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by Aaron Allston

TOO MANY TARGETS

Jugt astheair thinned to the point that the stars shone with brilliant, unblinking clarity, thefirst laser blast
szzled past the Cordlian freighter's port side. "A long-distance shot,” Wedge said.

Tycho'svoice came back, "Easy to hit aflying bath- tub like the one you're driving even with a
long-distance shot. Permission to engage?”

"Not yet. Wait until it gets complicated.” Wedge spared amoment to look at his sensors. The squadron
of TIEswas only akilometer back. Kell's Drakes were only haf aklick behind them and closing fast.
And anew sig- nal was on the board—a second full squad of TIEsfrom the ground base. It was going to
get complicated soon. .



Moments|ater, ashot hit the rear shields. On the sen- sors, Wedge saw two wingpairs of TIE fighters
ped off and curve around toward Kdl'sgroup. "That'sit,” Wedge said. "Rogue Two, you arefreeto
engage. Chewie, you have the controls." He unbelted and moved &ft.

Wedge clambered into the upper gunport turret and powered up. Histargeting grid immediatdy lit up
with glows, most of them red—enemies.
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Nava Lieutenant Jart Eyan looked rested and cheerful. The tact that he had only twelve minutesto live
would have changed his disposition, but he did not possess that knowledge.

He descended the shuttle ramp to stand in the bay of the cruiser Home One and |ook around for a
moment. When last held seen this part of the ship, many of the shuttles and utility vehicleswithin had
borne the grime and combat scoring that were inevitablein any lengthy campaign. Now they were largely
restored to shipshape state. The time Home One had spent in the repair yards of Coruscant had
obvioudy been vauable.



Eyan was a Twi'lek, member of a humanoid species best known for the two fleshy gppendages, called
lekku, that hung from their heeds where ahuman would have hair. Many hu-mansforgot that Iekku, more
commonly referred to asbrain tails, were sensory bundles, and often gave Twi'leks an edge in assessing
their circumstances and possible threats being posed.

Eyan shivered. Ryloth, the Twi'lek home, was a hot world. On Home One, aship engineered for a
bridge crew of Mon Calamari, an aguatic species, the ambient temperature tended to be low enough to
inconvenience him. TheNewRepublic officer's uniform he wore was never quite sufficient to over-come
thisdiscomfort.

Still, he smiled, revealing abroad stretch of carnivore'steeth. 1t was good to be back.

An aide, ahuman femae, approached him and saluted. "Welcome back, sir. | hope you enjoyed your
leave

"Oh, certainly." Eyan frowned for amoment, trying to re-member just what held been up to on hisleave,
but the moment passed. His gesture took in the vehicle bay and indicated the vessel asawhole. "What
sort of shapeisshein?

"One hundred percent, sir. All the admira hasto do is point, and well be on our way."

"Excdlent.”

"l wanted to let you know, you had a communication from your wife comein afew minutes ago. It was

flagged asurgent.”

"Isthe captain on duty?'

"Not now, gr."



'‘Good. | can seeto this message before I'm officiadly on duty again." Eyan nodded thanksto the aide and
headed for his quarters.

What could be the trouble? Hed barely |eft her—as with manyNewRepublic officers, hed moved his
family to Corus-cant after being assigned to the former Imperia throneworld.

Bardy Ieft her after spending his entire leave with her, too. But he frowned, trying to recdl just how
they'd spent their) time together. The memory wasn't coming in too clearly. He had the nagging fedling
that something important was dipping by him.

At hisquarters, he brought up his persona termina and opened his mail. In addition to numerous
messages related to his duties, there was the priority-flagged message from hiswife. He brought it up.

There she sat, in the tacky red high-backed chair that sat before their terminal at home, and she looked
distinctly un- happy, her greenish skin alittle more pallid than it should have been. She glanced over to
the side as though consulting with someone outside recording range. " Jart,” she said, "those Wook-iees
aredancing in the parlor again.”

Eyan switched off the message, not bothering to heer it in its entirety, and erased it. Hisfingerstyped
commandsinto the termina keyboard. He watched the process, momentarily in- terested in how he
could be so swift, so sure, and yet have no ideawhat he was doing. Of course, he thought. How
unpleas-ant. Those blasted Wookiees are dancing in the parlor again. He retrieved his persona sidearm,
asmal but powerful blaster pistol, and checked it to make sure it was fully charged. He tucked it away in
his pocket and departed, certain in what he needed to do to get rid of those dancing Wookiees.

"Interms of pure strategy, there was nothing of particular in-terest between the capita shipsin the Mon
Remonda/lron Fist fight." The speaker was a Gamorrean, one of the pig-snouted humanoids known for
their warlike dispositions, but dmaost nothing but his gppearance characterized him as amember of that

Species.

He was speaking Basic, which was beyond the capabiilities of other Gamorreans. And his voice was not
anatural one; hiswords emerged twice, oncein athroaty babble that sounded like gibberish to most
people, and once in amechanica tone from an implant in histhroat. Too, he was the only Gamorrean
known to wear aNew Republic Fleet Command uniform.



On the shoulder of his orange pilot's uniform he wore a unit patch that was much cleaner, much newer
than the rest of the uniform. The main e ement of the desgn was awhite circle, over which, in light gray,
appeared the central symbol of theNewRepublic , adesign like astylized bird with upswept wings. Over
that were twelve X-wing silhouettes, asif viewed from above, in black; one, in the lower |eft portion of
the cir-cle, waslarge, and the eleven arrayed around it were athird its Size. All were oriented the same
direction, from lower |eft to upper right, as though flying in tight, precise formation. Around the white
circlewas abroad blue ring bordered by two narrow gold rings. It was a brand-new unit patch for a
nearly brand-new force, Wraith Squadron.

The being the Gamorrean addressed across the hol otable was also unusud, though his kind was certainly
well represented in the ranks of theNewRepublic military. Admira Ackbar was amember of the Mon
Cdamari species, humanoids with fish-like features and rubbery skin. Though there were many Mon
Cadamari serving theNewRepublic , few had nava combat maneuvers named for him or had designed
fighter craft as Ack-bar had.

"Essentidly,” the Gamorrean continued, "we gave Zsnj only one course of action to teke if hewereto
preservethe Ra zor'sKiss." He gestured at the replay of the deep-space naval battle being projected
above the holotable. "Y ou see his ma-neuversto keep Iron Fist between us and Razor's Kiss. Y ou see
him dow his escape pace to stay with the crippled ship. All by the numbers, numbers our force dictated.”

Admira Ackbar's voice waslow, gravelly, dightly more imposing than the sandard for his species. "So
you find noth-ing of interest in the engagement.”

"If you will forgive me, | did not say that, Sr." The Gamor- rean manipulated the table controlsto zoom
the holoprojection view very close to the second of the two Super Star Destroyers. At this near distance,
he and Ackbar could see that the mighty vessel was burning at innumerable points on the hull. They could
aso see swarms of sarfightersNewRepublic and Impe-rid, fighting aboveits surface.

"Mathematicaly spesking,” the Gamorrean continued, "thereis much of interest in the behavior of the
One Eighty-fird. In addition to the fact that a demongtrably loya Imperid elite squadron should not be
working hand in hand with arogue warlord like Zsinj, there is something odd in the way they fight."

Ackbar's face suggested curiosity. "We detected no oddity in our anadysis of the recordings. But, of
course, you werethere."

"If | may correct you, | actually was not. | was trapped on the hull of the Iron Fist for most of that fight,



trying to per-suade my starfighter to start up. No, it was after you showed me these recordings that |
noticed it. Individua fighter pairstend to respond with an interesting sameness to specific attack patterns.
See here—" The Gamorrean pointed to apair of TIE interceptors characterized by horizontal red stripes
on their so-

lar wing arrays. Asapair of X-wings approached from their rear, the TIEs broke off in atight sweep to
port and relative down, moving at an angle the X-wings couldn't match.

The Gamorrean stopped the holoprojection, scrolled the viewpoint over to the Iron Fist, and settled it on
another pair of 181st interceptors. He advanced the recording as the intercep-tors cruised toward a
pocket of combat, then set it to play a anormal rate. "Here, two A-wings from Polearm Squadron
ap-proach from the rear on the same vector. Y ou see the intercep-tors break exactly the same way, the
lead interceptor taking the higher position and the dightly shalower angle, the wingman going lower and
taking aharder turn.”

"A coincidence."

"No. The angle of attack dictates the way they break. Only with the One Eighty-first, however. I'm not
surewhat it means.”

Ackbar leaned forward, his posture suggesting sudden in-terest. " Show me more."

Lieutenant Eyan marched into the admiral's outer office with his broad, mest-eating smile fixed on his
face.

The admira's aide, seated at a desk outside the door to Ackbar's office, returned the smile. Hewas a
human male who looked as though he thrived on naval food and could stand to thrive alittle less. He
stood and saluted. "Welcome back, sir. Y ou look as though your leave suited you.”

Eyan drew the blaster pistol from his pocket, thrugt it into the man's ssomach, and pulled the trigger. The
blast dammed the man back into his chair but was not asloud asit could have been, muffled by contact
withthevictim'sflesh. "It did," he said.



Eyan reached past the till-twitching corpse to press a but-ton on the underside of the desk. The door
into Ackbar's office opened.

The admira looked up asthe nava officer entered. "Ah, Lieu- tenant Eyan. Allow meto present FHlight
Officer Voort saBinring, dso caled Piggy. Heisapilot of Wraith Squadron and amathe- matical
prodigy. SaBinring, thisis Lieutenant Jart Eyan, secu- rity detail.”

Piggy roseto sdute the nava officer. "Pleased to meset you, Sir.”

Eyan returned the salute. "Likewise." Then he pulled his blaster from behind his back, pressed it into
Piggy's stomach, and pressed the trigger.

It isremarkable, Piggy thought, the suddenness of it. One mo-ment, perfect hedlth. The next moment,
perfect agony. He could not see, the painin his gut was so greet, like abonfire lit upon his ssomach and
eating itsway through him, and he could bardly hear. He knew he lay upon hisback but couldn't
remember getting there,

| think | have only momentsto live. Interesting.

But the science that had dtered him, giving him control over hisemotions, giving him the mathematical
acuity that had brought him to Admira Ackbar's attention, had not done away with dl of the biologica
imperatives that came with be-ing Gamorrean. Another voice rose within him, growing louder: Live, die,
doesn't matter—kill him! Strike him until hisbones arc paste, rest your tusks upon the warm flesh of his
throat, and tear it free! KILL HIM!

Piggy's eyes snapped open. The assassin stood a couple of meters away, hisweapon aimed at Ackbar,
words forming in his mouth, words Piggy could not hear.

They didn't matter. The Twi'lek hadn't fired on Ackbar yet. Piggy reached benegth hisleft deeve, and
with atrembling hand drew forth a vibroblade like the ones most members of his squadron carried there,
He thumbed its power on. Then he roared, a noise he knew humansto find intimidating, and threw the
blade.



Histarget jerked at the sudden noise and spun to aim at Piggy. The vibroblade, instead of catching him
in the chest, hit the blaster instead, shearing into the metd where barrel met trigger guard. Therewasa
bright flash from the wegpon and the assassin flung it away.

Piggy tried to stand but found that his shaky limbs were not making it an easy task. He saw Ackbar dam
into the assas-sin from the side, the webbed hands of the Mon Calamari clos- ing around the Twi'lek's
throat . . . but Lieutenant Eyan effortlessly wrenched Ackbar's hands free and threw the admi- ra againgt
thewdl. Then, asddiberately asadiner stting down to amedal, Eyan straddled Ackbar and closed his
own hands over the admird'sthroat.

Piggy forced himsdlf to hisfeet. Timeleft... estimated ten or twelve seconds. Kill him kill him kill him.
Hard to see. Tun-ndl vision. A side effect of shock. Tear one arm free and beat him until he shrieksfor
death. He's strong, unnaturally strong.

