”

It wasthere, battering at her head asingstently as the switch housing swinging into her helmet, athought
that wouldn't et her go. Zsinj isthe same as Trigit. Why had she thought that?

Because it was true. Raptor forces had not risen againgt the Wraiths. Had this been a Zsinj-controlled
planet, Raptors would have been thefirst forces up-they had to maintain their reputation for brutality and
efficiency. So thisworld was independent and the intercepted Raptor transmission afalselead, asthe
Wraiths had said.

And sincetheforces of Lavisar weren't set up for the Wraiths-else there would have been alot more of
them-thiswas just what Commander Antilles had said aplan by Zsinj to have New Republic-- Rebd.

* Rebd forces hurt the planer's defenses, maybe knock

them down. So Zsinj could movein, either as a conqueror or adefending hero. Those two choices were
the same Zsinj in control.

She wanted to admire the plan, especidly asit extended to the other worlds Mon Remonda had been
assaulting. It was clever, efficient.

But those pilots, who'd just been sacrificed, who'd died to satisfy Zsinj's sense of efficiency. It waslike
Admird Trigit. And it wasn't-

"Thirteen."

* honorable. Therewas no honor init.

And thelast fifteen years of Gara Petothdl'slife closed in around Lara Notsil like a coffin. Her parents



work for Impe-ria Intelligence. Their arrest and execution for unspecified treason. How Gara had hated
them, missed them. How she'd learned, so eagerly, and demonstrated such loyaty, so that nothing like
that would ever happen to her. "Thirteen.”

All her life, shed known not to believe the Rebels and their smpligtically optimistic propaganda. Now she
could no longer put her faith in the forces that had taken her, trained her, shaped her. There was nothing
for her.

Tonin'sirritable begping findly caught her atention.

LEADER WANTSTO KNOW IF YOU'RE HURT.

"Oh. Uh..." She keyed her comlink. "Sorry, Leader. Thir-teen reporting-" She finally scanned her
diagnogtic board.

"Forward shields down to forty-seven percent but climbing. |

think | took ahit in that first head-to-head. Some gauges out.”

She grabbed the Sfoil switch whereit hung and switched it. Her S-foilsdid not close up into cruise
configuration. "S-foil actuator seemsto be out. And | think I hit my head.”

"Drop your shield, you don't need it. Don't worry about your Sfoils. Just acknowledge receipt of the
new course and prepare to enter it on my mark.”

"Understood, Leader. Um, I've received the course and it checks out.”

"Three, | want you to engage hyperdrive five seconds after the rest of the squad launches, in case battle
damage has knocked out anyonés drive." "Got it, One."

"On my mark, three, two, one... Jump."

They returned to Mon Remonda's port hangar much asthey'd | eft it, alittle more battered, with Piggy's
fuselage scored by alaser graze, with Laras S-foils unable to assume cruise posi-tion, but otherwise
unhurt.

Laraclimbed out into a chaotic sea of backdaps and em-braces, handshakes and congratul ations.
Everyone seemed to move in dow motion. Words were dowed, admost incomprehens ble, and sounds
were muted. Tyria's blond ponytail swayed with the sinuous motion of asnake. Piggy's reserved arm
motions, as he described some complicated maneuver or another, seemed to be those of a Gamorrean in
low gravity.

Y et the one thing Lara understood was the expressions turned on her. They were the eyes of agroup to
whom she belonged.

Not since her parents loss had she seen that expression.

And the Wraiths and Rogues weren't saying it, weren't de-liberately expressing the thought, "Y ou are one
of us" No, it wasimplicit, abackdrop to whatever else they were saying. Good job noticing that backup
sguad. Nice shot; how'd you manage it with your lasers on singlefire? Y our firgt kill slhou-ette,

congratul ations and condol ences.

Oneof us.

She worked her way out from the midst of the crowd and walked, <till somehow insulated from the
words and physical sensations of the world around her, to the pilots quarters she now shared with Tyria.
Maybe she could do it. Maybe she could just be LaraNotsil, forever, with Lieutenant Gara Petothdl, that
poor, unhappy crea-ture, truly among the dead of the Star Destroyer Implacable.

Oneof us.

She dept, and in her dreams Garaand Lara argued with

one another, speaking words she could barely hear and couldn't understand, exchanging thoughts that
would make no sense when she awoke, and she did not know which of the two wore her face,

When the Wraiths returned to Hawk-bat Station, with their new member in tow, they found that the other
members of the squadron had not been idle. On hisown initiative, Kell Tainer had plotted and led two
missions, al because of Runt.

"We determined that they, the people of Halmad, had made a mistake,” the long-faced alien said, pridein



hisvoice. He stood at the head of the cargo module that served as the Wraiths conference room; the
pilots were packed in around its narrow oval table. "They had ingtaled anew set of sensor sta-tionson
the west coast of Hullis's continent and decommis-sioned the older sensor stations out in the western
idands. But when we examined the specifications of those new sensors, we discovered that their effective
range was a couple of hundred kilometers short of the area they were supposed to cover.

Meaning that we now possessed anarrow corridor of airspace we could drop into without any real
likelihood of detection. After that, with terrain-following flying to make other sen-sor tracking difficult, we
were able to stage raids on ground emplacements.”

"Raid number one," Kdl said, "was on a port warehouse digtrict in the city of Fellon. Not much booty
there, I'm afraid.

We picked up alarge stock of recreationa holos being pro-

duced by the Imperias, propaganda dramas to make Face

blus"

"That'd take somedoing,” Face said. "I'm shameless.”

"True. But ds0, in taking off, we strafed the marinawhere the recrestiond water vessals of the city's
wedlthy-and other people, including the wedlthy of the city of Hullis and the offi-cers of Victory Base
there-were docked. Did afew dozen mil-lion credits worth of damage to some very pretty vessels.

"In our second mission, we struck a Hullis hersaf. We put Castin on the ground the day before to do
what he could with security systems, and then Phanan and | flew in, blew ahole in the sde of abuilding,
and flew out with as much cargo aswe could load without sacrificing the flying speed of our TIE fighters.”
"What cargo ?' Wedge asked.

"Imperid credit notes, coin, gems. We hit one of the offi-

cid money-exchange sites used by the Imperia base.”

Wedge gaped. "Y ou robbed a bank."

"Wedid. It wasfun, too. Getting clear was alittle tricky-

that closein, it'simpossible to e ude their sensors-but we just took off straight for space, suffered their
antiaeria-invasion gun barrage, and outflew the TIEsthey sent in pursuit. End re-sult, afew dingsand pits
in Phanan's garfighter.”

"Tomatch," Phanan said, "thefew dingsand pitsinitspilot.”

"Tdl themwhat | did,” Cadtin said.

"Oh, that'sright. In the day or so he had before his extrac-

tion, Castin managed to forge us a high-level account on their global information service. Were now
being bounced visud and sensor datafrom their planetary defense satellite network.

It's not being beamed straight at us, don't worry-we've set up

arelay near one of the existing satellite-belt mining colonies. If

it's detected, we can detonate the retransmitter before they're

likely to get it open. Anyway, we've picked up sgnsthat they're

congtructing acouple of smdl starfighter bases, possbly asa

counter against our ground missions. One of themis near Fdl-

lon, the other way out east of Hullisin aregion that doesn't

seem to need the extra protection, so now we have to wonder

what isout there." Kell amiled, hisexpresson reflecting a

smple pridein the Wraiths accomplishments while most of

the officers were gone. "' Castin has dso modified the comm systemsin al our TIEs so they distort our
voices more effec-tively-the new computer-controlled distortion actually modi-fies accents and changes
genders, making it even harder for listenersto identify our voices.

"That's good work," Wedge said. "But on this pirate ac-tivity, | just wish you dl didn't look asthough



you'd enjoyed yourselves so much.”

Phanan snorted. "A happy worker is a productive worker."

Wedge nodded. "But a happy pirate isa career pirate. Y ou do remember that the Hawk-bats are afront,
asham?'

Kl and Phanan exchanged |ooks suggesting that thiswas newsto them.

"That'swhat | thought. Anything € s?"

Runt said, "Y es. We have a so identified the regular sched-

ule and course of arefueling tanker that leaves Helmed, takes atour of government mining operationsin
the asteroid belt, and returnsto the city of Hullis. It isnow escorted by a couple of TIE fighters, but |
think that with the proper surprise we could take them before adistress sgnd is sent. If we capture the
tanker but fly it dong itsregular course, that gives us one op-portunity to drop our entire squadron and
perhaps Sungrass as well down on Hullis, should we ever need to mount alarger-scale misson there... or
just capture arefueling tanker should we ever need one.”

"Good to know. All right, Wraiths-"

"Hawk-bats," corrected Kell, absently.

Wedge gave him astern look. "Wraiths, make sure your pi-rates takeislogged to the last credit for your
report to Corus-cant. Now, with the good work you did while we were gone, you've added quite alot to
the sting the government of Helmed hasto befeding." He began counting items off on hisfingers.

"Weve hurt them militarily with the theft of the interceptors

and then of the replacement parts. Weve put civilian pressure on

them with that water-vehicle raid. Weve hurt them economi-

caly with the money changers dtrike, and that will dso result in

more civilian pressure. And we've demongtrated that we can en-

ter their airgpace and leave a will, no casualties, no apparent ef-fort that they can discern, and that'sthe
most important thing.

They'velived a ardative levd of peacefor too long and don't

k now how to cope with aunit like the Wraiths. With any luck,

that will put them in the camp of Zsinj and his protection-"

"So Zsnj can come and squash us,” said Face.

Wedge smiled. "If you're as tough to squash asyou are to

predict, hell bein for an unpleasant surprise.

"All right. Let's keep the pressure up on them. | want those two starfighter bases eliminated-a clear
message to the Imperia forces on Hamad that anything they can congtruct, the Hawk-bats can knock
down. And | think, to demonstrate our superiority and their hel plessness, we ought to stage those two
eliminations Smultaneoudy. So let's settle in and do some planning.”

One of the base's inhabitable cargo modules had been equipped to serve as the squadron's cafeteria,
with an adjoining module serving asthe galley. While most of the Wraiths had been away on Mon
Remonda, Kell and mechanic Cubber Daine had used laser cuttersto open alarge portion of the wall
facing the Trench, giving it the aspect of alarge viewport minus trans-paristed, and had improvised
additiond chairs and tables out there. Now the Wraiths had adining choice of "ingde"’ or "outside on the
patio." Face had seen Wedge shaking his head over these minute decorative differences, but the
squadron commander had never stepped in to regiment the Wraiths on such matters.

Tonight, after the last long planning session before Opera-tion Groundquake-as Tyriahad nicknamed the
plan to knock down two Imperia bases-Face ate at atable"on the patio.” Usualy he shared atable with
Phanan, aplatform from which the two of them could harangue the other diners, but tonight hiswingman
was at an insde table with LaraNotsil. Face couldn't fault Phanan his choice of companions; Larawas
at-tractive, quick-witted, good company. He saw her laugh at one of Phanan'sjokes.
Therewasalittletenson in her body language. She proba-bly ill didn't fed that shefit in with the



Wraiths. It waslikdy that she wouldn't for awhile.

Lara spoke afew words to Phanan, good cheer ill evi-dent in her expression, then policed her tray and
left. Phanan remained behind.

And Face saw his partner do something uncharacteritic. Phanan dowly settled into an attitude of stillness
so profound that it would have been difficult for an observer to tell whether he was dive or dead, had he
not been breathing. Other than the dow riseand fal of his chest, nothing moved; his one hu-man eye was
closed, and his posture gradualy dumped into an attitude of profound resignation, of complete defest.
Face rose and approached him, stepping over the low lip of the new opening. "Ton 7

Phanan jerked upright, and his expression was suddenly merry. "Face! Just the man. Polish my boots,
would you, son?| have a misson tomorrow."

Face gestured at hisown lieutenant'sinsgnia

"Oh, that'sright. In spite of my superior intellect, you fig-ured out who to bribe first. My loss." Phanan
rose and quickly cleaned off histray, stowing it in the rack set aside for that purpose.

"Areyoudl right?'

Phanan looked at him, evidently confused. "Of course.

Oh, the boots thing is a disappointment, of course. Maybe | can get Wedge to clean them.”

Face snorted. "Y ou're angling to get in some laser target-ing practice, aren't you ? Asthe target.”

"No, I've been there. No desire to repeat the experience.” Phanan stretched and yawned. "1'd better hit
my bunk. Mis-son tomorrow."

"That'sright."

Phanan breezed past him with afind smile and headed up the Trench toward the flight officers quarters.
Face let him go, but felt unsettled, as though held seen some sort of smulacrum of Phanan walk by, with
the real Phanan missing and unac-counted for.

An hour later, after doing alast smulation run against Fellon Base, Face stopped by the quarters Phanan
shared with Piggy. Hisinitid rap at the door dicited no answer, o he knocked again.

"Go away. Or, if you're at lieutenant rank or higher, go away, sr."

"I need to speak to you, Ton."

"Tomorrow."

"Right now."

"I'm with somebody.”

"I know. Piggy said you'd asked him to bunk out for the

evening. Thiswill only takeamoment.”

The door into the modified cargo module opened with a

hiss. It wasn't amechanica hiss; the modules didn't have hy-

draulic doors. The noise was asound of exasperation, and

Phanan madeit. The cybernetically enhanced pilot wore a

loose robe of scarlet sk and anirritated expression. "What?'

Face squeezed past him into the modul€es first chamber. These modules were divided into three
chambers, the largest for socidizing, the next largest containing two bunks, the smdlest acting asa
refresher. Face saw that the terminal herein the main chamber was dive but with nothing on it. "There's
no one here."

"Keep your voice down. She's back in the bunkroom.”

"Therésno onethere, either.”

"Areyou cdlingmealiar?' Therewasno anger in

Phanan'stone, just curiogty.

"Y ou don't drink when you're entertaining. And | can smell the boozein theair.”

Phanan shrugged negligently and pulled a bottle from his robe pocket. The labd identified it as Hdmad
Prime, doubtless adiverted part of the shipment the "Hawk-bats' had seized off Barderia. Phanan held it



out. "Carefor some?' "No. What's the matter, Ton?"
Phanan shut the modul e door and sat-douched, rather-
on the chamber'sinflatable sofa. "I get drunk faster these

days:”

"A dgnof age?'

"No." Phanan shook his head. "Theresless of me for the acohol to pollute. Every year, less meat, more
machine. So the acohol goesto work faster."

Face pulled the terminal chair around and sat wrongwaysin it so he could lean forward againgt its back.
"I'm not sure | understand.”

"She wasn't interested, Face. Inme.”

"Lara?

"Yes, Lara Well, actudly, at varioustimes, Faynn, Tyrig, various ladies on Folor, Borleias, and
Coruscant, then Shalla, Dia, and most recently Lara." Hetipped the bottle up and took along pull from
it.

Face snorted. "Maybe you need to work on your tech-nique. What sort of invitation did you make her?"
"Ah, that'sjust it. | didn't make any sort of invitation. | just sat with her, and talked with her, and read her
eyes. Shethought my jokes were funny. She was interested in my stories about the campaign we waged
with Admira Trigit. Sheliked me, | think she did. But... other than that... nothing. | held no other apped
for her. And that's the way it's been for quite sometime.”

"Look, Ton, being a war kind of limitsal our socid lives.

I'm sure you'l find someone-"

"Finish that idiotic gesture of reassurance and HI be obliged to put your face through thiswall," Phanan
said. Histone was mild, but there was no mistaking the seriousnessin hiswords. Hewasn't even looking
at Face, he hadn't moved or tensed, yet something in histone made histhreat very red. "Y ou don't
understand.”

"Make me understand.”

Phanan looked up at the low celling of the cargo module

asif seeing through it, asif staring at astarry sky in the hope

that it could provide inspiration. "A long time ago, back &t the

Battle of Endor, the frigate | was working on as a doctor was

hit by an Imperia barrage. Blew out whole sections of the hull,

sucked crewmen out into hard vacuum. | was hit by afdling

beam superheated by laser fire. One minute I'm helping apilot

with a concussion, the next minute that pilot's been dead for

two weeks and I'm just waking up with amechanica haf aface and amechanical leg.

"Ever snce then, no woman haslooked at me with any sort of seriousinterest.”

"It'snot the leg or theface, Ton."

"I know that, you moronic nerf." Phanan glared a him,

the glowing optic that served him as aleft eye making the ex-presson maevolent. "But something died
when | washit in that medical ward, and | think it was my future. | think people, maybe only women, can
just look at me and say, 'Therés no futurein him.™

"That'sridiculous™

"There's no mechanicd replacement for afuture, Face.

And every time | take a hit, and they have to cut away another part of me and replace it with machinery
because I'm dlergic to bacta, every time that happens| seem to be alittle further away from the young
doctor who had afuture. He can't come back, Face. Not al of him is hereanymore.” "Ton..."

"Don't give me some line about my not knowing what I'm



talking about because I'm drunk and morose. | know I'm

drunk and morose. But the truth of what I'm telling you is

around medl thetime, even when I'm not drunk. Even when I'm enjoying everything about my life. No
future, and no onein my future.”

"Y ou have your friends, Ton."

Phanan nodded. "Yes, | do. And I'm grateful for them. But

my friends are my present. And when | try to look from where they are to where my futureis, theré'sjust
no onethere. No future.”

"I don't know what to tell you. | wish you didn't fed thisway."

"Meséither."

"Givemethebottle

"l know. Mission tomorrow.” Phanan handed over the

bottle, two-thirds of its contents gone.

"If you're not right for the mission tomorrow morning, | want you to tell me."

"Yes, Lieutenant.”

Face wanted to say more, but the sudden formality of Phanan's last reply had somehow propelled him
out of the con-versation. He just shook his head and | ft.
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Tyriaentered the bunkroom module she now shared with Laraand waved the datacard she held. "Mall
from home."

Laragave her an uncertain smile. "Should | leave so you can watch it in private? That's not a problem.”
"It'snot for me. Most of my family isgone, and what'sleft is on Toprawa-and no mail comes of f
Toprawa." Thiswastrue; the world, where Rebel Alliance forces had staged deliv-ery of information that
had been vita to the destruction of the first Death Star, had been punished by the Empire as an act of
warning. Its cities had been destroyed, its people reduced to barbarism. "And thisis addressed to you.
I'd be happy to leaveif you want privacy."

Laratook the card, curious, and did it into the appropri-ate dot on her terminal. Her name came up at
the top of the screen, and a prompt to enter her password. File information showed that the message was
much too large for amere text transmission, so it was bound to be voice and image. "No, that'sall right. |
have no secrets.” She entered her password and brought up the mail message.

A man'sface, good-looking and somewhat roguish, sur-

rounded by black hair cut close and atrim mustache; behind

wasaplain beigewall, atable with some holos on it, an open viewport showing alandscape of blasted,
black ground. "Hello, Lara,”" the man said. "1 don't imagine you ever thought you'd hear from me again.”
Larafrowned. Who was this man? Then she recognized hisface, aface shed only seen acouple of times
in files shed hastily memorized some time ago, and she fdlt her jaw drop. "It's-it's- Tavin Notsil. My
brother."

"| thought he was supposed to be-"

"I know you must have thought | was dead,” the record-ing continued. "Just as | thought you were. It
seems that fate has spared us both. 1'd made some unusual arrangements with the town constable and
was earning an honest living on the Sea of Aidiv under an assumed name when New Oldtown was hit. |
came home and everything | knew was gone. But now | find out that you've survived. | can't tell you how
happy | am.”

Larafdt Tyriasqueeze her and heard her whisper "Con-gratulations.” But Lara's mind was racing down
pathways far from human contact.

Sheld haveto reply to this boob. Somehow break off al family contact forever, and without |etting him
see aholo of her-of Gara Petothel.

Then her attention fell on the holos on the table behind Tavin. They showed family scenes. Thered Lara



Notsil's mother and father sharing aswing tied to atree behind their farmhouse. A much younger Tavin
Notsl swimming in the family pond. And, seated atop arepulsor thresher, her expres-sion cheerful, Lara
Notsil-

Not thered LaraNotsl. Her, Gara Petothd, in farm clothes, with fine blond hair, wearing a sunburn
sheld never suffered in life. Shefroze the picture, looked at it, willing it and its wrongness away.

The world spun and Laras knees went weak. She dumped back in her chair and felt Tyriasupport her.
Heard her mur-mur, "Whoa, there. Obvioudy thisisabig shock for you. I'll get Dr. Phanan.”

Laraclung to Tyrias hand, not letting her leave. "No doc-

tor. I'm dl right." Her words werefaint in her own ears, but

she knew she didn't want anyone else seeing her. Not until she had this sorted out.

She'd never been on theworld of Aidivy. Sheld never been seated on that thresher. Before afew weeks
ago, shed never been LaraNotsil. Or wasthat alie? Was sheredly Lara, and her memories of Gara
Petothel some bizarre dream? The walls still seemed to spin as shetried to force her way through the
sense of unredlity that possessed her. She unfroze the message.

Her brother was now looking at a datapad. "Listen, you'll probably find thisironic. Do you remember
putting in for atransfer to move to Greenton and transmitting an gpplication to Lachany Foodsthere? |
have your origind |etter here. 'If | can effect thistransfer, would you be interested in employing a
technician with my skillsand specid knowledge? It ismy hope that you would.™

Larashut her eyes and resisted the temptation to cover her ears againgt the barrage of confusing half
memories. She knew those words. Sheld written those words. And if those were LaraNotsil's words,
then shewas Lara, not Gara.

"Wdll, Lachany Foodswrote back. They apparently didn't cross-index the destruction of New Oldtown
with the season's applications before they did that-in other words, they don't know you're dead. | mean,
that you're supposed to be dead. Anyway, they're offering you the job you wanted, at the sdlary you
were hoping for. They'reredly interested in what you have to offer them." Tavin's expression became
earnest. "Listen, Lara, | understand you have some sort of job on Coruscant processing data. And if
you're happy there, that'sfine. But | doubt you are. All thosetall buildings-if you want thisjob, send me
theword. I'll let them know. | can even arrange pas-sage for you back to Aidivy. You just let me know."
Tavin's eyesflickered to something offscreen, then back. "1t lookslike I'm almost out of time, if I'm going
to keep this message affordable. Whether you want this job or not, let me hear from you. Good-bye for
now." He haf smiled and the picture froze.

Words popped up on the screen, superimposed over his

facein white. They were the chronicle of the path the message

took to reach her-from Aidivy to her former quarters on Corus-

i.

cant, then to the main New Republic message authority on Coruscant, then-with the secrecy flag
activated-to Tede-vium and Mon Remonda. Finally it had come here, though there was no chronicle of
that final bounce; the Wraiths pres-ence in the Hamad system was still top secret.

Larajust sat and tried to breathe, tried to sort out what was happening to her.

Then it cameto her. Those had been her words. But she'd written them on Coruscant in aletter to
Warlord Zsinj. She, Gara, had written them, not she, Lara, the faseidentity.

She felt her breathing relax, asthough a bdlt tied across her rib cage had been suddenly loosened. She
knew who she was again.

Why was Tavin Nots| quoting her aletter shed written to Warlord Zsinj? Obvioudy, thiswas an indirect
message from Zsinj. Tavin Notsl wasin on it. That made sense. He was sup-posed to be a crook, a
confidence man.

Shefet wobbly again. That meant Zsinj had penetrated

her LaraNots| identity. It was no longer ahaven for her. She



felt tearswelling up, and for once she could not contain

them-her legendary ability to start and stop crying a will

abandoned her. She buried her facein her hands and cried.

"It'sdl right,” Tyriasaid. "Even good news can be abig shock. Are you sure you don't want to seethe
doctor?'

"No doctor." What was she going to do? Just days ago, she had abandoned her plan, her desireto serve
Zsinj. She had decided to stay here, to belong here. And now Zsinj had denied her the future she'dd
Stumbled upon.

Sherose, the motion made difficult by her suddenly shaky legs, and turned an uncertain smileon Tyria. "'l
think 1 just need to walk for awhile."

"| undergtand. Later, if you need to talk-"

"Thank you."

Outside her habitation module, she turned right on the Trench, heading deeper into the mine shaft that
served the Wraiths as home. Degper tended to mean away from people.

Face, again at hisfavorite"patio” table, making somefind notes on tomorrow's mission, saw Laraexit
her bunk module and walk away. He returned his attention to hiswork, then looked at her again. There
was something odd about her movement...

She was angry, no question of it. But that wasn't dl. All of a sudden, her carriage was appropriate for
Coruscant- shorter steps, hunched shoulders, the posture of awoman who lived within the imposing and
paranoia-inducing canyons of the Imperia throneworld for many years.

Or, perhaps, Admira Trigit had taught her to walk thisway when she'd been his drugged captive. That
made more sense; aman like that might be offended at the long, rangy stride of an Aldivian farm girl and
have modificationsto her physica mannerisms on thelist of thingsto change when he broke her spirit.
Face sighed. He suspected that the mind of Lara Notsil was a degper mess than anyone had realized
before now. With luck, sheld turn to her fellow Wraiths when she redlized shewasin trouble. Until that
happened, al he could do was watch and be ready.

A littletroubled, he returned his atention to his planning.

One "block™ from her module-a block being one uninter-rupted series of cargo modules-Lararan into
Kel Taner. Thebig lieutenant was working out against acombat dummy, a human-shaped object made
of materiastough and malleable enough to withstand thefit, foot, elbow, and knee blows Kdl was
raining upon it. When he saw her watching, he stopped.

"|sthat how you get rid of tenson?' she asked.

"That'sright."

"What do you do when you just want to scream?”

He pointed farther down the shaft. "Two blocks down,

theré's a powered door to the lft. It leads to a cross tunnd. It haslights and gravity until you get to the
boundaries marked in yellow, about a hundred meters. Don't go beyond those boundaries.”

"Thank you."

Hewas right. Once the door to that cross tunnel shut be-hind her, she could fed that she was cut off
from the Wraiths, from al contact with people. She was surrounded by the reas-suring solidity of stone
wallsand metal doors.

She screamed, an expulsion of anger and confusion that stripped her throat raw. Her cry echoed down
the half-lit corri-dor and waslost in the distance. She did it again and again, un-til she had dmost no
voice left. Almost no bewilderment left. Just tiredness. Then she put her back againgt the rough stone wall
and did down to git, her facein her hands.

Her little vacation was over. It wastimeto think anayti-caly again.

First, Zsnj was about to consume the future that she'd just decided she wanted. What could she do
about that?



Second, sheld just had a crisis of identity she should never have suffered. She never should have felt any
confusion about who she'd been. Where she'd come from. Much as she wanted to be LaraNotsil, there
should never have been any doubt that she'd originally been Gara Petothd. What was that all about?
All right. First problem.

Possible solution Return to origind plan and join Zsinj.

She shook her head over that. At Lavisar, she'd decided, once and forever, that Zsinj was unworthy.
Not just unworthy of her, unworthy of any aid, of any success. He was dishonorable. She would never
joinhim.

Possible solution Confess dl to her c ommanding officer.

No, that would solve only some of her problems. Wedge An-

tilles might accept her aid in the continued campaign against

Zsinj, but he would never trust her again. No onewould. That

trust, she'd found, was more addictive than spice was sup-

posed to be. She could not live without experiencing it again

and wondered how sheld lived so long without it. And on a

more pragmanc note, Lieutenant Myn Donos was a member of

Wraith Squadron. Before he'd been a Wraith, he was the com-

mander of Taon Squadron. And during the timewhen Gara

had been a deep-cover operative working for Admira Trigit,

sheld blithely obeyed orders and spliced some faseinforma

tion about the security designation of a specific world into the

New Republic database; Talon Squadron, later relying on that information, had been annihilated. All but
Dones. If he knew what sheld done, he might kill her.

Possible solution Put Zsinj off, delay him, perhaps feed him false information, and ride out this campaign
againgt him. Once he was destroyed, he could no longer expose her. That was possible. With delicate
handling, that might work. She de-cided on that gpproach for the time being.

Now, her emotiond crisis of afew minutes ago.

Y ou must become your role.

Thevoice was male, silky. Itstones caressed. A casud lis-

tener might think that the speaker cared about the person he was talking to. Laraknew better; he was
amulating affection.

But whose voice was it? She couldn't remember. She sup-posed it was one of her teachers when she
was training to become an Imperid Intelligence agent. Context made that clear.

Plant your triggers deep in your mind. When they are acti-vated, come back to yoursdlf. Achieve your
objectives. And then bury everything beneath your role again.

She couldn't quite see the face; it was aman silhouetted by lights behind him. Peering into those lights
made her eyes water.

Let Garago. All today, you'll be Kirney.

That jolted her, brought her eyes open. She'd forgotten

about Kirney Slane. Her first role, her practicerole. A Corus-

cant student of economics, daughter of ahotdier who had

never existed. Within the mind of Kirney Sane, Larahad

walked among the middle society of Coruscant, fluent in the small talk of officers spouses. Sheld flirted,
promoted hersdlf like so many whose god began and ended with marrying a promising officer.
Larashook her head to clear the memories. Kirney was distant, Kirney was dead. Once her usefulness
asatraining tool had ended, she'd been forbidden to assume that name, that manner, that mentality again.
If it has practica application, retainit. If it hasonly senti-

mental attraction for you, abandon it. He, her mystery teacher;



was not just talking about details of falseidentities. He meant

emotionad attachments. Even memories. She was supposed to

scrape away everything that did not pertain to her profession, to her current mission.

She missed being Kirney. So carefree.

Before her servicewith Admird Trigit under her true

name, she'd spent some time as Chyan Mezzine, acommunica-tions officer for the New Republic frigate
Mother Sea. Larare-membered, almost word for word, the secret communiqus she'd passed on from
the frigate to her Imperid controller, then to Admird Trigit. Y et she couldn't remember her life as Chyan
Mezzine. What had she done? Who had she known? Had she had friends?

There was something very wrong in her head, something her teachers had done to her starting when she
wasjust achild. She wanted that wrongness out. But she had no ideawhere to begin to look for it.

She belatedly redlized she was looking at apair of booted feet. She looked up into the face of Myn
Donos. The lieutenant wasin apilot's suit and had arifle case dung over his back.

"Areyou al right?' Donos extended afolded handker-chief to her.

Shetook it and looked at it stupidly.

"For your eyes."

"Oh. Thank you." She dabbed away tears she hadn't remembered crying.

"I heard you had some happy news. But you don't look happy." He shrugged. "Not my business. But if
youwant totak..."

Shedid. It waswrong, she knew. Her trainers would never approve. But she had to talk. "1 heard from
my brother. He was supposed to have been killed when my town was de-stroyed by Implacable. But he
survived.”

Donos st his case down and sat againgt the wall opposite from Lara. "And that's not good news?"

"Not redly. | ... redly don't carefor my brother," she

sad. "Hewasacrimina. He should have beenin jail when

New Oldtown was destroyed, but he'd managed to sneak off

under an assumed name. That's the sort of man heis. So, | sup-

pose I'm glad he's adive, but if you knew him theway | did,

you'd know that hisletter to me... well, it dripped with sarcasm

and irony that no one but me could have seen. He wants to drag me back into his habits of deceit, into his
confidence games. He has no other reason to get in contact with me. He wants something.”

Donas rubbed his chin while hemulled over that. Finally he said, "Could Zsinj have gotten hold of him?”
"What?"

"No, bear with me. We know that Zsinj has aconsiderable leve of interest in Commander Antillesand
Wraith Squadron. Let's say he finds your name on the unit roster and checks into your background, then
findsthis scofflaw of abrother of yours aive when the man should be dead. Would your brother turn you
over toaman like Zsinj for money?"

Laras mind whirled. Try as hard as she might to keep her fictitious background separate from her current
life, they con-tinued to threaten collision. "'In a Coruscant second,” she said.

"So maybethisisjust him wanting to graft some credits from you... and maybe he's angling to lead you
into aZsinj trap. Possible?!

"Possble" she admitted.

"| think we need to find out. | mean, that'sintruding into

your family business. . . but if Zsinj istaking arun at you through your family, he might do the same with
the rest of us. We need to know."

"You'reright. But | haveto do thismysalf. He wouldn't trust anyone but me.”

"Not dl by yoursdlf, no. What if it'satrgp? Asin, thein-stant you walk into his house, he hitsyou with a
stun rifle and abunch of Zsinj's Raptorstake you up to Iron Fist for some of his delicate interrogation?”



She answered with a shudder. She was surprised to find that her dread wasred. "Y ou'reright.”

"If you like, I'll put together amission proposa and run it past Commander Antilles. Just you and asmall
team going to Aidivy to clear thisup.”

"Would you?I'd appreciate that." Theway her head wasfilling up with whirling emotions and irrdlevant
remnants of roles and persondities she'd abandoned, she didn't think she could think clearly enough to
plan ashopping trip.

"I'11 do that." He rose and took up hisrifle case.

"What'sthat for?'

"Down about two hundred meters, thistunnel takes aturn to the right and opens up into along, wide
gdlery, straight as alaser beam, about akilometer long. | have targets set up at the far end for practice.
"That's past the artificid gravity, isn't it?"

Henodded. "Doing it in zero gravity adds alittle to the difficulty, but thisis one of the skills Antilles
brought mein for. I'm supposed to stay sharp. And it redlly does focus and clear the mind.”

"Maybe| should takeit up. I could stand some focusing and clearing.”

Hesamiled. "Try getting some rest. We're going to need you aert and ready.”

"I know. Mission tomorrow."

He gave her alittle wave good-bye and left her done with her thoughts.

She should never have agreed for him to plan and propose this Aidivy mission. She had to bein charge
of it, every part of it, or something would come up to ruin her, expose her.

But she was oddly unworried. It was because she, she...

Trusted Myn Donos.

Trusted him.

Trusted someone.

She shook her head. That was wrong, she couldn't trust. It went againgt al mission parameters.

But she did, and once again she found hersdf crying with-out entirely understanding why.

Wedge ascended the ladder to the interceptor and peered down into the cockpit to make sure Lieutenant
Kettch, Ewok pilot, was not waiting for him once more. But his cockpit was clear. He glanced up and
saw Face, lowering himself into the cockpit of his own interceptor, smirking at him, obvioudy having fig_
ured out what he was looking for. Wedge gave him amock glower and clambered down.

A moment later, he heard Face's exclamation of " Son of

the Sith!" and Lieutenant Kettch came flying up out of the open hatch of Face's interceptor. Phanan,
walking toward his TIE fighter, nestly fielded the stuffed toy and handed him off tO Squesky.

Wedge shook his head. At least morale was high. He be-gan his power up and systems check.

Kdl, Runt, Donas, Tyria, Piggy, and Castin were dready off in the Narra. Their mission wasto conclude
at about the same time asthat of the other Hawk-bats, but required moretimeinitsinitial stages. In some
ways it was even more danger-ous, and Wedge wondered briefly about the advisability of putting Kell
Tainer in charge. But the man had not demon-strated any recurrence of the problem that had plagued him
during hisfirst few weeks with Wraith Squadron.

Wedge suspected, though he had never voiced his thought to Janson or any other member of his
command, that Kell's problem had not been cowardice. Kdl'sfather had died-at Janson's hands, in
fact-when fleeing from afight in the early days of the Rebd Alliance, but Kdl's own problem with
freez-ing up in the face of adversity had dways seemed more like avery strong case of performance
anxiety. But héld gotten past it during the findl battle with the Implacable. Wedge and Janson would keep
aclosg, if surreptitious eye on him, but for now al seemed well.

All systems were go, and diagnostics showed the intercep-tor performing at something like 98 percent
overal efficiency. N ot bad for acrew of mechanics whose training with Imperid starfighters had begun
S0 recently.

"Hawk-bat Leader to squadron, give meyour status.”



Face's voice was now low, growling. Wedge wondered whether Face was performing aready, or
whether Cagtin's modificationsto theindividud starfighters comm systemswere dready in place.
"Hawk-bat Seven, two in the green, al systems charged, and I'll have amint liqueur with alomin-ae
chaser." Phanan's voice was a bass rumble, which he couldn't have managed in person.

"Hawk-bat Ten, al ready."” And Shdlas voice was dis-tinctly that of amale.

Wedge cleared histhroat. "Hawk-bat One, ready to launch.”

Laughter erupted from his comm set, severa voices worth. Frustratingly, he couldn't even recognize the
voices now. He sad, "Isthere aproblem?"

Face's growl answered, "No problem, sir. Were receiving you at full power.” But Wedge could hear
poorly restrained laughter in hisvoice.

Asthe count continued, Wedge switched his comm unit over to a private frequency, one he shared with
his X-wing and his astromech. "Gate, are you receiving?"