Hewalked, hisfeet unsteady, to Ackbar's desk, and got his shoulder under the center portion. He
heaved and it came up off thefloor, though it nearly unbaanced him. Good. 1 gtill have my strength. Hit
him so hard members of hisfamily light-years away cry out in pain and dread.

He lurched into motion toward the n, lowering the edge of the desk as he built up speed, and was
rewarded with hisvictim's sudden perception of him, alook of surprise on the Twi'lek'sface.

Then hehit.

Onthe other sde of thejoining wall, the ensign leaning againgt thewall of thelounge, ahuman female,
was suddenly flung forward. She dammed onto the floor, her cup of caf splashing asfar asthe boots of
the ensgn hadfway acrossthe lounge, and shelay there unmoving.

The othersin the lounge looked at the bowed-in portion of metal plate that had once been smooth wall.
One kndlt beside the injured woman. The rest scrambled for the door.

Piggy dropped the desk so that it would not fall upon Admird Ackbar. The motion was more languid
than he liked. He didn't seem to have any energy |eft.



He regarded his handiwork. The Twi'lek's head was a quarter the width it should have been, a smashed
messthat pleased one of the voicesin Piggy's head even asit appalled the

other. «

Admira Ackbar was struggling to rise. He was speaking. But suddenly Piggy couldn't understand the
words.

The Gamorrean fell over backwards as the heat and pain in his gut spread out to overwhelm him.

Thetwo TIE interceptors banked, maneuvering in awide circle as they scanned for enemies, and the
lunar surface sped by beneeth them.

To someone seeing them for the first time, these starfighters might have seemed comica. Their cockpits
were unaerodynamic- looking spherestaller than a human. Projecting from either side of the cockpits
were thick posts, the wing pylons, each about the length of the cockpit's circumference. At the end of
ether pylon wasasolar wing array, acurved, roughly ova wing with adeep notch cut out of the leading
edge. Where normd TIE fighters were nicknamed eyebdls, for their spherical cockpits, inNewRepublic
fighter dang, interceptors, with their narrower sight profiles, were called squints.

But no one seeing them maneuver or fight would continue to think them amusing. Agile and fast, armed
with four lasers each cgpable of punching through starfighter armor, they were among the deadliest tools
inthe arsend of the Empire.

Not that Imperid pilots flew these two.

"Rogue Two, thisis Leader. Comm check."

"I reed you."

"Two unknowns now showing on my sensor screen at two-eight-five. Follow mein.”



"I'myour wing."

The lead interceptor veered toward the distant blip, the second following hard, their maneuverstight and
sure. Within moments, the enemy—two tiny bright spots near the horizon— came into view.

"Two, the computer gives atentative ID as oneintercep-tor, one X-wing."

"| read it that way. The X-wing isleading. Shall we get some separation, make them split up to cover us

both?*

"Ehhh. .. not yet. Stay with standard Imperia protocolsat first to make this a proper test.”

"Right."

Asthe range meter numbers scrolled down to firing range, the oncoming starfighters opened fire.
Curioudy, the enemy TIE interceptor held in close behind the X-wing, dropping just benegth tofire, rising

abovetofireagan.

The two interceptors bobbed and juked, ducking fire asthey returned laser blasts. Thelr return shots
dammed into the X-wing's forward shields, diss pating meters short of the X-wing fusdage.

"Hey, | getit,” Two said. "Y ou usethe—"

Red laser fire from the X-wing hit him low on the circular transparisted viewport. Two explodedina
bright flash, and Leader's interceptor rocked, hit by gases swelling from the deto-nation. The enemy

interceptor and X-wing sped by.

Despite hisdemise, Two kept talking, his voice floating into hisleader's comm unit like transmissions
from aland of the dead. "Whoops, sorry, Wedge."



"No problem, Tycho." WedgeAnitilles hedled hard to port, coming up behind the two attackers.

Instead of splitting up, with the faster interceptor trying to come up behind Wedge, the attackers had
remained together, though they'd changed their formation: the X-wing was now in the rear, with the
interceptor bobbing around just in front of it. It wastight, economical flying, and Wedge nodded. On
their gpproach, the enemy interceptor had used the X-wing as abar-ricade, staying behind its shields
except for the bare seconds necessary to line up ashot. The X-wing must have had most or all of its
shield energy forward on the approach. Now, asthey retreated, the interceptor was ill enjoying the
X-wing's pro-tection, and that starfighter's shield energy would al be con-centrated to the rear.

Wedge accdl erated toward the pair, risng until he was dightly above their plane of flight. They knew he
wouldn't overfly them; held tuck in behind and fire at their compara-tively unprotected rears until they
were destroyed. So their tac-tic had to be to break at some point. The X-wing wouldn't be able to
outmaneuver him, so it would be the interceptor trying to get in behind him. That meant they'd wait until
he was en-gaged with the X-wing before breaking.

The computer graphic representing the X-wing jittered within his sensor screen, announcing alaser lock.
Heignored it and began ashdlow dive, dipping down beneath the X-wing'sflight plane asif to try asnap
shot at the interceptor. But halfway into the maneuver he drew back on the yoke, sending himinto a
sudden climb.

And the enemy interceptor, rising past the X-wing's nosein an effort to keep the X-wing between itself
and Wedge, sud- denly jittered in the same sensor screen. Wedge fired and saw the green flashes of
three of hislasers connect with the inter-ceptor's engines. The squint blew out of the sky and Wedge
jerked hard to port to avoid flying through the thickest part of the debris cloud.

The X-wing took advantage of his sudden dodge by ped-ing off to starboard, a hard turn—an obvious
attempt to set up for another head-to-head pass. But Wedge switched his comm unit over to agenera
broadcast frequency and said, "Exercise terminated.”

Thevoice of Garik "Face' Loran, onetime boy actor for the Empire and nowNewRepublic flyer, came
back. "But I'm not dead yet."

"Y ou'e protesting?'



"Not exactly. Just curious.”

The vigta of the lunar surface and the maneuvering X-wing faded abruptly to blackness. Wedge reached
back to open the access hatch, stuated where the twin ion engineswerein ared TIE interceptor, and
climbed out into overhead light.

Theroom was alarge one, crowded with tables, chairs, and smulator units. Most were narrower units,
the better to con- form to the cockpit interiors of the X-wing, Y-wing, and A-wing starfighters used by
the New Republic, but afew were spheri- cal, such asthe one Wedge had just vacated. The room was
heavily trafficked by pilots, many of them in theNewRepub-lic 's orange pilotss jumpsuits, and
techniciansin more somber colors. Most of the pilots were clustered around the various Smulator units,
monitoring the practicing pilots efforts on over-head holo displays.

Across an aide busy with human traffic, Face Loran dropped nimbly to the floor and looked curioudy
toward Wedge. Wedge saw afemae pilot trainee glance at him, do a double take, then flutter her hand
over her heart as she whispered into the ear of aconfidant. Face, with his strikingly handsome festures,
intent green eyes, and somehow artfully mussed black hair, often had that effect on women. Wedge
waved him over.

They were joined amoment later by two other pilots. Flight Officer LaraNotsl, alightly built woman
with downy blond hair, was possessed of a ddlicate beauty that belied her intensity and skill in starfighter
combat. Captain Tycho Celchu, afair-haired man with festures that suggested held weathered alot of
turmail in hislife, gpokefird. " Why'd you kill the sm, Commander?

"We were here to test the youngsters's new combined-unit tactic,” Wedge said. "' As soon as you and
Larawent out, it be- came just another X-wing versus TIE exercise. Theré's plenty of valuein those, of
course, but that's not what we came here for." Hefixed his attention on Face. "What was your opinion of
the effectiveness of your tactic?'

Face shrugged; he didn't look happy. "Nowhere near as ef- fective as 1'd hoped.”

"Y ou were presuming that experienced enemies would be so thrown off by the novelty of what you were
doing that they'd be easy kills?'



'Presuming? No, Sr. Just hoping.”

"Lara, your thoughts?'

"Wdl, oneexerciseign't satigticaly significant,” she said. " So anything | had to say would be premature.
Irrelevant. But | think the tactic worked as it was supposed to. | received alot of protection from Face's
shields on both the incoming and out- bound legs of the run, in pite of the fact that you flushed me out
pretty esslly. I'd say it was effective.”

Tycho nodded. "I'd agree. But | think it's a one-shot tactic. Usable only in paired head-to-head runs or
when you have an X-wing/TIE pair going after asingle target. It would be best used at the start of any
engagement, then abandoned.”

"I'd say it'sworth further practice and analysis," Wedge said. "Face, Lara, work up some automated
exercisesto give al the Wraiths the opportunity to play around with this" He checked the chrono
strapped to hiswrist. "Though not now. We have about ten minutes to get to our briefing. Dismissed.”

The two younger pilots saluted and headed off into the stream of traffic.

Wedgecdled, "Hey."

Thetwo turned, Face curious, Laralooking guilty, asif wondering if sheld forgotten to salute before
leaving.

Wedge sad, "Developing just thiskind of tactic isone of the things | put Wraith Squadron together for.
Good work. Keep at it."

They smiled and continued toward the room's main exit.

Most of the members of Rogue Squadron and Wraith Squadron were in their seetsin the semicircular



briefing amphitheater when Wedge and Tycho entered.

"Commander Antilles—dram!"

Wedge turned at the sound of Wes Janson'svoice. The eterndly youthful pilot, executive officer of
Wraith Squadron, was on hisfeet, aming a datapad as though it were ablaster pistol, thumbing the
transmit button with manic intensty. Wedge sighed and brought out his own datapad to receive the
transmitted file. But Janson's antics were agood sign. They suggested that the news Wedge was waiting
for had arrived— and was good. En route to the main dais, he glanced at the Rogue Squadron executive
officer, NawaraVen, adistinguished-looking Twi'lek with brain tails arrayed artfully over his shoulders,
and Wedge received a datafile from him aswell. He glanced over the two officersstransmissons ashe
stepped up behind the lectern, then looked up at the pilots before him.

Two squadrons, nearly at full fighting strength, the best pi-lots he could assemble and train. He felt arush

of pride a what hed managed to accomplish with these two units, at the level a which they'd managed to
perform, but he kept it from hisface. "I have mostly good news to bring to you today. First and foremost,
Piggy saBinring is responding well to bacta treat-ment, he has regained consciousness, and dl indications
arethat hell enjoy afull recovery.” That brought applause and ex-

clamations of relief from the assembly. "Unfortunately, we gill have no information about the n's
motive in attacking Ackbar. When the admira asked him why he was doing this, the assassin said he,
Ackbar, knew why. Y ou know the assassin died in the attempt. Hiswife and children are missing, and
theinvestigation is continuing.

"Second, the Mon Remondaiswithin aday of leaving re- pair dock. By thistime tomorrow, well be
back in space and taking the fight back to Warlord Zsinj."

That brought more applause. Mon Remonda, the mighty Mon Calamari cruiser that was the flagship of
the fleet com-manded by Han Solo, had taken significant damage in its re-cent duel with the warlord
Zsinj'sown flagship, the Super Star Destroyer Iron Fist. But Zsinj's forces had suffered far more.

"Third, and directly asaresult of this, you al have onelast leave coming to you. Report to the shuttle
bay at fifteen hundred tomorrow, with your bags packed and dl your affairs settled; until then, you're on
your own. Enjoy yourselves,



"However, we can't forget that the last time we had leave here on Coruscant, a covert unit probably
belonging to Zsinj came closeto nating the Wraiths. So well follow these protocols. Civilian dress
only. I know you Wraiths have just gotten your unit patches, but you'll have to stow them during this
leave. The more recognizable of you—you know who you are—should make some effort to concedl
your features. Stay out of the bars pilots tend to frequent.

"Fourth, | have some changes to announce. The Wraiths have anew pilot for their roster—Targon,
please stand.”