His R5 unit responded with a cheerful mechanica twest.

"Onmy first mark, record my transmission. On my sec-ond mark, cease recording and transmit what
you've recorded back to me. Mark. "We, the Rebel Alliance, do therefore in the name-and by the
authority-of the free beings of the gaaxy, solemnly publish and declare our intentions." Mark."
Hiswords came back to him amoment later. But they were not in hisvoice. Infact, they were
high-pitched and fuzzy, atype of jabber Wedge well recognized. They were exactly what an Ewok
would sound likeif trained to speak Basic.

He sighed. "Thank you, Gate. Out.” He switched back to

the Hawk-bat Squadron channd and banged his helmeted

head on his pilot's yoke.

At least moralewas high.

Escort duty wastedious, but it drew extrapay. That's how Lieutenant Milzin Veyn, native of the city of
Hullisand star-fighter pilot, looked at it. And as a husband and father of three, he could dways use the
extracredits.

Today he and hiswingman were guarding the tanker Bas-tion. Such awarlike namefor an ineegarnt,
rusting hulk of a spaceship... Currently, it wasin dock a Station 17, one of Halmad's few remaining
agteroid-belt mining colonies, while Veyn's TIE fighter and his partner'swatched protectively from a
distance of about akilometer.

Veyn'scomm syslem hummed. "Hey, Lieutenant.”

"Veyn here

"Bad news. We have afud-pump falure. They're repair-ing it, but it's going to be a couple of hours at
leadt.”

"Maybe you should just disengage and go home."

"Weshould. . . but the captain sayswed just haveto

come out again tomorrow, and we can repair with parts on hand, so that'swhat were doing.”
"Wonderful."

"Listen, we can power sensors back up... and you and your wingmate can come in for some caf. There's
afresh pot brewing.”

"0Ooh. Shouldn't." But the thought of spending some of those extra hoursin a heated mess with fresh caf
ingtead of drifting in zero gravity was an gppealing one.

"Well, what if | said, uhhh, that the captain wanted to consult with you on matters pertaining to the future
protection of Bastion."

"Sounds serious. WEII beright there."

Two minutes later, in the colony's crowded main hangag

Veyn and hiswingman clambered out of their cockpits, climbed down the access ladders, and turned to



faceinto themuzzles of blasters.

Two figureswearing TIE-pilot gear-but colored gray in-stead of traditiona Imperia black-held blaster
sdearms on them. One appeared to be atall woman, the other avery corpulent man. A third enemy, a
man of dightly better-than-average height, wearing agray pilot's suit and a cold-weather mask but
lacking the extra equipment of a pilot, covered them with ablaster rifle.

Veyn and his partner raised their hands.

The man with therifle said, "There's bad news and good news. The bad newsisthat were the
Hawk-bats, and we're go-ing to take your starfighters and blow up some ground facili-ties with them.
But the good, news isthat we redly do have fresh caf for you in the mess. He gestured with aflick of the
rifletip toward the main exit. "Let'sgo."

When therifleman and his captives had gone, Tyriaacti-vated her comlink. "Five, the pilots are on their
way. Were go-ing to need Two to get through any security on the TIE fighters?

"He'son hisway, too."

"How'sthewiring going?'

"Bagtion's ready to blow. She's going to make abig mess."

The Hawk-bats, in tight formation, dropped toward Hamad

inthe narrow corridor they knew to be unprotected by the

planer's sensor arrays. Their own sensorstold them that

Bastion was making its own approach to the planet, viaa

government-gpproved course, theoreticaly on the return leg of itsregular refueling mission. But they
would not be com-municating with Bastion, could not get updates on the other team's progress.

Within minutes, they were cruising at just above sealevel and on acourse for the port city of Fellon-or,
more accu-rately, for asmal, hidden Imperia base just south of the city. It wasstill before dawn in Fellon
and points west, and several of Halmad's moons shone down upon the Hawk-bats.

At the head of the Hawk-bats formation were Face and Phanan. Face, playing the role of Hawk-bat
Independent Space Force founder Kargin, had to bein charge of the mission; their broadcasts were
certain to be intercepted and recorded, and it would not do for Hawk-bat One to be heard issuing
ordersto Hawk-bat Leader. Wedge had few worries about Face, but Face's wingman, Phanan, was not
assillful aflier in either X-wingsor TIE fighters.

Behind Face and Phanan were Wedge with histemporary assgnment of two wingmen, Laraand Shdlla.
Lara, low pilot on the rank ladder, had been assigned one of the squadron'stwo TIE fighters, aless
formidable starfighter than the inter-ceptors, but she seemed to be handling it with uncommon grace and
skill. Nor had Wedge any worries about Shallas skill with her interceptor. In fact, between her flying
kill, her ability to work with the other pilots, and her ease with planning and analysis, he had placed her
high on hisligt of candidates for lieutenant's rank. She had yet to demonstrate leadership qudi-ties, but
Wedge was certain they lay within her.

At therear of the formation were Janson, the unit's

second-most-experienced pilot, and Dia, who had made two kills during the escape from Lavisar,
equaling Wedge's total. No, Wedge was accompanied by a skilled team. This should be an easy run for
the Hawk-bats.

Not that he ever put histrust in the promise of an easy run.

Il

"About to enter atmosphere, on fina approach for Hullis," Runt said. He occupied Bastion's pilot's seet.
He looked un-comfortablein achair built for amuch shorter human. "Five minutes until the bresk to the
Kdl, in the command chair, typed another diagnostics command into the oversized comlink-equipped
datapad in hislap. It was the type of unit an infantry squadron used for reli-able long-distance



communications. "Have you got the new navigationa programin place?" "We do.
Kdl activated the comlink in hisglove. "Nine, how's the shuttle?!
"Ready to lift."

"Stand by to lift."” Kell patted Runt on the back and rose.

"Run the nav program. Thenwerun." "Initiating."

Tyriaand Piggy in the TIE-fighter escorts needed no fur-

ther orders. Their task was Smple Pace Bastion as the ancient
tanker dropped toward Hullis, then diverted east toward the
second fighter base the military forces of Halmad were build-
ing. Protect the tanker from the starfighters that would inevita:
bly riseagaingt it, at least long enough for Bastion to get within

acouple of kilometers of the base. And then befar, far away when Kell activated his comm unit and
detonated Bastion and al the fud remaining within her. At two minutes before det nation, safely away on
the shuttle Narra, Kell would commu. nicate with the base, recommending an evacuation. The base's
destruction was their aim, not the needless murder of ba personndl.

With the nav program activated, Runt rose and Kdll fO1. lowed suit.

Then the sensor board lit up like afireworks display. Kell and Runt stared, disbelieving, at the flurry of
activity it showed in thewest, the enormous signa from the esst.

Kl dropped into the communications officer's chair an, activated Bastion's comm unit. "Five to One, do
you read?

There was no answer, just the ominous hiss of suddenl overloaded airwaves.

"Fiveto One, we have aproblem. Do you read?"

Forest, with occasiond rivers and lakes, had replaced wave benesth the Hawk-bats. Wedge was sure, in
fact, that he d fe] atreetop scrape the underside of his cockpit amoment ago. H around him, the
squadron's fighters and interceptors bobbed and weaved like fightersin an arena as they adjusted to
changeq intheterrain below.

The range meter put them at twenty seconds from theit target. Ten, five-and then Face and Phanan were
firing justas the Imperia base cameinto Wedge's view.

It was alanding platform, onelong, durable landing deck suitable for shuttles or sarfighters, supported
by two massive columns containing turbolifts and crew quarters. Beneath the deck was an enclosed
crossover wakway providing easy pas. sage from one column to the other, and there should have been
nothing other than the support columns to the ground. But with this design, below the crossway, amost
out of sight below treetop level, was an enclosed hangar deck aslarge asthe land. ing deck.

Wedge noted these details without taking out time for

anaysis. He brought the interceptor's aiming brackets around

histarget of preference, the standard landing platform's trac-tor beam emitter up on the landing deck, and
fired.

Then he was pagt, following Face's lead in 1ooping around for another run.

"Good shooting, Hawk-bats." That was the gravelly voice of Face's persona.

"L eader, thisis Four. We hit shidlds.”

"Four, what did you say? There were no shieds.”

"Not as we were gpproaching, Sir. They came up as we opened fire. The platform has sustained no,
repeat no, damage.”

Their arc was nearly complete, and it was obvious that Dia's report was correct the landing platform was
solidly in place, and the Hawk-bats sensors now showed shielding pro-tecting the fecility.

Then TIE fighters and interceptors came up out of the trees, easily a score of them, from pointsall around
the Hawk-bats and the landing platform.



More than ascore. The second flight of TIES emerged.

Wedge checked the sensor board. Thirty-six unfriendlies, three full squadrons.

Shalla spoke next, her voice subdued even in its distorted form "We are so dead.”

Bastion shuddered.

Runt looked over the diagnostics board. "Are we hit?"

"No, we're tractored. By that." Kell tapped the sensor

board and the huge shape on it. "L ook at this. We're gaining dtitude.”

Donoss voice came over the intercom. "What's happening?' "They've got us. Our mission is scrubbed,
and so arewe, if we can't figure out away to get clear of them. Hold on a sec-ond. Runt, fire up the
comm system and put al the power you caninto our sgnal.” "Done.”

"Fiveto One, do you read? Over."

Hisreply was adatic hiss.

"Fiveto Eleven, do you read? Over"

"-leven, read-you. Sig-breaking up.”

"Abort mission. Repest, abort misson. Over."

"Neg-ve. Standing-your departure. Over."

"Do not stand by. Thisisadirect order. Abort mission.

Acknowledge. Over."

Therewasno reply.

"We have incoming starfighters from the capital ship,”

Runt said.

"Of course we do. Our day wouldn't be complete without them, would it?!

Tyrias voice came back, "Ack-ed. Aborting. Over." On the sensor screen, the blips representing her TIE
fighter and Piggy's veered off on an escape vector.

Kéll took adeep breath. He wanted to make onefind transmission. | love you. But he couldn't give the
enemy forces any clue, any extrainformation to help them pry into the Hawk-bats identities. He shut
down the comm system. As he settled on his next course of action, he felt hisbody, his spirit, grow
heavy.

Donoss voice came over the intercom again. "What's the plan, Five 7'

"Runt joinsyou in the shuttle. At atime of my choosing, probably when were as close aswe're going to
get to that capi-tal ship without being trapped insde, you launch and get afew seconds of acceleration
before another tractor beam grabsyou. In that time, | set off our explosive charges.™

Runt's eyes went wide. Kell saw them flicker, asign that Runt was flipping between persondities, looking
for the one with the most pertinent skillsto add to the Situation.

Donos's voice came back. "Uh, you need to be aboard the shuttle to do that.”

"Can't doit, Nine. The transmitter | have and the one in the shuttle won't be able to cut through their
jamming”

"Thenuseatimer.”

"Then we can't count on it being precisely positioned to

do the most damage to the capital ship." "Use Bastion's proximity sensors.”

"Bastion's proximity sensors, at anything under two klicks, are called human eyes, Nine. We're lucky this
crate had refreshers.”

"Wait asecond, | think Castin and | can work out some-thing." Donos paused amoment. "Yes. | can set
off the explo-sives at adistance.”

"Without acomlink?'

"Without acomlink.”

"How?"



"Because I'm specid and you're not. Now, | need you to set Bastion's comm system to pick up
tight-beam transmiss ons across the el ectromagnetic spectrum.”

Kéll felt the heaviness |eave him as he grasped what Donos was planning. "1 read you. Well be right
there”

"Break by groups.” Face's voice sounded strained even under

digortion. "Fireat will. And may-"

There was the dightest pause. Wedge knew Face had been about to say, May the Force be with you. A
bad idea, agive-away. But Face recovered so quickly Wedge doubted anyone not familiar with him
would have recognized the dight lgpse. "-we drink from the skulls of our enemiestonight!™

Wedge broke to port, where the ring of enemy TIEswasthinnest. Shdlaand Lara smartly followed suit.
Tactics. The enemy was relying on its superior numbers and was confident. Confidence, then, was what
the Hawk-bats needed to strafe first.

Of the handful of paired fighterswinging in toward them, Wedge picked out the most dangerous-looking
duo, two inter-ceptors that moved with more sureness than their fellows. Asthey came on, visua sensors
showed that their solar array wings wore the horizonta red bars of Baron Fel's 181t Impe-rid Fighter
Group. Wedge resisted the temptation to swear. "Ten, Thirteen, take the target to port.”

He began juking hisinterceptor around at three kilo-meters from histarget. A smal part of a second
later, the clos-ing distance crossed below two klicks and the enemy squints opened fire. Green laser
beams flickered between Wedge and hiswingmen.

Hisreturn fire grazed one of the oncoming interceptors,

charring a portion of the hull near the upper viewport-and

then they were past, with more forest and amore distant set of TIE fighters beyond.

Now the challenge would be to come around, trying to maneuver behind the enemiesthey'd just gone
head-to-head with. But Wedge ignored conventional tactics, rolled to star-board, and dove toward a
pair of fightersthat were maneuver-ing to get ashot in on Janson and Dia. Hisfirst quad-linked shot was
abrilliant one, hulling onefighter, turning it into aglowing cloud of orange and black, and that fighter's
wing-mate exploded asecond later under cycling paired laser fire from Wedge's wingman to port.
Shdlla? He spared aglance. No, it was Larasfighter, not Shdlas interceptor there.

Heralled to starboard again. The interceptors whom they'd traded fire with initialy werein pursuit,
distant pursuit, but quickly catching up. However, three TIE fighters were ahead and above, beginning a
dive toward Wedge's group.

He brought hisinterceptor up in aclimb so rapid that it dammed him back into his seat. Asthe oncoming
enemiesdropped within thefield of coverage of histargeting systems, one briefly jittered within his
brackets. He fired out of reflex, was rewarded with seeing a TIE's solar array wing explode un-der his
lasers, that starfighter haf rolled and began an uncon-trolled descent.

Wedge continued his loop upward, atight maneuver that kept him crushed to his chair even ashe came
upside down. In hismind's eye, that put him and his group at the upper edge of the engagement, with no
attacks possible from above for the moment.

Ahead and below, Wedge saw a paired interceptor and fighter the sensors flagged as friendlies; that had
to be Face and Phanan. They were turning hisway.

"Leader, Seven, thisis One. I'm coming & you in ahead-to-head. Two on my tail."

"One, Leader. We have them. Y ou can have our tail aswell." Behind Face and Phanan, two pairsof TIE
fighterswere jockeying for position, firing shots that strayed for now but must inevitably connect with the
Hawk-bats sterns.

Wedge, Shdla, and Lararoared toward Face and Phanan.

All five Hawk-bats opened fire, adeadly barrage of green

lasers, but not at one another-at the fighters and interceptors pursuing each wing. Wedge saw his
concentrated fire hit aso-lar wing pylon and shear it off at its base, sending the fighter spinning down
toward the thick forest below. He directed his stream of fire against another TIE asthe two lines



converged. Then one of that fighter's mates detonated and Wedge was mo-mentarily blinded as he flew
through the cloud of debris and shrapndl. He heard metd pinging from hisfighter's hull and he repressed a
wince; aheavy enough piece of shrapndl could take out ashieldless TIE interceptor.

Wessvoice"Six up, Sx down.”

"Whet?'

"That little head-to-head you pulled. One hundred per-

cent effective. Six up, six down."

Wedge glanced at his sensor screen. A moment ago, the screen had showed three dozen enemies, seven
friendlies. Now it showed twenty-five enemies, seven friendlies. Wedge whistled.

"Leader, Three. | just flipped my sensors over to long-range. | show a capita ship clearing the horizon
and heading thisway."

"A cruiser?'

"A Star Dedtroyer. At least.”

It was a Super Star Destroyer, by name Iron Fist. AsKdl and Runt clattered up the boarding ramp and
came forward into the cockpit, itsimage, enhanced by the shuttle's visud sensors, dominated the forward
viewscreen. It was gtill well above them in orbit, but it seemed terrifyingly close. "We are so dead,” Kl
sad.

Castin and Donos sat in the second row of seets, bent over along weapon-Donos's laser sniper rifle.
"We did not know you had brought that," Runt said.

Donos snorted. "'l take it to parties, dining engagements, and the refresher. 1t wasin the smuggling
compartment. Kdll, you have the detonation code 7"

Kl tapped the datapad in his chest pocket.

"Giveitto Cadtin."

Runt took the pilot's seat while Kell transmitted the code.

Theimage of Iron Fist wavered, its blue and white running lights blurring, as something passed much
closer to the shuttle. Runt killed the visua enhancers.

Their shuttle was docked with Bastion, its viewports oriented so its occupants had aview mostly of sky,
with only alittle of the tanker intruding on the view. And now that sky wasfull of TIE fighters buzzing
back and forth.

Kéll forced back hisrising surge of panic and counted blips on the sensors. Only six. Moving so fadt,
they seemed more numerous. This had to be nothing more than a show of dominance, since the enemy
vessel had aready tractored the tanker and was hauling it up to captivity. "Keep calm,” he said. "They're
not here to shoot."

"Inyour opinion," Donos said.

"It'sdl | haveto offer.”

Wedge plotted the engagement on the sensors and in his mind's eye. The engageme nt zone had spread
out through a hemi-sphere about eight kilometers across. Now his group was a a high dtitudein the
southern portion. Janson and Diawere about a kilometer below them. None of them was actively
en-gaged with an enemy. The TIE force had contracted alittle, the nearest starfighters being about a
kilometer to the north and not yet spinning out to engage them. Face and Phanan were in the northern
quadrant, dogfighting with apair of TIE fightersasapair of interceptors headed toward them.

He checked the position of the sun and then rolled around to begin an approach out of the sun against
Face'sand Pha-nan'stails. But dmost immediately he saw one of the pursuing TIE fighters shots strike
home, hitting the engines of one of the friendly TIEs. That starfighter rolled in arandom fashion, briefly
regained controlled flight, then dropped below the line of treesand was|ost to sight.

On the sensor board, Hawk-bat Seven, Ton Phanan's Sig-nal, faded to blackness.

"Thisisn't going to work," Castin said. He was watching Iron Fist's gpproach. "Our docking port is



relaive up. WEll be tak-ing off into their hangar bay."

"I'll take care of it." Kdl rose. "Runt, take the pilot's seat, stand by to power up and launch without
checklist." He charged back down the boarding ramp.

Once hewas on the tanker's smdll flight deck, he brought up the controlsfor the ship's artificia gravity
and repul sorlifts. 1t was a Ssmple matter to scrub the identification of alarge mass-Iron Fig-asthat of a
ship and instead identify it as aplanetoid. Then he configured the gravity system to orient the ship so that
its bottom descended toward the surface of the planetoid. Now, unless Iron Fist spent an unusual amount
of tractor beam power and used alot of fine control to reorient Bastion, its upper surface would rotate to
face the planet be-low and not the Super Star Destroyer above.

The rotation had aready begun by the time he reached Narraagain. And Iron Fist was much closer. Kdll
took the copilot's seat and strapped himsdlf in. Y ou ready 7' he asked Donos.

The sniper shrugged. "If Castin hereisany good, yes.

Otherwise, we're doomed.”

"It1l work," Castin said. "My code and patches dways

work."

The othersturned to give him an arch expresson.

Cadtin gave them the look of someone caught inalie.

"Wdl, usudly.”

Wedge fdt ice dash through his gut asthe most likely scenario went through his mind. The Hawk-bats
would circle around the fallen pilat, trying to determine whether Phanan was dead or dive, and would
protect him from the strafing runs of the enemy TIES until they, too, fell one by one.

He keyed his comlink. "Hawk-bats, thisis One. Recom-mend abort misson. Stormies.” On some
worlds, stormies was the panicked cry of bar patrons who'd detected araid by stormtroopers, and it
replaced Omega Signd as the evacuation command when the Wraiths were in their Hawk-bat identities.

He stedled himself againgt a protest from Face. And Face's voice came across immediately, but not with
the words he ex-pected "Hawk-bats, Leader. Confirm stormies.”

But Face'sinterceptor dropped below the tree line, pur-sued by two fast-moving TIE fighters.

The half squadron of TIE fighters preceded Bagtion into the Super Star Destroyer's main landing bay.
Kl waited until Bas-tion was brought into line directly below the bay. In amoment, the tanker would
begin its ascent into the hands of Zsinj. He brought his comlink up. "Remember,” he said into it, "well
have a handful of seconds from the time we launch to the time they get another tractor on us. Nine, that's
dl thetimeyou have.

Donos was now back in the emergency airlock, his pilot's suit on and sealed againgt spaceto givehima
bare few mo-ments of protection from the hard vacuum he would be experi-encing. A last-minute change
put him thereinstead of in the main compartment, as held redized that the phototropic shieding of the
shuttle's viewport, designed to give the vehicle some protection from incoming laser fire, would be even
more effective againg the lighter beam of Donossrifle.

Donossmply said, "Reedy.”

"Doit."

Runt hit the control to release the Narrafrom its dock

with Bagtion. He cut in the shuttles thrusters at full power, blasting away from the tanker, the shuttl€'s
thrusters burning and scarring Bastion's hull in amanner that would invite re-taiation from any ship's
master.

Runt immediately put Narrainto a climb, toward the sur-face of Halmad, then continued the loop so that
the charred, antiquated black surface of Bastion, and the surrounding gleam of the Super Star Destroyer
Iron F<, camewithin Sght.

Therewasalittle flicker of light between Narraand Bastion.

Nothing happened.



Kél fdt hisstomach sink. It wastoo difficult ashot. Donos,

asgood as hewas, wastrying to fire alaser beam modified to carry datainstead of alethd intendty of
power, and trying to hit Bastion's communications array from amoving shuitle,

Donosfired again. No effect.

Narra shuddered with the characteristic trembling of a

small craft in the grip of atractor beam. Kdl shook his head.

Donosfired again.

A bright orange glow appeared in the viewports and hatch

seams of Bastion. Then the tanker vanished, replaced by a globe of yellow and ()range destructive force,
an expanding cloud that swelled up into the main landing bay, out acrossthe lower surface of Iron Fig,
and toward Narra.

Face dropped into the trees, one pursuer back about two hun-dred meters, the other-the one who'd shot
down Phananm twice that distance away. Here, Face's superior speed would not help him; it was pure
pilot skill and maneuverability that would dlow survivd in this obstacle-rich environment. Theforest's
large treeswere well spaced; it was possible to main-tain ahigh rate of speed here, jinking back and
forth to arc around obstructionsin his path.

His purser fired, ablast that incinerated atree bole imme-diately to Face's starboard. He cursed. Hed
hoped that there wouldn't be any immediate firing opportunities, but his pur-suer was dready gaining on
him.

Suddenly the trees were gone and there was water below him-he'd emerged over alake. No cover, but
it gave him an opportunity. He curved around to starboard, rotating up on his starboard wing, the ferocity
of hismaneuver crushing him back into his seat. Through histopside viewport, he could see ashisfirst
pursuer screamed out of the forest and immediately followed hisloop.

Face couldn't see the second pursuer, but histiming sense said the pilot was mere fractions of a second
from emerging from the trees-if he were following hiswingman. Face opened up with hislasers.

And the second pursuer emerged right into his stream of

laser fire. Face was rewarded with the brief vision of that TIE fighter's starboard wing evaporating under
the blagt, its cock-pit punctured and detonating.

Ahead wasthetreeline again. Facerolled level and shot into the trees at aninety-degree angleto his
origina course. The other TIE fighter followed.

Face ingtinctively ducked as ahaf squad of TIE fighters roared by overhead, akilometer up, obvioudy
searching for him. They didn't turn back to pursue him-they must have missed him.

Hetwitched his pilot's yoke, resisting the urge to become frantic, astree after tree appeared in his path.
Then there was a brief bregk as he was over another lake, this one much smaller and covered in huge
green |eaf-shaded pads that floated atop the water, and beyond he wasin trees again.

They were becoming denser. Harder to veer back and forth to find the gaps that would accommodate his
garfighter. His pursuer hadn't been ableto fire on himin severa seconds- that was good, but sooner or
later theincreasingly difficult ter-rain would stop protecting him and would kill him.

Unless-he remembered Shallastactic in her Coruscant smulator runs. And the next time he had to vector
to find a safe gap, he chose one so narrow that his stomach tightened up. It was too narrow, too
narrow-but he rolled up on his port wing array and shot through, the dightly thinner profile of the TIE
interceptor making the maneuver possible. He heard hiswings shred through leaves and twigs.

His pursuer tried to stay on histail, then realized too late that such atactic wasfatd. Face heard the
explosion amere second after he cleared the too-narrow gap.

He dowed and came around. Off in the distance to hisright, a section of forest was burning, ignited by
his pursuer's detonation.

All right. Sensors showed that the rest of the Hawk-bats were spacebound, most of the TIE force
pursuing them, while the half squad held seen mere moments ago were now a couple of kilometersto the



west and breaking up to search for him.

He had awindow. He could make a break for space.

No, he couldn't. Not with Phanan till out there. He might

not be dead. There had been no explosion when his TIE fighter fdll into the forest.

By memory, by luck, Face found the small |ake with the leaf padsin it and dropped as swiftly ashe
dared into the water near shore. Before the lake water was hafway up hisforward viewports, his
descent was arrested by the lake's muddy floor.

He goosed the repul sorlifts, driving him forward, and the lake water rose. He continued, shoving his
interceptor for-ward, until the water rose to the height of the top of hisfront viewport.

He used the emergency power switch to power down, then manualy cranked his access hatch open and
clambered half-way out.

Therewasalot of splashing going on in thelake, and he got haf visk)ns of large amphibiousthings
entering the water. Not his problem now.

One of the huge leaf pads was within reach. He leaned over and grabbed its veined surface, then dragged
it across the top of hisinterceptor.

Then he settled back into his cockpit to wait.

Either their sensorswould pick him up, or they'd be baf-fled by the presence of other life-forms, by the
shidding effects of the water, by the fact that hisinterceptor was completdly powered down. Either way,
he'd know soon.

The expanding cloud of fiery gas enveloped Narra and shook her harder than the tractor beam ever had.
Runt let out an exultant whoop. "We are free.”

"Punchit. Get usout of here” Kell said. He wasjarred as something heavy and metalic dammed into the
shuttlesrear. "Nine, areyou dl right?' No answer.

Kell grabbed at the buckle on his harness and started to

pull it free, but thought better of it. As much as he wanted to

get back and see how Donos was doing, this explosive turbu-

lence would take him off hisfeet and perhaps pound him

to death. He had to wait until they were clear of it. "Nine,

acknowledge.”

His comlink crackled. "Nine here. Dogging the hatch closed. I'm alittle toasty."”

"Great shot, Nine. Stay where you are until therideis smooth.”

"Acknowledged.”

They shot out of the explosive cloud like a proton torpedo

leaving an X-wing. Behind them, visua sensors showed Iron Fig'sked envelopedin
black-and-orange-glowing debris.

Kél kept hiseye on that image even asit got smaller.

"Come on, come on, give us a present-break up!"

But the eight-kilometer-long capitd ship stayed sturdily in one piece.

"No tractors, no pursuit,” Runt said.

"Let'shopeit staysthat way. Castin, plot us an escape vec-

tor and hyperspace jump, any direction.”

"Already working onit, Chief."

12

Face could see the sky brighten through the leaf pad above. Astime passed, his cockpit grew warm and
humid, and he could hear the distant moan of TIE fighters overhead. He siweated and waited.

Then there was nothing but the sound of wildlife, musical tweets he ascribed to some sort of birdlike
creatures, coughing grunts he couldn't associate with any anima he knew, splashes that seemed



cons stent with the human-sized amphibians held seen eaxlier.

Blaster in hand, he emerged through his hatch and dogged it closed, dl the while keeping the leaf pad in
place aop him, and then did off the dome of hisinterceptor and into the water. The shore was afew
dozen meters away, achalenging swimin his pilot's suit.

He'd marked the sensor location of Phanan's crash and compared it with his own landing position. He
was certain he could find Phanan's TIE fighter. He was certain he would cut down anything thet tried to
keep him from reachingit.

They were agloomy group, gathered in the conference module at Hawk-bat Base.

No injuries among them, except for something like a sun-burn on Donossface. Y et they worethe
expression of defeated soldiers.

Wedge said, "We're all concerned about Face and Phanan, and we have to face the possibilities that they
didn't makeit. But | want you all to understand this. It's very important. To-day, tactically, was avictory,
atremendous one. We cost them far more than they cost us. We dso led them into this Situation, and if
the Hawk-bat identities remain uncompromised, we can continue with our plan. If we're going to have
any perspective on what this has cost us, we have to remember that."

Tyriasad, "What are we going to do abouit finding them?"

"Well put ateam on the ground as soon asit'sfeasible.

First we have to get as much information as possible. About the movements of our enemiesin theregion
where they went down." He glanced a Castin Donn. ™Y ou were going to get usinformation from your
satellite account.”

Castin nodded. "I couldn'.”

"Bxplan.”

"The account had been shut down. When | accessed it, |

got nothing but apointer to two files. One was a brief, anony-mous |l etter saying that the client, that's me,
didn't have autho-rization for such ahigh-level datastream. The other was abig file, full holo, from
Warlord Zan;."

There were startled noises from the other pilots, but Wedge waved them down. ™Y ou've viewed the file?!
Cadtin nodded. "I didn't know it was Zsinj until | did view it. It'saletter from him to the Hawk-bats."
"Putiton.”

Cadtin leaned forward to tap acommand into the controls of the room's small holoviewer.

Above the table appeared Warlord Zsinj in dl hiswhitefinery, about ameter high. Castin adjusted the
image's orienta-tion so that it faced directly at Wedge.

"l presume,” said the warlord, "that I'm addressing the so-called General Kargin of the Hawk-bats." His
expression became merry. "Asyou can see, the rules around Halmad have changed. The planet belongs
to my dliance now, and you will not be permitted to stay here and continue causing trouble.

"Now, what you must understand is that alesser man would be most angry with you. I'm not. To be
honest, I'm im-pressed. The two pincers of your movement annihilated two éltire squadrons of my
fighters againgt minimal losses of your own. That's quite admirable. Oh, certainly, you'velogt, but my
victory wasfar more costly than it should have been, testimony to your own skill and ferocity.

"S0, you now have a choice to make.

"Y ou can stay here and continueto try to prey on Hal-mad. In between al my other activities, | will
eventudly hunt you down and kill dl of you. My guessisthat thiswill be very costly to me, but it'swhat
I've promised to do. The problem with this choice isthat everybody |oses, though you lose more.

"Y ou can leave and set up operationsin an area of space not yet controlled by Zsinj. Thisisn't acostly
choice, but no-body gains anything. And I'll have lost two squadrons with nothing-well, other than
dliance with this planet-to show for it.

"Y our third option, however, includes potentid gain for both of us.

"I'd like to meet you. Attached to thisholo is a data stream that includes a hyperspace navigational



course. Send a ship with arepresentative who can spesk for you along that course. Y ou will meet a
navigationa beacon that will direct you further. We will meet, and | will make it worth your while to come
to termswith me.

"I will not give you my word that you will not be harmed. Not that | don't have aword to give; | Smply
don't think you would believeit. But thisyou can trust Zsinj isabusnessman, and it just makes good
business sensefor usto join forces. Take it under consideration. "Zsinj out.”

The corpulent warlord'simage faded away.

Wedge |leaned back, unaware until then that he'd leaned forward during the warlord's recitation.
"Wraiths," he said, "it may have cost us dearly... but the Hawk-bat operation has just begun to pay off.
We're going to need a contact team."

He glanced among the Wraiths present. "I can't be on the

teamn, nor can Wes. Werejust alittle too well known to Imperia

forces. Not even agood disguise would necessarily prevent us from being recognized.” He didn't add
that thiswas especidly true with their most proficient artist of disguise, Face, being missing or dead.
"Cadtin, before the liberation, you were considered a crimina on Coruscant, an insurgent, so information
onyouisprobably in Zsnj'sfiles"

The code-dicer nodded. "1 tried to wipe out my records wherever | could find them, but they just
propagated too fast for me."

"Kdl isaposshility, but you're pretty digtinctive.”

Thebig man amiled. "I liketo think s0."

"Myn, not achancefor you. You're acasudty of being

well known as adecorated member of the Corellian armed forces and then aNew Republic squadron
commander. Runt, you'reright out, at least until midget Thakwaash number more than onein the ranks of
darfighter pilots acrossthe galaxy.

Piggy, however-"

The Gamorrean pilot nodded. "I can dress up as abarbar-ian and smply be appropriate scenery.”
"Correct. Though Zsinj, asaproduct of the Imperia school of thought, may be unhappy with the
presence of anon-human in the Hawk-bat party. Well have to think that one over. Dia, Shdla, Tyria,
Larg, dl of you are distinct possibili-ties. I'll need alittle time to work out the best mix for the greet-ing
Shdlasad, "But it sounds asthoughit'sago.”

Wedge nodded. "It is. Thisiswhat we're herefor. Such a

mission would have to be avolunteer operation, though, so anyone who does not wish to be included,
send me anote. Dis-missed, everybody.”

Wedge noticed that they filed out with their backs alittle straighter, with more energy in their steps, than
they'd had when they arrived for the conference. Y es, they'd probably lost friends down on Halmad...
but they hadn't lost their sense of purpose.

Castin Donn wasthelast in lineto leave, but he shut the door before him and turned back to face
Wedge. "Sir, I'd like to be part of this operation.”

"Cadtin, you yoursdlf agreed that you were probably too well known in Imperia records.”

"That'sright, Sir. But | want to go in unknown, unde-tected. | have anidea.”

Wedge gestured for himto Sit. "Let's hear it."

Cadtintook achair again. "I'm familiar with awide vari-ety of Imperial computer systlems.” "1 know."
"What if | put together a program that induced Iron Fist's computer to broadcast an occasiona signa
saying, 'Herel am, come and get me'?"'

"Onethat Zsnj wouldn't detect?

"Correct, gr. This program would piggyback its message to outgoing signals so there would be no
extraneous broad-casts for the ship's crew to detect. Now, given a capital ship's protocols for scans of



its programs, for frequent memory flushes, and so forth, even with maximum stedth characteris-tics, a
program like this couldn't last too long. Maybe a month, maybe aweek or two less or more. But in that
time, we could build up a database of the ship's movements.”

"Like Admira Trigit tried to do to uswith hisMorrt Project.”

"Correct. We might even get abresk. Find the Iron Fist staying in one place long enough for eements of
the fleet to ar-rive and hit it."

"What would you need?'

"Well, | dready have the programming smulators here. I'd just need afull set of slormtrooper armor for
disguise, and a datapad portable termina with a standard ship's computer in-terface. I'd go in Narra's
smuggling compartment-if it can hold Piggy in apilot's suit, it can hold mein stormtrooper armor.”
Wedge considered for along moment. "Castin, | want you to work up this program.”

"Thank you, sr!" Castin saluted and started to rise.

"Wait, now. I'm not going to authorize your misson, not thistime.”

"What?" Castin sank back into place, looking as angry as though he'd been dapped.

"Zsinj isno fool. Were dready flying in acrew of pirates

he doesn't know. They are going to be under constant scrutiny. Thisfirst encounter isnot thetimeto try
such astunt. Later, when meetings become more routine and security getslax, that when we try your
plan.”

"Sir..." Cadtin'sjaw trembled as he visibly tried to bring himsdf under control. "Sir, I'm better than any
security they can offer. | don't tell you how to fly-you're the best at that.

Please don't tell me what sort of security | can and can't

breach.”

"Now you're being impertinent. Tell methe name of Zsinj's chief security man."”

"I don't know that, Sir."

"Then how do you know that you're better than heis?

That he doesn't have measuresin place againgt the sort of pro-gram you're planning to introduce?"
"Because I'm better than everybody, sir."

Wedge sighed. "Hight Officer Donn, I'm giving you adi-

rect order. Design your code. But take your time and do avery clean job on it. Because you will not be
accompanying thismis-sonto Iron Fist. Wewill use your program at some later time. Dismissed.”
Cadtin flushed red and looked as though he wanted to ar-gue the point, but stood, saluted with amilitary
precison that was, for him, obvioudy an exercisein sarcasm, and retrested.

Phanan's TIE fighter had apparently hit the ground in a soft glade, bounced like arock skipping across
the surface of apond, and crashed into aline of young trees. Now it rested, its port solar wing array
crumpled, its cockpit canted forward, so its main viewport was haf-buried in the dirt, againgt atrio of
trees bent dmost to the ground, their roots haf up inthe air. Thetwinion engines at the vehicles rear
were now encrusted with afoamy substance-probably afire-extinguishing foam sprayed on by those who
had come | ater.

Now a stormtrooper stood guard on the damaged vehicle, and was engrossed in conversation with two
men in the dis-tinctive uniform of Zsnj's Raptors. Two speeder bikesin Rap-tor colors hovered beside
the sarfighter'sintact wing.

Face, afew dozen meters away, in the heavy underbrush characteristic of the light forest of the areg,
insects crawling across his back and sides, wiped more stinging sweet from his eyes and crawled forward
to hear what they were saying.

The stormtrooper's voice, amplified by the electronic speaker of his helmet, was easiest to make out. ...
see here. Spots of blood. He was crawling here, but we didn't get any units... ground at this Site for half
an hour, so hewasn't crawl-ing for stedth; he was hurt. We have men on speeder bikes... now. They say
histrail goesalittle lessthan akilometer and just disappears on stony ground where things get hilly."



The two Raptorslooked at one another. Thefirgt, thetdler of thetwo, said, "Isthere any sign of
repulsorlift dust-up dong thetrall?"

"Ehh, no. They would have mentioned it. They're assum-ing he's out there hiding in the hills.”

"I don't think s0. They would have found more blood.

Even if hed bandaged himsdlf, he'd be cutting his flesh to pieces on that hard ground-unless he stopped
crawling and started walking. Which isnt likely. Scanning isn't doing any good?"

"Therearealot of people, humans, in the region. Profes-siond hunters. And some large game they hunt.
We're ushering them out asfast as we come across them, but they're playing havoc with our scanners.”
The Raptor sighed, testimony to the stormtroopers in-competence, and turned back toward the speeder
bikes.

The other one said, "WEell find him. Then well tell your people how it was done.” He followed his
partner.

Face crawled forward asfast as he could manage while re-maining fairly quiet. The slormtrooper was
watching the Rap-tors, his body language suggesting that perhaps held enjoy beating the two men
sensdless with the stock of his blagter rifle, and did not turn in Face's direction.

The Raptors mounted their speeder bikes, talking to one another, their low, amused tones and occasional
chuckles mak-ing it likely that the ssormtrooper and hisfellows continued to be an object of derison.
They fired up the bikes thrusters and headed out.

Face stood up from behind abush in their path. Hisfirst blaster shot took the right-hand Raptor in the
chest, sending him tumbling from the back of the vehicle. Face traversed | eft and fired just as the second
Raptor came abreast of him. His shot took the man in the side of the head and the dead or in-jured man
passed so close that Face could fedl the wash from his repulsors and smell the char from his helmet.
Ahead, the ssormtrooper wasraisang his blagter rifle€'s stock to his shoulder. Face threw himsdf to the
ground, once again partialy concealed by the bush, and squeezed off three shots. The first two went
wide, with the stormtrooper's return shot charring soil lessthan ameter in front of Face, but the third
blast took histarget in the gut, where sections of white armor were connected by flexible black materid.
The storm-trooper let out amoan and fell forward.

There was an explosion from behind Face. Herolled over and brought his blaster up, but there were no
enemies to confront-the second speeder bike had dammed into a broad-based tree and exploded. Fiery
fragments rained down upon the tree and surrounding underbrush.

No time to worry about that. Face hurried to Phanan's TIE fighter, clambered up one broken wing pylon,
and peered into the cockpit. No sign of Phanan, asthe conversation held overheard had suggested, but it
would be good to deny Zsinj'sforces any information they might glean from andysis of the craft. Hefired
severd blaster shotsinto the cockpit, and when the pilot's seat and control board were fully ablaze, he
dropped again to the ground.

The firgt speeder bike had fetched up against atree, but had not detonated. Still, the forward outrigger
looked bent, even from this distance, and that wasn't good; it would seri-oudy restrict the vehicle's speed
and maneuvering capabilities.

Face took the stormtrooper's blaster rifle and hurried toward the bike. En route, he passed the bodies of
both Rap-tors. Both men were dead. He took their blaster pistols, com-links, and various cards and
datacards.

Ashed feared, the outrigger of the surviving speeder bike

was twisted out of alignment. A repair job was out of the ques-

tion with the tools he had on hand. He swore to himsdlf,

mounted the vehicle, and set it into motion.

Thething'sthruster engine rattled and coughed, and the bike showed an immediate tendency to pull down
and to the right-the new bend to the forward directiona vanes made that inevitable. Still, it would be
fagter than walking. By brute force, he kept in line with the still-distinct trail Phanan had made and set out



aong that route.

Digtantly, he could hear the roar of other speeder bikes.

He snapped on hisvehicle's comlink, and that of one of the Raptors. The airwaves were active with
communications

"May have some sign of passage here, looks something like crawling. But therésno blood.” "Ay Dee
Seven Four Two, have Ajaf and Matham reported in to you yet? .... Grid Two-Four secure. No large
life-forms here except us." "Too bad we can't scan for intelligent life-forms, Dofey, that would let you out
right away. .... No personal remarks, Private."

The damaged speeder bike carried Face dong Phanan'strail of crushed underbrush and scored mud.
Phanan had man-aged to crawl afair distance, Face decided. He traveled a quar-ter kilometer through
thisforest, then ahdf kilometer, and finally reached anarrow, shallow river that must have been the one
mentioned by the stormtrooper.

On the other side of theriver, Face could see that the forest thinned, and not much farther it graduated to
rocky hillsthat were thick with underbrush but not much for trees. Face shook his head. It didn't make
sense for Phanan to head for terrain like that, where it would be easier to spot him from above- and as he
watched, a TIE fighter swooped by over the nearest ridge of hills, flying dowly enough that it had to be
on recon-naissance detail. Still, Phanan's crawling trail emerged on the other side of the bank, more
obvious than ever, and headed toward those hills.

Face paused, sensing some of Phanan'sinnate perversity at work. The stormtrooper had said the trail
disappeared on stony ground, and the searchers hadn't had any luck finding Phanan. No luck finding an
injured pilot who was limited to crawling.

Phanan knew aswell as Face did that adowned pilot who found ariver would, under most
circumstances, be much bet-ter off following it downriver. Human settlements tended to be built aong
rivers. Riverstended to join other rivers. Rivers usualy meant fresh water.

What if-More obvious than ever. What if Phanan had crawled asfar asthefirst batch of terrain that
would no longer carry sign of his passage, then had crawled back to the river? It was a sengble strategy.
It might throw off his pursuers. It had thrown off his pursuers.

Face turned rightward, the direction theriver flowed, and began cruising dowly aboveits surface.
Thiswas amuch better route. Trees aong the riverbanks shielded long stretches of the water from view
from above. Long grasses beside the water draped the banks, sending leavesinto the river itself-did they
drink as roots did? Face shook his head; now was not the time to worry about botanica stud-ies of the
planet Halmad.

Then there were theriver's larger inhabitants. Far ahead and sometimes far behind, Face saw large
splashes and railingsin the water that suggested the human-szed amphibians he had glimpsed before.
Perhaps they were keeping their distance because they were easly frightened. That was much more
soothing than the possibility thet they might be stalking him.

A kilometer downriver, Face fet ablinding flash of pain to the sde of hishead. He dmost fdll off the
speeder bike. He came upright fast, blaster in hand, aiming at the elegant drapery of grassesto hisleft.
Grasses-and one pa e hand sticking out beyond them, waving.

He brought the speeder bike around, hopped off into the thigh-high water, and shoved hisway through.
It was Phanan, swesting, paer than usua, leaning againgt the bank in the shade of the leaves. Hisgray
TIE-fighter pilot's suit lacked its breathing gear, helmet, and gloves, and was torn in the front-a tear Face
suspected Phanan had inflicted to help cool himself.

"I'm glad to see you," Phanan said. His voice was weak, very hoarse.

"So glad you decided to brain me with arock.”

"l can't shout.”

"Areyou hurt?'

Phanan nodded.



"Badly?'

Another nod. "'I'm pretty sureI'm bleeding interndly. | don't think I'm going to get much farther.”

"Y ou're going to get to Hawk-bat Base. Can you ride on the back of the bike?"

Phanan waslong in answering. "l think s0."

"Let'sget you up onit. You've thrown off pursuit pretty well. I'm going to get us out of their search area
before they de-cideto range out thisfar.”

Face hel ped Phanan up on the back of the bike. It wasn't easy. Halfway up, Phanan let out abark of
pain and curled up into aknot and stayed that way, shuddering, several long mo-mentswhile Face held
him up. Then, finaly, Phanan could uncurl enough to take anormd rider's position on the back of the
bike. Face noted that Phanan began swesting heavily as soon as he left the cooling water of theriver, and
the swegting did not stop.

Face climbed up in the driver's seat and goosed the thrusters.

Thethruster engine let out amore vigorous cough than ever, shuddered once, and died.

"It take it you bought this used,” Phanan said.

Phanan lay on hisback on the bike. In his hand he held the bike's sensor unit, which Face had pulled
fromits pog, leaving it attached only by wires.

The bike's repulsorlift was fine. So Face, finding arope in the vehicle's smal cargo compartment, had
tied the rope off to the outrigger and was now a couple of meters ahead, drag-ging the bike by the rope
while Phanan rode.

"Thisis pretty sweet,” Phanan said. "Why don't you ped me some sunfruit whileyoure at it?' Therewas
dill aragp of painin hisvoice.

"Sure. Youkill it, I'll pedl it. What does pursuit ook like?" " Sensors don't show any vehicleswithin our
scanning range. | disabled the transmitter on this one's comlink so they can't bounce asigna and find us™"
"Good."

"Fece?'

"y e

"Thanksfor coming back for me."

"If you got captured, 1'd haveto fill out forms.”

"Reasonable. By theway, do you have aplan, or iswalk-

ing intheriver pretty much the extent of it?"

"That'sthe biggest part of it, sure,” Face said. "Walking downriver for exercise and to broaden my
awareness of thein-credible diversity of human culture. But sooner or later we haveto reach a
community. At that point, I'll sneak in and kid-nap you adoctor."

"Right," Phanan said. Hiseyeswere closed. "Asthough | trusted you to find your own backside without
help from aspotter satellite.”

"From there, we can dso rig asignal to base. Well proba-bly be off thisrock by dawn.” "Right."
"Maybe'll find acongenid femae doctor in town and shelll be taken with you and your little ways."

"It won't happen. Y ou know what her first wordswill be?!

"What?"

"Shélll say, 'Garik Loran? The Face? Ooh, I'm feling

fant..."

Face turned around. "Look again."

Phanan craned his neck to look. "Oh, that's right, you're still in your Horrible Burn Victim facia makeup.
Maybe | have a chance after al." He winced and half curled up as another wave of pain hit him.

"Oh, forget this. We've got to get you medical help immedi-ately. And that means caling in Zsinj'sforces
and surrendering.”

Phanan uncurled again, but rocked back and forth alittle, obvioudy unableto hold till. "Come here.”
Face splashed back to him.



When he was a ongside, Phanan grabbed him by the neck of his pilot's suit. His organic eye blazed
amost as much as his mechanica one. "Listen to me, Face. We do not surrender. Y our face under the
makeup and my prosthetic modifications are going to be too easy to identify. If we surrender, thewhole
Hawk-bat plan just evaporates, and we have to start al over where Zsinj is concerned. I'm not going to
have that."

"Even at the cogt of your own life."

"That'sright." Exhaugted by his exertions, Phanan lay

back on the seat. "Starting over means more time. More time for Zsinj to bombard more colonies, to
destroy more ships. Another day may mean some bright young doctor getsit theway | did and ends up
what | am."

"What you areis pretty good."

Phanan shook his head. "Not as good as some kid with a

superior intellect whose only aim isto make people better. I'd

rather he be out there than me." Hetook along breath. "If

| die"

"You're not going to die.”

"Shut up and listen, Face. If | die, you cantt let them find my body. They'd identify me. Do whatever it
takes you to get back to the unit, but don't let them find me."

"You're not going to die.”

"Promise me you'll dispose of me.”

Face shuddered. "I promise. But you're not going to die.”

"Well, I'll try to hold you to that promise, too." His organic eye closed. "Theres no traffic, yet we're
stopped. Why isthat?!

Face grinned and splashed back to histowing rope. "Y our fault for hiring an incompetent driver."

The sun went down and Halmad's myriad moons were brightly illuminated. Behind them wasarich
carpet of stars- for dl itsindustry, Hamad had clear skies.

At abend in the river where the treeswere thin, Phanan said, "What's that?'

Face looked back to see where Phanan was staring, then looked straight up.

Jugt crossing before one of the moonswas abrightly illu-minated triangle, tiny in the distance. "That'll be
Iron Fig, | expect.”

"Ah. Niceto have been able to see her before shewasdl blown up.”

Two hundred meters farther on, Face heard Phanan gasp-ing for breath. He splashed back to him. He
couldn't go asfast as he wanted. It was getting hard to move; hislegswere cold and felt like lead.
Phanan was not knotted in pain, as Face had expected. He was stretched out in the pose held found
most comfortable, but there was distressin hisface. " Sorry,” Phanan said. "A bit of panic." Hisvoice was
fainter than before. "Panic.”

"l wasjust imagining what a sad gaaxy thiswould be without my superior intellect and general state of
wonderful-ness." Phanan gave aminimd shrug.

"That's not something you have to worry about.”

"Either way, youreright." Phanan held out ahand; there

wassomething init.

Face took the datapad from him. "What's this?"

"It's called adata-pad. New Republic and Imperia chil-

dren learn about them from the time they're very young."

"Takeit back with you. It has somelast thoughtsoniit.”

The coldnessin Face'slegs crept up to inhabit the rest of him and he shuddered again. "Not last thoughts,
Ton. Don't be so fatdidtic. You'rejust punishing yoursalf.”



Phanan managed a hoarse chuckle. Y ou would know.

That'syour specidty, isnt it?" "What do you mean?'

"I dowhat | do because | very badly want to hurt the peo-ple who hurt me. Y ou do what you do so you
can punish alittle boy who once made some holodramas for the Empire.”

"That'sridiculous™"

"Isit? Face, just how much do you think you owe the New

Republic?'

"Well... some."

"For your acting. For the fact that it furthered Imperia

causes."

"That'sright."”

"It'snot right. Y ou're putting atremendous burden on the little boy you used to be."

"Well, adebt. It'sasthough | incurred this tremendous debt account. Now I'm paying it off bit by bit."
"The account doesn't need balancing.” Therewas scornin Ton'svoice. ™Y ou can't reduce sapient livesto
numbers and ex-change them like credits. Y ou can't measure what a boy did in innocence againgt what a
man hasto do for therest of hislife.

"Now you'reraving."

"Ah. That's good to know. Hey, were sopped again.”

A hit farther, and Phanan said, in ahoarse whisper Face could barely hear over the whine of the
repulsorlift, "It'sup there again.”

"Iron Fist?' Face looked up. The Super Star Destroyer was making another orbit.

It was distant, pristine, like the giant spearhead of some supernatural being from the long-forgotten
mythologies of a hundred worlds. It drifted by, not caring about the lives and deaths and victoriesand
tragedies of the humans below. And when it descended, it would bring desth. That, Face decided, was
Iron Fist. And such athing had no right to exit. If it took him forever, hewould see it destroyed.

He made sure his sudden revulsion did not makeit to his

voice. "Not too intimidating from thisfar away, iSit?" he

asked.

Phanan didn't answer.

"l said, not too intimidating from here, isit?"

Phanan till did not respond.

Face stood where he was, unwilling to turn and look, to walk back on his cold-numbed legsto confirm
what he feared.

But the speeder bike dowly drifted forward until it was be-side him.

Phanan's chest did not rise or fall. But his organic eye was

gtill open, directed upward, and his expression-for once lacking pain, lacking the shields of sarcasm or
manufactured salf-gppreciation’-was that of a child wondering at the glit-tering beauty of the stars.
Face'svison blurred as his own eyesfilled with thefirst tears hed shed since hewas aboy.

13

At dawn, Face rose from hi s makeshift camp. He took one last ook at the bundle he was leaving
behind-ruined speeder bike, ruined pilot, and the combination of his own datapad and a Raptor comlink
he'd laborioudy programmed by moon-light, al beneath the thin therma blanket held retrieved from the
bike's cargo-and then headed into the trees.

In spite of the pulsing achesthat seemed to have replaced his muscles and bones while he dept, hewould
be ableto travel swiftly. He had good directiona sense. He did not have an in-jured comrade to tow
through difficult, dow terrain.

Within an hour, he passed by the gutted hulk of Phanan's TIE fighter. There were no bodies here. Zsinj's
investigators had come and gone, and had posted no one to guard ava ue-less, burned-out hull. There



were no distant sounds of speeder bikes or TIE fighters. The search had moved or been called off.
When morning was gill young, he swam out to where hisinterceptor lay partidly submerged, and took a
long and lonely time going through the routine power-up checklist.

But when that was done, he had to act fast. His window of opportunity would be anarrow one.

The murky water behind hisinterceptor boiled ashecut in

his engines; he could see bubbles and foam drift around to his

front viewport as hisinterceptor strained. Then the repul sors overcame the muck that trapped his vehicle.
Herose to the water's surface and then shot into the air.

Up, southwest across anarrow band of forest, amere few moments until he found the river. Downriver
just afew more moments asterrain blurred beneath him.

When he recognized the gpproximate area of his camp, he

sent asignd across his comlink. The distant Raptor comlink

responded with the signal he'd programmed into its compan-

ion datapad and amoment later he hovered over the glade

where hed spent the night.

Thereit was, the black therma blanket atop hisfriend.

He could not wait. Revulsion for the deed he was about to perform had been his companion last night; he
did not havetime for it now. Herotated so that hisinterceptor was pointed straight down, as though it
were about to fly into the ground.

Repulsor and thrust emissions kicked leaves and plantsinto motion, and amoment later whipped the
blanket from atop the speeder bike and Ton Phanan.

Phanan's organic eye was closed-Face had closed it last night. But his mechanica eye was ill powered,
gtill staring redly, and Face wondered what it saw. Then Facefired.

Hislasersturned the center of the glade into aburning in-ferno, charring speeder bike, organic body, and
prosthetic partsinto a melted crater of ash and bubbling metal. Hefired until there was nothing
recognizable there, nothing for the in-vestigators of Zsinj or Halmad to identify as Ton Phanan.

Then he turned his bow skyward and fled to space.

At the end of Face's debriefing, Wedge asked, "Y ou've eaten?"

Face nodded. He rubbed his chin where the Generd Kar-gin scar makeup had been removed, and
seemed surprised to find stubble there. A little.”

"Good. Ligten, Face, | know thisisn't going to help

very much, but asfar as| can tell from your report and your

interceptor's recordings, you did everything right. Y ou did

everything possibleto preserve the integrity of thismisson and

thelives of your fdlow pilats. | think highly of what you ac-complished down there.”

"But | was unableto bring Phanan back dive."

Wedge nodded. "'1've been unable to bring alot of friends back aive. And I'm not going to pretend that
it'snot going to eat at you. It will. It till eatsat me. | just want you to under-stand that it's not something
you aone have gone through. If you need to talk, cometo me, or to Wes or to Myn. | don't think we can
make you fed any better... but we can remind you that it's possible to survive the experience.”

"Yes, ar." Facelooked reflective. "I'd like to try to return that favor, if you'd like meto." "How's that?*
"I knew Ton better than anyonein the unit. | think | should at least help write the letter of notification to
hisfamily."

"Ah. Well, that's not going to be necessary, Face. Were

both off that particular hook. While you were cleaning up, |

went through his records and the datapad you brought back to

me. The person we're supposed to notify inthe case of his

desthisyou."



Face'seyeswent wide. "Me. Why not hisfamily?'

"No living family. Hewasthe only child of a couple who had him comparatively latein life. They both
died before he completed his education. No siblings. No family member closer than distant cousins
who've never met him. Y ou're dso the beneficiary of hiswill.”

Face didn't even manage areply to that statement. He just gaped.

"l have to process some of these documents. Then I'll get them into your hands. It won't be for awhile.
In the meantime, | want you to get some deep. At least, get somerest.” "Yes, Sr."

Wedge returned the pilot's salute and watched him go. He waited afew moments before calling, "Wes."
Janson stuck his head in the doorway. His normally merry festures were now schooled into somber lines.
"Y es, Commander.”

"Assign LaraNotsl to Face as hiswingman. Also, she's

had the military first-aid course more recently than any of the rest of us, so assign her as squadron medic.
Get her whatever ingtructiona holos and equipment shelll need for the task.

"And ask her to keep an eye on him, to watch out for signs of undue distress or any sort of overreaction
to Phanan's death. But she needsto keep it very surreptitious. We can't have him fedling that we're dl
goyingonhim.”

"Even thoughwe are.”

"Correct.”

Moments after Janson had gone, there was arap at the door.

Donos entered and saluted.

Wedge returned the salute and tried to keep from frown-

ing. There was something different about the pilot. The somber expression was the same, the thick mop
of black hair over brooding dark eyeswas the same-though lacking the air of defeat Donos had worn
when hejoined Wraith Squadron.

Then Wedge caught it. Donoswas in casud dress, mostly black, hisjacket still bearing apatch for Talon
Squadron, and Corellian Bloodstripes on his pants.

Donos had earned the decorations while serving with dis-tinction as a sniper with the Corellian armed
forces. He hadn't worn them in the first severa weeks of his service with Wraith Squadron,
demondtrating the lack of salf-esteem that followed the destruction of hisformer squadron.

That injury to his spirit seemed to have healed. A good sign. But Donos still wasn't the ostentati ous sort
and wouldn't have worn adecoration like this, even though it was hisright, with hisordinary dress.
Wedge gave him a suspicious look and gestured for him to Sit. "This obvioudy isn't about Face.”
"That'sright, gr. It'sabout Lara

Donostold him about Laras brother, who shouldn't have

survived but did, who shouldn't have found her again but did. And he described a possible mission to
Lara'shomeworld of Aldivy.

Face rose after along time. Most of it had not been spent deep-

ing. Nor had he been truly awake; held been in arestless state

where conscious thought could not take hold, but neither could deep, for his mind was fully occupied by
images of the last two days.

Thelight on histermina was blinking, asign of messages or files received. He brought the termina up.
A digpatch from the commander. Lara, Wraith Thirteen, was now hiswing, and the replacement medic.
No surprise there.

A copy of Ton Phanan'swill. Face skipped it.

A message from Phanan. It was dated and timed less than an hour before his death. Face took a deep
breath and brought it up.

It was smpletext, the only means Phanan had to take



notes at thetime. It read,

Face

I'm not going to go into the pathology of this. Suf-

ficeto say werretalking about internd injuries, interna
bleeding. Maybe aruptured kidney; I'm having trouble
sorting that one out. Either way, | don't think I'm going
to last too long.

| flatter mysdlf in thinking that you're going to take

it kind of hard. (If I'mwrong, don't let me know.) While
part of me wishes you wouldn't, another part appreci-
atesit.

I dso know that you're going to punish yoursdlf for

this. | wish you wouldn't. There are two people respons-
ble for me getting injured. I'm one of them, for being not
quite the superior flier 1 needed to be. Some unnamed
Zsnj pilot isthe other one, and you killed him. (Which |
also appreciate, by theway, in casel didn't tell you.)
There no room for athird party to blame, so butt out.
I've left you some money. A fair amount, actualy; |

was the only son of wedlthy parents, and | didn't manage
to spend it all on good times and prosthetics. By the
terms of my will, some of what you receive hasto be used
for aspecific project. If you don't useit for that, the
whole amount goesto an aready wedlthy actor you've
mentioned with a certain amount of contempt, and

you'l get to watch him become even richer despite his

lack of talent or persona worth. So there.

| really don't have much time here, and I'm strug-gling to find some way to sum up what | need to say. |
guessit boilsdown to this

Thanksfor being my friend. | needed one, and you wereit.

Ton Phanan

Pilot, Wit, and Superior Intellect

Oh, yes-don't et roy glass prowlers starve. They're cute little insects. Cuteness should be preserved.
Face waited for some sort of blow to hit him, but he was | eft

only with the dull achethat had been his companion all

through the night.

He brought up Phanan'swill and read it aswell.

"Some of uswill, asyou know, be away on missonswith vary-ing levels of consequence," Wedge said.
"A couplewill remain here at Hawk-bat Base for maintenance and security purposes. The rest-now,
contain yoursaves-will recelve leave.”

He waited through the resulting cheers. They were in the conference-room module, packed in around its
table, and the Wraiths expressionswere astudy in contrasts, ranging from glum to suddenly cheerful.
Well, partidly cheerful. Phanan's desth was till fresh on their minds.

"Misson Oneisthe meeting with Zsinj," Wedge said.

"Face commands, and he has chosen Diaand Kell to accom-pany him. Thisisdl intelligence gathering,
very ddlicate, whichiswhy the crew isfull of deadly killers"" That got achuckle. Wedge saw Tyriagive



Kdl alittleirritable punch in the shoul der-doubtless she was unhappy that held be on avery dangerous
mission, and doubly unhappy that she wouldn't be dong to get him out of trouble. "Thismisson will utilize
the shuttle Narra

"Mission Two is Laras meeting with her brother. We hope

that will turn out to be nothing more than ajoyful family re-

union, but there's a chance that thisisaprobe by Zsinj. Lieu-

tenant Donos will accompany her, and they'll bein their

X-wings.

"Mission Three congsts of metraveling by X-wing back to Coruscant to make aroutine report and pick
up orders.

With our complement of X-wings, up to five more of you can accompany me back and get in alittle rest
and recreation. Lieu-tenant Janson will remain here in command of the facility- because he got to go back
lagt time and now it'shisturn.”

Janson's expression turned glum. "Nobody is alowed to have any fun on Coruscant. If | find out that
anyone has had any fun, he gets kitchen duty for amonth."

"Weadl promiseto be miserable, Wes." Wedge noticed one of the pilots hand raised. "Y es, Cadtin.”
"Sir, you remember the special misson | talked to you about? Sneaking aprogram into Iron Fist's
communications system so that it will broadcast itslocation occasiondly?!

"l remember. | remember saying it wasagood plan... but not for theinitial contact misson.”

Cadtin waved asif to brush away the last part of Wedge's statement. "Sir, | finished the program.”

"You did?' Wedge nodded. "Excedllent.”

"l finished it in time for thismission, Sir. It fill needs an experienced code-dicer to cut it into the syssem in
guestion- otherwiseit'd never get through the system's defenses-but it op-erates flawlesdy on my
Imperid-computer-system smulators.”

"It won't befor thismission, Castin. But welll try to bring back an upgraded smulator from Coruscant to
give you that much more of an edge."

"Dammir, gir, thisisthe only opportunity we're certain we're going to have. We need to take it. You're
being too cau-tious, and that's going to cost us.”

The other pilotslooked between Castin and Wedge, dll cheer draining from their faces.

Wedge took adeep bregth, giving himsalf abrief moment to cam himsdlf. "Hight Officer Donn.” "Yes,
ar.

"Right Officer Donn."

Suddenly uneasy, Castin looked around, then rose and stood at attention. " Sir."

"Y our tactical sense and gut fedling tell you that now isthe time to implement your plan. Minetdl methat
later will be better. All esebeing equal, whose do you think | am going to rank higher?”

"Well, yours, sir." Cagtin looked very unhappy under this sudden scrutiny.

"Now, think about this. If we do it my way and I'm right, we've saved lives. If we do it my way and I'm
wrong, well have missed an opportunity-an opportunity well regain if the rest of the mission goes
according to plan and the Hawk-bats begin doing work for Zsinj-and I'll have both learned something
and suffered adight blow to my reputation, both of which | can survive.

"On the other hand, if we do it your way and you're right, we conceivably speed up the destruction of
Zsnj. But if wedo it your way and you're wrong, you get yourself and the whole team captured or killed,
which you can't survive. Do you see the difference?”

"Yes, gr, but-"

"Save that thought. Now, imagine that you're aNew Re-public pilot and you fed aneedto criticizea
superior officer's performance or thinking. All € se being equa, should you do so in private or in apublic
forum?'

Cadtin seemed visibly to sag. "In private, Sr."



"I'll give you sometimeto think about that. Y ou'll bere-

maining on Hawk-bat Station while your fellows return to Coruscant. Now, Sit.”

Cadtin did, flushing red, looking miserable.

Wedge looked among the other pilots. "Anything else?

No? Prep for your missions, then. Dismissed.”

Face caught up with Castin out in the Trench. He asked, "What wasthat al about?"

Cadtin shook his head, angry, and didn't dow his pace... though he was just waking up the middle of the
gtony shaft with no destination evident. "He'swrong, Face. He'sjust wrong.”

"Why?'

"Because, | don't know, he's so concerned about preserv-ing our livesthat hell flinch from atactic that
could end thiswhole campaign in one stroke.”

"No. Cadtin, he hasn't hesitated to risk our lives, or his

own, not in the time I've been with the Wraiths. But in spite of

al the jokes about Corellians not caring about the odds, he

does. And he knows more about resources and strategy than

we do. Soif he saysyour mission isn't worth the risk-"

"Hesright and I'm wrong.”

"Probably."

"All right."

"I want your promise that you won't try anything on your

"l promise." Castin stopped suddenly and looked around. He and Face were now beside the kitchen and
mess. "I'm hun-gry." He headed in that direction.

"A good, brisk walk will do that to you," Face said. He did not follow the code-dlicer-better not to put
him on the defensive.

There weretwo gray blurs, the X-wings of Laraand Donos, shooting up past the magcon field holding in
the atmosphere of the Hawk-bats hangar. Face, seated in the cockpit of the shut-tle Narra, watched
them flash by. They werefollowed amo-ment later by a stream of five more snubfighters-Wedge, Runt,
Shdla, Tyria, and Piggy, off on their routine misson to Coruscant.

He envied them. It wasn't just that they'd be getting alittle rest and recreation, even just afew hours of it;
the prospect of facing Warlord Zsinj was making him more than alittle tense. He had no abnormal fear of
the man-but ever since this mis-sion had been described to him, held harbored the fear that somewherein
the middle of a conversation with the warlord, avision of Phanan would cross before hiseyesand hed
be un-able to restrain himsdf from making an assault on Zsinj. Such an attack might hurt or kill Zsinj, but
it was certain to befatal to Face and his comrades. "Power," he said.

"Ninety-seven percent, reserves one hundred percent.”

That was Dia, seated beside him, in the copilot's seat. But it wasn't the Dia he was used to. She was now
in the guise of Seku, her Hawk-batsidentity, and as dramatically different from her usual appearance as
Face was when, as now, he wore his Genera Kargin scar makeup.

Her normally bare brain tails-or lekku, as they were known to the natives of Ryloth-were now decorated
with an intricate pattern of black cuneiform marks, temporary tattoos that, in the Twi'lek language, told
stories of the character and misdeeds of her fictitiousidentity. Instead of the gray TIE-style pilot's
uniforms Face and Kell wore, shewas dressed in avest, trousers, and boots of black hide-lined, she had
assured him, for comfort-al decorated with shiny metd replicas of animal teeth and claws, accoutrements
she'd persuaded Cubber to lathe out during some of hisinfrequent off-duty hours. Face found her
atractive under norma circumstances, this barbaric personawas even more visualy appedling.
"Ninety-seven? Why arewe not & full ?*



She shrugged. " Cubber said something about the manhan-

dling Narrasustained in Iron Figt's tractor beams causing some system problems. Nothing he can repair
until the commander returns from Coruscant with some replacement parts.”

"Wonderful. What else did he say we can expect to go wrong?"

Kdl stuck his head up between the two segts. There was more to his head now; hewore afase
mustache, beard, and absurdly long wig of fiery red hair. "Hull seals are alittle more questionable. We
had to repair some dow leaks when we got back. But she'sin good shape. Assuming we don't haveto
take on another Star Destroyer, shélll do just fine.”

"Good. Remember your signature action.”

Kdl'seyesditted. With adow and ddiberate motion, he

drew the hair hanging down hisright shoulder to fall behind hisback. As he turned to look at Face, he
added an insolent lit-tle shake of the head that set his hair to swaying. It was an e aboration Face hadn't
taught him, but it was perfect, making his persona even more obvioudy avictim of arrogance and
sf-love

Diagavethetwo of them ahard smile. "He'sloathsome.”

Face said, "That'stheidea. All right, strap in and prep for space. We have an appointment to keep. No,
wat aminute

Kdl, drag Castin out of the smuggling compartment and send him packing. We can't have any
Sowaways."

Grinning, Kell moved aft, behind the seats, and tapped a complicated rhythm againgt the starboard
bulkhead. A portion of what had |ooked like seamless wall swung down on hinges and he reached inside.
An expression of surprise crossed hisface and he ducked down to look. "Hey, no Castin.” "It's empty?"
"| didn't say that." Kdll retrieved something fairly large and furry from the compartment'sinterior and
waved it at the others. It was the Ewok toy. "Say hello to Lieutenant Kettch."

Face snorted. ™Y ou ever wonder how he gets around? I'm not sure heisn't dive.”

Kdl peered ingde the compartment again. "And some generous spirit has loaded thisthing up with
goodies. A couple of blasters, some preserved food, a couple of bottles of Hamad Prime-" "Hey, bring
that up here."

Kdll replaced Kettch within the compartment and sealed it. "1 don't think so."

"It's every generd'sright to be uproarioudy drunk on diplomatic missions.”

Kl dropped into the seat behind Diaand began practic-ing his signature move. With every repstition it
became more obnoxious. "'I'm going to keep this up until you shut up about the Prime.”

"Ooh. Y ou win, mutineer. Prepare for space.”

14

Narraemerged from hyperspace at the appointed coordinates.

Thiswas degp space, nothing to see within a half-dozen light-years, but there was something awaiting
them-a barrage of corem messages. They flooded the communi cations waves, repesting variations on the
same message, overlapping one another.

"Gresetings Hawk-bats thisis greetings Hawk-bats War-lord Zsinj not rebroadcast | welcomethisisyou
prepare to receive them smply Warlord Zsinj anew set of | welcome fol-low them coordinates do not
rebroadcast you prepare them smply soon we follow them to receive soon we will be will be anew
dining in comfort and set of dining in coming to terms of coordinates do great mutual comfort and profit .
.." Thewords continued in that way, a ceaseless stream.

Face shook hishead. "That'samess. Let's seeif we can lock them down to asingle transmission.” His
hands moved over the communications console. "All right. We have asmal satdllite dead ahead. One
sgna’s stronger than the others. And that gives us..." He punched a button to isolate the signal.
"Greetings, Hawk-bats. ThisisWarlord Zsinj. 1 welcome

you. Prepare to receive anew set of coordinates. Do not re-



broadcast them. Smply follow them. Soon we will bedining in

comfort and coming to terms of great mutua profit." The mes-sage began to repest.

"Weé're getting afile on the same band,” Diasaid.

"Dont bring it up,” Kell said. "It might be the kind of program Castin likesto work up. Something that
will give them moreinformation about usthan wed like."

Face nodded. "Good point. It'snot abig file. I'll transmit it to my datapad and we can reenter the nav
data by hand.

What do you figure would happen if we did want to retransmit the file?"

Diasaid, "One of two things. That satellite will have an extrasystem. Either it's awegpons system,
designed to destroy us, or it's a hypercomm system that will warn Zsinj before we get to him."

Kell dragged hishair back over his shoulder again. "I1tll be whichever system is cheaper.”

"Wéll, in either case, we won't be doing that." Face com-pared the navigationd dataon his datapad with
that which he'd just typed into Narrals computer. It matched. He punched the execute button and
nodded for Diato bring the shuttle around to its new course. "All right, stage two."

The two X-wings dropped out of hyperspace at the outer pe-riphery of the Aldivy system, well beyond
the solar-gravity well that would prevent their reentering hyperspace.

Laraimmediately brought up her visua sensors and trained them on the planet of Aidivy. The picture that
emerged, jittery and blurry, was of a blue-and-white globe with no fea-tures she could identify.
Sheredrained hersdlf from making asour face. What she knew of Aidivy al camefrom Imperid surveys
and publicly available data. She knew the map of the planet's surface, but from space, of course, cloud
cover kept those easily recognized continental borders from sight.

Her comlink crackled. "I can't detect any traffic on Imperid channds” Donos said. " Just some routine
suff on standard planetary and commercia channels. Pretty light, actualy.”

"Aldivy isn't heavily settled," shesaid. "A couple of hundred

communities. Not enough vaue there for the Imperiasto prO-tect it when they occupied it. At the height
of Imperia occupation, we had two TIE fighters and a shuttle protecting us."

"In addition to your own planetary defenseforces, | assume.”