At the back of the amphithesater, a pilot sood, and the Rogues and Wraiths twisted to see him.

The new pilot was a Devaronian—qgrayish-skinned, with diabolic horns protruding from hisforehead and
fanglike teeth that would only cause appreciation in the heart of a carnivo-rous predator. His voice, when
he spoke, was surprisingly deep and resonant considering his gpparent youth. "Hight Officer Elassar
Targon reporting for duty, gr."

"Targon comes to us fresh fromF eetCommandAcademy ; in addition to being acompetent pilot, hesa
medica corps- man. Once again well have a unit medic who can do more than put on pressure patches
and make squealy noises. And unlike therest of you, he hasn't yet had timeto ruin his career or his
mind."

"Then hewon't do." That was Janson. " Send him home. Get us another lunatic.”

"Excuse me!" The Devaronian pilot hopped up to stand in his seat, took awide stance with onefoot in
the adjacent chair; he threw his arms back and chest out, posing like some super-human hero from the
mogt ridiculous of Face Loran's holodra-mas. "Elassar Targon, master of the universe, reporting for.

duty!”

Wedge cocked an eyebrow a him. Interesting that a, very junior officer would be willing to perform that
sort of digplay in hisfirst few momentswith his new unit. Either the reputa-tion of Wraith Squadron had
convinced him that it was ap-propriate ... or he was another complete maniac, and Fleet Command had
found another mental case for his command. Despite the laughter erupting from the assembled pilots,
Wedge clearly heard Janson spesk again, "I withdraw my objection.”

Wedge returned his attention to the pilots. "Targon, Sit. Pipe down, everyone. Fifth, and lagt, theré's



going to be alittle reorganizing to do within my squadrons.

"Until and unless we persuade Starfighter Command that we need to participate in another prolonged
field mission, well be with Mon Remonda on active duty. 1've been put in com-mand of the ship'sfour
fighter squadrons. I'm aso transferring back to and assuming direct command of Rogue Squadron,
ef-fectiveimmediatdy. I'll ill fly with the Wraiths, aswell as Novaand Polearm, when circumstances
and opportunities warrant, but I'm relinquishing day-to-day command.” He saw the Rogues's good cheer
continue, but the Wraiths sobered with the redlization that their very best pilot was leaving them. Wedge
continued, "'Lieutenant Loran, attention.”

Face stood. Wedge saw aflicker of suspicion cross hisface, but it disappeared quickly asthe actor
regained control of himsalf.

Wedge said, "Thisisn't a permanent promotion—yet—so we're not going to do anything to you that will
leave perma- nent marks. However, it ismy pleasure to confer upon you the rank of brevet captain,
which entitles you to command a unit such as Wraith Squadron. Congratulations, Face." From a pocket
he dug a semitransparent envel ope, and this he tossed to the pilot. "Y our new rank insignia.”

Asthe other pilots applauded, Wedge glanced among the other ranking pilots of Wraith Squadron,
gauging reactions.

Wes Janson, who was the senior lieutenant in the squadron, was applauding and smiling essily. No
aurprise, ashe had no redl interest in command or, ultimately, in remaining with the Wraiths, he preferred
to bejust one of the gang back in Rogue Squadron, so this promotion of Face over his head was not
threatening to him.

Kdl Tainer, the biggest human in Wraith Squadron and, after Face, the most hologenic, also looked as
though he were comfortable with the choice. Perhaps he had ultimately redl-ized that, though hewasa
brilliant flyer and very capable tech-nician, he didn't have the temperament for or red interest in
command.

The smile of ShallaNeprin, the squadron's newest lieu-tenant, was broad and genuine.

That left Myn Donos, alieutenant with more years and more experience than Face. He looked serious
and contempla-tive. But then, serious was merely a step up from hisusua ex- pression, that of dour



intengity. Still, he had to know that this promotion reflected alack of trust in his command skills. Mere
months ago, while wearing the rank of brevet captain himsalf, Donos had commanded an X-wing unit
that had been daugh-tered by aZsinj aly, Admiral Apwar Trigit, and had suffered serious emotional
trauma resulting from that event. He proba-bly thought that Wedge till held no trust in him.

Which wasn't true. But Wedge Antilless units were largely meritocracies. The most meritorious pilots
were promoted fast- est, and Face had demonstrated more tactical savvy and more command skillsthan
Donos, even though Wedge felt Donos was probably reliable.

Asthe applause died, Wedge said, "That's it for now. Any questions?”

Face was firgt with ahand up. "If we're launching tomor- row, sir, when do we get Piggy back?

"We never lose him. He has requested that he be trans-ferred to the bacta trestment facility aboard Mon
Remonda. Generd Solo has approved the request. Well haul him around until he's ready to emerge, then
put him back to work. Wes?'

The Wraithss executive officer lowered hishand. "The usud."

"The usud answer, too. We were lucky to get Face's X-wing fully repaired. Wraith Squadron isn't
getting any replacement X-wings anytime soon. The Wraithswill continue flying mixed X-wingsand TIE
interceptors. Anything else? No? Dismissed.”

Thirty minutes later, Wedge opened the door to leave his quar- ters. He took an involuntary step back.
There, shoulder to shoul- der, blocking the door, were Wes Janson and Rogue Squadron pilot Derek
"Hobbie" Klivian. Hobbie was struggling to keep hisface straight; Janson's expression was merry. Janson
asked, "Going somewhere, Commander?

Wedge shouldered hisway between them. "We have leave, remember? That's what you two should do.
Leave"

They fell in beside him, one on either side. This corridor, deep in the residentia decks of Coruscant's
Svantlie Base, led toward the turbolifts.



"Would you look a him?" Janson said. "Hair combed, evening clothesimmeaculate.”

Hobbie, hisface aslong and mournful asever, sad, "And he smdlslike afresh spring morning.”

"| think our commander isgoing on adate.”

"I think you'reright."

"Meaning he redlly needs our help. How long has it been since you've been on adate, Wedge? | don't
think some of the Wraiths were born then."

"We're your escort,” Hobbie said. "Well protect you from yoursdlf.”

S0, who are you seeing?’ Janson asked.

"What I'm seeing is kitchen duty in your immediate fu-ture,” Wedge said. They reached the bank of
turbolifts and waited for the lift to reach them.

Janson continued, "It'sldla, isn'tit?"

Wedge scowled. "What makes you think that?"

"Oh, nothing. Just the way you look whenever her name is mentioned. Have you noticed that, Hobbie?!

"Oh, I've noticed. What do you think?'



"I haven't decided yet if she'sright for our commander. And the rest of the squad hasn't voted yet.”

The turbolift doors opened and they entered the shalow car, turning to face the hall. Wedge held his
hand againgt the Side of the entryway, preventing the doors from closing. "Roof," Wedge said.

Janson looked confused. "Roof? Not the personal vehicles hangar?”

"Roof." Then Wedge took a deep bresth and bellowed, "About face! Forward march!”

By reflex, the two pilots spun. Wedge stepped back out into the hall and heard Janson and Hobbie thud
into thewadll at the rear of the turbolift. Then the turbolift doors closed and the car carried his pilots up

and far away.

He smiled and summoned another turbolift.

Two floors down, a quartet of Wraiths approached a door as anonymous as Wedge's.

Donossad, "Hejust received apromotion of sorts. We shouldn't present him with amutiny first thing."
He kept from hisface the discomfort he was feding.

DiaPassik, thefemae Twi'lek, said, "Heindsted that he wasn't feding well."

LaraNots| smiled over her shoulder at them. "Helied. Heliesdl thetime, you know."

"1 know. But he seemed so genuine.”

"He doesthat dl thetime, too. Thisistheright thing to do. Myn, Elassar, back me up.”



The two men exchanged glances. "Absolutely,” Donos said.

The Devaronian looked confused. ™Y ou change Sides pretty fast, don't you, Lieutenant? I've barely met
Captain Lo-ran. | shouldn't have an opinion.”

Larascowled a him. "Wait amoment. A fellow Wraith says'Back me up,' and you say 'l don't know'?"

The Devaronian straightened. His voice degpened. "My apologies. Absolutely. Y ou'reright. In fact, we
shouldn't knock. We should just blast the door lock and kick the door in."

"Well knock," Lara said. She rapped on the door.

Therewas no answer. She knocked again, more insistently.

From within came Face'svoice. "Yes?'

"May we comein?'

"I'm not decent."

"When are you ever?' Laraopened the door and looked in. Donos could see over her shoulder; Face
waslying on hisbed, sill in uniform, saring a the calling.

Larapushed her way in and heard the others crowd in be-hind her. "What are you doing?"

"I'mlearning to play avariety of musical instruments us-ing only the power of my mind,”



"That'swhat | thought. Now it'stimeto go out and enjoy yoursdlf.”

"Maybe you didn't hear the commander's orders about the more recognizable members of the squads?'

She snorted. "That was for Runt's sake most of al. When you're two meterstall, covered in fur, and the
only member of your speciesin Starfighter Command, you haveto lielow sometimes. But you can put on
adisguise. I've often suspected that you sometimes put on disguisesjust to go to the refresher.”

"Now, that'san idea" Facelooked at her for thefirst time, gave her asmile that was meant to
communicate cheer. "Y ou go ahead. I'll betine”

"Hey, I'm your wingman now. It'smy job to keep you from making big mistakes. And it would be abig
mistake not to enjoy the last leave you're likely to have for awnhile.

"Do | haveto pull rank on you?'

"Y ou only get to do that when it's gppropriate. That's the unwritten law.”

"Whered you hear that?'

"l read it somewhere"

Face snorted. "All right. Give me five minutes to transform mysdlf into something inconspicuous. Where
aewegoing?'

Larajerked athumb back at her companions. "Since Elas-



sar hasn't run up against Zsinj—or anyone but hisinstructors— before now, were going to take him to
theGaacticMuseum 's new display on Imperid Intelligence. Give him anideawhat he'sup againgt. Then
we get adrink. Then you and Myn and Elassar givein to mae biology and insult abar full of soldiers, and
Diaand | haul your battered bodies back to base."

Face looked helplesdy at Donos and Elassar. ™Y ou see what happens when we don't get involved in the
misson's planning Sage?"

The museum's displays on Imperia Intelligence were not, Donos decided, the one-sided history they
could have been.

Thefirg digplays on the tour gave details of theOldRepublic 's Intelligence division, the secret police who
were charged with protecting the Republic from subversion and trea- son. One display, aholoscreen
within a container the size and gpproximate shape of a bactatank, played a drama about Re-public
I ntelligence commandos thwarting an assassination attempt made against members of the old Republican
Senate. Another display was atransparisted case holding a score of weapons and gadgets used by field
agents, Donos recogni zed the technological ancestors of gear the Wraiths had carried in the field.

Another holoprojection showed aman in dark commando garments. He was dark-skinned, graying at
the temples, in-tenseinterest in hiseyes, hisfeaturesjust alittle too diabolica to be beautiful. "l wasVyn
Narcassan,” he said. "In my twenty-year career with Republic Intelligence, | successfully completed over
ahundred covert missions. | couldn't prevent Senator Pal-patine's rise to power or his subsequent reign
as Emperor. But | could, and did, engineer my disappearance. And despite Im-perid Intelligence's
burning need to silence me and extinguish dl the secrets | learned—" the projection leaned forward asiif
to impart a confidence— "they never found me." He drew back, his smile creating deep dimplesbeside
his mouth, his ex-pression one of a satisfaction so immense that it bordered on arrogance.

Something about the projection jogged Donoss memory, but he couldn't figure out what it was. Hefiled
it away for fu-ture reference. Someday, when he wastrying to remember something else entirely, the
answer would bubble up to the sur-face of hismind and annoy him intensely.

Farther dong the series of black, ill-lit museum display hails—the decor an attempt, Donos thought, to
edge vistorsinto the sort of paranoid mind-set appropriate to subjects such asImperid Intelligence—the
displays became more unsettling. As P patine took power, the Intelligence Division became atool of
terror and retaiation. Digplays chronicled assassna-tions, kidnappings ofOldRepublic loydids, tortures,
subver-sons. An interrogation chamber was shown in great detail, actual holographic footage of a
subject being questioned about arumored insurrection. The replay showed the subject, aman of
Chandrila, dying during questioning. The narrator finishing up commentary on the event pointed out that



theinsurrection was entirely imaginary.

One display showed the longtime Intelligence head, Ar-mand Isard, an aging man with an inhumanity to
his eyes and features that were unsettlingly rea even in holographic replay. Farther down the exhibition,
another showed his daughter, Y sanne Isard, nicknamed | ceheart, atall and eegant woman of formidable
bearing, and told of her swift rise to power through two simpletactics: turning in her own father for
treasonous thoughts and attracting the eye of the Emperor. After Palpa-tine's death, she had even
managed secretly to gain control of the Empireitsdf for atime.

Face, his features buried under awooly brown beard, lin- gered before the projection of Y sanne Isard
for along time, and Donos saw him shudder—a motion too dight for any but those who knew him best
to notice. The Wraiths were aware that when Face was aboy star in holodramas, held actualy met
Iceheart, had even been invited to sit in her 1ap. Now Ice-heart was dead, killed by Rogue Squadron's
own Tycho Cdchu, and Donos knew the universe was better off without her.

To some extent, Imperid Intelligence had died with her. To be sure, an organization with that name
survived under the codlition that had replaced | ceheart, but it was not managed with the same inventive
ruthlessness that had characterized Is- ard and her father. The organization was still adanger ... but to
fewer and fewer people asthe years went by.

Instead of going out the exit at the end of the exhibition, the Wraiths turned about and went back the
way they came, the better to give Targon achanceto view the displays again. Asthey passed the holo of
| ceheart, Donos saw the Devaronian pilot pull up something held by achain around his neck and pressit
to hisforehead.

"A lucky charm?' Donos asked.

Targon nodded. "A coin of theOldRepublic . It holdsalot of luck.”

"How do you know?"

"My brother was never shot down while wearing it. It's better than anything ese | have. He sent it to me
when 1 joined the Academy. Better than my lucky carved bantha-bone. Better than my lucky belt
buckle. Or my lucky gilding set. Or my—"



Faceinterrupted. "What'sagilding set?'

"Well, you know. For my horns."

"l don't know. What about your horns?'

Targon shrugged. "For specid occasions, important festi-va's, we sometimes—Devaronians |
mean—yput gold leaf on our horns. For decoration.”

"And thisisjust adeviceto help you do that?"

"That'sright.”

"What makesit lucky?"

"Wdll, thefirst time | used it, shortly before | entered the Academy, | attracted the eye of a certain young
lady—"

"Nevermind."

Donos and Face exchanged glances. The Wraiths and Rogues were light on pilots who put much stock
in good-luck charms, but such pilots were common throughout the New Re- public and the Empire.
Donos saw Face's eyeslight up, probably because of anideafor aprank.

"l was Vyn Narcassan. In my twenty-year career with Re- public Intelligence, | successfully completed
over ahundred covert missions." Asthey reached the display honoring the last of theOldRepublic's
Intelligence heroes, Donos gave the man one last [ook, took in hisdimpling smile, then redlized whet it
was the man reminded him of.



Not what—who. The man's skin tone, hisdimples, hisun- usua physical beauty—they were dl shared
by another Wraith. ShalaNeprin.

That rocked Donos back on his heels. But the physical re- semblance was dramatic.

Donos smiled at the long-missing agent. "WEell just | et that be our little secret, Narcassan,” he said under
his breath. "But I'm going to send Shallaamessage and tell her to come vist thisexhibit today. Not why.
Just that she needsto. In case it means something to her."

"Who are you talking to?' That was Lara. Face and Diawere dready afew steps ahead, aam inarm,
with Targon trail-ing behind them.

“I'll tdll you sometime.”

"Eddlia?' Thevoice, wavery and uncertain, came from behind them. "Edallia Monothesr, it's SO good to
seeyou!™

Donos glanced back. Approaching them was an old man, his hair awispy white, hisbody so sparse of
flesh that he seemed skeletd, but there was nothing menacing about the smile hewasturning on Lara.

Behind him a dozen meters but coming a atrot was amiddle-aged woman, overweight and matronly,
her expression anxious. "Father,” she caled, and she sounded out of bresth. "Not again.”

The old man reached Lara, seized her hand, pumped it vig- oroudy. "Eddllia, it's been so long. Did you
ever marry that boy? Did you graduate? What have you been doing?”’

Laratried unsuccessfully to extricate her thoroughly shaken hand. "Sir, | don't—I'm not—"

"I'm so sorry." That was the daughter. Reaching her father, shetook his hand, forcing him to give up his



gripon Laras. "He's. . . confused. He doesn't dways remember where heis. Or when.”

"It'sdl right,” Larasaid, but shelooked alittle shaken.

The old man said, "Child, | must introduce Edalia M ono-theer. One of my best pupils.”

His daughter asked, "When?"'
He looked confused. "What?"

"When was she one of your best pupils?’

The old man looked back at Lara, his eyeswavery, uncer- tain. "Why, it's been thirty, thirty-five years.”

"Look at her, father. Shel's not thirty yearsold.”
The old man leaned in close to Laras face and peered. "Edalia?’

Larashook her head, and though she maintained a cheer-ful smile, Donos decided that it was forced.
"I'msorry,” shesad. "I'm Lara”

"Oh." The old man drew back and looked around. "Whereis she, then?'

"Maybe farther up the exhibition, Father. Y ou go look. I'll be dong.”

With a courteous, if distracted, nod to the Wraiths, the old man began to wak back the way he'd come.



"I'm so sorry," the woman said. "He was once with Old Republic Intelligence, so helikesto come here
day after day. He was shot on amission shortly after the Emperor cameto power." She indicated a place
just infront of her temple. "He hasn't been the same since.”

"It'snot aproblem,” Larasaid. "Hewas very nice."

"Thank you for understanding.” The woman turned and trotted along in her father'swake.

Laraturned and bumped into Face and Dia, who had re- turned during the conversation. "Oops."

Facelooked a her intently. "Gerwa Patunkin?’

"No."

"TotoviaLampray?'

"No." Shegmiled. "Stop it.”

"Dipligonal Phregt?'

"Shut up." She pushed past him, laughing, and headed for the exit. "Let's get that drink. | need it.”

"Moploogy Starco?"

"Face, I'm going to shoot you."



"Glad to oblige. Give us vectorsfor twenty search pairsand well get oniit.”

Starfighters swarmed from the sdes of the Mon Caamari cruiser Mon Remondalike insectsfrom a
deep-space nest. They formed up in four groups—two X-wing, one A-wing, one B-wing—and
descended toward Levian Two, the world Mon Remonda now orbited. From this atitude, it seemed
stony and orange and impossibly inhospitable, but the comm chatter the pilots were picking up suggested
otherwise.

"Entering Delta Sector. More of the same. I'll map-flag lo- cations of survivors." "Ravine Sx here.
Repulsorlift isout. I'm going to have to attempt a high-speed landing.” "Ravine Six, switch to
ten-oh-three. Y ou've got your own controller stand-ing by." "Beta Sector Base, thisisBeta Ten. | read
unknowns descending, four groups.” "Beta Ten, thisis Base. There are some TIEsin the unknowns but
they're modtly friendlies.”

Wedge sighed and activated his comm unit. "Beta Sector Base, thisis Rogue Leader. Y ou've got Rogue,
Wraith, Pole-arm, and Nova Squadrons in descent to your position. Looks like were alittle late to the

"'Fraid so, Rogue Leader. Y ou've missed a Raptor raid. They blasted out of here half an hour ago.
Weve got settle-ments and facilities hit al over this hemisphere. Could we in-terest you in some
search-and-rescue action?”

" Ships dropping out of hyperspace!™ It was Mon Remonda's sensor officer, Golorno, a human young
enough not to be able to keep hisvoiceleve intimes of stress. "I count four, five, Sx capital shipsl”

Han Solo abandoned his armature-mounted chair and moved to stand behind Golorno. He turned to his
communications officer. "Recdl the garfighters now." Then he leaned over Golorno's shoulder. "Detalls,
| need details" he said.

"Uh, uh, two Star Destroyers, one Imperial-class, one Victory-class. One heavy cruiser, a Dreadnaught,
| think. Two light cruisers—telemetry says probably Carrack-class. At the back of theformation ..." The
young officer's voice dropped. "One Super-class Star Destroyer.”



"lIron Figt." Solo straightened and dapped his hands to-gether. "He'sfindly decided to comeinfor a
scrap.”

He caculated unit strengths. His flagship was Mon Re- monda, one of the most powerful of the Mon
Cadamari cruisers, and its pilot complement, led by Wedge Antilles, couldn't be bet- ter. Alsointhis
portion of hisfleet were Mon Karren, aMon Cal cruiser of more normal strength, Tedevium, afrigate
recently-converted from atraining ship back to acombat vessdl, and Etherhawk, a Marauder-class
corvette that was just one restora-tion job ahead of being dilapidated. Not nearly enough strength to
handle the fleet Zsinj had assembled against him . . . but Zsinj didn't know that Solo's Group 2 was
standing by outside the Levian system. One holocomm cal and Solo's strength would be doubled,
making thismore of afair dugging match. "Cal in Group Two," he ordered. "How long before Zsinj's
force reaches us?'

"Three minutes, ar."

"How long before the sarfighters return?”

"They're grouping. Four or five minutes, gr."

Solo sighed. "Sugging match" wasto be the correct phrasefor it.

An impulse caused him to turn back to the door out of the bridge. As he'd suspected, Chewbaccawas
there, just outsde, standing by. The Wookiee, who chose to have no officia rolein the anti-Zsinj group,
but preferred to stay near the bridge and Solo, had come up as soon as the tenor of voices from the
bridge sounded different. Solo gave him aconfident grin.

"A second group isdropping out of hyperspace, sir!™

Solo whipped around to stare at the sensor screen again. It was broadening, updating—the data stream
at the bottom in- dicated that the sensor screen was being supplemented by in-formation from Tedevium.



It showed another force of capita ships appearing on the far side of Levian Two. Telemetry indicated
that the new forceincluded two Star Destroyers, two Dreadnaughts, alight cruiser, and a Lancer-class
frigate—a vessd designed especidly to as- sault swvarms of sarfighters.

"Wereintrouble" Solo said.

Golorno turned to look up at Solo. He wasn't able to mask hisfear.

Solo gave him areassuring half grin. "Don't worry. | know when to dump my cargo and run.” He turned
to the navigator. " Set us a course out of here. What's the closest path to get us out of Levian Two's
gravity wdl?'

The Mon Calamari navigator consulted his board. "Di- rectly through the Super Star Destroyer'sforce,

gr.

"Figures. Make that our primary course. Pass it on to our group.”

“"Done, ar."

"Communications, revise my order to Group Two. Tell them to be on course and ready for ajump at
any second, but to stand by."

"YS’ s'r.ll

He turned to Captain Onoma, aMon Calamari male with salmon-colored skin. "Captain, take us out.”

"YS’ s'r.ll



"Third hostile group dropping out of hyperspace!™

Solo turned to look, disbelieving, a Golorno. "Y ou have got to be kidding."

WedgeAntilles stood his X-wing onitstail and blasted toward the sky.

He'd sent Polearm Squadron, the A-wing unit commanded by Captain Todra Mayn, on ahead. There
waslittle tactical sensein keeping the faster craft back with the X-wings and B-wings. Now Wedge led
Rogue Squadron and Wraith Squadron in es-corting Nova Squadron, the B-wing unit.