"Um, yes" Shewished held quit asking questions. Too much of thisand he'd catch her out in awrong
answer. "Our police. Not much defense againgt assault forces, I'm afraid.”

"Isyour home on the day side or night side right now?"

"I'mtrying to figure that out." Shut up. Just shut up. "l

can't tell. I'll know when were closer.”

The main doorsto Iron Figt's fase bridge rose with their cus-tomary startling speed and General Melvar
entered. He stopped short at the sight of the dinner table now occupying the center of the command
walkway. Zsinj was seated at the head chair of the bare table, his booted feet up on it. Behind him, at the
bow end of the chamber, the holoscreens had been activated and were now a perfect match for the view
from thered bridge'sforward viewports, they framed Zsinj, making him the centrd feature of the galaxy
they showed. Zsinj smiled a him. "What do you think?*

"Perhaps your most ostentatious demonstration yet," Mel-var said as he approached. " Shouldn't you
surround yoursdlf with animbus of light to complete the effect?!

"Not abad idea. Maybe next time. What do you want?'

"Sensors have reported a shuttle's gppearance from the hyperspace course you provided to the
Hawk-bats. They'll be here within minutes.”

Zsinj'sfeet hit thewalkway surface and he stood. " Assem-ble the cast. Notify the galey. And get into
meakeup. This should be entertaining.”

Ashewatched Iron Fist growing in the forward viewport, Face

willed his stomach to quit crawling around. "All right. Here's

your last bit of advice. Remember, we're just as arrogant as



they are but nowhere near as strong. So respond appropriately

to bad manners-but not so gppropriately that you get us

killed."

Kel mimed entering data on an imaginary datapad. "No get killed,” he said. "1'11 try to remember.”

"I'd liketo say leave dl the talking to me, but that's not going to work-we're here to impress them with
our indi-vidua skill and readiness. Just keep al your responsesin char-acter, and refer any question
about our unit strength, tactical readiness, that sort of thing, to me."

"Understood, Genera," Diasaid. Her voice was an insinu-ating purr, far different from the flat, sometimes
emotionless tones he was used to from her. He glanced at her, and it was astranger's face that |ooked
back at him Dias features with an-other woman behind them. Her eyes evaduated him with the steady
regard of a half-tamed animal watching its owner for some sign of weekness. He looked away quickly,
uneasily aware that he didn't know whether she was smply anatural ac-tress or thiswasalayer to her
that he hadn't seen before.

To hisdisappointment, the Iron Fist bridge crew in-structed the Hawk-bats to land in a secondary hangar
well for-ward of the main hangar. He would have liked to have seen the damage done to the main hangar
by Kédl'stanker bomb, to have seen its state of repair.

Dia brought the shuttle into the designated hangar. Within aready were apair of interceptors, another
Lambda-class shuttle, and alarger Raptor trangport shuttle-an ugly, boxy troop carrier known to be
favored by Zsinj'sforces.

And areception committee-an officer and a haf-dozen stormtroopers. One of the troopers hand-guided
Narrato alanding pad marked off by red paint. Dia set the shuttle down expertly.

"Show time," Face said.

They descended the boarding ramp in proper form, Facefirgt, Diaand Kdll to either side of and behind
him. Face stopped directly before the officer. Neither that man nor any of the stormtroopers reacted
visibly to Face's scar makeup, the first time he could remember such alack of response.

The officer before him was not what Face had expected.

The man wastdl and lean, with features that might have been

bland had they not been twisted into such a predatory smile. He seemed to glow with an inner light, and
Face suspected that it was adangerous light. The man liked to win, or to kill, or to inflict pain-Face
wasn't sure which, but he did know that this was aman to watch. The officer dso, incongruoudy, had
long and perfectly reflective fingernails, Face suspected they were metd and would not have been
surprised to discover that they were very, very sharp.

Face cleared histhroat. "1 am Generd Kargin, founder and leader of the Hawk-bat Independent Space
Force." He put on an urbane smile and lowered hisvoice. "I believe | have an invitation.”

"Indeed you do. Generd Mévar. | am in charge of the warlord's assault forces, and | welcome you to
Iron Figt." The generd shook Face's hand. Firm grip, fast shake-he made no effort to conduct a contest
of grip strength to demonstrate dominance. "Y our associates 7'

Face gestured first to Dia, then to Kdll. " Captain Seku, my second-in-command. Lieutenant Dissek, my
bodyguard.”

"Delighted. Before we continue, though, thereisabit of bureaucratic unpleasantness to accomplish.”
"Oh?"

The genera looked regretful. "Zsinj isaman with many enemies. For this reason, many policies surround
him, policiesthat | do not let him overrule, for his own safety. One of them leads meto ingst that you turn
over dl wegponsto my men for the duration of your stay."

Face shrugged. Then he drew his blaster pistol with such speed that the stormtroopers present were
caught off guard, their weapons out of line; he could have shot Mevar and one or two others before they
would have been ableto react. But just as quickly heflipped the blaster in the air and caught it, then
handed it, butt first, to the nearest stormtrooper. "I have no fear of treachery here," Face said. "Alive, |



promise additiona strength to Zsinj. Killed, I would cost him very dearly.”

Méevar gave him apolite nod and shrug, neither agreeing to nor denying Face's assertion. Diaand Kdll
handed over their own blastersin aless dramatic fashion.

"The second part of this unfortunate protocol,” Mdvar said, "isthat you must tie scanned for additiona
weapons you might have forgotten to hand over, because of your habitual wearing of them amost as
clothing rather than wespons.

Pease"

Obligingly, Face and the othersraised their arms and let a stormtrooper specidist run a handheld scanner
around them. Face came up clean, then Dia.

Then it was Kdl'sturn. His accoutrements a so failed to trigger the wegpons scanner, but the
stormtrooper behind him obvioudy thought his arms needed to be alittle higher ; with the barrdl of his
blaster rifle, he tapped the underside of one of Kdl'sarmsto raiseit.

Kl stepped back so that the stormtrooper's barrel pro-truded benesth his right arm. He clamped his
right arm upon it, then twisted, smultaneoudy yanking the blaster out of the man's hand and bringing his
elbow up under the storm-trooper's helmet. A dight change to the angle of his attack and the blow would
crush the man'swindpipe, but Kell instead brought his elbow up into the man's chin. Everyone heard the
crack of the man'sjaw snapping shut.

The stormtrooper dropped to the floor, hisarmor clattering. The other stcormtroopers aimed at Kell. With
admirable aplomb, Kedll dowly reached over to switch off the blaster ri-fle's power, then lowered the
weapon onto itsfallen owner. "Isthere a problem?”

Generd Mevar's mouth twitched into what looked like an amused smirk. ™Y ou appear to be punishing
oneof my men."

"Punishing?' Kdl looked down at the sormtrooper asif seeing him for the first time. "Oh, | assure you,
no punishment was intended. That was Smply reflex. If 1'd intended to punish him, held be begging you to
kill him now."

Face turned back to Méelvar. "My apologies.”

The genera shook his head. "No need to gpologize. The

trooper was not instructed to behave this way toward honored

guests. | think alittle experience with dectricity will do him

some good." He gestured for another stormtrooper to attend

to the unconscious man, then for Faceto fdl in step beside him. "How much do you pay for thisman
Dissk's services?'

"I'll never tdl," Face said. "'If you want to try to hire him away, you'll have to offer him abribe without
knowing my own economies.”

Méevar offered alittle Sgh of vexation.

They landed in agrove of fruit treeslessthan a kilometer from the charred ova of dirt that now lay where
the community of New Oldtown had once stood. It was night, and only the cres-cent of asingle moon
afforded Laraand Donos any light.

Together, they approached the area of char from the east, where arise overlooked the destroyed town.
Laraassured Donos that a farmhouse had once stood there; she didn't tell him that she knew thisonly
from publicly available informartion taken from the community's main computer shortly be-fore Admira
Trigit bombarded the town out of existence. At the summit of the rise, they got down on hands and knees
to crawl until the ruined areawas beneath them.

What had been New Oldtown was as black as cloudy night. What she could see of the terrain suggested
that the onetime community and outlying farms were now a series of charred fur-rows and
craters-certainly, the nearest terrain was like that.

Inthemidst of it dl, though, was a house-a prefabricated brick-shaped dwelling of an incongruous blue,
cheery lightsin the windows. It looked like a chesp dollhouse.



Donos sighted in on it with his sniper rifle, adjusting the range on his sight. He did not speek, but worked
with confi-dence and precision. Laracould tell hed done this many timesin smilar circumstances.
"They'll probably scan for large life-formswhen | arrive,” she said. "In case | brought dlies. Which |
have™

"We're nearly akilometer out,” Donos said. "They might have ascanner that could find me, but probably
not. Have you got your comlink to broadcast continuoudy?!

"No. They're sureto check for that. I'm going in with it off, and I'm leaving it off."

Helooked at her, one eye visiblein the shadow of hisface.

"That's not agood idea. If you get in trouble-"

"If I hold up afigt, it meansI'min trouble. Cometo the rescue. If | don't, i have the Situation under
control.”

He sighed, obvioudy unhappy. "All right. But cal for help the ingtant you fed the Situation spin out of
control.”

"If it does." She hesitated, at alossfor what to say next. Histone suggested that he wasn't just being
professionaly methodical-he actualy cared about what happened to her. She wasn't used to that and
didn't know how to respond. No words suggested themselves, so she smply rose and headed down the
hill toward the ludicrous blue house.

Castin Donn watched Zsinj's scanner team go over theinterior of Narra. The picture on his handheld
screen waan't good-a flickery blue and white, limitations imposed by the micro-miniaturized holocam lens
he had set up to observe the shut-tle's cabin-but it did alow him to see which of the cockpit's control
panelsthey popped open so asto ingtall the machinery they'd brought with them. A tracking device,
probably. They brought up the shuttle's master control program, too, but didn't spend much time with
it-probably just erasing the record of their entry and exit. Not that such atactic would work; Castin had
done considerable work on Narras systems, so that now what appeared to be the standard interfaces to
al shuttle pro-gramswere actualy afaselayer. Code-dicers could adjust those layers dl they wished,
but their modifications would be trapped and later presented to the shuttle's authorized opera-tors for
confirmation or deletion.

The scanning team departed and the boarding ramp rose into place. It wastime to get moving.

Cadtin switched off the holocam and gingerly set the

screen down beside him. Every move had to be precise and

careful. Helay on hisback in full sormtrooper armor, the hel-

met tucked in beside his head, and could till occupy only half

of the smuggling compartment. Hed arranged to extend a

holocam lead and a breathing tube out through the scanner

shieding-turning them off while scanning was actually tak-ing place-but the compartment had no other
comfort condi-tioning, and he'd been sweating in here for hours. He stank like a banthain mating season.
Tape held the mirror in place beside him. The mirror was along strip of reflective materia set up to
adhere to the bottom and top surfaces of the smuggling compartment at aforty-five-degree angle so that
anyone looking in would see the compart-ment's top surface instead of the back. It was carefully Stuated
so that it covered him but led anyone looking in the compart-ment to believe that it was empty at the rear.
Now he went through the actions that had gotten him here, but in reverse order. He detached the tape
that held the mirrored materid to the compartment's celling and lowered it in place besde him. He
carefully moved aside the supplies hed |oaded into the compartment, giving him anarrow channel for
escape. Heflipped the switch that popped the compartment door open, and then wriggled out into
Narras main compart-ment-and into comparatively fresh air. He lay there on the floor for afew
moments, gulping in air, then retrieved his hel-met and other gear from the compartment and seded it
back up.

His plan was under way. He had to get out of the shuttle and hangar without the hangar guards noticing,



find hisway to afull-function computer coupler, dice hisway in through ship security, and upload his
program-then get back and wait. It would be tough, but he was a Wraith. He could do it.

And days from now, when Iron Fist was aglowing ball of superhested gas or aprize vessdl in the hands
of the New Re-public, Commander Antilleswould be forced to acknowledge that Castin had been right
dl dong.

General Mdvar and the Hawk-bats siwept into a bridge that was ariot of activity.

A narrow but full-length dinner table, large enough to ac-

commodate twenty people, was set up on the command walk-

way and more than half-filled with diners. Seated at the head of

the table, his back to the viewports now showing the swirl of

hyperspace travel, avast area of brightnessin his spotless

white grand admira's uniform, was Zsinj. His hands were clasped over hisexpansive bdly, his
mustachios drooped rak-ishly, and his expression was one of great contentment.

The officers assembled at his table were engaged in vigor-ous conversation, but as the Hawk-bats
entered the chamber they could hear none of it-it was drowned out by the din from the crew pit below.
There, uniformed bridge officers ood their watches with a startling unconcern for military decorum.
Some monitored their screens while leaning back with their feet up on their con-soles. Others stood in
groups of three or four, eyes on their screens but their attention on their fellows. Severa crewmen were
huddled closeto their screens, absorbed in low-grade TIE-fighter smulators. At one point toward the
bow, two stormtroopers were engaged in a vibroblade duel, apparently afriendly one, but their blows
gtill caused deep scoresin their white armor.

They weredl talking, ajumble of noise that made the chamber sound like a conference hall rather than a
ship'sbridge.

Generd Mdvar led the Hawk-bats toward the head of the table and had them sit before offering
introduction. "Warlord, alow meto present you Genera Kargin, Captain Seku, and Lieutenant Dissek,
honored representatives of the Hawk-bats. Genera Kargin, your host, the warlord Zsinj." Face offered a
seated half bow.

Zsnj findly turned his attention to the new guests and smiled. "Good to meet you at last. Welcome
aboard Iron Fg."

Facesad, "A formidable vessdl. | trust we did not do her too much damage.”

"Certainly not. Oh, severa such explosions would have been most inconvenient, but our capacity for
repar isunparaleled.”

Face drew ahand across his brow, an exaggerated demon-stration of relief. "Wdll, that's cause for usto
celebrate. | have no quahns about preying on ground-pounders like the people of Hamad, but-and it
costs me no honor to say it-I would avoid earning the prolonged enmity of Zsinj."

The warlord's smile became broader. "It was aready obvi-

ousthat you were an intdligent pirate-el se you would not

have enjoyed the success you did. But before we get to our main subject of conversation for the evening,
let usdine”

"Please." Face knew held kept dl tension from hisvoice and manner, but it was till there, and the mesl
was one more opportunity for Zsinj to visit some new difficulty upon them- such as poison. If they'd read
the man correctly, there would be no such subterfuge here. But they could aways have made a mistake
inther evauation.

Laradrew to a stop adozen steps from the house. She surrepti-tioudy touched the butt of her blaster,
reassurance that it was il at hand. "Hail the camp,” she called out, a standard Aldi-vian greeting from
arriving vistors-even when arriving at avast government building or arich villa, tradition ingsted it be
cdled acamp. "Tavin, are you there?'

The front door did open and he was there, the human com-plication from her mail message, dark and



good-looking, the sort of man who knew his handsomenesswas atool and used it a every opportunity.
He beamed. "Lara" He approached her, arms up for an embrace.

She put her pam against his chest and kept him at bay.

"Nothing likethat. | don't fed that closeto you right now."

Hisfacefdl. "I'm sorry. Maybe you will |ater. Come insde?’

"No. | spend too much time cooped up asit is. | like the breeze out here."

He shrugged. "Wdll, let's have some light." He returned to his door and switched something just ingdeiit.
A floodlight mounted above the door illuminated the charred blackness be-fore his house. "1 have
someoneto introduce you to." "l imagine s0."

He beckoned, and amoment later was joined in the door-way by another man. Thisone wasrail lean,
dressed in abrown Aldivian farmer's garments... but the fineness of hisblond hair, the fact that there
were no caluses on his hands, the autocratic expression on hisface, and-not least of dl-the blaster on his
belt madeit clear to Larathat thiswas no Aldi-vian farmer.

"Lara, let meintroduce you to Captain Rossik. He has been most anxious to speak to you.”

The blond man smiled, an expression that was both beau-tiful and manifestly insincere, and advanced to
shake Lara's hand. "I have indeed. Lieutenant Petothel, allow me to con-gratulate you on al you've
accomplished.”

Shetook the compliment with afrogty little smile and nod. That was why she had declined to have her
comlink broadcast back to Donos; she couldn't have her fellow Wraith hear her being addressed by a
different name. "1'm so happy you were at last ableto reach me,” she said.

"Tavin, go fetch us some chairs and drinks." Rossik re-turned his attention to Lara. "How long can you
Stay without diciting suspicion?'

"A couple of days. | received specid leave because of Tavin's sudden regppearance, but it'sonly for a
few days."

"W, your record demonstratesthat you're asmart one. It shouldn't take you too long to learn to use the
equipment we're going to give you." " Equipment?”

"A specid tranamitter. It sends very small information packets viathe old Imperia HoloNet. Yet it'sonly
about thirty kilos. Costs more than a TIE interceptor. We can useit to track Mon Remonda and put an
end to her." "With me aboard.”

"No, certainly not. You'l plant it, then on your next mis-son just vanish and cometo us. Then, and only
then, do we wipe out that ship."

Laraappeared to think about it, long enough for a surly-looking Tavin to reemerge from the house with
chairsfor them al. He plopped them down in asemicircle and went back in.

At Rossik's gesture of invitation, Larasat. "I'm sorry, that won't work." "Why?"

"Security isvery high on Mon Remonda. When we return from any leave, anywhere, we get athorough
search of belong-ings. And they never let usknow wherewe are. All mission briefings use code names.
We are kept completely in the dark.”

Rossik's eyebrowsrose. "I wasn't aware that the Rebels

had adopted such sensible security precautions. All ther talk

of individud freedoms-"

Larawaved hiswordsaway. "A lie. | was never under such close scrutiny on Implacable as | have been
on the Rebd ship."

"Wl isthere any way to transmit using Mon Remondals communications systems ?*

"Yes, that could be done." | could lead you right to the as-sembled fleet and watch as Iron Fist is blown
out of space. "That's probably our best approach.”

Rossk's pocket beeped at him. From it he drew out a data-pad. He glanced at its display and his
shoulderstightened up. "Nobody react. I'm getting asignd from the life scanner inside the house. Thereis
someone alittle lessthan akilometer to our east. That would put him on thefirst hill that way."



Laratried to remain nonchaant. "That's my wingman.

He accompanied me here for security's sake.”

Rossk gave her acool look. "Funny you didn't mention it before now.”

"It wasn't relevant, was it? He stayed behind to service the X-wingswhile | cameto vist my dear
brother."

"Well, the problem is, he's now close enough that he might have seen me. We can't have that. The Rebels
have holos of mein their records. Y ou two keep talking. I'll go back into the house, exit the rear way,
and circlearound to get behind him. I'll need ten or fifteen minutesif I'mto do it quietly.”

"No," Larasaid.

"What did you say?'

"l said, no. I can't show up on Aidivy with my wingman

and then go back to the Wraiths without him. They'd be curi-ous." She did little to sacrifice the sarcasm
in her voice.

Rossk considered. "Very well. New plan. | go and kill your wingman, and then we take you and your
two X-wings back to Iron Fist. Right now."

15

Face was actualy enjoying hismain course, some sort of fowl in asunfruit marinade, and idly hoping it
wasn't poisoned, when Zsinj asked a question he wasn't prepared for. "Am | mad, Generd Kargin, or do
you have an Ewok pilot in your unit?'

Face froze. He swallowed and hastily cleared histhroat.

"What leads you to that conclusion, Sr?"

"Intercepted transmissions. Analysis of the vocal charac-teristics of your pilot, Hawk-bat One, suggests
that he was probably, though not definitely, an Ewok. But | don't under-stand how that could be
possble”

Face shrugged and ran through amental list of adozen different possible responses. "Well, heisan
Ewok. Mostly an Ewok. Lieutenant Kettch. My most ferocious pilot, actually. He can't redly reach the
controls, but asomewhat crooked prosthetics expert on Tatooine built him a set of hand-and-leg
extensons he can wear, 0 hisheight hasnot limited him in the least.”

"Obvioudy. But | thought Ewoks werefar too primitive to handle complex machinery or astronautics
theory and prac-tice. Too primitive even to learn an adequate vocabulary in Basic.”

"They are. But Kettch was... modified. We don't know where or why it happened. He was taken from
the sanctuary moon of Endor asacub, reared in alaboratory somewhere, and fed chemicalsthat
gpparently increased his ahility to learn. HEs agenius, especialy with mathematics.” That was, infact, the
true background of Piggy, and Face was suddenly very glad to have it on hand as aresource.

Zsnj and Melvar exchanged aglance and Face suddenly felt his heart race. There was something in their
expressions, as brief asthat glance was, that told Face this subject was of vita interest to them. What did
it mean?

"Anyway," Face contiuued, "he has a very nasty disposi-tion. | wouldn't care to bring him to you even if
you'd asked about him in your earlier colnmunication. He bites strangers. I'd hate to have him tear away a
mouthful of Zsinj and for the rest of usto be spaced for hisbad manners.”

Onceagainjovid, Zsnj turned hisamile on Face. "Very anusing. Still, | hope to see him fly sometime.
Perhaps even apractice run against our best pilot.”

Facelooked around. "Is he here?!

"Baron Fel? No, heson duty.” The warlord shrugged.

"Not the most congenia of dinner guestsin any case.”

"S0 he bites, too?"

Z39n) laughed.

Castin waited until the hallway was momentarily clear. He moved up to the closed turbolift and quickly
popped open its control pand. Beneath was the usud collection of wiring and computer boards. Deftly,
he siripped the insulation from two wires and twisted them together.



The turbolift doors did open, reveding an echoing shaft beyond. Castin untwisted the wires, dapped the
control pand shut, and stepped out to grab the maintenance access rungs in-side. He swung hisfeet clear
of the opening just in time; the doors did shut again just asrapidly.

Now he had to find alevel where he could have some privacy-and access to a computer interlock.
Down or up? He could see the terminus of the shaft above him, some considerable distance, but not
below him. That meant there was more to explore below. He climbed down.

Moments later, he gripped the rungs as though hislife de-pended on it while afast-moving turbolift sailed
past. The wind of its passage shook him and knocked his feet from therail they rested on. Swearing to
himsdlf, he pulled himself back up and continued downward.

If only these Imperia twits had seen fit to labdl theinteriors of the turbolift doors. Level 15 HANGARS,
ARMORY, CAFETERIA- that would have been nice.

Still, there were clues he could interpret. The pattern of wear on the turbolift's machinery againgt thewalls
of thelift shaft, for example. There weretdltale marks where the lifts came to rest, marks where the
metd of the shaft had been worn away, showing which levels were the most heavily accessed. Hed have
to avoid them.

Six levels down, he found aturbolift door where the shaft showed almost no wear. A good sign. He
opened the mainte-nance panel leading to the control box... and nearly dropped off hisrung in surprise.
This control box was not standard. In it was a sedled secu-rity module, an indication that whatever was
beyond the door was very important to somebody.

Heleaned away and held tight as another turbolift shot past, thistime rising from below, then returned to
the problem at hand. Thiswas probably too dangerous aleve to enter for histask. On the other hand, he
was curious. He broke out his pouchful of tools.

The seded security module was sophiticated, but hed

grown up dicing Imperia hardware and software, so after a

few minutesit yielded to his experience and opened. Within

were the standard turbolift door controls, plusavariety of se-

curity measures-sensors to register whenever the doors were

opened or closed, to note whenever aturbolift was called from

thisleve or directed here, and to send dl that datato the ship's

main computer. He disconnected the sensors. He couldn't dis-

connect the computer reay; it so handled the permissions for

peopleto enter and leave the level, and if he disconnected it and someone with proper authorization tried
to enter or leave, his modifications would be detected immediately.

He could open the door from here without effort, but once the door was closed, he wouldn't be able to
leave again with-out that authorization. It wastime for some improvisation. He patched asmall
corem-enabled datapad into the circuit, pro-gramming it to do two things monitor his comlink frequency
and issue the command to open this door when he broadcast a specific signal. That should do the trick.
He put away histools and brought out his blaster rifle.

Then he tripped the switch to open the door.

It did open slently, unlike most turbolift doors, revesaling adarkened passageway beyond. There was no
onein sight. He hopped from hisrung perch to the passageway floor and swept it around in acovering
arc, but therewas still no oneto see.

It wasn't a passageway, precisdy. It wasagallery, along hal in which one wall was made up of large
viewports. The chambers beyond the viewports were well lit. He liked that; it would be next to
impossible for people within them to see him. He reached back, tripped the switch again, and then
yanked hisarm out of theway so the door wouldn't close onit.

There was acomputer interlock here, just beside the turbo-lift door, but that would not be safe. He
advanced dong the gallery with the precise pace of an Imperia stormtrooper, look-ing for another.



The chambers beyond the large viewports came into view as he passed them. Thefirst waslarge. Against
thefar wall were large cages or smdl cdlls, stacked three high, made of glass or transparisted, each
occupied by asingle cresture.

Cadtin saw anumber of Gamorreans, alarge dark arthropod whose cell was festooned with some sort of
organic webbing, and an Ewok. In one oversized cdl mostly filled with water was a dianoga, atentacular
scavenger with asingle eye-stak; it watched him as he passed. There was one human male outside the
cages, seated at a desk with alarge, elaborate computer ter-mina onit, hisfeet up on the desk asheidly
tapped away at a personal datapad; he looked as though he were playing a game. He took no note of
Cadtin.

Up ahead, despite the dimness of the passageway, Castin could make out a darkened desk and
computer termina in the left corner. He couldn't tell whether this passageway ended there or turned to
the right. That termina was what he needed, assuming he could power it up without aerting anyone.

He passed by the next section of viewports. These dis-played asmaler chamber, an operating theater.
There was an operation in progress, ateam of four human males, gloved and masked, working on a
large, white-furred creature with two large eyes and two small. Castin recognized it asa Taz, then took a
closer look.

The Talz had some sort of drip tubesimplanted in its head; fluids moved dowly from the bottles set up
beside the operat-ing table. The creature was strapped in place... and it was awake. As Castin watched,
it opened its mouth and roared, the noise not penetrating the viewports. Its clawed hands opened and
closed asit strained againgt its bonds and its four eyes glared redly at the doctors.

These were not roars of pain, Castin decided, but of rage. An unsettling image. The Taz were supposed
to be peaceful creatures.

A few steps more, and the operating theater was behind him. He seated himsdlf a the darkened terminal
and brought out histool kit again.

"Returnto Iron Fist? 1 don't think s0." Lara shook her head.

"HI befar more vduableto Zsnj on Mort Remonda.”

"Not necessarily,” Rossk said. "We'd be getting a couple of X-wings-which you'd be ableto fly for usin
covert missons- and your anayses of the missions you've flown so far and of the thought processes of
the Wraiths and Rogues. These could be as va uable as getting an accurate fix on Mon Remondas
postion.”

"I'd fill prefer to return to the Wraiths."

"Well, it's not going to happen that way. Now, assuming

that he'slooking at us, keep your wingman distracted with some animated conversation with the most
unanimated Tavin whilel get into postion.”

Gloom settled over Laraas she redlized what she had to do... as sheredlized that she was abouit to take
prisoners who knew her secret, that she had to reved that secret to Wedge An-tilles. "I don't think so.
Put your handsin theair. Y ou're now in the custody of the New Republic.”

From underneath histunic, Tavin brought out asmal blaster and aimed it at her. Rossk glanced a Tavin,
his expres-son openly derisive, and merdly placed his own hand on the butt of hisown blaster. "You
don't appear to bein a position to make such demands, Petothel. Y our partner is akilometer away and
may not even be watching. | know you haven't been broadcasting; my scanner would have told me.”
Laralooked at the blaster in Tavin's hand and raised her arms, agesture that was half surrender, half
insolent stretch. "I'11 give you two just one chance. Throw down your wegpons now."

Rossik said, "Keep her covered and take her blaster. I'm doing what | told you-leaving through the rear
of the house and circling around behind her partner. Just keep her here and quiet until then.”

"Eadly done" Tavinsad.

"Y ou should have surrendered,” Larasaid. She closed her

handsinto figts.



A brilliant lance of light from the hill took Tavin right in the ssomach. The sudden explosion of
superheated tissues threw the man down and back; his blaster dropped to the charred ground.

Rossik turned toward the source of the laser fire and took astep forward. Laradrew her blaster. Rossik
wasintheair, throwing himsdlf to the ground, when Laras blast took him in the side. He hit the ground
and lay there unmoving.

Lararose and kept the two men covered as Donos ran down from his sniper position. She didn't need
to; it was clear to her that both men were dead. She tried to Simulate rattled nerves and was surprised to
discover that she had them for real. Part of her reaction, she knew, was the sudden relief that her secret
was once again safe for thetime being. "Areyou dl right?' Donos asked.

Laranodded. "They wanted "Her voice broke and once

again it was agenuine reaction. "They wanted meto go back

to Iron Figt with them. They weren't going to leave me an op-

tion where | could feed them fase information. | was just going to disappear.” She shuddered. "I couldn't
do that."

Donos prodded Rossik with afoot. The body rolled hafway over, displaying saring, vacant eyes. He
reached down to take the man's blaster away. "Why did your brother draw on you?'

"l said no. | said | wouldn't go back with this man, Rossik. Apparently my brother wasn't going to get
paid unless | went back with Rossik. If hewasn't going to be paid, he was going to kill me."

"Not exactly aloving brother." Donos looked over Tavin's body and took hisweapon, too. Then he
looked back over his shoulder a Lara. "I'm sorry. That was a callous thing to say."

"That'sdl right. The Tavin | loved just stopped existing when | wasalittle girl; heturned into this. | miss
him... but you didn't kill him."

"We can't be sure there's not more to Rossik's team. Let's grab their papers, give the house a quick ook,
and then head back for the X-wings. | want to get off thisworld as soon as possible.”

Cadtin had to keep a certain amount of attention on the hall-way behind him as he continued to hammer
away a Iron Fist's computer security from the termind. So far, none of the scien-tists or techniciansfrom
the rooms beyond the viewports had stepped out into the hall, but he couldn't count on hisluck last-ing
forever.

And the computer security here was good. Someone nearly as skilled as he had set up the multilayered
defense that so far kept him from diding his program into place in the communi-cations system. And
while Castin was certain that he was supe-rior to this unknown code-dicer, that individua had had
weeks, months, or yearsto perfect his code; Castin wastrying to bypassit in a matter of minutes. Even
with his superior skillsand the tools heid brought, it wasn't going well.

So he was upset. Barely able to concentrate on what he was doing.

No, that didn't make sense. Tough systems were a challenge

to him, not an aggravation, and sharpened his concentration rather than diminishing it. So why was he
upset? He leaned back, away from the screen with its unhepful rejections of al his most reasonable
requests, to think about it.

Even his stomach was upset, and that, findly, pointed him to the source of hisemoation. It waswhat hed
Seen moments ago. The creaturesin the cages. The Taz on the operating ta-ble, a peaceful being
maddened by chemicasuntil it wasfull of rage.

It wasridiculous. He didn't care about such things. They weren't human, they weren't particularly
important, and if the scientists decided to work on them, that was fine. But the sick fedling persisted.
That TdZz'slifewasover. Evenif it miraculoudy escaped its captivity, it would be forever changed by
what had hap-pened to it. Could it return hometo itsworld, itsfamily, know-ing how it had been
violated, knowing what it had been madeto fed and do, and still go back to the way of lifeit had known
before? Castin didn't think so.

He sworeto himsdlf. Hedidn't have timefor this. And he didn't need to concern himsdlf with thefate of a



grab bag of nonhumans Zsinj decided to perform testson.

But theimages perssted, crowding out the techniques and procedures he needed to use for his current
misson, filling him with an unwanted emotion. Sympathy .

Sympathy for those hairy, smelly, and most unhuman be-ings crowding those cells held seen. They were
aconcentration of tragedy.

Caught up as hewasin these thoughts, Cagtin still heard the hiss of the turbolift door far behind him. He
powered down the terminal, grabbed up his datapad and helmet, and scuttled around the corner to the
right before peering back theway he'd come.

A hdf squadron of sormtroopers, dimly visbleinthe

passageway's gloom, advanced toward him. Their sepswere

unhurried. Halfway toward him aong the passageway, the

leader rapped smartly againgt the nearest transparistedl. Hav-

ing apparently gained the attention of someone beyond it, he tapped the side of his head, an obvious
sgna for someonein-sdeto get to acomlink to receive histransmission.

Damn it. They had to be looking for him. What had he done wrong? He was certain held covered his
tracks when powering up the corner termind.

No, wait. When held first popped the cover on the control box inside the turbolift shaft and discovered
the heavy-duty secu-rity there-he hadn't known about that level of security until he'd opened the box in
thefirst place. If there was a sensor on the box itself, a sensible precaution for aset of controls leading
into avery secure area, hewould have set it off without ever redizing it.

He drew away from the corner. Behind him was another viewport, this one into an office area, currently
unoccupied. Beside it was an armored door with a standard set of controls besideit. tie tapped the
"open” button and the little screen on the control pad reead ENTER AUTHORIZATION CODE.

At the ssormtroopers rate of approach, they'd be oil him be-fore he could break through that security
and get into the office.

What wasit to be-bluff or fight? There was no way abluff would work; it would only serveto keep him
in one place while the rest of the stormtroopers approached. He readied hisblaster rifle.

The lead stormtrooper came around the corner and froze

momentarily. "What's your-"

Cadtinfired. His shot took the stormtrooper in the gut and threw him back againgt the far wall.

Cadtin didn't wait for the next trooper to appear. Hefired again, thistimeinto the viewport, shattering it
inward, and legped, following the broken trangparisted into the office beyond.

He landed and spun, aiming back through the broken viewport. Two more stormtroopers rounded the
corner, bring-ing their long arms to bear on the spot where held stood a mo-ment before. He fired again
twice, hisfirst shot taking the nearer stormtrooper in the chest. The other trooper dove for the deck, out
of sight below therim of the viewport, and Cagtin's second shot missed him.

A dhrill Klaxon darm sounded and the lightsin the office

beganflickering intimetoit.

There was another door out of the office, leading in the generd direction of the turbolift, and its control
panel was re-sponsive. It opened into what appeared to be a scrub room, al sinks and lockers and
decontam chambers, with no viewport out into the passageway.

The next door opened just as readily-into the operating theater. The medical technicians there had ceased
their minis-trationsto the Talz and were watching the activity on the other side of the picture viewport-the
last of the stormtroopers passed by, heading toward the scene of the action Castin had just | €ft.

A blaster bolt went over Castin's shoulder and hit one of the techniciansin the back of the head. Castin
saw the man, his head now ablack mass of char, topple forward asdowly asif snking into heavy ail,
saw the other technicians asthey turned toward him in Smilar dow motion.

He spun, firing before he could even see histarget. A stormtrooper stood in the open doorway between



office and scrub room, a perfect target, and Castin's unaimed blast took him in the knee. The man
toppled with ashriek.

Castin dapped the near control pandl and the door did shut. He turned back to the technicians; they
aready had their hands up. One couldn't take his eyes from the smoking mass that had once been the
head of his colleague.

It would take just one blast to blow out the near viewport. He could legp through and get back to the
turbolift before the three stormtroopers still mobile were likely to catch up to him. That wasit, then. But
ashetraversed to am at the viewport, he saw the Talz looking at him. Its four eyes seemed to be holes
leading to aworld of pure pain.

He hegtated, then pulled his vibroblade from abelt pouch. He cut through the Ta z's ankle restraints, then
went to work onitswrist straps.

"Dont!" That was one of the technicians, hiseyeswide.

"That'snot aTaz anymore, it'sakiller-"

"Right." Cadtin finished with the last strap, then backed away.

The technician who'd spoken bolted, got to the doorway, dapped the control. The door opened . . . and
the technician caught ablaster bolt just beneath his gut. He folded over, il dive, and began screaming.
The'lhlz rolled tip off the table, tubes still gruesomely in-serted into its skull. It glared with malevolence at
Cadtin, then turned toward the remaining technicians and advanced on them. Therolling carrier holding
the bottle of drip chemicastipped over and was dragged dong. The Taz spotted something through the
door, probably the stormtrooper who'd last fired, and paused, obvioudy trying to decide what foe to
attack firgt.

Cadtinfired at the viewport, blowing it out, and legped through the hole he/d made. There was nothing
between him and the turbolift door. He dropped his vibroblade and dragged out his datapad as he ran.
Then therewas pain, an agony o intense he couldn't even tell where it began, and he wasfdling,
damming down onto the passageway floor.