Sensor data arriving from Mon Remonda showed Solo's group closing dowly on aunit of Six capita
ships. The Mon Cdl cruiser was aready swarming with enemy starfighters, and defenders from Mon
Karren and Tedevium.

Wedge added up the numbers on that. Those two ships could field five squadrons of starfighters
between them. The enemy force ahead could field nearly twenty-two squadrons. And then there were
enemies coming up from behind—as Wedge's squadrons cleared the atmosphere, his sensors picked up
two additiona groups of capital ships chasing Solo'sforce.

Thiswas not going to be good.

Wedge wondered if Baron Fel was among the sarfighter pilots assaulting Mon Remonda. Soontir Fel
was one of the greatest pilots ever to emerge from thelmperiad Academy , one of the greatest to have
flown with Rogue Squadron—and aman who shared a secret with Wedge Antilles.

They were brothers-in-law. Only they and avery few oth- ers knew that famous Imperid actress
Wynssa Starflare was d so Wedge's sster Sya Antilles. Since the disappearance of Fel and Syd severd
years ago, Wedge had had no news whatso-ever of hissister. Now Fel was back, but flying for the
wrong side, and there was still noword of Syd. It was a secret Wedge kept very close. One of hisown
pilots, Face Loran, had even starred in aholodrama with Wynssa Starflare, but Wedge had never
confided the secret to him, even to obtain Face's reminis-cences about his Sster.

And now, once again, Wedge was rushing into battle with aforce that might include Fdl, leading to the



grim possibility that he might have to shoot down his own brother-in-law . . . and perhapslose any clue
Fd might offer to Syd'sfate.

Sensors showed that the Iron Fist force had, since the last communi cation from Mon Remonda, turned
about and was now retreating before Han Solo's force. Wedge nodded. If Zsinj maintained a course
toward the planet, hisforce and Solo'swould blast past one another in amatter of split sec-onds,
exchanging one low-accuracy barrage, and then Zsinj would have to turn hisforce around to pursue. By
retreating before Solo on the shortest course to an area of space where theNewRepublic fleet could
engage their hyperdrives, he pro-longed the engagement.

Wedge's squadrons caught up to Mon Remonda, but cir-cled around severd kilometers from the Mon
Cd cruiser. At thisdistance, the swarming dogfight between starfighters near the cruiser looked like
twinkling stars. A grim simile—Wedge reminded himself that some of those twinkles were explosions that
had once been friendsand dlies.

"Sfoilsto attack position,” he ordered, and suited action to words by toggling the appropriate switch
above hisline of sght. His Sfoils split and locked into the familiar profile that gave the X-wing its name.
"B-wings, you may arm your weapons.”

His sensors showed Zsinj's force spread out before the ap- proaching Mon Remonda. Straightforward
tactics; it meant Mon Remonda couldn't expect to make a minor course change to elude atight group of
ships even temporarily. Any minor course change would still send Mon Remondainto the um-brella of
enemy ships, any mgor course change would alow the pursuit shipsto catch up.

But this tactic was about to work in Wedge's favor.

They doveintoward Iron Figt's stern. Sensors showed no starfighter response from the Super Star
Destroyer—either the remaining squadrons were being dow to scramble, or al squadrons were engaged
with Mon Remonda.

Then flashes of light emerged from the destroyer's stern, congregating on Wedge's force, and the
ball-like detonations of concussion missiles began to fill the space around them. Wedge was rocked by a
near miss. "Begin evasve maneuvers,”" he said. " X-wings, ready torpedoes. Remember, port engines
only."



Pair by pair, his X-wings began adance, juking and jinking to throw off the aim of the Imperiad gunners
they sorapidly ap-

proached. The B-wings hung back, alowing the X-wingsto draw theinitid fire,

Wedge's range meter scrolled down below two kilometers, the maximum effective range for histargeting
computer. Enemy turbolaser fireincreased in intensity—and proximity.

At fifteen hundred meters, he said, "Launch one, launch two." Hefired, sending paired proton torpedoes
toward one of Iron Fist's stern engines. More blue stresks than he could count emerged from his
X-wings, ingantly crossing the dis-tance to the destroyer, which was suddenly and brilliantly illu-minated
by their detonations againgt the port side of the stern.

He looped to port. "Novas, your turn.”

"Acknowledged, and thanks, Rogue Leader." That was the voice of Nova One. "Novas, launch one and
beginionfire"

Blue streaks legped from the B-wings. Then the ungainly- looking craft continued their dive toward Iron
Fist's engines, their ion cannons sustaining fire againgt the destroyer's stern.

Wedge wished them success. They were designed to hurt capita ships; their pilots knew what they were
doing. But if Iron Fist called back its starfighters and the Novas didn't no- tice in time, the entire squad
could belogt.

Now it wastime to meet the weak link of thisforce: Zsnj'slight cruisers.

Mon Remonda rattled under blast after blast from the attack-ing starfighters. Solo ignored the vibrations.
Shidd integrity was good, the hull was holding up—they ill had achance,

His communications officer said, "Nova One reports dam-ageto Iron Fist's engines.”



"How extensve?' Solo asked.

"Unknown."

Golorno spoke up, hisvoice now more nearly normd. "A lot of the sarfighterson usarein retreat. They
just broke off to head for Iron Figt."

"How many?'

"About haf."

"Ah, good. Now they outnumber ours only two to one.”

Solo absently hammered the arm of his captain's chair. If only he were out there, in the Millennium
Falcon, making adirect assault on the enemy ... here, al he could do wasissue orders and hope they

were so good that not many of his people died.

They were never so good that none of his people died. Never.

"Message for Generd Solo," the comm officer announced. "From Warlord Zsinj!"

"Ignoreit,” Solo said. "I'll bet you ahundred Cordlian credits he hates that. No, wait." He stood.
"Chewie, get in here."

The Wookiee squeezed in through the bridge door, look-ing quizzical.



"Here, take my chair." Han helped hisfriend into the seat, which wasfar too small for him. "All right, put
that message through.”

The comm unit on the command chair lit up. Even from hisangle off to the Sde, Solo could make out
Zsinj'sflorid fea tures, bald head, and exaggerated handlebar mustache. "Genera Solo,” Zsinj said, "I'm
cdling to offer you an honorable—what isthis?'

Chewbacca reached down and tilted the screen up so its built-in holocam would broadcast hisface
instead of just his chest. He grumbled something at the screen.

"It's, ah, Chewbacca, isn't it? Please put your owner on."

Chewbacca offered him an extended speech, nearly sub-sonic, bone-rattling. Solo smiled. It wasan
eloquent discourse on the ingredients that made up Zsinj, and not one of the ingre-dients was the sort that
should be mentioned in polite com-pany or during any medl.

"Wookieeis not among my many languages, you extruded fur thing. Whereis Solo?'

Chewbaccareturned to his discourse and Solo moved to stand beside Captain Onoma, taking in the
officer's sensor readings, hismind once again fully engaged by the battle.

"Thisis Leader. Break by squadrons.”

"Woraith One acknowledges," Face said. "Good luck, Rogues." He began along curve relaive up and to
starboard, taking him and the Wraiths toward one of the two Carrack- class cruisersin Zsinj's group.

The Carracks were 350 meterslong, looking like stubby meta bars with swells at bow and stern. Face
knew them to be formidable opponentsfor capitd ships; their batteries of ion cannons made it possible
for them to disable much larger ves-sd's. But the comparatively light number of turbolasersthey carried
gave the sarfighters a chance at them.



The Wraiths approached their target from the stern. At Face's command, they split into two units,
Wraiths One through Six going to starboard, Seven through Eleven going to port. Stern turbolasers
opened up on them even before they were within range.

"Freat will," Face said, "but make 'em count."

Runt and Donos werethe first of his half squad to fire, the blue streaks of proton torpedoes drawing an
ingtantaneous line from the X-wingsto the flanks of the cruiser. Face watched their explosions balloon
againgt the cruiser's side. He ignored the pure tone of his own target lock, twitched his pilot's yoke over
50 histargeting brackets fell within the center of one of the torpedo detonation clouds, and fired hisown
remaining torpedoes. Then he looped away from the cruiser'sside, Laratucked in behind him and to
port. "Report,” he said.

"One, thisis Seven." It was Dids voice, barely recogniz- able through the usual comm digtortion. "We
have port-sde penetration.”

"Tenishit! Tenishit!"

Face felt hisgut go cold, and aquick check of his sensor screen showed that Janson, Wraith Ten, was
no longer present. "Cam down, Eleven. Detail damageto Wraith Ten.”

"He's not destroyed, One. Anion cannon hit him. He's got no power, he's ballistic.”

Face sagged in rdief. "Balistic toward or away from the cruiser?”

"Away, One."

"Keep clear of him, Eleven. Y ou're active, you'll draw fire toward him. Squad, continue report.”

"One, Five." That was Kéll; the sensor board showed him lurking closer to the cruiser than the rest of
the squad. Face supposed that Kell, maneuvering in acaptured TIE interceptor, considered himself



harder to hit than the X-wings. . . and hewasright. Too, the TIEs had no proton torpedoes, so Kell had
probably chosen the role of close observer in order to con-tribute to this battle. " Starboard impacts
damaged the hull but did not, repest, did not penetrate.”

"All Wraith X-wings," Face said, "form up for arun on the starboard. TIES, strafe the port side to keep
their shields di- vided. Keegp them honest.” He toggled his comm unit to the fleet frequency. "Mon
Remonda, Wraith One. Please dispatch a shuttle with atractor for pickup of disabled snubfighter.”

Face brought his X-wing around dowly, alowing the other pilots with functiona X-wingsto formup on
him. Kell, Shdla, and Elassar, in their interceptors, were dready begin-ning their srafing run againgt the
port side. "Once more into the gauntlet, Wraiths," he said, and nudged his yoke forward.

They dove toward the cruiser in loose formation, X-wings spread far enough apart that their evasive
juking didn't bring them in danger of collison. Streams of turbol asers and concus- Son missiles sought
them, and Face heard a cry of surprise or pain from someone on his squadron channel.

Their proton torpedoes spent, at ahalf kilometer they opened fire with quad-linked lasers and continued
firing and diving until the cruiser'sflank was amost al of the sky. Face hauled up on hisyoke, felt the
high-performance turn drag him deeper into his chair despite the best efforts of the acceleration
compensator to protect him from the consequences of his ma-neuver. He saw the cruiser's hull flash
beneath him, saw columns of laser fire on either sde—then he was clear and headed out to space again.

He spared alook at his sensor board. Ten Wraiths were still on the board. He breathed a sigh of
relief—no additiond losses. "Wraith One to squadron. Report damage. Ours and thelirs."

"One, Five. Starboard side aso breached. | think we've got- ten both power generatorsand | think
some of the reserve cdlls. Parts of the ship are going dark. They're not maneuvering.”

"Thanks, Five. Now get your rear end away from that hulk before some gunner with alittle power |eft
decides to make fireworks out of you."

"Acknowledged, One."



"One, thisisFour." Tyridsvoice, level and cam. "I took aturbolaser hit, | think at maximum range. |
have some wing damage."

Face checked her position on the sensor board, then ma- neuvered to sSidedlip past her. She was
correct; her port S-foils both showed laser scoring on their trailing edges. "Any system failures, Four?"

"Not sofar, chief."

"Keep me updated." Hetoggled over to fleet frequency. "Wraith One to Rogue Leader. Target secure.”

Wedge's voice came back instantly. " Good work, Wraiths. Rogue target destroyed. Iron Fist showing
difficulty maneuver- ing. Stand by."

"Acknowledged.” He switched back to squadron frequency. "Wraiths, form up on me. Well stay near
Tenfor thetime being.”

On thebridgeofiron Fist , the Warlord Zsinj stood on the com-mand wakway above the crew pit. He
did not stare out the for-ward viewports, which showed only starfield along his enemy's exit vector, but
down into the screens of his bridge crew.

Hewas not atal man, nor was he physically impressve. He was as round as any merchant gourmand,
and his exagger-ated bandit-style mustachios suggested that his self-image was quite different from the
image he projected. The white grand admird's uniform he wore suggested arank held never earned in
service to the Empire, and those who knew that fact could not help but attribute to him the sins of pride
and sdlf-deception.

Only he knew how many of these attributes were affecta-tions. False cluesto persuade his
enemies—and superiors, and subordinates—to come to incorrect conclusions about him. To
underestimate him. Sometimes to overestimate him—that could, on occasion, be as useful.

Beside him stood the man in charge of his ground troops and starfighter support, Generd Mdvar. Zsinj
was lucky to have found akindred spirit in Mevar, aman who painted on the face of adedicated sadist
when confronting the outer world and then removed it, revedling features extraordinary only in their



blandness, in the warlord's company. Mevar could blend with any crowd on any world with his natura
features, and probably had many more dternative identities tucked away than the score or so Zsinj knew
about.

"Mon Remonda and the rest of hisfleet are still coming on at full speed,” Mevar said. "But even with the
two Carrack cruisers out and our maneuverability impaired, we should be able to give her a sustained
broadside. If we concentrate on her power and engines, welll trap her here. Shelll never get far enough
away from Levian Two to make hyperspace.

Zsnj nodded absently. "Time until Mon Remondais un- der our guns?”'

A crewman shouted up, " Ships appearing ahead, adrop out of hyperspace. Three vessdls, Sr—aMon
Caamari cruiser, an Imperia-class Star Destroyer, and a Quasar Fire-class bulk cruiser.”

Zsinj sighed, vexed. He looked forward through the view- ports, but couldn't make out the new
enemies. "'l didn't redlize Solo had more of hisfleet within range. Not that it matters. En-hancethe view."

A hologram appeared before a portion of the main view-port. On it were the three vessels his crewman
had described. All three were turning to Zsinj's port, exposing their sides, ready to fire on the oncoming
Super Star Destroyer.

"They're angling toward the escape vector Mon Remondawill take," Zsinj said. "Toward our weak
flank, where the Carrack-class cruisers have been knocked out. They're going to line up so that welll
walk into the worst of their damage if we adjust to continue our prosecution of Mon Remonda. But were
not going to play their game."

Médvar smiled. "'l somehow doubted wewere."

Zsnj caled down to his communications officer, " Send Red Gauntlet, Serpent's Smile and Reprisa on
ahead. Punch ahole in the defensive screen they're throwing up, Bring the starfighters back to Iron Fist to
act as our own screen.” He turned to hisweapons specidist. "Ready dl guns. Tdl themto fireon Mon
Remonda asthey bear."



"Ya s'r.u

Zsnj sraightened, smiling. "Solo redly should have taken my call. He might even have survived for a
while”

Face saw the shuttle towing Janson's X-wing disappear into one of Mon Remonda's bays. The Wraithss
three TIE intercep- tor pilots followed him in. He knew from comm traffic that the group's A-wingswere
already aboard.

Then the leading edge of Mon Remonda came within gun-nery range of Iron Fist. Turbolaser flashes by
the hundreds lit space between the two capital ships. Far ahead, smilar flashesilluminated the void
between Solo's Group 2 and Zsinj's ad- vance force.

Like ayounger sea mamma sidling up benegath its mother, Mon Karren moved up below Mon
Remonda, moving into the sea of turbolaser fire with her sister ship, her back to the larger vessd's belly.

Zsinj felt his shoulders sag as he witnessed Mon Karren's ma- neuver. "Weve lost Mon Remonda,” he
sad.

Mevar offered one of hisrare frowns. "They'vejust barely moved into our range.”

"Correct. But they're collaborating to absorb our battery as- saults, dividing the damage between them.
And since | wasfoolish enough to bring back our starfightersto protect our engines—"

"They can concentrate their shields againgt us. We have nothing to batter their topsides with to keep
them honegt."

"Correct." Zsnj shook hishead. "Thisisn't going to go down in the history annadsasalossfor me,
Méelvar, but it isaloss. Onelittle mistake and Solo dipsthrough my fingers."

"Still, you haven't lost anything but the ammunition and power you've expended.”



"True." Heleaned down to face hisweapons officer. "Con- tinue with the barrage until they make the
jump to hyperspace. Not your fault, Mgor. Mine."

"Thank you, Sr."

Still pensive, Zsinj turned away and headed out of the bridge. Therest of this battle was going to be
mop-up; his sub- ordinates could handle that. He needed to rest and prepare for the next engagement.

Solo'sfleet dropped out of hyperspace mere light-years from the Levian system and stayed in red space
just long enough to pick up the hyperspace-equipped starfighters and coordinate their next jump. Then
they fled back into the comparative safety of faster-than-light speeds.



Tired but all present and accounted for—ararity in full-scae space-navy engagements—the pilots of
Wedge's command gradu-aly collected in the pilot's lounge of Mon Remonda.

It was alarge chamber with rounded corners, al thewalsin antiseptic glossy white, dl the furniturein
white or blue or green. A fully stocked bar dominated onewall of the chamber, but its cabinets were,
while the ship remained on dert status, al locked down, with only nonacohalic drinks available to the
pilots. Theair was drier here than in the rest of the ship; none of the pilots of Mon Remondals four fighter
sguadrons was aMon Calamari or Quarren, so they tended to adjust the environment to be more
comfortableto land dwellers.

Donostook acomfortable chair in one of the curvesthat served the lounge as corners and watched the
other pilotswith interest. The Wraith Squadron pilots were jubilant, especidly with the scare involving
Wes Janson, but those of the other squadrons exhibited less cheer.

One of the Rogues—awoman with long brown hair, atrim build, and an intense manner—sat in one of
what the pi-lots called egg-chairs. These seats were shaped like white eggs ameter and ahdf tal, with
one side scooped away so someone could Sit within, mounted on apost next to aterminad nicheinthe
wall so the pilot could turn his back to the room and do ter-mina work. Donos took a moment to recall
her name: Inyri Forge.

The woman cupped her chinin her hand. Her brown eyeswere glum. "Pie's changed the rules on us,”
shesad. "We should have expected it."

Tyriasaid, "I'm not sure what you mean.”

Forge gave her alook of evaluation, asthough deciding whether to offer sarcasm or smpleinformation,
and settled on the latter course. "While you Wraiths were running around in disguise or doing your
ground missions, weve been following Zsinj dl over space. Into regions he controls, intoNewRepub-lic
regions he's assaulting, wherever we can find sgns of his passage. Wefind little hintswe can't afford to
investigate, be-cause many of them are fase clueshe'sleaving to lead usinto atrap or waste our time
and resources. We aso find the remains of full-scale assaults, where we aways arrive too late—he'sin
and out before we can mount aresponse.



"But today, we get number two, and not only had he fig- ured out our pattern of response times, but he
was waiting around to hit uswhen we arrived.”

"And," Hobbie said, "hisfleet was huge. Something like twenty capital ships. More than we thought he
could field. Our intelligence haan't kept up with him."

"S0," Forge concluded, "we have to change our tactics. To suit him. And that's not good.”

Face Loran, from thelittle table he shared with Dia, said, "We don't need to dter our tactics. We need
to dter bis. It looks like he hasn't been bringing Iron Fist into gravity wells, probably because of the
besting we gave him the last time he did, until today—when he had an overwhelming force. If he can
keep doing that, he's going to besat us."

Elassar Targon stood at the bar, drumming on the bar top with hisknuckles. "We need to follow dl the
leads we've been getting. Even if some of them are traps. What about the rumor of the bacta hijacking
being planned?’

Shallareached an oversized couch and twirled as shefell onto it so shelay faceup. "Too obvious," she
said. "Odds are a hundred to one that was one of Zsinj's planted leads. We fol-low that and we get
ambushed again.”

Elassar gave her ascornful look. "Y ou've been doing al that andysis of leads, even before the Wraiths
were back with Mon Remonda. Isthat what you told the mission-planning staff?*

Illtis,"

"So you're the one who's keeping Generd Solo running scared.”

Conversations subsided dl over the pilot'slounge asfliers turned to follow this exchange.

Shdlapulled hersalf back and upright so that she leaned back against one of the couch arms. She did



not look happy. ™Y ou know, you're wrong in so many ways it may take me a couple of daysto straighten
you out. Firgt, I'm not the only one providing intelligence andysisto Genera Solo. I'm one of about thirty,
and I'm avery distant link in that chain. Second, he's not running scared. He just has respongbilitiesto
keep his subordinates dive long enough for them to get the job done, a concept that may be alittle lofty
for aschool-aged thrillseeker like you.”

Elassar'sface set. "Are we still no decor?'

Pilot's parlance ... by custom, only pilots were admitted to thislounge, and once inside, designations of
rank, sometimes disparagingly referred to as "decor,” were largely ignored. Even so, it was sometimesa
grain to maintain this custom when the most senior officers were present, which iswhy their viststo this
lounge were infrequent and short.

Shallanodded.

Elassar took adeep breath, apparently considering hiswords. When they emerged, they were more
reasoned than the Wraiths and Rogues were used to hearing from him. "I'm not going to pretend | know
more about Zsinj or about intelligence operations than you. | don't. What | do know isthat apilot'sjobis
to fly and to vape the enemy. The advice you and the oth-ers are giving to our superiorsis keeping us
from doing that."

"You'reright," Shalasaid. "But pilots have other jobs. Such as not flying straight into the ground, straight
into agtar, or straight into a battle situation chosen and lovingly set up by an enemy. | don't question that
you're brave, Elassar. But are you o brave that you're happy to die pointlessdy?"

"So what do we do?' That was Dorset Konnair, an A-wing pilot of Polearm Squadron. She was asmdll
woman of very pale skin and very dark hair, with ablue star-flare tattoo around her right eye. Her flight
suit concealed her other tattoos, al of them in shades of blue. She was aso very limber, as evidenced by
the ease with which she sat, legs folded tailor-style, in her chair. Donos knew she was from Coruscant,
which probably explained why she was quiet so often in pilot gatherings, Donos knew the kind of
suspicion with which someNewRepublic veterans viewed Coruscant natives. "Either we kegp running
around gathering Zsinj's crumbs and getting nowhere, or we bite on the bait he's ddliberately leaving and
let him draw usin."

Forge said, "We haveto regain theinitiative. Bait our own trap. Offer him something he can't afford to
refuse”



Donos snorted. " Such aswhat? Mon Remonda? Have her limp through Zsinj-controlled space likea
wounded avian and hope he comes swooping in to finish her off?

"No," Elassar said. He struck another siwashbuckling pose. " Offer him Elassar Targon, master of the
ljri—ll

"Sithspit, you're obnoxious." Forge fixed Elassar with an amused glance. "But you're on the right track. |
was thinking we ought to offer him Generd Han Solo.”

"Don't do that," said Hobbie from his stoadl at the bar. His voice was more mournful than ever. "If Zsinj
kills Solo, Wedge might be gppointed to fill the vacancy."

"Good point," Forge said. "But bear with me aminute. Kell, didn't you say that Generd Solo had gone
gdlivanting around in the Millennium Falcon two, three months ago, deliv-ering some high-security
messages for the Inner Council?'

Kéll, sharing acouch with Tyria, nodded. "That'sright."

"There was no secret to the fact that he was moving about. And you used histrip to pull afast one on
Admird Trigit. To distract him from his primary objective over Commenor's moon. Y ou made him think
Solo was il around, aviable target.”

""Show due respect,” said Runt. A member of a species whose representatives were usudly too tal to fit
in agtarfighter cockpit, Runt was, by their standards, amidget, though he and Kell were thetalest of the
Wraiths. His hairy body, his eon-gated face with flaring nogtrils and large, square teeth, and his
wide-eyed look al suggested that hiskind were closer to being draft animas than intdligent humanoids,
but his squadmates had found him to be awise and capable being.