Pain bent him as though he were a puppet in the hands of amaevolent child. He could see, and even
barely understand, the spot on the back of hisleft thigh where a blaster bolt had cut through the
stormtrooper armor and the flesh beneath. He could see the stormtrooper who'd shot him; the man was
ad-vancing at awalk, hisrifle ready for another shot.

And then there was the turbolift door, too far away for aman reduced to crawling.

They had him. They had him, and they had his datapad, which contained everything Zsinj would need to
know about him and hismission here.

Hands twitching from the pain, he held his datapad out before the barrel of his blaster rifle and squeezed
thetrigger.

"Now," Zsinj said over theiced pastry that was their dessert course, "to the matter which hasled to our

medting.”
Face sat back, assuming afase expression of contentment.
llﬂmll

"l am about to embark on amission. It will be alarge-scale military engagement.”

"Y ou're going to attack your Rebel enemies?’

"That's correct. | anticipate sarfighter and capita ship re-sponse and need dl the starfighter support | can
get-especiadly considering my recent squadron losses.” He made agrowl of that last statement. "But if
you'e as effective against my ene-mies asyou have been against me, | will havelos effectively no
srength.” An aide appeared over his shoulder and whispered to him. His expression did not change, but
herose. "l mugt at-tend to business for afew moments. Mevar, please continue this briefing." Hetook a
few steps away with the aide.

Melvar smiled, an expression that suggested held be hap-piest if pulling the wings off insects. "It'san
orbital refueling and trade gtation. In its warehouses is a considerable quantity of material we need-critical



supplies. We dso need some timeto load that materia into our cargo vessels-not alot of time, but
enough time for the planetary defenses below to begin sending up squads of sarfightersfrom the
surface... and to bring in more squadrons from capital ships arrayed around the planet.”

Facewhidtled. "Y ou're after valuable cargo. What isit?"

Mevar shook hishead. "That'sasecret... until youre at

themisson ste”

"What we need to know," Zsinj said, returning to his seet, "is how many starfighters you can bring to bear
in support of thismisson.”

"Six," Face sad. He noted that Zsinj's merry demeanor now seemed forced. "Only Sx?"

"Wefight like twenty."

"Youfight likethirty. And well pay you likethirty."

"Meaning..."

"Y our commission isfour hundred thousand Imperid cred-

its, ddiverableimmediately upon completion of the misson.”

Facetried to keep from displaying the surprise hefdt.

That was afortune, enough to purchase two X-wings plus re-placement supplies. "And if your mission
fails, no payment a dl?'

"No, you get the entire amount regardless-assuming you don't et me die in the engagement.”

"I'm il impressed. I | didn't know my unit'sskills, | would suspect you were overpaying us.”

Zsinj dropped hisfdse amile. "I am overpaying. | predict that some of yours, and some of mine, will die
in thisengage-ment. | intend to pay enough that al our pilots go into battle ea-ger to succeed, happy to
risk their lives-and comforted that if they die, their widows and children will be amply compensated.”
Face considered it. "1'd be happy to earn still more. | have more Hawk-bats than | do starfighters. Many
with technical proficiency. Many with other skills" "Intruson skills ?'

Face amiled. "l wasright. Y ou're going to position ateam before your fleet arrives.”

Zsnj) shrugged. "We obvioudy think dike. Yes, of course."

"l have intrusion experts. Some with experience with both

Imperid and New Republic systems.”

"And d0," Médvar interrupted, "you have him." He ex-tended one silvery n ail toward Kell. "And his
teacher," Face said. Mevar looked surprised. "His... teacher?”’

Kdl brushed hishair back, his signature gesture, and looked miffed.

"Histeachen Deadliest unarmed combatant | ever met. A woman, deceptively sweet of appearance,
which makesit easy to insert her in most environments. Not hisequal asapilot... but | once saw her kill a
Wookiee. Unarmed.”

Zsnj and Mdvar exchanged glances. Zsnj said, "Surely you're exaggerating.”

"He'snot," Kell said, hisfirst words since they sat.

"A Wookiee'sincredibly strong by human standards, but no faster... and has just as many vulnerabilities.
Pressure points. Joints. Y ou can't wrestle with one-that's automeatic death.

And itslonger reach means you congtantly have to drop in and out of itsrange. But it can be done.
"Qatya, that's my teacher, started with ashot to the spine

that compressed its spinal cord and apparently damaged a cou-

pleof itsvertebrag, dl of which partidly pardyzed it... espe-

cidly itslegs. The next timeit swung at her, shetrapped its

hand at aposition to give her advantageous leverage, then

twisted it to break itswrist. She broke two of itsfingersthen,

too, just for fun. Y ou know how women are. Then-"

"Dissek, please" Face made his voice admonishing, but inwardly was pleased by Kdl'simprovisation-it
was just the sort of gruesome detail he would not have felt knowledgeable enough to provide. "Do



forgive him. Combet ishisonly love."

"Quitedl right,” Zani said. "Y ou will provide me with dossers on the Hawk-bats who have technical
skillsso | can evaluate possible rolesfor them?”

"I will. Just give me away to send them to you."

"Médvar will giveyou aset of HoloNet times and frequen-

ciesbeforeyou leave."

"And as much dataas you can give us on this misson so we can run our own smulations?”'

Melvar produced a datapad from a pocket and did it over to him.

"Would you be averse to asmall commission now?" the warlord asked.

"Notat dl."

Zsin) stared back toward the security foyer, the route by

which the Hawk-bats had entered the command center. Two

stormtroopers there were advancing, dragging athird

stormtrooper backward between them. The third man was

limp intheir ams and had no hemet on; his hair was golden blond.

"I must be sure of your ruthlessness,” Zsini said. "l know you are cagpable of killing in fair combat, but |
want men-oh, yes, and womenmwho can kill under less adverse circum-stances. So, if you'd please
shoot this man for me?'

The stormtroopers dumped their human cargo by the foot of the table.

The man they had carried was Castin Donn. His eyes were closed. There was a blaster burn mark on his
right leg. Hischest rose and fell in regular rhythm.

Face swallowed the bile that tried to crawl up histhroat and hoped that he had not gone as pale ashe
fdt. Cadtin, you idiot. You'vekilled usal.

Kél glanced down at Castin and then at Face, admirably

keeping his features emotionless. Hislook was a question- lump Zsinj now? Or wait? Diakept her gaze
on Castin'sface, her own expression oddly enrapt.

"Not much of atarget,” Face said, staling. There had to be something he could do without reveding their
hand, someway to preserve dl their lives without managing to iettison their entire mission.

Nothing cameto mind.

"True," Zanj said. "Would you shoot him, please?’

"Oh, | should imagine," Face said, but did not move. "It ssemsrather a codtly test for you, though-having
us shoot one of your own stormtroopers.”

"Not one of mine" said Zsinj. "Anintruder.”

"Y ou're not going to question him?"

Zsini shook hishead. "I'm not interested in what he hasto

say. Would you shoot him, please?"

Face clamped down on the panic rising within him. The ship's officers at the table were watching him with
increasing interest. And no plan was coming to mind. "Of course," Face said. "How much 7

Zsini looked surprised. "What?!

"How much to shoot him? How much are you paying?"

"Generd Kargin, you surprise me. You're dready here, and the cost of asingle pistol blast is
negligible-especidly aswe are providing the blaster.” He nodded toward one of the of-ricers, who
produced ablaster pistol. ™Y ou can't do this as ademonstration of goodwill?"

"Intelligent lifeisthe most precious commodity in the galaxy," Face said, making his voice pompous.
"Consequently, | never take it without adequate financia reward.”

Diastood, her sudden motion startling everyone at the ta-ble. She smiled at the warlord, a heart-melting
expression, and said in her husky Seku voice, "The generd isjust looking out for the well-being of his
officers and troops, Warlord. He can't abandon his policies; they're written up in the Articles of the
Hawk-bats. But | can do thisfor you as a private commission. The blaster, please?" She held out her
hand.

Face felt asudden surge of eation. She had aplan. He saw



Kél bring hislegs up under him. The big man would probably go after Zsinj. Thet left Generd Mevar for
Face, with Diato hold the others at bay with the blaster. Assuming they gave her afunctiona one.
Metvar nodded; his officer handed Diathe blaster pistol.

She checked the charge, moved over beside Castinto

And shot himinthe throat.

A chatty junior officer, gpparently cheered by the murder of theintruder, led the Hawk-bats back to their
dhuttle.

Once the security foyer doors closed behind them, Zsinj rose. He clapped his hands, and dll thetak in
the room ceased. "Y ou've done very well," the warlord said. "Thank you for afine performance.”

The men saluted and began filing out of the ersatz crew pit. Zsinj sat. "How isvwhat's hisname? Y orlin?!
Melvar'sfeatures relaxed and became bland and non-threatening once more. "That man Dissek hit him
hard enough to give him a concussion and damage some teeth.”

'Wéll, he'sto be commended for following orders even at the cost of considerable pain. Givehima
commendation, and when he gets out of the medical ward, give him athree-day leave." He nodded at the
body of the intruder; smoke till rose from what was left of its neck. "Hand that over to our techni-cians.

| want to know who he was, where he came from, where he's been living, and how he got aboard Iron
Fistince he gp-pears not to have been one of the Hawk-bats after adl.”

"Done. What did the intruder cost us?'

"Initia reportsindicate that he shot two stormtroopers

and two technicians, then our best Ta z specimen killed an-other two technicians and another
stormtrooper, and findly the remaining troopers shot the Taz. Coglly." Zsinj fixed Md-var with aserious
dare. "Have we lost an Ewok test subject?”

"Not from Iron Fist. But it could be that one of the planet-bound laboratories has lost one-and covered
up theloss”

"I'm going to have to execute someone for that, Melvar.

Find out who logt him, then kill thet idiot."

"Yes gar.”

Face madeit clear, by gesture and private code, that he wanted the others to remain silent even asthey
accelerated away from Iron Fist. Only when they had entered hyperspace, on their first leg out did he
Speak. "Report.”

"Hewas dready dead.” The words burst from her like water findly breaching an old dam. "He was gone,
Face." Pain tugged at her words, made them waver. There was bleakhessin what he could see of her
face. "Hewas bresthing.”

"No, hewasnt. It was some sort of trick. Some sort of me-chanical pump, | don't know." Shetook a
deep, shuddering breath. "He was completely limp when they brought him in. Not unconscious limp.
Dead limp. There was blaster charring on hisarmor's pelvic plate that should have continued up into his
chestplate but didn't, so they had to have put anew chest-plate on him-to replace the one that was
burned through when hewaskilled. And the guards carrying him, their posture said they were hauling
cargo, not a prisoner who might wake up someday.” She closed her eyes and bowed her head. "Body
language is something | know alot about, Face. He was dead.”

"Accepted.” Face sghed and leaned back. "Dammit. If only held followed orders. Will you be dl right?”
"I'll be-I'll be-" Her voice choked off. She gulped a couple of times and then just stared. "Dia?"

She shrieked asif stabbed and was suddenly awnhirlwind of motion, lashing out in dl directions. Her
random blows landed on Kéll, on the command console, on the windscreen, on the shuttle wall beside
her.

KeU leaned between her and the controls, fending off her blows. "'Face, get her off me before she bumps



the wrong things and sends us down a blind hyperspace path.”

Face leaned forward, grabbing at Dia, received ablow to hischinfrom abrain tall for histrouble. "Dial
Power down!"

But her shrieks and blows redoubled, joined now by what

looked like painful spasms. Face reached around the copilot's

seat and got both hands on her, then bodily hauled her over the

chair and into hislap. He took another pair of random blows before getting hisarms around her waist,
pinning her to him.

Shelet out one last, keening moan and collapsed. Tears ran unchecked down her cheeks and Face found
himself frozen, staring at them, evidence of emotions he had never believed she possessed. "Dia?”

Her voice was amoan. " She's dead.”

"She? Shewho?'

"Dia Digp'assk. Sheisdead.

He put heat and anger into hiswords. "No, you are not.”

"Y esl She would not have done that. She would not have

shot him. Shewould have died first. Sheisdead, Face."

He heard asnap, heard metal dide on leather, and was prepared when her hand came up with her blaster
and itsbar-rd camein linewith her chin. He released Diawith hisleft hand and got histhumb under the
trigger, preventing her from squeezingit.

She shrieked again, ahaunted noise compounded of agony and bottomless guilt. "Face, let me!™

He wrenched the blaster from her hand, held it over Kell's shoulder until he took it, and pinned her agai
n."No."

"Thenkill me"

"No. ,7

"Yes | will not livethisway.”

"Y ou haveto. We need you."

She surrendered then to silent tears and racking sobs. He held her to him and findly had a moment to
think.

Dia, who in smulator combats cut down the enemy with a col d-bloodedness that sometimes shook the
other squadron members-where had she gone? Who was this doppel giinger, torn by grief, in hisarms?
She had to be aDiawho lived under her shield of ruthlessness, some remnant of the Diawho had been
stolen asachild dave off Ryloth a dozen years before. A Diawho could know terrible
guilt-saf-detructive guiilt.

Asgently as he could, he sad, "Dia, thank you."

Shedidn't respond.

He repeated hiswords, and finaly she drew back and

looked up at him, incomprehension and pain on her face.

"What?"

"Thank you."

She shook her head. "'For shooting-for shooting-"

"No. For my life. If you hadn't done what you did, |

would be dead. | would havefailed to convince Zsinj, and he would havekilled us. | prefer to be dive,
Dia Thank you."

Hefinaly could see comprehension flickering around in her eyes.

Kél turned and caught her attention. "Dia Me, too.

Thank you. Without you, 1'd be dead. Or in Zsinj's tender care, worse than dead. Face and | owe our
livestoyou."

She stared at him in confusion for along moment, then collgpsed again into Facesarms. "No," she sad,



and repeated it again and again as her tears flowed unchecked. Finally she dept.

Face let Kdl handle the routine tasks of getting them back to the Hdmad system. They'd haveto
rendezvous with Cubber and-and whoever was assigned in Castin's place-in the as-teroid belt, in order
to do acomplete sweep of the shuttle for tracking equipment, then head on in to Hawk-bat Base.

He had just that much time to compose his report, areport in which he had to explain just why it was that
two subordi-nates had died in hisimmediate vicinity in just afew days.

16

Wedge listened to Face's report, asking for clarifications here and there, letting the man-who, despite his
kill asan actor, could not quite concea the fact that he was stricken with guilt over Cagtin's death-pour
out the entire story of the meeting with Zsinj. It was areport Face had practiced; he'd given it to Janson
on the day he'd returned to Hawk-bat Base, and had to repest it to Wedge now that the
rest-and-recreation unit had returned from Coruscant. Y et in spite of the extra practice, Face's emotions
were dtill raw and on the surface, concealed not at al by his proficiency with acting.

When it was done, Face said, "1 take full respongbility for Castin's degth, Sir.”

Wedge gave him alook of surprise. "Y ou take full responghbility.” "Yes, ar.”

"So Castin Donn played no part in his own death. None of

theblamefdlsonhim.” "Wdl-"

"l knew even better than you of his history of insubordi-nation, of rebellion. And I'm the commanding
officer of thisunit. Yet | bear no responsibility? 1t somehow isall yours?'

"Wdl-

"Face, what do you think you could have doneto prevent his desth?"

"I could have ordered the smuggling compartment searched, rather than just looked into.”

"Why would you have, when looking into it showed that he wasn't there?”

"I could have accounted for his whereabouts before we took off."

"But you did. Y ou accounted for his whereabouts as they pertained to your misson. He wasn't with you,
so far asyou could tell, so the rest of the information about his whereabouts was irrdlevant. He was just
one step ahead of you, ahead of al of us. Did you know he'd rigged the duty roster so he wouldn't be on
duty until after your return, that he'd set up adummy and mechanism on his bunk to makeit look and
sound as though he were there degping?’

"Not at thetime, gir. Lieutenant Janson told me about that.”

"Castin Donn wasn't your responsibility. And though his death was very unfortunate, and took placein
association with your mission, it'snot your fault. Now, you tel mewho isyour responsibility.”

"Well, me, sr. And Kdl and Dia."

"What have you done about them?”

"I've asked the other Wraiths and support crews, and es-pecialy her roommate, Shalla, to keep an eye
on Dia She doesn't seem suicidal anymore, but she seems. . . different. Like ashelled animal that's
suddenly had the shell ripped away. In-jured and frightened and alot more vulnerable.”

Wedge nodded. "Y our measures seem gppropriate. And Kell?!

"| don't understand. What do | need to watch out for with Kell?*

"He was the one who searched the smuggling compart-ment. He didn't detect Castin. How do you
suppose hefeds?!

Face winced. "About like | do, | suppose.”

"And what are you going to do about it?"

"Tak to him, | suppose. Make him understand that it's

not hisfault.”



Wedge waited, not speaking, just watching the young lieu-tenant, until Face finally looked sartled. "Yes,
ar," Facesad. "The sameway it'snot my fault." "Correct. Anything lse ?'

"Yes, gr. | can't Sressenough that | felt there was some-thing very significant about the look Zsinj and
Melvar ex-changed when | was discussing Piggy's background. In the guise of Lieutenant Kettch's
background, | mean. That redlly spooked them. Either they'reinvolved with aproject like that, or they
km)w of oneand are very interested in it.”

"I'll assumethat thisisvery sgnificant, then, and seewhat | can make of it."

"Thank you, Sr."

"That'll bedl for now." As Facewasleaving, Wedge

added, "Oh, by theway..." "Sir?"

"Y ou're agood officer, Face, but you have to know that means you'll be doing thisagain. Thiswasa
successful mis-sion. It may bethe key to Zsinj'sundoing. If I'd known, if 1'd been absolutely sure, that to
accomplish it would mean the life of one of my pilots, I'd have to have set it in motion anyway. Y ou
would, too."

Face looked as though he was considering that possibility, then gave Wedge abrief nod. "Yes, ar. |
suppose | would." He closed the door behind him.

Wedge sat, motionless, long enough for Face to get thirty or forty paces away from the cargo module
that served as the command office. Then he dammed both hands on his desktop and swept every
pointless datapad, document, and knickknack from the desk surface.

Another pilot dead, this one for no good reason. Another letter to write. Another report in which he had
to explain just why it was that two subordinates had died under hiscommand in just afew days.

He came out of hisoffice at afast walk and headed for the hangar area. On the other side of the Trench,
Janson, sitting alone on the mess patio, rose and trotted to catch up. "How did it go?"

"Aswdl asit could."

" S0, what's with this sudden brisk exercise?’

"I'm not ready yet to begin analyzing the dataZsinj

gavetlS"

"AR

"| don't want to write Cagtin'sfolks."

"Ah"

Both men returned a salute from Runt, who was headed the

other way. "Unit mordeis bound to take aserious hit from this."

"AR"

"I'm leading children, and I'm getting them killed."

"That'strue”

Almost at the door into the hangar, Wedge skidded to astop. "What did you say?"

"It'strue.” Janson shrugged. "Wedge, you asked for mis-its. Y ou had to have known that even with the
oneswho made the grade, they were going to take losses that were heavier than in anormal unit. So
many of them are dragging around these weights of emotiond problems. It makesit tougher for them to
hop in theright direction at theright time." "Wéll.... maybe."

"Even with that, as agroup they're doing better than they ever had aright to. Some of them arefit to eat
with red people. Evento fly with other units. That wasn't the case when you founded the Wraiths."

"| suppose you'reright.” Wedge suddenly felt weary, dl the manic energy of aminute ago having left him.
He turned back toward his office. "What's the Situation with Lara?"

"She's doing pretty well for someone whose brother just tried to kill her. Donosis keeping an eye on
her."
"Those of uswho till have family..." Wedge waited as memories of hissurviving relative, hissigter Syd,
missing for so long-as her husband, Soonfir Fel, had aso been missing- rose and abated. "We need to
notify them. Just in case Zsinj triesto get at another of usthrough family connections. That would be just
likehim."

"It would. I'll inform the Wraiths, let them know what they need to tell their people.”



"Yes, but not yet. | want you to work with me on the Zsinj data.”

"Ah, thank you. The adventures of Wes Janson, Ace Statigtician...”

Wedge and Janson spent most of the rest of the day working on the data Zsinj had provided to Face.
The planet that was their target was of average size and mass, according to the planetary radius and
gravity informartion provided. And it was heavily guarded. Ten Imperid Star Destroyers and seven Mon
Caamari cruisers were shown on-station, supported by impressive numbers of planet-based starfighter
squadrons-including an unusualy high number of A-wing fighters.

Janson gave him ablegk look. "Thisis Coruscant. He's going to hit Coruscant.”

Wedge shook hishead. "That's what the datatells usif

you dig down from the top layer. But | don't understand some

things. Zsinj's mission will take place soon-otherwise he

wouldnt give usthis much information about it. Y et this

complement of shipsisn't an exact representation of Corus-cant's defenses-| was just there, and he's got
the strengthswrong. So is he wrong because hisintelligence isincomplete, inadequate?!

"That doesn't sound like him, doesit?"

Wedge sighed. "Then there's the question of what sort of

cargo Zsinj isgoing after. Our task isto protect Zsinj's forces while they load a cargo ship-why not wait
until the goods are adready loaded? What does the government of the New Repub-lic store on
Coruscant's space sations that can't be acquired on the surface, or in transit?”

Janson thought about it. “The Inner Council?"

"What? No. It would be areal coup to capture or kill them, of course. But they hold dl their meetings
on-planet.”

"Do you know that for sure?

"No, but I have no reason to suspect otherwise. And hold-

ing mestings on a space station would be more problematic, less secret, and less secure than doing so on
the surface. | think you're speculating wildly."

"All right, then, your turn. What's on space stations that isn't better found on-planet or between worlds?"
"Well, the stations themsalves. Maybe they plan to tow one out to space.”

Janson snorted.

"Big cargo cariers." Wedge frowned. ™Y ou know, scuttle-butt hasit that Princess Leias big, secret
mission involves bring-ing back additiona resourcesfor the fight against Zsinj. If hesaware of that, if he
knows what those resources are, if he knows when they're coming back to Coruscant-" "Now you're
speculating wildly."

"True. Then there are cargo ships." Wedge frowned as a shadow of anew idea crossed hismind. He
stared down at the statistics on the datapad before him. "Wait asecond. | have an idea of what he's
after." Hefound ascrap of flims and awriting instrument and scribbled a very brief note, then folded it
sev-era times and handed it to Janson. "Tuck that away. Take it out when we have our answer and it will
make my reputation asamilitary wizard."

Janson pocketed the note. "Y ou aready have that reputation.”

"Wdll, then, I'll havetwo. Now tdl Castinto comein here."

"Uhh, Cadtin's, uhh..."

Wedge put hisfacein hishand. "Right. I'm tired, too.

With Castin gone, who's our best code-dlicer and computer handler?”

"Probably LaraNotsl."

"Get her."

Shewas dightly out of bresth when she arrived, probably hav-ing run the distance froin her quartersto
Wedge's office. "Hight Officer LaraNotsl| reporting, Sr.”

Wedge waved her acasual salute. "No need for al thefor-



mality now, Notsil. Tell me something. With what you know
of our computers on hand, how good is our ability to trans-
late Satidtical dataof large military forces-their strengths,

capabilities, that sort of thing-into the equivalent forces of other cultures? Say | had the statisticsfor a
New Republic strike force and wanted to come up with a Cordllian force with exactly the same
characterigics ?'

Janson looked at him, confused.

Laracongdered. "I don't think our trandation efforts would be very good, Sir. That callsfor specidized
programs, and we don't-" Then shelooked startled. "Depending on the forcesinvolved, sir, | think we
can do a pretty good job."

"That's quite aswitch of opinion.”

She amiled. "l forgot. We have X-wing and TIE smulators

on base, s, and they're dready linked. And already set up to analyze ship statistical data and trandate
into precise strength values of enemies. | can adapt that programming to do what you want. It wouldn't
be too hard."

Wedge copied the Zsinj information to afresh datapad and handed it over. "1 want al thisinformation
trandated into the nearest equivaent force of vessels and vehiclesthat are purely Imperia in origin. Then
come back here and well compare that with some planetary defense data. How long will that take you?”
"I'm not sure. Half an hour, twelve hours-1'll know more when I've had timeto look over the simulators
and thisdata."

"L et me know as soon asyou can.”

Wedge stretched hislegs again while waiting for her initid estimate.

Outsde, something odd was going on at the mess and pa-tio. The therma blanket normally used asan
awning over the mess picture viewport had been lowered, indicating that it was closed, and dl the patio's
chairs and tables had been drawn aside. A hand-painted sign decorated the main door into the module
MESS CLOSED BY ORDER OF THE PIRATE RUNT.

Runt now stood in the middle of the newly open space, goggles over his eyes as he used one of the
maintenance crew's backpack paint sprayersto put alayer of matte-green paint down on the stone floor.
Wedge wandered over and watched for awhile as Runt

finished transforming alarge ova of gray soneinto agreen surface. Then Runt removed hisgogglesand
switched off the sprayer.

Wedge asked, "Runt, what are you doing?'

Runt looked a him levelly. "Painting, Sr.”

"Ah. Why?'

"For theritud, gr."

"You'regoing to havearitud."

"Yes gr."

"Something your people do?"

Runt had to consider that one, blinking afew times before he answered. " Something some of our people
do, sr."

"And you thought you had to close the messto conduct thisritua ?*

"Yes, dr. Thefood is still being prepared. That isaneces-sary part of theritua."

"And who isgoing to be part of thisritud?'

"Wdll, we wanted to talk to you about that, sir. It would be ahelp to usif you would issue an order for dl
pilotsto be here at eight hundred hoursin full dress uniform.”

Wedge resisted the urge to laugh. Runt seemed so earnest, so sincere. "It would, would it?"

"Yes. Also, dl civilian crewmen not on duty should be herein formd dress.”

"Why should | do this?'



"Because| ask littleand will ddiver much.”

"Ah. Canyou tel mewhat thisisabout?"

"Wédl, no, ar."

"l see. Carry on."

It took Laraonly two hoursto trandate the data, and took her and Wedge less than five minutesto get a
close match in their comparison of the new datawith sitesin Imperia space.

"You'rejoking," Janson said. "Kuat?'

Wedge pointed to the other man's pocket. Janson retrieved

the note and unfolded it. There was asingle word scrawled on it Kuat. He whistled.

"It'sKuat, dl right,” Wedge said. "Zsnj ismaking araid on aspace platform at Kuat." "How did you
know?'

"Z4nj isso deviousit's sometimes predictable. He gave usinformation intended for very limited
circulation, and yet he till concedled hisreal purpose aleve or two down. I'm sure others hes working
with are very pleased with themsalves that they've identified the target as Coruscant. They're going to be
very surprised when they come out of hyperspace in the Core Worlds."

"So hisobjectiveisn't cargo,” said Lara. "He's after a Star Destroyer.”

Wedge nodded. "A Super Star Destroyer. Just as Face pre-dicted, weeks ago.”

With ddliberate downess, Janson leaned back, put his hands behind his head, and put hisfeet up on
Wedge'sdesk. He amiled. "Zsinj has ddivered himsdlf into our hands.”

"Not yet, he hasn't,” Wedge said. "'In what sense do we have him? He shows up with hisfleet a Kuat
and-what? We drop in out of hyperspace and attack him? It would take alarge portion of the fleet of the
New Republic to menace him and defend itsalf against Kuat's defenses... and the defenses they could
bring in on short notice. Wed lose far too much.” "Maybe we just dert the government of Kuat," Lara
sad.

"No... Zsinj has spiesin place dready. Our intelligence saysthat the shipyards, especialy the orbita
ones, arerigged to explode in case of invasion. Zsinj hasto have provided for that, and his spieswill
notice any sudden preparations for in-vasion.” Wedge sighed. "1 think we haveto let Zsinj get away with
his new toy... and then jump them later."

"How can we be sure where they'll be?' said Janson.

"Lara, you know about Cagtin's plan. About the program he was going to dice into the communications
system aboard Iron Fig."

She nodded.

"Can you adapt that for this new Super Star Destroyer?”

"Unless Cagtin'sdicing yleis so idiosyncratic that no one

can make sense of it, yes, Sr.”

"Seetoit, then." Wedge turned his attention to Wes. "'I'm going to draw up apreliminary plan of
operation for thismis-sion and seeif | can get Admiral Ackbar to sgn off onit."

"For my part,” Janson said, "I'll get some deep.”

"Youll caculate which routes Zsinj islikely to takein his

escape from Kuat and suggest some fleet deployments that give usthe best likelihood of being ableto
encounter him."

"Which is something like deep, but much lessinteresting.”

Wedge smiled. "Asfor you, Lara, good work, and thanks."

Runt's preparations of the galley area became more and more elaborate.

He pressed severa of the astromechsinto service as painters. Thelittle R2s and RSs, with paintbrushes
held in their clamps, meticuloudy added black crisscrosses and hatchwork to the green floor paint,
making it look like achild'simpression of grass.

He rigged an overhead spatlight that would bathe his green ovd in light but extend not much beyond that.



To the same pole he attached speakers whose cables snaked al the way to the base communications
center, farther down the Trench.

He occasiondly entered the closed gdley, and Wraiths passing by could see him, through the partiadly
opened door, exchanging words with Squeaky. The 3PO unit, who was amore than adequate chef when
he could be persuaded to cook, looked more agitated than usual.

Wedge did remember to issue his command, and shortly before eight hundred hours the Wraiths did
begin to assemble.

"| can't believe you got me out herein full dress,” said Jan-son, histone addiberate whine. "Just because
Runt asked you to. Y ou've known melonger. Y ou should like me better than him.”

Wedge snorted. "Let'sjust say | wasintrigued by the mystery.”

"Mystery?I'll give you amystery. I'll soend tomorrow

with my feet and forehead painted red and never tell anyone why. Isthat mysterious enough?
"Anything to stay out of dressuniform, isthat it?'

"Arything”

By ones and twos the Wraiths assembled. Severa obvi-

oudy felt as Janson did about dressing up, or at least took the summons with less than total seriousness.
Piggy scratched un-happily. Shalla asked each person present-separatel y-what it was al about, then
stood off by herself and fidgeted. Face had added to his dress uniform a sand-colored Tatooine scarf,
giving him the look of an officer who'd been stationed too long on the desert world and had partidly
"gone naive." Some of the mechanicswere gill working on their hands with cleanser-cloths, trying to
remove the last stubborn patches of oil stains.

By thetime Donos arrived, ahandful of seconds after the gppointed hour, Runt was sill not in evidence.
Themain lights of the Trench cut out, leaving only the new spotlight and the fal se stars overhead blazing,
and Runt, quite dashing in hisdress uniform, emerged from the gdley. "My friends" he said, waving his
hands with unusud thestricality, "how glad we are that you have chosen to accept our invitation.”

That elicited some chuckles, and Runt plowed on. "We are obliged to admit that we may have
accidentaly mided Commander Antilles when describing this event. Wethink he believesthisto bea
Thakwaash ritud."

Wedge crossed hisarms and gave Runt astern look.” "Ac-cidentally mided' 7'

"Well, you will have to ask the Runt you were talking to this afternoon. We are not he at this moment.”
"We are now the Runt who ducks and retreats when con-fronted with the errors of hisways?'

Runt grinned, his huge teeth flashing whitein the gloom in front of the galley. "Kdl must have given you
lessonsin know-ing who we are at any moment. So. Thisisaritua we have seen among the military
officers of the New Republic. Itiscalled aforma dance. | have painted alawn. Come forward and
dance under the stars."

The Wraiths and maintenance personné looked at one an-

other asthough to inquire sllently asto which of them would

summon the military policein charge of pilot sanity. Piggy huffed and asked, "And if we decline?’

Runt's expression became serious, even menacing. "We will have hurt fedings. And thisis acompulsory
dance, so we will shoot you."

Kdl crossed to him, grabbed him by his fur-backed ears, and shook Runt's head. "Runt! That wasa
joke. A human-style joke. I'm so proud of you."

Runt smiled again. "We are pleased you are pleased.”

Kel moved to the center of the absurd dance floor and ex-tended ahand. Tyriacameto him, smiling,
and took it. Kell glanced ssgnificantly at Runt, who in turn nodded to Chunky, Tyria's R5 unit, who stood
watch at the bottom of the pole on which the spotlight rested, and suddenly music blasted out at the
squadron-aforma dance of Alderaan, Wedge noted.

Runt gestured at Chunky, alowering of his hand, and the vol-ume decreased to appropriate levels.



And Kéell and Tyriadanced, smiling at one another, the rest of the universe suddenly lost to them.
Janson sghed. "I'm going to have Runt shot."

Wedge gave him atolerant smile. "Wait for results before

you assgn punishment.”

"Now you'retaking likeagenerd agan.”

"Oh, that sung.”

Then Shallawas out on the dance floor, beckoning Donos

tojoin her, and Wedge saw one of the female mechanics haul-ing Cubber out to dance, her fingersfirmly
clamped on his sep-turn as the mechanic protested inarticul ately.

Janson turned to Dia. "Shdl we, wingmate?"

Shelooked startled. "I don't know how."

"| thought you were a dancer."

"Not that kind. I have never danced with anyone. Only for them."

"Timeto learn." He led her out onto the floor.

Leaving Wedge aone.

He watched others drift onto the floor, some smiling, some

tentative, some resigned. He watched Runt reenter the gdley

and emerge, carrying one end of along table, Squeaky carrying

the other, and then the two of them began bringing out trays

and bowls and glasses and cutlery-the night's dinner, trans-formed by some extrawork and attention into
awider variety of dishes, abuffet gppropriate for adance.

When they were done and Squeaky had returned to the galley, Wedge approached. Runt was now
dicing aripe bal cheese and setting divers of the suff on aplate. "Good job, Runt.”

Runt straightened and almost saluted. " Sorry, Sr. Y ou sur-prised us.” Hereturned to cutting.

"No need to apologize. Nor isthere any need for formdity.

Thisisasocid event. What gave you theidea?'

"For the dance? Y ou did, sr-uh, Command-uh, W-Wedge." The name sounded as though it was almost
too strange for Runt to utter. ™Y ou and the lieutenant walked by talking of the hurt that Wraith morale had
suffered. When you have ahurt, you do not wait for it to hedl. Y ou set out to hedl it."

"Why, precisdly, adance?’

Runt was dow to answer. "It has been our observation

that dance among the people of the New Republic, when it means anything-and it does not aways mean
anything-is an activity of mates. Making mates. Tending to mates. Reac-quainting with mates. The
Wraiths have been doing little but staring at death. But mates are life, what one livesfor. What better way
to turn away from desth than to think of mates, present and distant?"

Wedge thought that over. "Runt, I'm afraid you've just made yoursdf morae officer."

Runt made a noise somewhere between a snort and a deep chest cough. "We have been told that under
your command one cannot do agood thing without it becoming aduty.”

"Wasthat another joke?"

"We hope s0."

Wedge smiled. "Keep it up, Runt. And good work." He

turned away.

"Will you be dancing?'

Wedge paused. Over his shoulder, he said, "I'll put in one

dancefor courtesy's sake and then go. The Wraiths will proba-bly loosen up more once I'm gone.™
"What of your morde ?'

"You'vedready lifted it, Runt."



Face watched the couples gather on the floor and join in the sweep of the Alderaanian waltz. Then hefelt
hands againgt his back and was propelled into their midst.

Heturned to face his attacker. It was Lara, advancing pur-posefully. He put up his handsin mock fear;
she seized them and pulled him into the pattern of the dance. "That's mutiny,” he said.

"Put me up on charges. Then | won't haveto be part of thismission againgt Iron Fg."

"Good point. Maybe I'll mutiny, too.”

"Beddes, | haveaspecia right to push you around. It was you who brought me into this unit.”

"True," he said. Then what little cheer he still enjoyed evaporated. "Wadll, it was me and Ton."

"I'm sorry. | didn't mean to make you sad. | know you were very closeto him. Y ou amost haven't smiled
or made ajoke since hedied.”

"l only met him afew weeks ago. But by the end of the sec-ond day, we were finishing one another's
sentences and being obnoxious enough to drive everyone around us crazy.”

"Widl, you'll have to be obnoxious enough for both of you now. Phanan would want that."

"Hewould." Face smiled down at her. "Y ou dance very well."

"So doyou."

"Wdll, | wastrained to. For the holos. Where did you learn 7

"A long time ago, on Coruscant.”

"A long timeago?'

Shetensed, then relaxed and smiled. "Well, it seemslike

such along time ago. Filot training seemsto last for years.”

"l know what you mean."

"Thisdance! learned on Coruscant. But on Aldivy we

danced dl thetime. It was an important part of socid life.

Dances were where youngsters met and families dickered.”

Oddly, in spite of these thoughts about the life she could never return to, she did not seem sad.

"So, why did you launch me out onto the floor? Just |ook-ing after your wingman ?'

"Partly that. And, partly, I'm maneuvering you."

"| hate to disgppoint you, but you're far from thefirgt

woman to do that to me."

Her smile broadened. "Ah, but how many women maneu-ver you to abandon you?'

It was the point in the dance where conservative couples would form acircle, where more proficient ones
would raise their hands together and spin in relation to one another, malesto ther |eft, femalesto their
right, coming around to face one another on the same beat of the music. Lara signaed the more elaborate
move by raising her hands.

But while they werein midspin, he felt too many fingers on hisfor just one moment, and when hefinished
the maneuver he came face-to-face with a startled-looking Dia Passik. Laraand Janson, now partners,
looking very pleased with themselves, pulled away and waved.

Dia's posture and the tension in her arms suggested that she was not too comfortable with the dance, but
shegave himagame amile. "I think we have been fooled.”

Face adjusted his pace and the flamboyance of his maneu-versto her more tentative motions. "When did
they arrange that?"

"Larawas Sgnaing something to Lieutenant Janson be-fore she started dancing with you. | thought she
wasflirting."

"Wdll, we both appear to have been enticed and abandoned.”

"l don't think so. | think it was because of something | said.”

"Which waswhat?'

"That I--" She paused, apparently to consider her words.

"That | wanted to talk to you, but that | was afraid to."



"I didn't think | wasthat fearsome. Especialy to someone who's never seen my holodramas.”

That dicited agmile, alittleone. "No. | mean| didn't

know how to phrase the words. When to speak to you. | didn't know who to be when | spoke to you.”
"Who to be? Who were your choices?'

"DiaPassk and Digp'assk.”

"Thepilot youve become and the little Twi'lek girl kid-napped off Ryloth.”

She nodded, her expression somber. "The day after we re-turned from Iron Fist | woke up and | wasn't
ether one of them anymore. Somewhere in between agirl | thought was long dead and awoman who
was too bloodthirsty for meto par-ticularly like. But | thought about al that had happened the day before
and decided that | liked being dive. So | wanted to thank you for not letting me die." The words came
out dl inarush. Shetensed, staring at Face, poised asif she were waiting for him to strike her.

"You're very welcome." Why had that been so hard for her? Face tried to put himsdlf in her place-stolen
child, then dave of an Imperid master, then pilot fighting for aplace for herself among people she did not
know, few of whom even be-longed to her species. Nor had she ever spoken afavorable word about
the Twi'leks; perhaps she blamed her own kind for the way she had been stolen from their midst.
Understanding where she had come from, with his limited knowledge, was too great atask for Face, but
an ideaemerg ed from his effort. "Dia, when wasthe last time you relaxed?!

"l relax many days."

"When youredone."

Ves, '

"I meant, when wasthe last time you were redly at ease among others? The last time you felt safein
someone elsg's company 7'

Her gaze drifted off into the distance of time. "At ease? | don't know. When | was a child, | suppose.
And safe?' Shelooked startled and came back to hersdlf, to the present time. Shetried to remove her
hands from his. "Thank you for the dance. It'stime for meto go."

Hedid not release her. "'l know I'm prying, Dia. But if you won't open up to me, will you open up to
someone?”!

"l don't think | can.”

"Y ou could talk to Squeaky. He could use afriend.”

She looked up at him, unbelieving, then smiled and stopped trying to bregk away. "Y ou're joking again. It
is sometimes so hard to tell when you are serious.” "'For me, too."

They danced in slence for afew moments, long enough for the music to give way to adower, more
intimate dance from Chandrila. Then she said, her voice so low that he had to strain to hear her, "The last
timel felt ssfewasnot so long ago.”

"When wasthat?'

"It waswhen | was at my worst. When | had shot Cadtin,

when I'd desecrated the corpse of abrave man and pretended to do it with glee. When | tried to kill
myself and you would not let me. Just before | fell adeep, | knew that you would not let anyone hurt me.
Y ou would not even let me hurt mysdlf. And in that moment | knew mysdlf safe, for thefirst timesincel
wasachild."

Helooked down into her eyes-eyes that were too large and luminous to be Dids, eyesthat were familiar
to him yet opened up into awoman he didn't know. A woman who had come into being only since the
missonto Iron Fgt.

"That'swhat | wanted to say to you, what | didn't know how to say before," she said. "That | know that
you fed you failed Ton Phanan. But you did not fail me."

Hetook her head in his hands and kissed her, and was swept away by the sweetness of her kiss, by the
spicy taste of her, so different from human women. Hefet her asams encircle his neck. And they stood
motionless benegth the twinkling stars as the dancers swirled around them.
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"Our target," Wedge said, "isadmost certainly aKuat Drive Y ards facility in the Kuat sysem.” He
nodded at the holo-graphic display, showing a central sun orbited by numerous planets and space
stations, which floated above the table in the crowded conference module. Again hewished for a
full-azed briefing room.

Hetook apointing stick and drew acircle through aring of space stations, an astonishing number of
them, surrounding the system outside the orbit of its most distant planet. "This, collectively, isKuat'smain
shipyard facility, the famous Kuat Drive Y ards. It isnot, however, the only place the yards build their
vesHs”

He gestured at one of the planets. "Thisis Kuat itsdlf.

There are dso secondary facilitiesin orbit aboveit. Now, the

data Zsinj provided the Hawk-bats, including agravity-well

delay for hyperspace jumps more lengthy than we'd experience

out in the chain of satdllites, and showing speed of response of

afleet arriving at the ste being attacked, makes planetary orbit

the most likely prospect. However, since New Republic Intelli-

gence hasn't been able to confirm that there even isanew Super

Star Destroyer under construction there, we can't be sure of

this. Another planet in the system, astation not orbiting a

planet, any such thing could be our objective.”

The Wraiths were following his presentation with rapt at-tention. They seemed different this
morning-more possessed of themsalves, more cocksure, some of them nearly smug. Alive and eager.
Once again Wedge offered thanks to whatever turn of fortune had brought Runt Ekwesh into this unit.
"Piggy," Wedge continued, "has had some thoughts on thismission | thought he should share with you.
Fogy?’

The Gamorrean pilot started to rise but thought better of it and stayed seated. The proper manner to
make a presenta-tion in astandard military briefing was on one's feet, but the crowded nature of this
conference module didn't dlow for it. "Once again | must turn to the subject of Zsinj and pirates,” he said,
his mechanical voice vibrating the tabletop and the caf cupsresting onit. "Thistime | can do so with some
evidence ingtead of relying merely on speculation.

"We assume Zsinj isgoing after anew Super Star De-stroyer. We know that he has requested the
Hawk-batsto be part of thismisson. My belief isthat the Hawk-bats will merely be part of alarge unit
of mercenaries and piratesthat will act as part of the defensive screen around the new Super Star
Destroyer onceit begins moving.”

Kell waved to get hisattention. "Y ou're getting ahead of me, here. Why part of amercenary unit, and
why once the ves-sd gets moving?"'

"From Zsinj's perspective, optimum efficiency demandsa

certain set of steps,” Piggy said. "He can't, for example, drop

out of hyperspace in the midst of the Kuat system and do a

boarding action againgt the new Destroyer. Every minute it

takes to accomplish the takeover isaminute the forces of Kuat

can be using to approach and attack. So-"

"S0," Face said, interrupting, "the takeover of the new Destroyer has to be accomplished before Iron Fist
dropsinto the Kuat system.”

Piggy nodded. "Correct. And as soon asthe new Destroyer begins moving, if not before, Kuat's forces
will be derted and will move against her, to retake her... or destroy her.”

"Sothat," Wedge sad, "iswhen we predict Zsinj will

drop inwith Iron Fist and aslarge afleet as he can manage... and it's that fleet that will serve asascreen



for the new De-stroyer. It hasto be escorted until it can get far enough from the nearest gravity well to
launch into hyperspace.”

"If the pirates,”" Piggy said, "including us Hawk-bats, are thefirst line of engagement the Kuat defenders
encounter, Zsinj profits. Fewer of his TIE forces will be destroyed. Of the pirates who survive, some will
belong to destroyed bands and will want employment... and they're most likely to be the best pi-lots of
the bunch.”

Diafrowned. "Y our pardon, Piggy... but isn't thisall just guesswork?!

The Gamorrean nodded. "Educated guesswork."

"What if youredl wrong?'

Piggy |ooked between Wedge and Janson. " Between the

three of us, we'd have a hard time being that wrong."

Diamanaged agmile. "Piggy, what if youre wrong?"

"Weimprovise," Wedge said. "We've come up with thismodd for Zsinj's plan becauise we think it's most
likely. But re-gardless of what Zsinj's plan is, our objectives stay the same. And our objectives are pretty
smplein explanation even if they turn out not to be Smplein execution.

"Before we get to that, we need to remember that thisis our best shot so far at taking out Iron Fist and
Zsinj. Thismeansthat other concerns... such as our persona safety and even survival... come second.”
He looked around at the sud-denly somber faces of the Wraiths. "'I'm not asking anyoneto go on a
suicide mission. But | am asking you to keep in mind the same measures and baances I'll be considering.
If what | do can take out this enemy, who has caused so much pain and de-struction, and who will
continueto do soif alowed to, ismy survival moreimportant than his defeat?

$0... our goas. Number one, most important, isto get a

trangmitter on Iron Fist or the new destroyer or both. We have

several waysto do this. Oneis Castin's program, which any

oneof usinvited to join Zsinj's advance party might have an

opportunity to plant. Another isa standard transmitter, which

we might be able to plant on one of the ships surfaces. It'sless

subtle than Castin's code, but will only broadcast when the

ship's main communicators are being used, which might con-cedl itsuse. A third isto get someone
aboard the two ships, asastowaway or in supposedly permanent employ with Zsin.

"God number two isto stay aive and to take out as many of the enemy as possible. And don't forget-the
people of Kuat, in pite of the fact that they're Zsinj's enemy, are also our enemy. They'reloyal to the
remnants of the Empire. Any dam-age we do them is good for the New Republic. Any questions?”
Donosraised hishand. "What are our individua rolesfor thismisson?”

Janson tapped on his datapad and the Wraith unit roster replaced the Kuat system as the holographic
projection. "WEll be broken down into two or, we hope, three units.

"Unit One, Hawk-bats. That's Commander Antilles, Dia, Kdll, Face, Tyria, and Piggy. Wefly, we shoct,
wekill.

"Unit Two, Infiltrators. Lara hasfaked up dossers on d-ternate identities for hersdlf, Shalla, and Diaand
forwarded them to Zsinj-you've done that, haven't you, Lara? Good-in the hope that helll select one or
two to accompany his advance team, the one we believe will be taking over the new Destroyer.

"Unit Three, Wraith Squadron. Therest of uswill be taking our X-wingsto join Mon Remonda as part of
the ambush phase of the operation. We predict that Zsinj won't want to do more than ashort jump away
from Kuat on untested hyperdrive en-gines. That meanswell be stationing e ements of the New
Re-public fleet-al of General Solo's command and anyone else we can drag in-and staging them at points
as close aswe can man-age to Zsinj's likely escape courses. They'll be well off the mgjor trade and
military routes-an important consderation, snce well be in the middle of Imperid-controlled space-and
gtand-ing by for any signal from any of the transmitters.



"With any luck, if there's enough time between the accom-plishment of the Kuat raid and the
come-get-me signd from Iron F g, the Hawk-bats from thefirst part of the plan will be ableto join the
Wraithsfor thethird.”

"And when we hear that signal,” Donos said, "we jump in and drop the heavy end of the hammer on Iron
Fist and hisnew Destroyer."

"That'sit,” Wedge said. "Make your preparations. We

suspect the word will come from Zsinj pretty soon, but we don't know when-so get as much done asyou
can. Face, wéelll need disguises for anyone Zsinj might choose to join the ad-vance unit. Kell, I'd likefor
the same folk to have some backup wegpons, demolitions-we want to give them every opportu-nity to
get back to usif things go sour. Questions, anyone? No? Then get to it."

Theword from Zsinj arrived later thet day. It included a

rendezvous course the Wraiths suspected led to another redi-

rection satellite, and arequest that Qatya Nassin-Shalla's

Hawk-bat identity-join Zsinj's advance unit in the assault

to come.

Hourslater, the Wraiths assembled in their hangar.

Shallawas someone new. Under Face's care her hair had been transformed into a shocking white, and
her |eft eye was surrounded by acircle of white makeup. That, and the pads she held in her cheeks,
changed thelines of her face. She was dressed in flowing street clothes; doubtless Zsinj'sinfiltration crew
would have more appropriate garmentsfor her.

Dia, Kdl, Face, Tyria, and Piggy werein the makeup and gray TIE-fighter-pilot uniforms of the
Hawk-bats, and Janson, Runt, Donos, and Larawere in the standard orange, white, and black uniform
of New Republic pilots.

"The commander'slate" Face said. "Isanything wrong?"

"Oh, no," Janson said. " Since he doesn't have any addi-tiona responsibilities, no last-minute detailsto
track, no need to do one last check of the plan, he'sjust late so you'll be that much crankJer."
"That'swhat | thought."

While they waited, the command crew aboard Sungrass

completed its check and did atest firing of her repulsorlifts; the aging cargo hauler lifted afew metersinto
the air and set down again. The ship couldn't depart until Shallawas released to join them, and then it
would wait above this asteroid for the Hawk-bats to fly their TIE interceptors and fightersinto her hold.
"Attention," Janson called.

The Wraiths sngpped to attention in areasonable line as Wedge approached them. Unlike the other
Hawk-bat pilots, he was dressed in atraditional black TIE fighter's uniform, with a difference it took
Face amoment to recognize All the usualy glossy black surfaces, such asthe helmet and breathing gesr,
had been painted matte black. Also, there seemed to be additional snap hooks on his chest and arms. He
carried alarge cylindrical cloth bag in black over his shoulder; thishe set down at hisfest.

"I'm not going to give you some sort of gtirring, half-witted speech about why we're here,” Wedge said
without pre-amble. "They're for crowds, not for fighter pilots. But | did want to say something.

"The Wraiths have had to learn lessons fast, faster than any unit I've ever belonged to or commanded. |
regret the speed of your education-because, inevitably, it'sintrusive and painful-as much asI'm glad
you've been ableto absorb it.

"Recent events, especiadly Runt's dance and the behavior of severa of you at that celebration, have
convinced methat you've learned another lesson, asindividuas and asaunit. The lesson involves
watching out for one another. Y ou're now do-ing it as second nature.

"Y ou need to keep that up today, perhaps more than any other day in our recent history. Do it and more
of uswill come back."

He looked among them, catching each starein turn.



The Wraiths weren't wearing a collection of stegly, confi-dent expressions. Kell, just as before most
missions, looked alittle jittery, and more of Tyrids attention was on him than on Wedge. Diawas more
wide-eyed than usud, the mask of who she'd been before now gone, alittle uncertainty in its place. Face
stared back with the eyes of astranger, aready deep under his General Kargin makeup and persondlity.
But with each of them there was a commitment to the mission, to its successful completion, regardless of
the cost.

Wedge finished up "For those of you who believe in the Force, may it be with you, and guide you. For
those who don', trust in your intent, your weapons, and your wingman." He clapped his hands. "Let's go,
people.”

The pilots broke rank, exchanged handshakes and em-

braces, headed off to their individua missions. The gray-clad Hawk-bats would wait until Sungrasswas
on-gtation and take their TIEs out to the cargo ship. The orange-clad Wraiths would then begin the
process of shuttling al the unit's X-wings out to the Mon Remonda, now waiting outside the Hamad
system's outermost planetary orbit, with the shuttle Narra bringing them back in for each flight except the
last.

Wedge caught the eye of his second-in-command. "Wes, amoment of your time?' He picked up his bag
and headed briskly off toward his interceptor; Janson followed at atrot.

Wedge drew to a stop beside the ladder at hisinterceptor. He pulled at the drawstring holding the lip of
his bag closed, and from the bag's interior withdrew Lieutenant Kettch. The Ewok toy was now dressed
in Hawk-bat grays, and long spars of what looked like sted but swung with the mass of plagtic hung from
his paws.

"Y ou have got to be kidding," Janson said.

"No. Think about it. What if one of our erstwhile dlies

swingsin close and sees ahuman inside Lieutenant Kettch'sin-terceptor?' Wedge snapped aloop sawn
to the back of Kettch's cloth helmet to the corresponding metal hook on his chest. "Help me with the
ams”

Janson did so, snapping the loop on Kettch'sleft glove onto ahook on Wedge's left biceps. " So that's
why yourein black,” he said, and repeated the process with Kettch'sright arm. "Aninvisible
background." "That'sit."

"So, when you joined Starfighter Command, did you have any presentiment that someday you'd be
impersonating an Ewok?"

Wedge glared. "Now thewaist."

"Sure. Y ou know, pretending to be an Ewok isafelony on someworlds.” "Wes."

"And | think it's probably againgt regulationsto fly starfighters while performing a puppet show." "Wes."
Janson straightened up from making the last attachment and threw asdute. ™Y ub, yub, Commander.”

Wedge returned it. "Thethings| put up with for this
Outfit."

Sungrass dropped out of hyperspace at the leading edge of Zsinj's armada.

In the midst of the swarm of shipswas Iron Fist, the deadly blue arrowhead. Around it were numerous
other capital and support shipsone Imperia Star Destroyer, an Interdictor-class cruiser, four
Carrack-classlight cruisers, and anumber of cargo vessels and corvettes. Some of the cargo vessals
were decorated with piratical designs, others were innocuous-look-ing. Few TIE fighterswerein
evidence, but that was no sur-prise; the TIEswould not be launched until they were within easy flight
range of their objective.

"That'sthe IlU Wind," said Captain Vaton, ungrasss commander. He was pointing to the smaler Star
Destroyer. "And that one's the Emperor Net." He gestured at the Inter-dictor. "Haven't seen either of
them in awhile. Not since before the Emperor's death.”



Face, in the communications officer's seat, nodded. "Ei-ther of them assigned to Zsinj at that time?”

"IU Wind. Ernperor Net must have joined him later.”

Vaton glanced down &t his control board. "Signd from Iron Fist. Y ou might want to pick that up.”
Sungrasswas directed to land in Iron Figt's main bay. Asthey rose into the bay opening and were
directed to alarge open area of flooring, Face could see that repairswere well dong. The only signs
remaining of the explosion the Hawk-bats had caused was one area, toward the bow end of the bay, of
crum-pled flooring till not replaced, and black charring at places dong thewall. But afull complement of
TIE fighters, intercep-tors, and bombers was arrayed for takeoff.

Face and Shallaemerged from their ship's exit port and shook Genera Mevar's hand.

"Thisisyour transport?' Melvar asked, looking the Sun-grass over.

"She's not degant, | admit,” Face said. "But we get an aw-ful lot of work out of her.”

"You'l be ableto afford better soon, General."

"Generd Mdvar, dlow meto introduce Qatya Nassin,

my hand-to-hand combat specidist.”

Melvar shook Shdlas hand cordidly. "Delighted." He looked her up and down with a somewhat & oof,
evauating expression. "Thisis Coruscant civilian dress. Middleto low class. Not too far from bedrock
leve.”

Shdlasmiled a him, her dimples showing. "That's correct.”

"Perfect. Why do you need adatapad ?' The generd frowned

as helooked at the commonplace devicein her left hand.

"It'saweapon, Generd." Shalatraced her finger across the hinged edge of the datapad. "A standard
scan won't show that this edge is heavily reinforced. If | decide that someone needs some additional
informationin hishead, | caninsart it manualy.”

Melvar chuckled.

Face did, too, but wasn't fedling too merry. They couldn't

afford for Melvar to pay too much attention to the datapad. The technicaly proficient Wraiths had spent
hours refitting smaller, more modern datapad gear into alarger, older case, and had reinforced the hinge
end as sheld mentioned, but they'd also fitted in a secret dot and anumber of small explo-sive devices
that Kell had put together. A basic scan wouldn't reved them-they'd be masked by the technology within
the case-but a more thorough one would.

"Well," Mdvar said, "I am ddlighted to meet you. Less de-lighted to have to put you to the test thisway."
He snapped hisfingers.

From the semicircle of stormtroopers and officerswho'd met the Sungrass stepped aman in abridge
officer'suniform. Hewaslarger than Kell and looked as though his face had been used by severa
graduating classes for hammer practice.

"Thisis Captain Netbers" Mevar said. "One of our hand-to-hand ingtructors. | fear he must evauate
your skills™

Netbers approached, smiling, his hand extended to shake

Shallas. She stepped forward asif to takeit, then swung her

datapad straight into hisface, smashi ng his nose, staggering

him back. She followed through by bringing her booted foot up into his crotch, but Face heard a
decidedly unfleshlike thump and decided the man must have been armored there.

Shadllaturned and handed her datapad back to Face with a nonchaance that belied its contents, then
turned back to her foe. Netbers, despite the blood streaming from his face and the pain he had to be
feding in hisgroin despite the armor, had taken her momentary distraction to assume afighting
posture-left side forward, most of hisweight on his back leg, hands up and ready to strike. His
expression was serious, his eyesintent, but unlike many fighters he didn't offer astream of tauntsand
invective.



Shdlacircled around him, her pose more upright, a mock-ing smile on her face.

Melvar moved beside Face. "He hasreach on her," he said. "She hasto closeif she'sto affect him.”
Asif on cue, Shallamoved ahalf pace forward, her ad-vance coming with jolting speed. Netbers
refexively retreated the same distance. But she stopped her advance, keeping that distance between
them. Netbers smiled and gestured for her to come on again.

She brought her hands up, ahigh guard, and circled, then suddenly advanced.

Netbers brought hisleft foot up in ahigh kick. But hisright foot dipped, and Face saw that it was square
inthe mid-dle of apuddle of blood, his own blood. Shala caught hisleft foot and calf with her hands,
wrenched them upward, sending him off balance, so that instead of triking at her he could only flail, and
then shelashed out with her own left foot and con-nected with the insde of hisknee.

Helet out agrunt as he hit the hangar floor. She stepped forward for afollow-through kick, but Netbers
continued rolling and had his hands up to intercept or trap her leg if she followed through. She didn't; il
smiling, she continued cir-cling, forcing him to do the same. Netberstried to stand, but hisright leg
wouldn't sustain hisweight and he remained in aknedling position.

"Enough,” Mdvar said. "This exercise wasn't intended to

result in injurymJust to give Netbers an opportunity to evalu-

ate thelady's performance. Netbers, | assume you consider her proficient?’

Netbers grimaced. "'l would say 0, Sr." He fingered hisnose. "My node is brogen again.”

"Do you think she could kill a\Wookiee? Or was that mere hyperbole?”’

"I don't think anyobe gould gill aWookiee habd to habd, sir. But she gomes gloser than anyobe I'be
Melvar turned a cool expression on Shala. "Y ou were a bit treacherous, though. Y ou were supposed to
shake hands before opening hodtilities.”

Shdlalost her amile. "Nonsense. He came at me with the intent of taking my hand and then gpplying
leveragetoit. | could seethat in his stance as he gpproached.” "Netbers?"

"She'sright, dr. Anb if she's going on thismission, it's good that she can recognize the difference.”

"Well, then." Mdvar returned his attention to Face. "Will you be deploying your TIEsfor launch from our
bay?"

"No. Kettch is agitated enough asit is, and being exposed to too many strange humans would unsettle
him. | think wed prefer to launch from Sungrass.”

"Understood. Please switch your comm systemsto our frequency and cancel your starfighters usual
encryption; we do want to be able to talk to one another. Launch and stand by at your convenience, and
| will ddiver thisformidable young woman to the unit she will be working with."

There were eight of them. Three men and awoman, dl large, with movementslike naturd fighters, were
dressed in the non-descript uniforms of maintenance workers, thewords KUAT DRIVE YARDS
emblazoned above the lft breast of the uniforms. Four others were in sormtrooper armor. Melvar
introduced them and Shallafiled their names away. He a so succinctly ex-plained the difference between
the mission as described earlier and the way it was now. Shalalet her eyes open in smulated surprise
when she "discovered" that the target was no cargo satellite but a Super Star Destroyer.

"At this hour,” Melvar continued, "on this shift, Razor's Kiss-that's the name of the new Super Star
Dedtroyer, unless Zsinj chooses to rename it-isalmost deserted. What'slft is mostly security details and
workersfindizing critica assemblies.

"Weve spent two years heping acolond in charge of the ship'slanding parties build himsdf up a
lucrtive little smug-gling operation. He doesn't know ‘we' means Zsinj, though hell find out when they
court-martia him, if not before. Any-way, to facilitate his trading and dedling, he had to arrange for ways
by which his people could bypass severd layers of Kuat Drive Y ards defense, and by monitoring him
very closely we found out what those meanswere.

"This crew of specidistswill be taking a standard shuttle in to the officers landing bay under access



codes he usesfor hislittle sde operation. That will get you onto Razor5 Kiss... but no farther, I'm afraid.
"The crew will advance from the landing bay to the bridge and saize it, then enter programming that will
alow you to op-erate the ship in limited capacity solely from the bridge. A faseleak dert should clear
everyone out of the engineering section and auxiliary bridge, at which point you'l lock them out to
prevent sabotage. Findly, ahypercomm signd to uswill dert thefleet that it'stimeto jump in and Razork
Kiss can move out on its escape vector. Any questions?’

The faces of the other members of the team showed clearly they were dl fully briefed on the Stuation.
Shdlasaid, "l takeit that I'm to be some sort of lure?”’

Melvar nodded. ™Y ou'll take point through much of the team's advance through the ship. It'sinevitable
that the team will run across crewmen we haven't accounted for. Y our job is very specific Distract them,
delay them for the othersto get in position, but most importantly, don't let them get off any sort of sgndl.
Any comlink natification of the bridge can ruin the whole plan.”

Shdlanodded. "Except for sormtroopers, with their comlinks built into their helmets, it shouldn't be too
hard. And even with them, just striking fast and hard enough should solve the problem.”

Inlooking over the other team members, she'd noticed

that the only other female member of the team, though rather plainin her current guise, could, with alittle
makeup and at-tention to detail, have been quite attractive. Shala said to her, Y ou were origindly
supposed to have my job."

The woman, whose name, if Shallaremembered correctly, was Bradan, nodded. "The generd thought
that asmaller woman would be less suspicious, lessintimidating to the secu-rity forces aboard Razors
Kiss"

"He's probably right." Shallashrugged. "I'm sorry."

Bradan gave her asearching look. ™Y ou bring this mission off and well dl be coveredin glory. Do it and
Il forgiveyou." "Done."

"The dgn of aperfect misson,” said Captain Radan, "isthat it'sboring.”

Shallanodded. The mission had been boring so far. They'd taken adirty, cresky wreck of a
first-generation Lambda shut-tle from Iron Fist, made the hyperspace jump into the Kuat sys-tem, made
an approach vector on the planet, transmitted passcodes that were apparently accepted, and now the
shuttle wasfinishing itsfirst orbit so that it could continue on to the shipbuilding station from a proper
approach vector.

"Whenit'snot boring," the captain continued, "you know that you'vefailed.”

"You're obvioudy unused to fallure" Shalasaid.

"You havethat right." Radan turned his attention back to

the shuttle's controls. "We're getting the automated turn-back message. I'm transmitting our passcode.”
Bradan |leaned forward to speak in Shallasear. "'If thisworks, we won't even get avoice
acknowledgment. Just sev-erd minutes of silence aswe approach.”

"Thus" Shalasaid, "more boring, thus even better."

"That'sright.” Bradan leaned back.

Shallahad to consider that. It was so contrary to Face's

andysisof Iron Fist's officer corps, with their rough, piratical behavior on the bridge during the dinner
with Zsin;. It was, in fact, morelogical, morein line with the kind of success Zsinj enjoyed. But, of
course, not dl the officers would necessarily share Zsinj's flamboyance.

And despite their words, the approach to Razor Kiss, made in near silence, wasn't boring. Asthey
approached the enormous arrowhead-shaped vessel, now wrapped up in the spars and projections of
the shipbuilding satdllite, which looked like a monstrous insect stinging the destroyer into sub-mission, she
felt her pulse and breathing increase, her tempera-turerise.

One mistake and she'd die aboard that ship. Even, perhaps, if she didn't make amistake. The
innocuous-looking datapad in her pocket could mean the difference between life and degth for thousands



inthe New Republic. Her father would be proud.

And that thought, recollections of the irascible man, d-ready old when held fasified records of his degth,
resettied on the world of 1ngo, and begun fathering children, the man who'd taught his daughtersto ook
out for evil and watch out for good, calmed her. If he were here now, he'd be whispering in her ear Now
you're Qatya. Keep your mercenary face on. Be nice to these people because they might hire you again
in the future. Watch out for the backstab in case they decide to save themselves your fee. It won't
happen before you take the bridge; right now they're anxious for you to succeed. It might not happen at
al; Mevar wasimpressed with you, and they noticed. With the sound of his soothing voicein her ear,
shefi-ndly relaxed. She gave Radan a confident smile. "Don't get too bored,” she said. "Y ou'll be adeep
by thetimeweland.”

Razor's Kiss grew before them until it blotted out the en-tire universe. Radan guided them toward atiny
white dot that gradualy grew into astandard rectangular bay opening. He brought the shuttle into abay
th at was half-filled with other shuttles and with apair of interceptors.

Therewere no peoplein the bay. Shdlafrowned over that.

Wasit unguarded, with no mechanics on duty? But if the

duplicitous colond had automated instructions set up, he might require bay personnd to absent
themsalves when vehi-cles using specific passcodes arrived.

In sllence, they exited the shuttle. Shalawasthe first out of the bay, entering along corridor that was
egrily dim and quiet.

As she moved along the deserted corridor toward the bridge-a hike of over three kilometers-she decided
that this was aghost ship. Every other ship she'd been on had pulsed with life, asteady vibration that one
could fed in the soles of her shoes and every rigid surface, a sensation so commonplace that spacegoers
no longer noticed it after their first few days. This ship had no such vibration, and she imagined thet if she
saw someone materiaizing out of the gloom ahead of her, it would be aghost.

But the first contact she had with the inhabitants of Ra-zor's Kisswas not so ethered. Barely akilometer
into her walk, adoorway to aset of private quarters hissed open beside her and a stormtrooper
emerged.

Hetried to bring hisblagter riflein line. " Say-"

Sheleaned into him, pinning therifleto his chest, and

brought her hand up, an open-pam blow that caught the trooper's helmet just at the chin. The force of
the blow popped the helmet free of hishead, sent it clattering into the quarters from which hed emerged.
He backed away, trying to free hisweapon, and she fol-lowed him. She crossed her arms and got both
hands on the weapon, then stopped and yanked. The sudden torque ripped the blaster from his grip.
Helunged forward, grabbing, and she swung the butt up into hisjaw. Hefdl like an anesthetized bantha
Shadllalooked around. Thiswasasmall office, perhaps ajunior officer's. No one else was present. She
took alook initsinterior door, but it led only to an empty refresher.

Radan wasin the office when she emerged. "Y ou could hear his helmet bouncing for fifty meters,”" he
sad, complaint in hisvoice, and held out his hand.

She handed him therifle and did past him. ™Y ou would have heard a blaster shot from three hundred.”
For the next kilometer, she encountered nothing except some floor-scrubbing droids, machines so
primitive that they recorded nothing but |ocations they had cleaned. Had she been invading Iron Figt, she
would have been worried about their presence; aman like Zsinj would probably have adapted them to
be an innocuous part of his ship security. Here, she had no such concerns.

She checked the map Bradan had transmitted to her data-pad, turned left into a cross corridor... and
bumped straight into alean Imperia nava lieutenant standing there. The man rocked back, reached for
his sidearm-and then got agood look at Shallaand relaxed. "Identify yoursdlf," he said, hisvoice more
curiousthan angry.

Shdlaput her hands on her hips, apose of naiveirritation.



"I'm Qatya, of course.

"L et me seeyour authorization.”

She put afinger to her lips. "Shhh. No need to be so loud.

I'm just looking for Stoghi.”

"Stoghi?' Hefrowned. "Stoghin Learz? Mgor Learz?'

"That'shim.”

"Y our businesswith Mgor Learz?'

She shrugged. "1 missed him. It's been days since he visited.”

"l see” It was clear the lieutenant didn't. "1'11 check with the bridge to find out where the mgjor is.”

"I'd redlly gppreciae that. I've been walking for kilo-meters and haven't found him."

"Uh-huh." The lieutenant brought up his comlink.

Shalagrabbed his hand with both of hers, twisting it and forcing his pam forward and down at a painful
angle. He dropped the comlink before he understood what was happen-ing, and as he stiflened and tried
to draw away, shetwisted hisarm up and behind him, then shoved him forward into the bulkhead. The
metal rang with theimpact of his head againgt it. She hammered the back of his head with her forearm
and themeta rang again.

The unfortunate lieutenant went limp.

Moving fast, shetook his sidearm and tucked it under the waistband of her pants, benegth the hanging
foldsof her tunic.

Shebound him with hisbelt and stuffed his holster under his

tunic. By the time her team arrived, she was merely in charge of an unconscious prisoner and there was
no sign that he'd been armed.

Sherose. "Wasthat more quiet?'

Radan gave her an abashed look. "Yes. Y ou're doing your job. That's what you're herefor. Y ou have
my gpologies.”

They arrayed themsel ves outside the door to the security foyer leading to the bridge. Bradan took the
security panel next to the door, checked it for darm switches, and began the methodical process of
opening it. The four false stormtroopers stood at the ready beside the door, asif waiting for it to open so
they could relieve the previous shift on duty, and the others kept to the shadowy sides of the corridor as
much asthey could.

After long minutes, Bradan spokein awhisper "I'vegot it. I'm putting it on adelay. Three seconds after it
opens, it closes. Don't gart shooting until it closes, if you can avoid it; we don't want the sound to carry.”
They formed up, stormtroopersto the fore, Shalaat the rear, and the door shot up with the customary
speed of Impe-rid barriers.

The security foyer was beyond. Unlike the halway, it was brightly lit, and Shalahad to blink at the
sudden brilliance. But their stormtroopers, protected by the lenses of their hel-mets, advanced without
hesitation, and Shalla heard one of them say, "Don't move and you don't die.”

Shalamoved in with the others, heard the door whoosh shut behind her, heard the clattering of feet as
the stormtroop-ers spread through the security foyer and into the bridge be-yond, and her eyes cleared.
Stll inthefoyer wasanava officer wearing the inggniaof an Imperid captain. His handswere up, his
round florid face wearing an expression of extreme displeasure.

Radan stepped up to give him ashove toward the com-mand wakway. " Get moving." He glanced back
at the sole stormtrooper remaining in the security foyer. " Guard the door.

Bradan, secure the turbolift; we don't want some ambitious

fool trying to get at us through the shaft. Then secure the doors out of the crew pit.”

Bradall nodded and summoned the turboalift. The storm-

trooper stationed himsalf before the doors to the main corri-

dor. The other members of the team raced to their specific



assgnments, two of them heading to the wegpons and defense

consoles, others dropping into the crew pit to take up Station

at the control consoles, the other stormtroopers keeping their

blaster riflestrained on the crew of four that had been occupy-

ing the bridge. '

And suddenly Shallawas aone. True, she was mere meters from the stormtrooper and Bradan, but she
was forgotten, her task done, her role vanished.

And the ship's main communications consoles wereright here. Availableto her.

But the stormtrooper and Bradan had only to turn around to see her.

Déday kills more operations than treachery, bad planning, or bad luck, her father used to say.

Moving quietly and quickly, Shalladrew acable from her pocket. She plugged one end into her datapad.
The other shefitted into the standard termind interface on the communica-tions console nearest her. Then
she brought up Castin's pro-gram and selected the "automatic* mode that would do its best to bypassthe
Razor Kiss security on its own, without in-put from Shalla, then set the datapad on the console chair and
did the chair in close, making the datapad amost impossible to see.

All the while, she overheard conversation floating up from the crew pit and out of the weapons and
defense dcoves"We have the engineering section and auxiliary bridge. Ready to send thedarm.” "Wait
for communicationsto be locked off.” "That'slocked off, sir." "Why didn't you say anything?.... | just
finished.” "All right, send the darm. How are the gun em-placements? ... Up and ready. I'vefed in the
locations for the station attachments; as soon as| issue the command, they'll be meta vapor.”

Asalast detail, she switched off the terminal's screen so

the actions of Castin's program would not be visible, then quickly moved to the opposite console. She sat
in one seat and put up her feet in another.

Bradan emerged from the turbolift and caught sight of her.