And somewhat odd. ™Y ou speak," he continued, "of the only flight of Dinner Squadron. The one X-wing
sguadron with an undefeated record and no losses.”



"Oh, | forgot." Forge smiled.”But what I'm saying isthat we have atrack record of Genera Solo
occasonaly embarking on specid missons even while commanding the Zsinj task force, and if there's
anyone Zsinj might change his plansto nab, it'sHan Solo. A chance for revengeis a powerful motivator.”

"l likeit." The voice came from another of the egg-chairs againgt the wall. It was turned away from the
room, so the other pilots present had presumed it was unoccupied or that anyone there was engrossed in
histermind.

Now the chair turned around to face the room. Its occu- pant was Han Solo—not decked out in the
uncomfortable- looking uniform that was apparently his bane, but wearing the comfortable trousers, shirt,
and vest that were his preferred dress. His clothes were spotted with sweat stains; obvioudy he hadn't
changed since hisrecent time on the bridge. But his ex-pression was amused. "But there are two
problemswith thisplan.”

Forge cleared her throat, concedling any surprise she might have felt. "And what are they, Sr?”

"No 'gr." No decor, remember? Problem number one isthat the Millennium Falcon is currently stowed
on Princess Leids flagship, the Rebd Dream, and theré's no teling when I'll see her again.”

Donos privately wondered which "her" he wasreferring to.

"Problem number two," Solo continued, "isthat we still don't know what Zsinj isup to. And you Wraiths
arelargely to blamefor that."

The pilots under his command looked around for some- one bearing amark of guilt.

"By which | mean," Solo said, "since you figured out that he was planning to steal a second Super Star
Dedtroyer, Razor's Kiss, from Kuat, and since you figured out how to determine where it would be so
we could al blow it up, you'veforced Zsinj to revert to his backup plan. Which iswhat?!

Forge shook her head. "We don't know."



Face said, "Though we have one lead. Saffdore.”

That was an Imperia-held world in the Corporate Sector, home to alarge corporation called Binring

Biomedical. It was there that Piggy had been dtered—had, in a sense, been cre-ated. A manufacturing
facility owned by Zsinj on another world had fabricated the exact sort of transparisteel cages Piggy had
been reared within, suggesting that Binring, too, might have a surreptitious relationship with the warlord.

"I'm astired as you are of chasing down vague hints and leads and only dropping in after Zsinj islong
gone," Solo said. "So Mon Remondaisleaving the fleet for awhile. Saffaloreis our next port of cal.” He
rose and walked toward the lounge's exit. "Still, | sort of like your ideaof luring Zsinj out to come after
me. | wouldn't mind personally leading to Zsinj'sdown-fal." He offered asmile, most sinister, back
toward the as-sembled pilots. "Give that plan some more thought, too.” Then he was gone.

"Never can tell when aCordlian will pop up,” Donos said.

The pilots were diverted by abanging sound—Elassar hammering his head and horns againgt the top of
the bar. Hisface amask of tragedy, he suspended hammering to look at hisfellow pilots. "Now | am
done," he said. "I have performed the unluckiest deed possible. I've suggested that my commanding
officer runs away from combat, and I've done so within his hearing."

"True," Shdlasaid. "To makeit worse, you did it when we're ill on dert status. Meaning you can't even
blot out the memory with drink.”

"Don't remind me. Shdla? Dear friend, kind lieutenant?"

"YS?I

"Will you kill me? Please?"

"I don't think s0."



"Runt. With your great strength, you could tear one of my arms off and say it was a handshaking
accident.”

Runt shook his head and offered up a human-style smile.

"Kel! You hate me, don't you? Well, | have an offer for you..."

"Not now, Elassar. We have more important people to kill."

Face perked up. ™Y ou know, Inyri, we could do what Kell and Runt did back in theraid on Folor
Base"

Forge snorted. "Run a couple of X-wings aong together with mafunctioning shidds and just pretend
werethe Millen-nium Falcon} "

"l didn't mean that specifically. But in agenerd sense, yes. What they did wasto fake up aMillennium
Falcon. With more time and more resources, we could do a better job.”

Forge consdered and looked among the other pilots. Theirs were amixed ot of dubious and gpproving
expressons. "Maybe."

Face continued, "Don't you Rogues have the universe's best quartermaster?

"Emtrey, yes." Forge nodded. M-3PO, called Emtrey, was a protocol droid attached to Rogue
Squadron. He had areputation for phenomenal skills at scrounging. "But he's not as good as he used to
be. We had to throttle back some of his programming.”

"Still..."



"Still, it'sworth thinking about." Forge stood. "L et's find a conference room with aholotable and fire
someideas around.”

The doors rose to admit Corran Horn. The former CorSec agent looked suspicioudy at the pilotsrising
to their feet. "What did | miss?'

Some of the pilots laughed. In the months Rogue Squadron had been on Mon Remonda, Corran Horn
and Han Solo had never been seen at the same place and time. 1t had spawned a running joke among the
other pilots—the notion that, despite their disparate ages and personalities, they were the same per-son
indisguise.

"Well tell you in the conference room," Forge said. "Y ou're late, So you get to take the notes."”

Elassar fixed Horn with an imploring expression. "Lieu-tenant! With your skills, you could kill me and
make it look like an accident. Please ..."

Han Solo poked his head into Wedge's office. "Got aminute?!

Wedge turned from histermina and the report he was composing on the day's aborted mission. "Come
onin. Dis- tract me. Please.”

The generd seated himsalf with characteristic casuaness and grimaced at the work Wedge was doing. "'l
thought you ought to be aware of some scuttlebuitt. | tried to catch you at the pilot's lounge, but you were
hiding."

Wedge snorted. "'l had to have some wordsin private with the squadrons's executive officers. About
pilot morde. What isit?"

Solo'sfacelost itsusua cocky expression. Suddenly, larm- ingly, he looked older and moretired. "It
has nothing to do with Levian. Thiswas relayed to me by some friends on Corus- cant. The Intelligence
investigation into the assassn who tried to kill Ackbar islooking into the possibility of awidespread
Twi'lek conspiracy.”



"Congspiracy to do what?'

"They have no idea. The Twi'lek planet Ryloth has dways traded with anyone who had credits.
Intelligence saysthere's alarge warrior caste that resents the way the planet was domi-nated by humans
for so long, and hates the way Ryloth is re-garded as a merchant world—"

"Thet last part istrue.”

"Wadll, Intelligence wonders whether this action is part of some fanatica conspiracy designed to strike
againg hu-mans. There's even talk of aconspiracy including severa humanoid species, not just Twi'leks.
And how such agroup might want to eliminate Ackbar, who's known to be friendly to humans.

"Also"—Solo leaned closer and dropped his voice— "Cracken's people in Intelligence have tracked
someinter- esting behavior among Twi'leks on Coruscant. Specificaly, mid-leveiNewRepublic officers
and advisors who have access to the powerful and the famous. Likethe n, Jart Eyan. Hewason
leave just before his attempt to kill Ackbar. But gp- parently he and hisfamily weren't on leave where
they were supposed to be. They were out of sight for several days|eading up to the murder attempt,
though they'd set things up so their friendswould believe they were at aresort. Where they were, what
they were doing, nobody knows."

"Y ou'releading up to something.”

"Y ou have severa Twi'leks among your pilots.”

"That'sright. Ta'dirawith the Rogues, Dia Passik with the Wraiths, Nuro Tudin with Poleearm. My
executive officer with the Roguesis Twi'lek, asis one of my mechanics, Koyi Komad, for the squadron.”

"How sure are you of them?'

Wedge thought back. Tal'dirawas a pride-filled warrior of the world of Ryloth. Hisword was his bond,



and deception seemed like atalent beyond his capabilities. Diawas another matter; brought, like many
Twi'lek femdes, asadave off Ry-loth, trained to be adancer, sheld escaped and killed her owner. Or so
her story went; it was true that elements of her back-ground could not be confirmed. Nuro was a recent
graduate of theNewRepublic 'sHleetCommandA cademy and had trained with Generd Crespinin
A-wings on Folor Base, as had severd of his squadmates; he was largely an unknown factor. Wedge
had known Nawara Ven since he re-formed Rogue Squadron, and Koyi Komad for years.

None of these Twi'leks had ever made him edgy when looking at him. None ever gave him the
evauativelook that said, "I wonder what it would take to kill him?* His gut told him that they were
dedicated pilots and technicians, not ringers for some power seeker. "I'm sure of them.”

Solo's smile returned and the tiredness disappeared from hisfeatures. "Good." Herose. "l just wanted
you to be aware of what was going on. Keep it to yourself, though, will you?'

"Certainly." As Solo opened the door to leave, Wedge said, ™Y ou know something? In spite of the way
you seem to hateit, you're pretty good at this management stuff.”

Solo logt hisamile. "Don't ever, ever say that. Someone important might hear you. And then I'd be stuck
withit." Then hewasgone.

The man with the impossibly bland features appeared before Warlord Zsinj's desk asthough he were a
holoprojection turned into flesh. "I have a present for you," said Mdvar.

Zsnj managed to keep himsdf from jumping. Mevar, he knew, prided himsdlf on hisslent comingsand
goings, and the nervousness thisinduced in his subordinates—and even superiors—though he claimed
that thiswas not the case. But Zsinj had recently spent considerable effort to train himsef not to sart. To
cover for hismomentary lapse, he twirled one of his mustachiosin rakish fashion.

"How ddlightful,” Zsnj said. "Have weindituted anew holiday, for which agift is appropriate?’ He
waved his hands around to take in the lavish gppointments of his office aboard his flagship, Iron Figt.
"And wherever will | display your present?’

"I'm sureyou'll find aplace. Mdvar smiled, theinnocu-ous smile of ablameessfinancid officer, and
snapped hisfingers, A mere diverson; Zsinj knew that the man must have secretly thumbed the button on
his comm unit with his other hand.



The door into Zsinj's office opened and a pair of guards es- corted in two people. One was aman, lean,
aging, graying—in fact, the man appeared to be growing older as Zsinj watched him, so great wasthe
fellow's nervousness. The second was awoman, her companion'sjunior by twenty or thirty years; her
hair and eyes were dark, her expression poised, perhaps re-signed. Both werein civilian dress.

Mevar gave Zsnj alittle theatrical bow. "Allow meto present Doctors Novin Bress and Edda Gadt,
from our spe- cid operations divison of Binring Biomedica on Saffalore. Af- ter dueinvestigation |
decided to bring them to speak to you personally.”

Zsinj folded hishands over theimposing swell of his stom- ach. He noted with satisfaction that hiswhite
Imperid grand admira’sjacket was spotless, nearly gleaming; it would be in-gppropriate to lead two
doomed people before a shabby war-lord. "Doctor, Doctor, delighted to meet you." He was charmed to
seethefirg flicker of hope appear in the older man's eyes; this one would be fun to play with.

"AsK them," Mevar said, "about missng test subjects.”

Zsinj gave him ablank look, asif struggling to recal some-

thing of little consequence, then said, "Oh, yes. Doctors, tell me where a Gamorrean and an Ewok might
obtain the neces-sary skills—and temperament—to fly starfighters.”

Dr. Bress, the male, tried to catch the eye of hisyounger col- league. Dr. Gast ignored his attempt; she
kept her gaze on Zsain.

"Wdl," Bress said, "they might have escaped from our fecility."

"Ah," Zsnj said. He picked up adatapad and brought up his day's schedule. HEd have amassagein an
hour, then sit down to a stimulating meal an hour after that. "It says herethat | sent out a memorandum
asking about possible test-subject escapes some time ago, and that you replied in the negative. Correct?’



Dr. Bressflinched. "Correct."