"Wheat are you doing?"

"Nothing." Shdla put her hands behind her head. "My job isdone. | was going to let you professonasdo
the rest of thework."

Bradan's expression turned sour. "True. Well, you Stay right there. Don't move.”

"Y ou can count on me. Aslong asyou're paying, I'minert." Bradan turned away and headed up to the
bridge and the command walkway. Shalla relaxed, but made sure her stolen blaster was close at hand. If
anyone noticed the datapad in the chair, she had to make sure that he noticed nothing ever again.
Generd Méevar's voice wasloud over the Sungrass's bridge comm unit "We have signal from the target
zone. Prepare to enter hyperspace in two minutes.”

Face keyed the comm. " Sungrass, requesting permission to launch.”

"Permission granted. Have your fighters reedy for ingtant dispersal.”

"WEell beready." He glanced at Captain Vaton, but the man was dready raising Sungrass's repul sorlifts,
drifting the cargo ship lateraly to drop her from Iron Fist's main hangar bay. "Good luck," Face said.
Vaton nodded, and Face hurried back to Sungrass's own tight-packed hangar bay.

The bridge of Razor Kisswas ariot of noise.

The ship's batteries had obliterated the connections be-tween Razor's Kiss and the shipbuilding station,
and the Super Star Destroyer was in motion. Communications from the dy-ing station, from Kuat, and
from the main offices of the Kuat Drive Y ards were demanding a response from the bridge crew.
Sensors showed launches of squadro ns of sarfightersfrom

Kuat and from capitd ships not far away in the system, and showed those capita ships maneuvering to
intercept Razor's Kiss on her outbound flight. From the control console, the team's communications
specidist was ordering the skeleton crew on Razor Kissto go to their stations and prepare for an
Imperid assault.

Through al of it, Shdlasat comfortably in her chair, watching and listening to the others hurry about their



duties.

The datapad at the communi cations console pinged, the au-dible cue that its current program had
completed successtully.

Successfully. The program wasin place.

The stormtrooper at the door turned toward her. "Did

you hear that?"

"l did." Sherose, staring intently beyond him, and came afew stepsforward.

"What are you looking a?'

"The door, supid. That's where the noise came from. The

other side of the door."

"No, it was behind me. Toward you."

"Idiot, your hemet isfouling you up.” She nodded signifi-

cantly toward the door. "Something's on the other side.”

He moved to the nearest security console, just three seats down from the seat where her datapad lay,
and brought up its main screen. It was a holocam view of the hall just outside the main door. "Ther€'s
nothing going on out there." He turned back to the door.

Shadllaquickly picked up her datapad, yanked the cable free and pocketed it, and joined him beside the
door. Shetook agood look at the main and secondary screens, gauging which portions of the hall
outside were under direct holocam obser-vation. "Y ou'reright. It looksclear." "I told you."

She shook her head. | don't trugt it. They're trying some-thing. Let me through. I'll giveit alook.”
The stormtrooper thought that over, then apparently acti-vated his comlink. " Captain, we're hearing some
things at the main door, but holocams show nothing. Qatya has volun-teered to act asforward
reconnaissance in case there actually is some activity out there."

A moment later he said, "Captain saysit'sagood idea.”

"Can | haveasdearm?"

"Y ou won't need onejust to report activity. Do you have acomlink?"

"Yes, but | don't have your frequency.”

The stormtrooper handed her acomlink. "Good luck."

He keyed the main door open for her. Then she was through, the door shutting behind her. And though
the air was the same here, suddenly she could breathe it more easily.

She was il under holocam observation, though. She moved forward with dow, steady confidence, as
though she actu-ally were moving in on a possible enemy emplacement, until she was beyond the range of
the holocams they were monitoring.

She waited there a couple of minutes, then keyed her com-link and whispered, "Qatya here." Bradan's
voice"Report.”

"There's a security detail afew meters up the corridor. They have munitions. Looks like they'rerigging a
shaped charge to blow the door."

"Good work. Fal back and well set up to repd.”

"No, wait. Their demolitionsteam is closest to me, and

not guarded. They're not expecting an assault from this direc-tion. | can eiminate one or two and then set
off the charges they've brought. The next group they send isgoing to be alittle put off by the mess|
leave"

Moments of slence. Then "That's authorized. The cap-tain will put you in for abonusif you pull this off."
"Qatyaout." From the datapad she shook the four explo-sives Kell had rigged for her. She set two of
them down on the floor against onewall. She drew the blaster sheld taken, fired three shotsinto the
ceiling, depressed the buttons that would be-gin the explosives ten-second countdowns, and began
running.

Now it wastimeto find an escape pod and safely wait out the conclusion of thisbattle... and the oneto



come.
Zsinj'sfleet dropped out of hyperspace well within the Kuat

system, where the gravity well of Kuat herself made hyperspace

progress impossible, and the sensor displays transmitted from

Sungrasss bridge showed an oncoming Super Star Destroyer and darming numbers of sarfightersfrom
al directions.

"Launch," Face said, and roared out of the cargo bay as soon as the opening door gave minimal
clearance. Histempo-rary wingman, Kell, followed in his own interceptor and the others emerged
rapidly.

Emerged into a star system very different from the one they were upposed to have expected, of course.
The sun was not quite the shade of Coruscant's, and the oncoming Imperial Star Destroyers were not
complemented by Mon Calamari cruisers. The comm waves suddenly became crowded with shouts and
infuriated questions. In character, Face keyed his comlink. "Hawk-bat Leader to Iron Fist. What isthis?
Where's Coruscant 7'

The chuckle he received in response was afamiliar one; he recognized it as Mdvar's. "We never said you
were going to Coruscant, Hawk-bats. Welcome to Kuat. Please keep to your assigned roles. Everything
will work out very profitably."

There was amoment's delay, and the pitch of the generd’s voice lowered. "Hawk-bat Leader, | regret to
inform you that the insertion team reports that they have lost Qatya." Face's gut went cold and hard.
"How?

"She single-handedly diminated a demalitions team and was |ost in the explosion. Her action has
apparently prevented any further assaults on the bridge. Y ou have our condolences.”

"Thank you." Thetightening of Face's somach eased but did not go away entirely. Mevar's story
sounded like the kind of ploy Shallamight have used to get clear of the insertion team; on the other hand,
the story might be entirely true. And he couldn't ask, Did anyone witness her death? It would create
suspicion. He could only pray. He said, "Someoneis going to diefor this"

All around them, cargo shipsand old cruisers were dis-gorging squadrons of starfighters. Some, like the
Hawk-bats, were modern fighter craft in good shape. Others were older craft, kept in barely fnnctional
form by their owners. Still otherswere fleets of Uglies, starfighters patched together from different fighter
designs when there weren't enough parts avail-able to reconstruct anormd starfighter design.

In their groups-five here, adozen there, ascore-they turned to their assigned vectors and headed out
toward the in-coming strike forces.

"Hawk-bats, follow my lead." Face turned toward a dis-tant Imperia Star Destroyer. He could not see
its complement of TIE fighters, but his sensors showed them plainly, three full squadrons of them. That
was only half afully equipped Star Destroyer's complement; he wondered whether thisvessdl was
underequipped, or whether it was holding squadronsin re-serve. " Anyone recogni ze that?"

"L eader, Five. It'sMauler. Nothing special.”

Nothing specid. Only an average Imperid Star Destroyer.

"That's comforting. Thanks, Five." He opened awide trans-mission band. "Thisis Hawk-bat Leader.
Who eseisheading toward Mauler?'

The voice he got in return bore the clipped accents of an upper-class man of Coruscant. "Hawk-bat
Leader, thisis Vi-broaxe Prime. Y ou're the spearhead; we're the shaft.”

Face's sensors did show an irregular force of between thirty and forty friendliestrailing the Hawk-bats.
They were much dower and sensors couldn't lock down a consistent vehi-cle profile for them-probably
Uglies, then. "Want to trade places, Prime?"

"Thank you, no, Hawk-bat. I'm content for you to take first blood.”

"Join uswhen you get bored, Vibroaxe Out."

Wedge heard the exchange between Face and Vibroaxe Prime, but kept it in the background of his



conscious mind. Hewas il struggling with the Ewok stuffed toy that was the most visible part of his
disquise

When he sat down with the Ewok in hislap, it rode up, in-terfering with hisvision. Now held managed to
release the main lap strap of his pilot's harness, bring it up over the Ewok's legs, and tighten it back down
again, and that seemed to have donethetrick... but if it cameloose during maneu-vers, he could have
moretroublewithiit.

A dozen seconds after the end of Face's exchange with Vi-

broaxe, the Hawk-bats were moments from maximum firing range of the leading edge of the Mauler
forces. Wedge heard Face cut in again "Break by pairs, set up for Kettch's Drill, and fire at will." Sensors
showed Face swooping to port, Kell stay-ing on hiswing. Tyriaand Piggy drifted to starboard. Wedge
eased hisyoke forward; he and Diakept the center, losing alit-tle dtitude relaive to the others.
Astherange-to-target indicator dropped into numbers where a hit was an outside possibility, Wedge
nudged his stick back and forth, up and down, making himsdf as difficult atar-get as possble, and
opened on one of the pair of TIE fighters nearest him. Sensors showed a graze off the enemy’s hull, no
sgnificant damage. The enemy TIE's green laser fire flashed over Wedge's top viewport, anear miss.

An explosion ahead and to port-Face or Kell had akill. Wedge kept up hisfire on histarget, saw his
own green quad-linked beams tattoo the hull again and then penetrate the for-ward viewport. The TIE's
internd lights faded to blackness and the sarfighter, now aghost ship, began straight-line flight-till
powered. Doubtlessthe pilot's dying convulsions had jammed the contralsinto full thrust.

Then they were beyond the first wave of enemies, the first half squad.

Their enemies expected them to break and dogfight with that first wave. But Wedge'stactic-Kettch's
Drill-took them straight forward, at full speed, toward the second wave, afull squadron of TIEs. He saw
on the sensor board the four sur-vivors of the first wave curve around to get into position be-hind them,
but their maneuver was alittle dow, alittle tentative, asthey adjusted to the Hawk-bats doing something
unexpected.

The second wave wasin range. Wedge continued juk-ing around, opened fire, saw lasers praying from
the solar wing arrays of Didsinterceptor to his starboard. Return fire streaked the starfield green all
around him and hefdt ashud-der as onelaser blast creased hishull. An unfamiliar sensation, and once
again hewished devouitly for areturn to his X-wing and its shields.

Hisfire and Dids converged on aluckless TIE fighter. The

craft exploded into abdl of incandescent gas and superheated shrapnel. Their two flight paths curved
around it asthey plunged into the second wave and beyond.

Sensors showed the four TIEs of thefirst wave closing in and severd starfighters of the second wave
curving around to join them. He smiled. The plan was operating perfectly so far. Y es, they had a squad
and ahdf of fighterson their tails, but the forward momentum of Mauler's squadrons was dowing.

The Hawk-bats were doing their job. They were serving Zsinj well. Amused, he shook that thought away
and returned his concentration to the third wave of enemies.

These they dove Straight toward, each picking atarget and maneuvering straight into that TIE's path,
juking around enough to be adifficult target yet dways homing in on the on-coming starfighter asif
meaning to ram it. Wedge's continued fire hulled histarget and he flew through the debris cloud, hearing
clattering and banging againgt his hull as he did. On the sensor board, he saw Diastarget veer away from
her at thelast second, arcing away straight into the path of avengeful TIE from thefirst wave. The
sensors showed the two blips merge into one, then disappear altogether.

Ahead, the fourth wave, a haf squadron. Wedge saw Face lead the abandonment of Kettch's Drill,
1ooping up and back the way the Hawk-bats had come, the other Hawk-bats joining him in formation,
three not-quite-full squadrons of TIEsfol-lowing in vengeful pursuit.

Infull TIE-fighter-pilot regalia, which she had found in a pi-lot's ready room adjacent to the secondary
hangar bay, and carrying extralife-support units, Shallalurked on the walkway above the bay's pair of
TIE interceptors.

She should have been safely tucked away in an escape pod by now. But with her mission accomplished,



another idea had occurred to her... thus the dangerous three-kilometer trek back to the bay by which
sheld arrived, thusthetrail of uncon-scious foes aong the hallways and passages sheld chosen for her
return trip.

Thus this skulking on the walkway. Beyond the magnetic-

containment field she could see Sgns of distant battletiny flashes and divers of light, thelr sourcestoo far
away to make out.

Stormtroopers, Kuat loyalists probably wondering what to do about the ship's extraordinary activities,
had entered the bay mere seconds after she had and were hard at work rum-maging through theintrusion
team's shuttle. Others guarded the door into the bay. No matter; that wasn't the way she intended to exit.
She climbed down into the left-hand intercep-tor, the one closest to the bulkhead and farthest from the
stormtroopers. Without belting in, she began her prelaunch checklist. It was longer than usud-this
interceptor, obvioudy acommanding officer's persona escape vehicle, had its own hyperdrive and a
more elaborate navigation computer than the standard interceptor.

All systems seemed go, though she didn't power up the en-gines to make sure; the resulting repulsorlift
rumble would be certain to dert the stormtroopers to her presence.

She stood and climbed partway out of the access hatch, hanging in place by one arm. She brought up the
last of Kell's explosives, activated them, and threw them asfar across the bay as she could. They
clattered againgt the bulkhead behind the intrusion-team shuittle.

Stormtroopers perked up, swung their wegponsin that di-rection. "What wasthat?' "Y ou and you, take
thefar sde...”

Shalladropped back into the cockpit and dogged the hatch shuit.

She was amost done strapping hersalf in when the explo-sions went off. She saw aball of
yedlow-and-orange flame on the far side of the shuttle, saw the shuttle rock, saw storm-troopers thrown
through the air like dolls. Her interceptor and the one next to it rocked aswell, and a great bubble of
atmo-sphere, shoved through the magcon field by the sudden pres-sure within the bay, dissipated in the
vacuum beyond.

Asthe stormtroopers raced toward their fallen alies and shook their heads against the sudden desfening
explosion, she brought her engines up and goosed them. On repulsorlifts, she squirted out through the
magcon field and then took an abrupt vector toward the stern. She immediately brought her speed down
to something just higher than agood running pace.

As sheld expected, the hull of the Razor Kisswas littered with debris from the shipbuilding station. Long
armatures hung swinging from attachment points, and other meta trash clung to or rolled about on the
hull, trapped there by the ship's artificid gravity. The Super Star Destroyer wasin motion, heading
out-system asfast asits untried engineswould take it, and distant Imperia Star Destroyers were drawing
ever negrer.

She took a deep breath and tried to quiet her ssomach.

Thisimprovised plan of herswas more likely to get her killed than anything e se. But when sheldd
recognized the opportunity in front of her, she knew shehad totry it.

She skimmed as close to the ship's hull as her flying skillswould dlow her, and occasondly rolled the
interceptor to Ssmulate the motion of debris.

Shewouldn't ook too odd on sensors. A direct observa-tion or holocam view would reveal that shewas
alive TIE and not just debris. Then asingle shot from alaser battery would turn her into debris. So,
white-knuckled, she continued her ab-surdly dow flight and prayed that nothing noticed her.

19

The Hawk-bats roared down toward the pursuing Vibroaxes with the Mauler's TIE fightersin close
pursuit. The Vibro-axes, with their awkward collection of jury-rigged weaponry, opened fire at just
beyond their maximum effective wegpons range, and the Hawk-bats and enemy TIEs plunged into that
hail of destructive energy asif bent on suicide.



Wedge's somach felt like arefrigeration unit stuck on

high. They'd beenin lessdanger of death when flying into the

teeth of their enemiesthan into the massfire of these pirates,

who theoretically could distinguish the Hawk-bats sensor

blips from those of the others... but who obvioudy didn't

have the kills or accurate enough equipment to make the best of that distinction. Laser beams, red and
green, the flashes of ion cannons, and the bluetrails of proton torpedoes flashed be-tween them, among
them.

The Hawk-bats passed the leading edge of the Vibroaxe force and veered, three wing pairsturning to
three different vectors. Some pursuing TIES broke off to avoid the cloud of Uglies, others plunged into
the cloud, others skirted aong the leading edge of the cloud. Wedge's TIE was rocked by the
deto-nation of atorpedo nearby; he checked his sensor and found that Diawas till on hiswing, il
intact.

The comm waves were suddenly full, impossibleto track

"Squad Two, continue on to primary target." "Hawk-bat Five, thisis Twelve, recommend you climb
now." "I'm hit I'm hit I'm-" "Can't sheke him." "I've got him, Bantha." "Archer, thisisVee Prime. Spray a
pattern of torps back toward the baby, we have awhole squad cutting out to go after him." "That-
Emperor's nose, that's an Ewok! They've got an Ewok pilot!"

Wedge thumbed his comlink, still set up with Castin's Ewok-voice modifications, and said, "Bleed and
die, yub, yub," then rolled to starboard and relative down as he caught sight of the squadron continuing
on to the new Super Star De-stroyer. It had skirted the engagement zone and its ten sur-vivors were
forming up. Even before clearing the screen of friendly and enemy fighters, he opened fire, hitting one TIE
fighter in the engine pod with dl four beams, abeautiful shot. The fighter went off like afireworks display,
itsexplosive cloud enveloping itswingman, but that T1E emerged from the cloud intact.

Dia's complementary shot hit another TIE's port solar ar-ray wing, but merely punched a clean hole
through it without Sgnificantly damaging the vehicle. Together, he and Diatore out of the engagement
zone and continued after the ninere-maining TIES.

Shdlasaw something ahead, movement just above the hull, and brought her interceptor down againgt a
piece of space-station wreckage. Shekilled power ingtantly.

That dropped the new blips off her sensor screen, but she could see the source of the blips through the
viewscreen. A haf squadron of interceptors heading more or lessin her direction, and asthey came
closer she could see that their solar wing ar-rays were decorated with the horizontal red stripes of the
181 & Fighter Group-the deadly unit of Baron Soonfir Fel. She stopped breathing.

The interceptors roared past her at adistance of lessthan a

hundred meters. None varied its course to swoop closer to her;

none hesitated. She relaxed. Doubtless they were doing avisua

reconnaissance of the skin of Razor5 Kiss, making sure there

was no substantial damage from the Destroyer's violent depar-ture from its berth.

She powered up again, ran through an abbreviated check-list, and brought her interceptor back into
mation.

From here, she had to climb the hull to the Super Star Destroyer's command tower. It was amore
difficult gpproach, asthe ship's hull, which seemed comparatively smooth from adistance, wasinthe area
of the command tower, atricky ter-rain of graduated terraces.

Y et her terrain-following flying was fast and skilled, and within moments she settled neatly-and very
ddlicately-into place between the deflector-shield domes atop the command tower.

She powered down dl systems except her suit'slife sup-port and the starfighter's communi cations board.
Then she changed the interceptor's corem unit to broadcast across arange of frequencies, took a deep
breath, and said three words



"Paradite Two, go."

Of course, they'd probably detect that transmission. To acco unt for it, she put as much of a masculine
growl as she could manage into her voice and continued transmitting.

"Kuat Centra Authority, please acknowledge. Thisis Engi-neer's Mate Vulaaboard Razor Kiss. This
vessdl has been seized by Rebelsor pirates. | think we're under way. I'm re-questing instructions.”

A hiss, then astatic-blurred voice "V ula, thisisMauler Control. Were aware of the Situation. Where are
you?"

"l can't say. Thisisan open transmisson. They're proba-bly listening.”

"Then get to an escape pod and launch. Y ou've done your duty.”

"Acknowledged. Out." She sighed. Get to an escape pod. Odd to have an enemy repest to her an order
she'd aready dis-obeyed. She hoped that the comm exchange had fooled Ras-!an's crew, and tried to
relax.

Diahad just vaped one of thefighters, battering the top of its

hull with a barrage that popped open the access hatch, filled

the interior with light, and cast the remains of its pilot adrift, when Wedge heard the transmission.
"Paradite Two, go."

Startled, he checked over his sensor board. That code meant that one of the Hawk-bats had successfully
pretended to crash upon the hull of the second Super Star Destroyer and was in position to destroy its
deflector-shield domes. But all the Hawk-bats still appeared on his screen.

The voice had been femae. It had to be Shdla. Some of the chill in his somach began to fade.

Good, that was good, and not just because it meant she'd survived her mission. Now they'd only haveto
try to stage the Parasite portion of their operation once. Twice, even if they could pull it off, would
probably look suspicious.

Ahead, two of the TIE fghters looped around to come back at Wedge and Dia. A delaying tactic-the
commander of that squadron knew hisfighters couldn't outfly interceptors, so he was sacrificing two
pilotsto alow the othersto reach their objective, the Super Star Destroyer. The sacrificia TIEs|ooped
out at a considerable distance before coming back in, so that if the Hawk-bats continued on their course,
the fighters would be able to settle in nestly behind them.

Wedge said, "Four, stay with me, then break when we're past them," and vectored toward the incoming
craft. Diatucked in nestly to hisaft and port.

Theincoming TIEs sprayed fire asindiscriminately asif they were watering agarden. Wedge
concentrated on evasive maneuvers, returning fire when his targeting brackets sug-gested they were
about to manage alock, but his beams till went wide. Then the two pairs of TIES passed one another's
position and looped to come around again.

Wedge gritted histeeth and pulled the tightest, hardest

loop he could manage. His gravitationa compensator couldn't

quite compensate, and the maneuver dammed him back in his

pilot's couch, forcing blood into his heed; he felt himsalf gray-

ing out and eased off. But his prey hadn't tried amaneuver so

ambitious, and Wedge found himsdf, haf oningtinct, tucked

in behind thefighter. His prey wavered and veered off to shake

him, but Wedge adhered to the fighter'stail, sized up his shat,

waited for theimage of thetarget to jiggle in the targeting

bracket, and fired. The fighter exploded in arain of glowing gas and debris. Wedge twitched hisyoke, a
laterd drift, so he did not have to fly through the debris cloud.

He spotted Dias sensor signa on his screen and maneu-vered around to get alook. She, too, was
tucked in behind her foe, firing twin-linked lasers upon it, and her fire chewed away a the enemy'stwin
ion engines and wing pylons. Wedge saw one pylon give way, reduced to molten dag, and one engine



flame out.

That pilot shut the engine down and continued veering, trying to escape Dia.

Shelet him. She dlowed the crippled TIE to vector off toward safety. She looped around and formed up
with Wedge.

He brought them around toward their origind objective and thought about that. The old Diawould have
vaped that target without a second's hesitation. The new one seemed satis-fied with having the objective
accomplished rather than scor-ing the kill. He hoped the change wouldn't prove fatd to her. But al he
said was, "Good flying, Four." ™Y ub, yub, One."

Up ahead, toward the new Super Star Destroyer, Wedge caught flashes of light.

His sensor board showed that the six TIEs had become twelve-but the newcomers were blue dots, their
transpondersindicating they were friendlies from Iron Fist. The six red dots becamefive, then four, then
two, then none. Wedge dowed his approach and Diafollowed suit.

The newcomers continued in their direction.

Wedge opened his comlink. "L eader, what to do?’

"It'sdtill hairy here, One. Come back in."

A new voice, clipped and martial accents"Am | spesking to the Ewok pilot?" It was Fel's voice, and
Wedge's gut chilled down to cryogenic levels again.

The sensor board showed the transmission coming from the oncoming TIE interceptors. Wedge said,

"Y ub, yub. Kettch here. Who talk?

"My name Fd. Fe want to fly with Kettch." The sophigti-cated voice and the smplified syntax just didn't
go together.

Wedge shook his head over that and brought his interceptor

back toward the engagement zone. Diafollowed suit, merci-fully not intruding on this conversation.
"Yes," Wedge said. "Fly with. Y ou see Kettch best pilot.”

"Well, best Ewok, certainly."

"Kettch not redlly Ewok."

"No?' Therewas surprisein Fe'svoice.

"Must not be. Ewoks dumb. Not under-stand astro-navi-

gation. Not under-stand power-up check-list. Dumb."

"Sad." The six red-striped interceptors moved up along-side Wedge and Dia.

"Sad. Kettch not have mate. Ewok femalestoo dumb."”

"Even sadder.”

"Fel have mate?" Thereit was, the question Wedge

wanted to ask, had to ask. What was the fate of Fel's wife, Wedge's sister Syal?

"Oh, Fe have mate."

"Smart mate?'

"Smart mate. Actress. Y ou understand actress?’

"Like storyteller. She good mate?"

"Good mate."

"Hy with you on big idand ship?"

"No, she has her own projects. Y ou understand projects 7

"Under-stand. Make bombs, fix sar-fighters, stab humans.”

"Something likethat."

This brought them to the leading edge of the engagement

zone. Wedge could see that the battle had not gone well for the Vibroaxes, who were down to six active
combatants; they and the four Hawk-bats there were il facing fifteen TIES.

Wedge said, "Stick with Kettch. Kettch teach good.” Herolled out and dove toward the thickest patch
of thefight, where three pairs of TIEswere battling Face, Kell, and the Vi-broaxe command vessd, a



heavily reinforced combat shuttle. "Fel doesn't need Kettch to teach. Fdl isbest human pilot.” "No. Other
humans say other nameisbest.” Provoke bim; maybe beU get angry and say sometbing in an unguarded
moment. Wedge held off from firing. The enemy TIEs hadn't yet reacted to the new arrivals, and every
second of approach improved his shot.

"Luke Skywalker, then. Rebel scum, but agood flier.”

Diafinaly brokein, speaking in her silky Seku voice"Ac-tualy, we've been tdling him about Wedge
Antilles and Rogue Squadron.”

An explosion of laughter from Fdl. "Antilles? Oh, he's luck incarnate, to be certain, but heredlly can't fly
worth adamn.”

Despite himsdlf, Wedge felt awash of anger. At optimum range, he opened fire on the nearest TIES, the
ones pursuing Kdl.

Fel opened fire a the same ingtant. Their sudden strae hit both TIEs, detonating them within milliseconds
of one another.

Wedge veered off to approach the rear of Face's opponent. Fel paced him. The two of them swooped in
difficult circular pat-terns, liketiny planets orbiting an invisible sun, and fired upon Face's enemies,
annihilating them with Smilar mercilessefficiency.

Antillesand Fd, brothers-in-law, flying together again for thefirst timein years, snce Fdl's
disappearance. But it wasn't acausefor joy. Fel seemed at easein hisroleasZsinj'sdly, and had
obvioudy lost dl respect for Wedge in those intervening years.

They turned toward the Vibroaxe shuttle, but there were gas-and-shrapnél clouds neear it, with Diaand
Fe'swingman on a course to rejoin them.

The sensor board showed the remaining enemy TIES turn-ing back toward another Imperid Star
Destroyer. Not Mauler; that vessel had passed the engagement zone at a considerable distance, come
within range of Iron Fist, and traded long-range blows with the larger vessdl. Mauler was now inasdow,
uncorrected spin along her long axis, flame venting from half adozen spots dong her hull. Therewere no
escape pods launch-ing; the ship's commander doubtless thought he could bring the damage under
control.

Mauler's absence was cause for celebration . . . but adozen or more Imperial Star Destroyers were il
coming on toward them.

"Hawk-bats, Vibroaxe, One Eighty-first." It was Mevar'svoice. "Fal back, fal back. We are nearing
the launch zone."

"Good flying with you, Kettch." Fel abruptly veered away toward therest of hisunit. "Well do this

again.

"Y ub, yub." Wedge managed to convey more enthusiasm than hefelt.

It sounded as though Fel was happy in Zsinj's service.

Perhapsirredeemable. That meant the next time they flew to-gether Wedge might haveto kill him.

Iron Figt, now trailing Razor Kiss by aconsderable distance and acting as the center of her defensive
screen, was under at-tack as the Hawk-bats approached Sungrass. The mighty Su-per Star Destroyer
had taken some blast damageto its port side. The crippled Mauler and the presence, afew thousand
kilometers behind Iron Fist's escape vector, of the burning re-mains of the Imperia Star Destroyer
Gilded Claw, gave mute testimony about the source of that damage. Iron Fist was ill suffering the
grafing runsfrom Gilded Claw's TIE squadrons.

"Leader, Twelve. | don't have enough kills." Piggy, in hisfighter, vectored toward Iron Fi<t.

Face took a deep breath. That was code, and Piggy was doing what the mission called for; thiswasthe
first opportu-nity any of them had had to get in closeto Iron Fist without raising suspicion. Still, form
dictated that he key hiscomlink. "Twelve, Leader. That's a negative. Return to Sungrass.”

"Don't hear you, Leader."

"Twelve, blagt it... Eleven, gowith him."



"Affirmative, Leader." Tyridsfighter zoomed off in

Piggy'swake.

Tense, Face divided histime between docking with Sun-grass and monitoring his sensors and comm
system. The sen-sors showed Piggy and Tyria pursuing alone TIE fighter up the ever-higher decks of
Iron Figt's command tower. Their commu-nications showed them in hot pursuit, then veering in different
directions around the tower... and suddenly Piggy wasin the lead, the fighter pursuing him, Tyria pursuing
him....

Face's ssomach became awall of knotted muscle. That was as gutsy and insane amaneuver as hed ever
seen, Piggy ddlib-erately exposing himsdlf to fire to account for what they needed Iron Fists sensor crew
to conclude. Piggy had to de-pend on Tyriasfiring skill in those brief seconds.

Shrieks over the comlink, Tyriamodulating her voice be-tween victorious cheer and horror inasingle
gyllable, Piggy's and the pursuing TIE's sgnaswinking out from the sensor screen.

Findly, Tyrias voice, subdued and pained. "Leader, | haveto report that Twelveisno more. Our friend
Morrt is Onewith the universe.”

Morrt. A Gamorrean parasite. That had to mean that Piggy was dive and on-gtation, but officialy dead,
and Tyriawas caling him by that name to inform the others without re-pegting the word "parasite.” Face
let out along sigh and sud-denly felt ten years older and moretired. "I'm sorry, Eleven. Y ou did the best
you could. But you have less than aminute to dock before we launch. Well raiseacup to Mortrt at this
eve-ningsmed.”

Piggy lay on hisside, restrained from dropping to the star-board side of the cockpit only by the harness
on hispilot's couch.

Hiscrash againgt Iron Fist's hull had only been half-smulated. His pursuer'sfind laser blast hed hit his
cockpit somewhere between and above the twin ion engines, doing damage to the fighter's electronics,
and his damage diagnostics display had been lit up like a city's festiva-of-lights display be-fore held
powered down.

Ahead, just over the artifcid hill of Iron Fist's command tower, he could see the top of one of the ship's
shield projector domes.

But that would have to wait. For now, he began solving intricate astronautic formulag, beautiful numeric
structures describing the rel ationship between real space and hyperspace.

The stars he could seein his disadvantaged position sud-denly elongated as Zsinj's fleet entered
hyperspace.

InIron Fist's main hangar bay, Face emerged from Sungrasssaairlock.

Quite areception awaited him and the representatives of

the various pirate bands. Melvar was at the center of the largest open area, aphaanx of stormtroopers
around him. He was shaking hands with motley-looking pilots and officers, oc-casondly handing out
shiny new datapads to them.

As Face gpproached, one pirate in particular was harangu-ing Mevar, shaking afist in hisface, gesturing
with an angry thesatricality Face decided was not smulated. The man was a Devaronian, and one given
much to decoration; the horns on hisforehead were gilded, and his sharp teeth gleamed so brightly they
had to have been augmented by some surface bonded to them. His clotheswere smilar to an Imperid
admi-ra'sin cut, but made of red cloth and leather, with an eye-catching red-and-gold overcloak.

As Face drew near, he could hear the Devaronian's voice; it was that of Vibroaxe Prime. "... malicious
lies. Thisisnot the way alies collaborate, Mevar.”

Zsnj'sgenerd shrugged. "The lie was amatter of security.

| did not underrepresent the forces we would be facing.”

"Yes, you did' My fleet would have fared better againgt Y -wings and X-wings. We did smulator training
againgt them that we could have spent against smulated TIES. That waslost time. I've suffered eighty
percent vehicle losses, nearly fifty per-cent pilot losses!”



Melvar's voice became soothing. "And you'l receive the bonuses we promised for those losses, in the
second round of payments.”

"Therewill be no second round! | want it al now. And not accounts-materials, precious gems, cargo.
None of your data-pad treachery."

Face shouldered hisway to the front of the crowd and frowned. "What treachery, Mevar 7'

"Ah, Generd Kargin." Mdvar extended a hand back and one of his aides handed him a datapad.
"Twenty-eight percent losses and an impressivekill rate. Y ou're in for abonus on that one with the
second round. For now, your initid payment, as promised.” He offered the datapad.

"What'sthis? Thisisn't Imperid credits.”

"It'sdl the information you need to access anumbered ac-

count where your payment resides. On Hamad. We thought that would be convenient for you."

"It would." Helooked dubioudy &t the datapad. "And if, like Vibroaxe here, | want materia goods?’
"You'll have them. Half the vaue of the payment we nego-tiated. If were inconvenienced enough to have
to carry hard cur-rency and goods, we take a substantial cut. No negotiation.”

Face shrugged and took the datapad. "1 trust Zsinj," he announced. " Simply becauseit's not
cogt-effective for him to betray us. Word would spread to every pirate band in Imperial and Rebel
space. HEd never get anything but blastersin the teeth from them afterward.”

Méevar amiled. "Asever, the Hawk-bats make the intelli-gent choice. Y ou have my sympathiesfor your
losses. The woman Qatyawas of specia help.”

"Her effortswill, | hope, be long remembered. Until the second payment, Melvar." Face brought the
datapad up to his brow in amock saute and turned back toward Sungrass.

Behind him, Vibroaxe Prime and others of the pirate lead-ers, more subdued, began accepting the
datapads or negotiat-ing for the reduced feesin materia goods.

Sungrasssfirst hypergpace jump was straight toward Halmad, but only alight-year in length. Its second
carried the cargo hauler straight to the deep-space rendezvous point where Mon Rernondawaited.

Not just Mon Remonda. Other dements of Generd Solo's fleet werein evidence, including a
Nebulon-B-classfrigate, a Quasar Fire-class cruiser refitted asalight starfighter carrier, and a somewhat
decrepit-looking Marauder-class corvette, aclass of fighting ship normaly found in the Corporate
Sector. Wedge decided that Han Solo had to have cobbled together hisforce from disparate and
overtaxed sources.

When Wedge reached the bridge of the Mon Caamari cruiser, Genera Solo waswaiting with asmile
and a handshake.

"Any word from the Super Star Destroyer?' Wedge asked.

"Fine, thank you," Solo said. Y ou?'

Wedge grinned. "Sorry. How are you?'

"No, no word." Han gestured at the holoprojected

garfield that dominated the center of the bridge. Around it, ship's officers, chiefly Mon Calamari, ignored
the humans and went about their business. "Don't be so anxious. Y our pilots could use alittletimeto
res.”

"Piggy'sfighter only carries so much air, even with the extralife-support units he's carried aboard,”
Wedge said.

"When it runs down, he has achoice to make. Try to run to freedom-which does him no good if he'sin
the middle of un-occupied space, Sncethat TIE fighter won't carry him very far, assuming he can even
elude Iron Figt'stractors and guns. Turn himsdf in-which isvery bad, for the usual reasons and some
other ones, too. Or maybe try to sneak aboard the de-stroyer, very tricky. And we have no idea what
ShdlaNd-prin's statusis. So even if our comm control program is planted correctly, the Parasite part of
our planison alimited schedule

"Well... fill. Stand down for awhile. Iron Fist and the



other Destroyer may be jumping around for awhile, and it

could be some time before they reenter norma space and fire

up their hypercomm system. Assuming, of course, that your

program is planted and operationd-"

The Mon Cdamari captain, Onoma, swung around in hiscommand chair and sent it gliding toward Solo
and Wedge on itsarmature. There was excitement in hisgravely voice.

"Communications reportsasigna from the Donn program,” he said. "We have alocation on the target
ship, only minutesold.”

"Y ou know, | almost never get to beright," Solo said qui-etly. He raised hisvoice "Put that location up
on the board."

A blinking yelow glow appeared in the midst of the starfield projection.

Han, Wedge, and Onomamoved next to it. Solo said, "L ooks like they took a course perpendicular to a
straight run back into the areas of space he controls. And that's good for us. Mon Remondais the closest
forcetohim."

Wedge asked, "Are you planning on ajump straight to the broadcast position?”

Han shook hishead. "No, | want alittle dispersal. Seeif we can have shipson dl his escape vectors.
He's out in deep space, away from any known gravity wells-he can jump back to hyperspace pretty
quickly if we don't finish him. Y ou have any ideas on how hell behavein red space, before his next
jump?'

"He's going to spend some time where heis, having histechnicians go over the new Destroyer's
hyperdrive engines." Wedge considered. "Which means stopping dead or cruising. He kept moving after
he made hisfirst jump out of Kuat sys-tem, and he was moving in the same direction as the hyper-space
jump ... Can you indicate his course from Kuat to his current position ?*

A thin white line appeared, tracing from the blinking yel-low dot to astar a couple of hand spans away.
"That's my guess,” Wedge said. "Hell be a cruising speed dong the same course until it'stimeto jump
agan."

"Magnify it," Han said, and the holoprojected image ex-panded until the white line representing Iron Fist's
hyperspace jump dominated most of theimage; only afew dozen stars re-mained within the magnified
area.

Han pointed just ahead of the Destroyers projected course. "All right. Caculate timeto jJump to this
point. Com-pare it with Iron Fist's normal cruising speed. Project its proba-ble location based on that.
That will be fidon Remondas arriva zone. Now, assuming he wantsto run to his own space, well figure
out thetwo mogt likely coursesfor him to take and put Tedevium in front of one of them and the rest of
thisgroup in front of the other one."

"Tedeviurn?' Appalled, Wedge glanced out the forward viewportsto catch sight of thefrigate. "That'sa
training ves-sdl, not a combat-ready frigate.”

Han shrugged-apparently not out of unconcern, but out of helplessness. "My fleet'sin three pieces, with
strength bal-anced as closaly as| could make it between them. We use what we have. Tedevium hasa
graduating class of Y -wing pilots and a commander who's dways good in ascrap.”

"True. Still-trainees." Wedge suppressed a shudder.

Han put out a hand. "Good luck, Commander. Sorry you

didn't get that rest | was offering.”

Wedge took it. "Either way, I'm going to get it pretty soon.”

20

"Accuracy was nearly idedl, gir," said Captain Radan-or, rather, his holographic image now wavering in
the security foyer of Iron Fist's bridge. "Efficiency, however, isanother matter. The jump here used nearly
threetimes as much energy asit optimaly should.”

Zsinj kept any annoyance out of hisface. Thiswas not bad news. Hed gambled amost everything on the



assumption that Razor's Kiss actually was as complete asits builders claimed and had made it to safety
with hisnew prize. All other consid-erations were minor ones. "What about damage?”

"It gppearsthat, contrary to safety regulations, some of the Kuat workers had jammed an airlock open
where the ac-cess armature attached from the station to Razor Kiss. When the ship blasted free, that
section vented its atmosphere rather precipitoudy. We've corrected the problem. The Kuat Drive Y ards
workers who were on duty at that portion of the ship perished, of course. Instant corrective measures for
those who disobeyed the rules.”

Zsinj grinned, then suppressed it. "Very well, Captain.

Carry on. Keegp me updated.”

"Yes, ar." Theimage faded.

Zsinj turned and jumped. Generd Mevar stood right

behind him, his makeup removed and his features returned to their usud cheerful blandness. "You did it
agan,” Zsnj said, CROSS.

"Yes gar.”

"All the pirate captains happy ?'

"Not one of them was happy, but none of them shot me,

which | took to be agood sign. | think most of them will work with us again. Especidly once those who
took the credit vouchers take them to their systems of origin and determine that they'reredl." He gave
Zsinj acuriouslook. "I'm surprised you're not over there now. On Razork Kiss, looking at every rivet
and dab of paint.”

"Oh, I will be soon. Best to wait until Security has re-moved the last Kuat forces and possible
saboteurs.”

There was a sudden surge of noise from the crew pit, voicesraised in fast exchanges. Iron Fist's captain,
Vélar, astern-faced man just now going to fat, leaned over the com-mand walkway to peer down into
the midst of the noise, then looked back a Zsinj, unhappinessin his expression. "Severa ships have just
dropped from hyperspace in our vicinity. One dead ahead as we bear, the rest Situated to our starboard
and trailing. The one ahead istentatively identified asaMon Cda-mari cruiser.”

Zsinj felt asthough he'd been dropped into a polar breeze.

He suppressed a shudder. "Mon Remonda, here?' "That's not determined yet, sir, but-"

"Shut up. Signd Razor's Kiss. Coordinate afive-light-year hyperspace jump on this course and execute
it
"Sir, the cruiser is maneuvering directly into our path.

Well be on her beforeit'stimeto jump. Shal we change courseto avoid 7

"No, you idiot. One Mon Caamari cruiser in the path of two Super Star Destroyers? Bring al guns of
both shipsto bear. Before we make the transition to lightspeed, were going to rid the galaxy of the
Rebds most annoying cruiser... and of the legacy of Han Solo.”

Her comlink suddenly crackled with activity on New Republic bandwidths, and Shallajumped in
surprise. Guiltily, she checked her life-support unit. She'd falen adeep and the thing had run down amost
to empty. A redly stupid way to die, shetold her-sdlf. She removed another unit from the sorage
compartment benesth her seet and put it on.

The comm transmissons were al encoded, but by strain-

ing her eyes she could seg, in theincredible immengty of the

sarfield ahead of her, adistant needle of light that could not be

adar. Her sensors might tell her what it was... then again,

if activated, they might aert the Razor's Kiss crew to her

presence.

But the domesto the right and |eft of her suddenly pulsed with power, bringing their mighty shields up
over the Super Star Destroyer, and she decided the ship's crew had other things to worry about. She



began her power-on sequence.

Wedge roared out ofMon Remonda’s port hangar, came around to a course matching the cruiser's, and
waited as the others formed up on him.

Kdl flew Piggy's X-wing, but that left the unit shy one snubfighter. Diawasin one of the TIE interceptors,
hastily painted in Wraith Squadron grays to disguise its recent activi-ties with the Hawk-bats. Wedge
tried to force anagging voice of worry from hismind. He didn't need to tell Westo look after his
underdefended wingman. He just wanted to.

The last members of hisunit to launch, Face and Lara, formed up. Moments | ater, Rogue Squadron
began emerging by twos, Tycho Celchu and Corran Horn firgt, and forming up by wingmates. On the
opposite sde of Mort Remonda, the A-wings of Polearm Squadron and B-wings of Nova Squadron
would aso be assembling.

Han'svoice crackled in hisear. "They're aware of us.

They're not deploying their fighter screen. That suggests

they plan to blow their way through and launch back into

hyperspace.”
"Therest of our group?' Wedge asked.

"Coming up fast intheir wake."

"Pleaseinform them that if they're very nice, maybe well

leave them something to shoot at.”

Han Solo watched the universetilt through the viewports as Mon Remonda turned on itsintercept
course.

He could fed Captain Onoma’s eyes on him. He turned to the captain and shook his head. "Not yet," he
sad. "Saveyour fire. Thisisgoing to be adugging match.” ™Y ou sound regretful.”

"I hate dugging matches."

Piggy activated his power-on sequence.

Nothing happened. Thefighter'sinterior remained dark and silent.

Shallas sensors showed four squadrons of Sarfighters

approaching.

When should she act? The later she made her assault on the shield projectors, the better it would be for
her unit. But she knew her fellow pilots had to be suffering, approaching without any knowledge of
whether sheld be able to accomplish her task.

She caculated their rate of approach based on sensor data. When they were thirty seconds short of firing
range, she activated her repulsorlifts, bringing her interceptor up a mere meter above the deck of Razor
Kissand well back from the domes. She swung toward the starboard shield projector dome and fired.
The dome blew gpart in an impressive display of flaming gas and meta shards; she heard shrapnel
bounce off her hull. She rotated and fired again, obliterating the second projector with smilar findlity.
Then she settled down again atop the rubbish-strewn tower. Sheld wait a moment to launch wait until
space was crowded and confused, when she wouldn't be such an easy target.

"Razor's Kiss reports catastrophic failure of topside shield generators!”

Zsinj stared at the captain as though the man had suddenly grown a Devaronian's horns and teeth. "Tell
meyourelying."

The captain shook his head helplesdy.

Zsnj dammed his hands on the nearest bulkhead. "' Change

courseto eight-five. Tell Razor Kissto follow closaly and use usfor protection from Mon Remonda.
Calculate anew jump on that course and initiate it as soon as possible.” Helooked at Mevar. "Launch dl
fighters™

Wedge's sensor board showed the second Super Star Destroyer's topside shields evaporating. It



displayed the information with-out emotion, without understanding of how that fact made the pilots hearts
jump.

"All squadrons, thisis Wraith Leader. Prepare for strafing run on the second Destroyer. Ignore Iron Fist
for now. X-wings, B-wings, commence with proton torpedoes. Save some for the engines.” Wedge
heeled over, changing course toward the sec-ond destroyer, and sent up asilent cheer for Shalla.

Iron Fist surged forward, her bow guns opening up on the oncoming starfighters, and began adow
maneuver to star-board as the second destroyer dropped back behind her. Wedge adjusted course,
bringing his squadrons up over Iron Fist's bow at a considerable atitude.

And then they were in the midst of it, ion cannons sending energy washes between them, laser batteries
making space bril-liant al around them. Wedge felt hair stand up al over hisbody asanion blast came
too close; his cockpit lights dimmed, but the computer and his R5 astromech did not suffer power |oss.
He heard one cry over the comlink-the cry of asurvivor who'd just seen awingman evaporate; Polearm
Five disap-peared off the sensor board.

Then they were past Iron Fi<, the ship's horrendous field of damage tracking and following them, and the
second De-stroyer's guns opened up.

But now they could reply. "Fire at will," Wedge com-manded, and some of the starfighterswere
launching proton torpedoes before he had the second word out. Faint blue trails legped out from the
garfighters, homing in on the Destroyer's bow, detonating split seconds later in huge bals of incendiary
destruction.

Ahead, atiny spark-ion-engine emissions-leaped off the command tower, then curved around in front of
that pro-jection and opened fire. Minuscule needles of green flashed be-tween it and the destroyer's
bridge... and Wedge watched as the bridge viewports blew in, then vented out just as suddenly in a hail
of debrisand atmosphere.

"New Republic forces, thisisWraith Ten. Sending trans-ponder data. Please flag me afriendly.”
"Confirm that friendly,” Wedge said. "People, thisisthe lady who just opened the front door for us."
Cheers sounded over the comlink. Then the starfighters flashed past the command tower and its ruined
summit, past the friendly interceptor that looped around and struggled to catch up. They rained their
torpedoes down on the Super Star Destroyer's stern, then looped around to add the ship's enginesto
their lig of victims.

A grating voice, Mon Caamari "Assault force, thisis Mon Remonda. Sensors show starfighterslaunching
from Iron Figt in condderable strength.”

"Understood,” Wedge said. "All squadrons, stay in for-mation. Turn to course nine-oh but keep firing on
the target destroyer until you no longer bear. Prepare for individual action.”

"The Razor's Kiss bridge is no longer responding to communi-cations,”" the captain said. His voice was
dull with this recita-tion of what was only one new set of bad news. " Sensors show serious damageto the
bridge. | think wevelogt them.”

Zsinj stared at the holoprojection of aliveimage of Ra-zor'sKiss. The Super Star Destroyer, S0
powerful, 0 beautiful just minutes ago, was now awash in flame from bow to stern. Hundreds of gouts of
fire had erupted from her top deck.

"What about our man on the auxiliary bridge?"

"Also not reporting. Possibly killed during the barrage.”

On afully gaffed destroyer, crewswould be putting out

those fires. More officers would be occupying the auxiliary bridge and getting back in contact with Iron
Figt. But thiswas not afully completed Destroyer.

When Zsinj spoke, hisvoice was quiet, calm. "What's her course?"

"She cameto eight-five as ordered. But she has not come

back up to flank speed. Unless we reduce speed, we're going to

leave her behind.” "Reduce-"



A voice rose from the crew pit. "Communication from Ra-zor's Kiss"

Zsnj shouted, "Well, bring it up!"

The disma image of the crippled Destroyer was replaced

by afaded holoprojection of a stormtrooper. His helmet was off, revealing abig face on abig neck,
black hair just alittle too shaggy to be regulation, adetermined expression. "Thisis Trooper Second
Class Gatterweld.”

Zsinj frowned. He knew the names of al his agents aboard Razor's Kiss. This man wasn't one of them.
"You're part of the ship's security detall?" "Yes, Sr."

Thewarlord smiled. A socid cdl from an enemy who wasn't even an officer. The ridiculousness of it
pleased him. "And what can | do for you thisfine day, Trooper Gatterweld?'

"Sir, I'd just taken the auxiliary bridge to gain control of this ship when the attack came. But I'd prefer to
seethisfine lady intact in your hands rather than destroyed at the hands of the Rebels.”

Zsnj's kneeswent weak. "'I'm going to put acommunica-tions officer on. HeE's going to talk you through
the process of daving Razor Edge to our bridge. Then wélll save her.”

"Yes gr.”

"Gatterweld, I'm going to make you avery rich man."

"l don't care about that, Sir. I'm just doing my duty.”

Zsnj tottered away to let Mevar take over. Suddenly ex-hausted, he sank into achair at the
communications console.

Eventslike thisreminded him, from timeto time, that there was good in the universe, that with enough
faith and determination he could win. He could win everything.

Piggy was up to hisarmpits in wiring when he found the prob-lem. His port-side ion engine was
completely out of commis-sion, its connections severed, with trailing cables from the power generator
having falen into other wiring, destroying he knew not how much additiona equipment.

Hed haveto cut the destroyed engine out of the loop, patch everything € se back together as best he
could, and then seeif the thing would start. He devoutly wished Kéell, with hismechanic's skills, were
here.

On the other hand, he wouldn't wish "here" on anyone he actudly liked.

He got to work.

They boiled out of Iron Fist's Sdeslike angry stinging insects emerging from a shaken hive, squadron
after squadron of TIEs-fighters, interceptors, even bombers. They curved in their streams back toward
the New Alliance squadrons.

Face heard Wedge issue orders, perhapsthe last set of group orders they'd receive before thisfight was
done "Break by pairs. Take shotsat Iron Fist when you can, but your main objectiveisto protect
yoursalves and hold the starfighters. Polearm, you're our spearhead-break up their formation, deny them
their united inertia before they get to us. Rogues next. Wraiths, hang back, every pair protect a pair of
B-wings. That'sdl."

"Polearm L eader acknowledging.”

"ThisisRogue Leader, wereonit."

"ThisisNovaL eader, thanks."

From the Wraiths there were only afew scattered groans.

Facefdt like complaining himsdf. To be relegated to baby-

gtting duty while the Polearms and Rogues were up front-but

Face knew, deep down, the reason for it. More than haf the

Wraithswerejust back from an earlier action. They weretired, evenif they didn't redizeit yet.

Ahead, the A-wings of Polearm Squadron roared toward the massed TIEs with speed no X-wing could
match. Face could see the deadly formation of starfighters stream Straight into the squadrons of TIES,
their |aser fire regping heavy casu-dtiesin the target-heavy environment. The enemy forces seemed even



more to be aswarm of stinging insects astheir for-mation lost coherence, groups of two and four and six
TIEsgo-ing after each A-wing.

Then the Rogues were among them. Face watched the unit expertly break up into pairs, each pair moving
asone, each pi-lot firing with the skill of years of experience. Face felt some-thing like a shudder of
dread, afeding nearly of sympathy for the TIE fighters facing those formidable pilots, and suddenly he
felt inadequate. He knew he wasn't up to their standard of performance.

"Orders?' That was Larasvoicein hisear, caling him back to the present situation.

"Right. Follow me." He dove rdative to the formation and brought himself and hiswingman up beforea
pair of B-wings. He dropped transmission power. "Thisis Wraith Eight and Wraith Thirteen. We're your
escortsfor thisevening. What's your pleasure ?'

"Y ou have Nova Three and Nova Four. We can play with the TIEs, but we're much better suited to
unloading on that ugly hunk of metad thewarlord isdriving.”

"Tuck intight, well get you close." Face goosed histhrusters and the foursome of starfighters veered off,
away from the center of the dogfight, toward Iron Fit.

Ahead, agroup of fighters-nine, nearly an entire squad-ron-broke from the main engagement zone and
moved out to intercept them. Face switched to dual fire and opened up with hislasers at maximum range.
The backstop for hisfire was Iron Fist. No expended fire would be wasted.

The TIEs came on, twisting, bobbing, weaving, difficult

targets. Face wished he hadn't expended al his proton torpedoes

on the other Destroyer. On the other hand, it burned nicely, and he had no time for regrets.

One of the oncoming TIEs exploded under Laras sus-tained fire and he heard ahissed "Y esss’ from her.
Why? Oh, yes, she entered this fight with four silhouettes on her canopy. Shed just made ace.

Another TIE drifted right through the ion-cannon wash from one of the B-wings and went ballistic,
helplesdy rolling in uncontrolled straight-line flight. Face saw one of the oncoming TIEswas making
unpredictable moves at predictable intervals,

he waited for the next interval, guessed at the pilot's next

move, fired in that direction, and was rewarded when the

fighter drifted right into hisfire. It detonated and its wingman flew right through the debris, emerging
intact.

Facefelt ablow as hisforward shields were hit and some of the laser energy penetrated to score his hull.
Then they were past, nothing between them and Iron Fis.

"Thirteen, drop back, shore up your rear shields," he said. "L et's give the Novas all the protection we
can." In other words, let's be targets for awhile. The way the raiders on the first Death Star trenches
were before they died.

"Understood."

Wedge, unencumbered by awingman, switched his encryption code so only the Rogues would hear him.
"ThisisWraith Leader. Any sgn of the One Eighty-firgt?'

Tycho Celchu'svoice, srained "Werein thethick of them. Y ou offering hep?"

Wedge sighed. Held like nothing better than to demon-strate to Baron Fdl the error of his eva uation of
Wedge's flying skills. Then he glanced back &t the pair of B-wingsfollowing in hiswake. "1'd love to. But
can't. They'll be here soon enough.” "Understood.”

Then they were before him, ahaf squad of TIEs, four fighters and two bombers. He saw one veer to
starboard, picked out that one's wingman, fired ahead of its courseif it turned the same way, and it did,
erupting into aglowing shrap-nel cloud-onekill, one second into the dogfight.

"Now reaching Iron Fist's escape vector.”

"All stop." Han felt fluttering in his somach asthough it were occupied by dien invaders, but hetried to
keep hisdis-comfort from hisface. "All starboard batteries to begin fire on my command. Prepare for
axid roll. Captain, maintain our position directly ahead of Iron Fist. Continue correcting asit's



recalculated. And when any bank of batteriesfallsbelow eighty percent, perform enough roll to bring
new gunsto bear, and increase shield strength on the firing Sde asyou do s0."

"Yes gr."

Iron Fist opened up, her laser batteries streaking by in

such profusion that they looked like the star dongation that wasthe first visud manifestation of a
hyperspace jump. Han tensed againgt the blows he knew were to come. "Open fire."

Piggy flipped the power-up switch and was rewarded with an erratic whine from the engines and the
sudden lighting of hiswegpons and flight boards.

His diagnostics board said that al systems were down.

He grunted. No use listening to people-or systems-who are inclined to tell you that you can't do
something. Not yet daring to commence powered flight, he brought his target-ing system up and tried to
bracket the distant shield projec-tor dome.

One small piece of the dome fell within histargeting bracket, and jittered there, showing aclean lock,
only momentsat atime,

Wedge blinked away & the stinging of hiseyes. Thethird TIE fighter had nailed him with agood fusdlage
shot just before Wedge had vaped him, and his cockpit was now filling with smoke.

Sensors showed that of the flight of ninethat had moved

agang him, four were down-one having falen prey to one of

the B-wings. One of his B-wings remained, battered, char

marksonitshull from ingstent laser fire; the other wasa

rapidly dissipating cloud a dozen kilometers back.

He brought histargeting brackets over another TIE. They overshot asthe Sarfighter sdedipped. Then
the vehicle ex-ploded, hit by laterd fire.

Incoming vehicles on the sensors, from the direction of the second destroyer-an A-wing leading aflying
wedge of un-scathed Y -wings. They continued firing and the TIEs bedevil-ing Wedge evaporated under
their massed lasars.

"Wraith Leader to newcomers. Who am | talking to?'

The voice that came back was hard and military, but he heard an amused tone within it. "Why,
Commander. Y ou for-get old friends so soon.”

"Generd Crespin!" Thiswasthefrigate's sarfighter force, then, findly catching up from therear.

"And the Screaming Wookiee Training Squadron.”

"Can you escort Nova Three?!

"Hand over dl the B-wings, sonny, and H1 show you some

old-fashioned mass-firetactics.

"Nova Squadron, thisis Wraith Leader. Form up with the Screaming Wookiee." Wedge coughed against
the smoke. "I'm outbound, Generd, haveto vist someold friends." "Good luck."

"Wraiths, see your charges back to the generd, then join the Rogues.” Wedge heeled over and headed
into the thickest part of the engagement zone.

Far ahead, past Iron Fist's bow, the tiny needle that was Mon Remonda opened up with laser barrages.
They flared and were expended usdlesdy againgt Iron Fist's shidds.

"Do you think he plansto sacrifice Mon Remondato stop us?' Zsinj, chinin hand, steadily regarded the
tiny but growing cruiser ahead.

"He continues correcting his position to be more and

more precisely in our path,” said Mdvar. "We can't be sure of

hisintent until we're past the point of no return. Then, ether

he moves out of our path and we can get through and go to hyperspace. . . or we hit Mon Remonda and
both vessels probably perish.”

"He actualy has more firepower to unload than we do at the moment. He can bring amost half hisguns



to bear at any time. Were limited to the forward guns that can depress far enough to target him." Zsinj
shook hishead. "All right. Bring al our gunsto bear on her engines. Stop her dead in space. The sooner
you do it, the greater margin well have to squesk past him."

Zsinj's somach began churning. Thiswas gill winnable. But the New Republic assault, the way they'd
accurately calcu-lated his position, the way they relied on his protectiveness of Razor Kissto dow him,
was UpSetting.

It wasaTIE interceptor, but it moved more duggishly than the standard interceptor. A few kilometers
from Iron Fig's bridge, it had one TIE fighter under its guns and was stitching it with dud-linked fire while
another fighter maneuvered behind it.

Wedge targeted the second fighter, bracketed it with his targeting computer before it was aware of his
proximity, and shredded it with qualinked lasers even asthe interceptor vaped the first fighter. "Ten, is
that you?'

"Good to hear from you, Leader. | hate thisthing. It's asfragile as an interceptor and asdow asan
X-wing."

"Well, sop playing by yoursdf, then. Y oure my wing."

"Yes gr."

In spite of the smoke blurring hisvision, Wedge saw the

tiny green needle on Iron Fist's hull below him-along, tenta-tive streek thht hit the port-sde shield
projector dome, hit it twice, hit it athird time-and then the dome expl oded.

The source of thelaser fire, a TIE fighter, legped up from Iron Figt'shull. 1t shot up through her defensive
shields asif the maneuver were an accident, then looped around asif flown by adrunken skimmer pilot,
apparently setting up for a descent and run on the second dome projector, but an ion-cannon beam
swept acrossit. Thefighter continued off on a straight-line course toward the gars.

The captain's shout was jubilant "Mon Remonda no longer

maneuvering. We have their engines, Warlord!" "Excdl-"

The bridge rocked, its lights dimming, fragments of celling descending into the crew pit. Zsinj tottered and
fell. Helooked up; Melvar was looking away, not extending ahand. That was correct, that was proper.
No one was supposed to see the war-lord discommoded.

Zsinj clambered to hisfeet. "What happened?’

The captain had gone from cheer to despair in just a sec-

ond. "Wevelost the port-sde shidld projector. We're down to half shield strength above the midline.”
Zsn fdt asthough he, too, were suddenly at haf strength. He calculated the numbers. "Isthat frigate till
onour tal?'

"Still catching up. It will bewithin firing range in two min-utes a thisrate.”

Zs5nj closed hiseyes. "Recdl thefighters. Bring Iron Fist up to flank speed. Communicate with Razor
Kiss, issue the command ‘abandon ship.' "He didn't have to add, Weve lost this battle.

Face caught sight of the interceptors emerging from the flurry of fighters, headed their way. "Thirteen,
incoming!" He turned into the path of theincoming TIES, threw al discretionary power onto forward
shidds

Too late. Laser firefrom the lead interceptor punched through his unboosted shield and then through his
cockpit. He felt a sudden blast of agonizing heat to hisleft side, then cold just asintense. Hewatched in
idle curiogity as hisvision changed-first as the atmosphere of his cockpit was vented, then asthe
emergency mageon field on his suit came up and tried to cope with the sudden vacuum. He caught a
glimpse of the red stripe on his attacker's solar wing arrays as it ped past.

"Eight, can you hear me?"

There was no response, and Face felt adistant sadness.

Eight, whoever he was, must have been yaped.

"Eight, thisis Thirteen, can you hear me?"



There was an additional squeal from Vape, Face's R2 unit,

and Face wished the whole universe would just shut up for awhile.

"Squad, thisis Thirteen. We need help here. | can't handle

these two-"

"Wraith Three here. Four and | are coming in. Hold on."

"Five here, I'm amog there”

It took Face another long moment to understand. He was

hit, he was done. He couldn't move for the pain. Iron Fist loomed in the near distance ahead. He was
going to crash and his debt would be paid.

He should have fdlt a peace with that. Peace was what he'd expected dl thistime. But it euded him.
Was something left undone?

Wéll, there was that second shield projector dome. If he could make his hand move, he might be ableto
deer draight into it. If the Destroyer'sguns didn't get him, if its shields didn't destroy him, he might, just
might be able to angle into that dome and destroy it, too.

The oddsoneinamillion. Less, redly. But it seemed like agood way to go out. He brought his cold,
cold hand up to the pilot's yoke and gripped it. He couldn't fed hisfingers close onit, but could see them.
"Got him, got him-dammit, he'sdipped by."

"ThisisFive, I'm on the second one."

"Hold him, hold him-"

"He's not shaking me, Three. Y ou see after Eight.”

Oh, yes, hewas Eight. Why were they worried about him?

Didn't they realize he was dready dead?

No, they didn't. Blesstheir optimidtic little hearts, they ac-tualy thought he was going to makeit. Now he
knew how Phanan had felt with Face fussing over him. The Wraithsdidn't redize it was histime, timeto
bal ance the account.

The account doesn't need baancing. Ton Phanan'svoice

from some forgotten conversation. Y ou can't reduce sapient lives to numbers and exchange them like
credits.

The snubfighter shuddered again as more laser fire hit him. It must have hit the X-wing'srear; at least he
wasn't fed-ing any more pain. Iron Fist was getting bigger.

And Ton wasright. Ton, who had suffered from the Em-pire's success as much as anyone held ever met,
should know. He didn't have to close out his account now.

An X-wing blasted past him to port, juking and jinking.

He thought he recognized it as Wraith Eleven. Tyria

If shewas doing that, she was being pursued. With his numbed fingers, he brought up histargeting system
and sivung it just to port of hisflight path.

An interceptor flashed into his brackets and he fired. With detached interest, he watched the laser blast
shear through its starboard wing and pylon, straight through the canopy. Theinterceptor exploded and
bits of it glowed asthey bounced off hisforward shields.

Donossvoice "Nice shat, Eight! Are you back with us?'

"M here

"Eight, thisis Thirteen. I'm coming up besideyou.” Laradid in placeto his starboard, then ahead. "I'm
going to lead you back to Tedevium. Will you follow me?" "Sure.”

"Can you mekeit?'

"Sure. Wakemeup if | fall adeep.”

"Will do."

Another TIE fighter went to pieces under Wedge's lasers and he had a clear path to the center of the
engagement, where mem-bers of the 181st-where Baron Fel-awaited him. But those fighters veered off



toward Iron Fist.

All the TIEs began veering off toward Iron Fist, even if it meant exposing their backsto New Republic
guns. And Iron Fist was picking up speed.

"Oh, no, you don't." Wedge kicked histhrusters as high as

they'd go and added some discretionary power to them. But

the faster TIEs leaped out ahead, arcing down benesth the Su-

per Star Destroyer and toward her landing bay. Wraiths, Rogues, Polearms, and Novas took parting
shots, achieving more killsin those few seconds than in the entire dogfight, but till the TIESran.

Iron Fist cruised past Mon Remonda, lying at adead stop, her engines flaming, mere kilometers away.
Thetwo capita ships exchanged barrage after barrage. Wedge, looping well around the corridor of fire
between them, saw laser batteries take out chunks from the hulls of both vessals. Nova Squad-ron's
B-wings continued pouring heavy fireinto Iron Fist's stern from as close a distance as they could afford,
but the De-stroyer's shidlds held.

Then the Destroyer |egped forward and was gone, lost into hyperspace.

Far behind, the other Destroyer began firing off escape pods like mold spores as more and more flames
gouted up from benegath her surface. Then the brightest flame of al rose out of her midsection, a
globe-shaped inferno, and began eating away a the vessd in dl directions. The few starfightersremaining
initsvicinity raced away at full speed.

Onelast flash, bright asanova, and the Destroyer hurled asteroid-sized pieces of itsdlf in al directions.
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Hours |l ater, Wedge-freshly scrubbed and uniformed, alittle bacta trestment having rid hislungs of the
smoky crud that had coated them but also having left anasty taste in his mouth-marched into Mon
Remondas bridge.

It wasn't quite the same bridge. The armature of the cap-tain's chair had broken and Onomawas
standing over his con-trol board. Portions of the deck were crumpled and an entire control board was
still black from burn. A new shift of officerswas at work. Han Solo had his back to the bridge; he was
lost in thought, staring into the depths of hyperspace.

Wedge gpproached to stand beside him. "Commander Antilles reporting.”

Solo didn't answer for long moments. He looked tired, the linesin his craggy face deeper than Wedge
had ever seen them. He took adeep breath. "Welost him."

"We hurt him. We eliminated the other Destroyer. Razorg Kiss."

"But Zsnj isdill a large”

"Well get him next time."

"l am o sck of next time." Findly, Han grinned, looking

briefly like hisold sdf. "I'll bet you'rejust as Sick of the gloomy Han Solo.”

"Well vape Zsinj together and you can go back to alife of irresponsible good cheer.”

"1'11 drink to that. How are your people?’

"Good. Lieutenant Loran will makeit. Wedmost lost

Piggy saBinring-he was floating off to oblivion with no thrusters, no lasers, no comlink-but ShalaNe prin
caculated hislast known course and Sungrass retrieved him. We even picked up a hyperdrive-equipped
interceptor out of the ded.”

"If they ever make you ageneral, demand to be head of the quartermasters. Y ou'reredly learning to turn
aprofit.”

Wedge watched him return to his distracted, distant star-ing. "Han, what'sit like? Actualy being
someone's persond enemy?’

"I hateit. But | can't just hand the job off. Not until some-one feels about him theway | do." "Still up for
that drink?' Han snorted. "What do you think ?"

Melvar appeared with his customary stedlthiness besde Zsinj'sdesk in his private office. He put a



datacard before the warlord. "Thefind taly of losses.”

Zsnj bardly dtirred. He seemed drained of energy, so drained that even hisfat sagged. "I'll look at it
later." "How do you think they did it?"

"Oneof the pirates,” Zsinj said. "He must have planted atransmitter on Iron Fist while collecting his pay,
in spite of our sweeps, in spite of our sensors. | don't know how. Well find OUt. ' "Y our orders?’

Zsinj nodded listlesdy. "Get all available cargo ships and tugs back to the last engagement zone. | want
them to collect every piece they can find, no matter how large or small, of Ra-zor Kissfor trangportation
back to Rancor Base."

"Yes, ar." Mdvar waited apolite few seconds. "May | ask why?"

"Ask tomorrow. No more talk today."

Melvar sauted-one of hisfew genuine salutes-and took hisleave.

Face jumped as Kdl came barging through the door, potted flowersin his hands. The big man took a
look around, ignoring Face, and set the wavy mass of violet-colored vegetation down on amed table.
Then Kel caught sight of Dia, seated next to Face's bed; she had an arm around his neck, her other hand
stroking his brow, in what had been amost comfortable pose until Kdl's sudden arriva. "Oh, | see" Kdll
said. "Celebra-tion's dready started.”

Face glared. "What celebration?”

"Ask the commander.”

Behind Kell came Piggy, Janson, al the other Wraiths.

Tyriawas holding some sort of figurine, agray human figure haf thelength of aforearm; it gripped
something in its up-raised hand. Wedge camein last.

"All present?' Wedge asked.

"And no accounting for," Janson said.

Wedge turned toward Face, his expression stern. "Lieu-

tenant Loran. Y ou returned your X-wing to the training frigate Tedevium in the worst shape her
mechanics had ever seen aflying snub fighter. Y ou arrived in Smilar shapefor an organ-ism. Asl
understand it, parts of you and your X-wing were intermingled.”

"He had to be cut out of the cockpit,” Lara confirmed.

"Kept wanting to talk to the medics about surgery.”

"Well, I've been meaning to tell you about that . . ."

Face said.

"For this" Wedge continued, "we present to you the Award of the Mechanic's Nightmare.”

Tyriaheld out the statuette, which was of aNew Republic mechanic with wrench upraised as aweapon.
The mechanic's expresson was of pure, if slly, rage.

Face took the thing. "L ookslike one of Cubber's chil-dren." He looked around the room. "'l want to
thank everyone who retrieved pieces of me, everyone who retrieved pieces of my X-wing, and especialy
those who sorted them out correctly.”

"On amore serious note," Wedge said. "Attention.”

The Wraiths snapped to attention, al but Face, who tried

to St up, and Dia, who held him in place.

"With al our recent excitement,” Wedge said, "I've ne-glected to findize alittle business | should have
Seen to days ago. But I'm happier to do it now, since Face can join usfor it. ShalaNeprin, step
forward."

She did so, struggling, Face thought, to keep uncertainty from her expression.

"Since being posted to Wraith Squadron,” Wedge said, "you have demonstrated fine piloting and
intruson sKills, in addition to improvisationa ingtincts that have benefited this unit and the New Republic.
It ismy pleasure to convey to you your promotion to the rank of lieutenant in the New Repub-lic's
Starfighter Command." He handed her her new officer'singgnia, then shook her hand. " Congratul ations,



Sdla”

She opened her mouth to answer, but it was amoment before sound emerged. "Thank you, Sir."

"Don't thank me; you did al thework. It'swell deserved. Just as Significant for your reputation, | think, is
the fact that Starfighter Command has calculated your role in the battle with Razor Kiss... and has
determined that you are autho-rized to paint haf a Super Star Destroyer slhouette on your canopy from
now on. Half that kill isyours.”

Shalla put her hands to her mouth as the other Wraiths cheered, patted her back.

Dia, dtill stroking Face's forehead, suddenly frowned.

"Say, what'sthis?' The surprise in her voice caused the othersto quiet down. Diapinched at Face's skin,
and the others could seethat atiny flap of skin at the corner of Face's scar wasloose. Shetugged &t it.
Face squirmed. "Uhh, well, thisis something new, | haven't had an opportunity totell you ... "

She continued tugging and the scar began to come up at that edge, asthough it were some sort of
appliqu, with pink, hedthy skin benegth it. "Face?"

Face sighed. "Get involved with awoman and she thinks she can tear your face off."

Diapulled and hdf his scar wasin her hand, leaving the

right sde of hisface unmarred. She gave afind tug and therest

of the appliqu camefree, dangling in her fingers. Her expres-sion was incredul ous as she looked down at
him. Where he had once worn ascar, hisflesh looked pink and new, but definitely undamaged.
Facelooked around at dl the Wraiths peering at him. He shrugged. "Ton Phanan'sfault. He left me some
money. Enough for some dective surgery. Or it would go to someone | hated. | pretty much had to do
what he wanted.”

"Well, it suitsyou,” Diasaid. "Y ou look dmost as young asyou did in The Black Bantha."

He stared up at her accusingly. "Y ou said you'd never seen any of my holodramas.”

Sheamiled. "l lied."

Runt reached out the door and tugged in arolling cart. It

was laden with bottlesin cooler buckets and glasses. "Face cannot drink yet," he said. "But we can drink
to him." He handed the bottle off to Janson.

Janson began prying at the sedl. " And to Ton Phanan and Castin Donn.”

Diasaid, "And to scars you can ped off whenever you no longer need them."

Face said, "And to-"

Diadropped the rubbery false scar into hismouth. "And," she said, "to friends who don't try to fool you
dl thetime”

Face pulled the false scar out and gave her arueful 1ook.

"Dia, thisis Wraith Squadron. Y ou're never going to have

thet."
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