Zsinj dammed the datapad down on the edge of his desk, snapping the device in two. Bress jumped.
Interestingly, Gast didn't. Zsinj modulated his voice to a snarl and allowed some color to cregp into his
face. "May | ask why didn't you tell me then, when | sent out the memorandum? Why do | learn about it

now?'

"Because we weren't sure," Bress said. "We're not sure now."

Zsnj stared at him along moment, then turned his atten-tion to Gast. "1'm not sure | understand this man.
Perhgps you could explain alittle more clearly.”

"I believe | can," shesaid. "Might | have achair? We walked some consderabl e distance to get to your
office”

Zsinj forced himsdf to mask the genuine surprise hefelt. It took alot of nerve to make such arequest
when she should have been wondering how best to preserve her life. He took hisfirst realy good look at
her. Adult human femae in the prime of life, not beautiful but with cheekbones that made her strik-ing and
would do so throughout her life ... and her eyes, dark, calm, unapol ogetic, were unsettling.

Heforced asmile. "Of course. Generad Méelvar, where are your manners? Give the doctor achair.”

Bress spoke up, hisvoice wavering: "1, too, uh, could use—"

"Do be quiet, Doctor Bress." Zsinj waited until Mevar situated a chair behind Cast. He gave her a
moment to com- pose hersdlf. "Now, you were saying?'

"My uncle, Doctor Tuzin Gast, was dso on this project,” she said. "He wasthered pioneer on the
cognitive-stimulation side of things. But he wasn't redlly suited to the project emo-tiondly. He became
rather too closeto histest subjects. He de-veloped real affection for them. Not agood idea, considering
their intended use.”



Zsinj nodded and gestured for her to continue.

"One day, acouple of years ago, there was atremendous ex-plosion in Epsilon Wing. My uncleand
severa test subjects werekilled. Some were so close that their bodies were incinerated.”

"l remember,” Zsinj said. "It promised to be atremendous loss until Doctor Bresstold me that the dead
doctor's assstant— and niece—was &t the very least hisintellectua peer and would be able to continue
hiswork, without much loss of time. And he turned out to beright.”

Gast nodded, acknowledging the compliment without smil- ing. "We reported the losses and continued
as scheduled,” she said. " Although we discovered some interesting things about the accident.”

"Such as?'

She began counting items off on her fingers. "Firg, it was suicide. My uncle mixed some volétile
chemicasin apurifica tion tank and set them off. His guilt apparently had eaten away a him until he
could not stand to live any longer. Second, most of the test subjectsthat had died were those who were
exhibit-ing the grestest aggressive reactions under our trigger treat-ments. In other words, they werethe
subjects who were most changed by our treatments, the most violent—"

"Themogt promising,” Zsainj said.

"Y es. Themost promising. He ddliberately brought them together so they would die with him.”

"You said most of thetest subjects..."

"There was one exception. A Gamorrean. It had been through the intelligence series but not the
aggression series.”

"ltsname?"



She shrugged. "I never met it. It was officialy logged as Subject Gamma-Nine-One-Oh-Four.”

"And this subject was supposed to have died in the explosion.”

"Yes," shesad. "But the only cdllular materid we found of it was blood plasma.”

"Which your uncle could have extracted from the creature and distributed prior to the exploson.”

"Yau

"Wasthere only blood plasmafound of your uncle?’

She shook her head. "We found his head and severd other parts.”

"How about Ewoks?"

"Two of the test subjects theoreticaly destroyed in the blast were Ewoks. They'd both been through
intelligence and aggression treatments. We found body parts of two different Ewoks, so we had reason
to believe both had perished.”

Zsinj took along breath. "Well. Theréslittle doubt that VVoort saBinring, a Rebd pilot of Wraith
Squadron, isyour uncle's pet Gamorrean. Thereis a so reason to believe that Lieutenant Kettch, a pilot
with apirate group called the Hawk-bats, isa similarly enhanced Ewok from the program. Tell me, why
would both of them become pilots?’

Gadt said, "We found fragmentary records indicating that my uncle had tested the Gamorrean on flight
smulators as one way to measure his temperament and intelligence. He could have done so with an
Ewok, too. | just don't see how an Ewok could have escaped . . . unlessit was atest subject that he had



never entered into the records.”

Hefixed her with an angry stare. "Y ou could have told me dl thisback when | circulated my first query.
It would have saved mealot of difficulty.”

"No, | couldn't." Shereturned his stare calmly, unapologeti-cally . "I never saw your query. | have done
my job satisfactorily.”

"That'sfor meto decide."

"With gpologies, warlord, but you're not qudified to evauate my performance.”

Zsinj stared at her amoment, then barked out alaugh. "Very good last words, Doctor Gast. But, now,
itstimefor areckoning. Your divison hasfailed me and blood must be shed if I'm to fed better."

He held out both hands and the guards leaned in to place a blaster pistol in each hand. These Zsinj set
before the two doc- tors. "I'd be happy for you two to accomplish the task your- selves. That would
save me some menta anguish, | assureyou.”

Bresslooked with genuine fright at the wegpons. "' Sir, everything you've asked me I've done—"

"Yes. And now I'm asking you to do onefind thing."

Gast picked up her pistol and checked its settings to make sure it was charged. Zsinj watched her with
redl interest. She was very cool and might decide to remove him from the uni-verse to avenge her own
death.

Bress, hisvoice climbing into awail, said, "Please, Sir, SO much of the project's successis my doing, my
mistakes have been so fen—"



Gast set the barrd of her pistol againgt Bresssribs and pulled the trigger. The sound of the blast filled
the room, fol-lowed by the smell of seared flesh. Bress staggered sideways and fell against the office

wal.

Gast held up her pistal and dlowed Méelvar to takeit from her. "Now," she said, "will someone bekilling
me?'

Zsin looked at her, forcing his expression into one of rea-sonability . "Shouldn't we? 'Y ou've been part
of ateam that has covered up critica errorsin judgment. Coming before me as a penitent, you've been

insubordinate, even arrogant. Y ou couldn't even carry out asimple request to kill yoursdlf."

She shook her head. "Nobody asked meto kill myself. Y our unstated request could have been that we
kill one another."

"Nor did you show enough courageto try to kill me when you had the chance.”

At lagt, she smiled—alopsided smile full of sarcastic cheer. "Please don't insult meif you're going to kill
me, too. I'll bet every credit | own, every onel've hidden away, that if I'd pointed that blaster at you and
pulled the trigger, it would not have gone off." She leaned forward and her smile evened out, became

more genuine. "Wel?'

Heregarded her steadily. "Well, you're correct in assum-ing that | didn't ask you to kill yoursdlf. Why
would I?Y ou're blameless. Had you killed yourself, or dlowed Doctor Bressto kill you, you would have
proven yourself to be stupid and blameless, but fortunately that's not the case. How would you like to do

meafavor?'

"I'dlikethat."

"Return to Saffdore. Dismantle the operation without |et- ting anyone—and that means anyone at
Binring—know you've done so. Send everything to Iron Fist; well consolidate the two laboratories. Set
up the Binring facilities to detect and then an- nihilate anyone bresking in. Because at some point Voort
saBin-ring's squadron mates are going to get permission to return to theland of hishirth . . . and that will
be agood time to dimi-nate them. Setting dl this up guarantees your continued em-ployment within my

organization; each dead Wraith brings you asizable bonus. Ded?



"Dedl." With her characteristic insolence, she extended him her hand to shake.

When she, the guards, and the still-smoking body were gone, Mevar returned to stand before his

warlord. Helooked curious.

"Whet?" Zsinj asked.

"Y ou'veingructed her to kill al the Wraiths. One of the Wraithsis an unknown quantity. Gara Petothd.”

"I know. But since the mission to Aldivy went to pieces, she hasn't communicated. Our agent deed, her
ersatz brother dead, and no word from her since then ... I'd be happy to arrange for her protection. She

hasto give me areason firg."

"Understood.”

"And how goes Blunted Razor?"

"The operation continues moving. Every day, we retrieve more tonnage of the wreck of Razor'sKiss."
Mevar didn't add, "And only you know why we're wasting dl this energy gathering up the wreckage of a
destroyed Super Star Destroyer.” He didn't have to. Both men knew he wanted to say it. Both men

knew hewouldn't.

Zsn smiled. "Dismissed.”

Hight Officer LaraNots leaned in closeto hear every word of the briefing, to see everything that
floated on the holoprojection.



She hadn't lways been LaraNotsil. She'd been born with the name Gara Petothel, and had worn many
others since her adolescent years.

She hadn't aways had downy blond hair cut short, or a near-flawless complexion. Nature had provided
her with dark hair and a beauty mark on her cheek. Makeup and trivid surgery performed when shed
created the LaraNots | identity had rid her of them. The ddlicacy of her features and build remained
from her trueidentity, but little else did.

She hadn't dways been a pilot with theNewRepublic 's Fleet Command. Since her earliest years, child
of two of the Empiresloya Intelligence officers, sheld been groomed to be an officer of Imperid
Intelligence. In that role, sheld infiltrated the lower ranks of New Republic Fleet Command, had
trans-mitted vital data back to her Imperia controllers and then to Admira Apwar Trigit. She'd provided
Trigit with information held later used to destroy Taon Squadron, an X-wing unit led by Myn Donos.

And now she fought beside the Rebd pilots who'd once been her enemies. It had originally been a
deception, another infiltration, but was so no longer; it was where she wanted to be, what she wanted to
do. But she dso fought against the growing certainty that someday her fellowswould learn her true
identity, learn what she had done before sheld come to ac-cept their outlook on the way the galaxy's
sapient species should determine their destinies. When they learned who she was, they would reject her,
and they would probably kill her.

Until then, she'd do whatever she could to keep them dive. To help them win. Soon, sheld confessdl to
her commander, Wedge Antilles, and he'd use her knowledge to help bring Zsinj to ruin.

Soon.

She shook away these distracting thoughts and forced her- sdf to listen to her commander's words.

"Wraith Squadron,” Wedge said, "has an admirable his- tory of executing missonson its own, with
minimal support... or no support at al. Let's assumethat Zsinj has cometo this reaization. What we're
going to do is change the rules on him. The Wraithswill be going in with their usua tactics. . . but they'll
have alittle support standing ready. By which | mean Rogue Squadron.”



Severd of the Wraiths made appreciative comments, but Gavin Darklighter of the Rogues made aface.
"Now we're baby-sitters,” he said.

Face shot him an amused look. "What if welight up atar- get for you baby-gttersto hit?

"A red target,” Gavin said. "Not just some defenseless motor pool or repair facility.”

"A red target,” Face said. " Something that shoots back.”

Gavin schooled hisface into an expression resembling dig- nity. "Then I'll be content to baby-git. This
time"

"Areyou through?' Wedge asked. There was no censurein hisvoice, but side conversations quieted.
Gavin nodded.

"Good," Wedge sad. "Now, the Wraiths have agenerd agenda. Acquire information on what Zsinj
might be doing a Binring Biomedica. We suspect a connection because hisfa-cility on Xartun was
congtructing the exact sort of cell Piggy essentidly grew up in on Saffaore, at Binring. When Face,
act-ing as Kargin of the Hawk-bats, had dinner with Zsinj, the warlord expressed considerable interest in
the story of Lieu-tenant Kettch, afictitious Ewok pilot with astory identical to Piggy's. Thisaso suggests
that the warlord hastiesto facilities that perform modifications on humanoids. The Wraiths are to find out
what they can about this modification program and Zsinj'stiestoiit.

"Piggy hasn't bothered to hide his background. Once he joined Starfighter Command, he becamethe
most conspicuous Gamorrean serving the New Republic, and it became futile to hide where he came
from. So our enemies may know were coming. They probably don't know when. If there's anything left
to find, it will probably be protected by standing defenses that have been geared for Piggy's squadmates.
Which is one more reason to change tactics when appropriate. I'll hand this over to Wraith One.”

He sat and Face stood. The younger pilot looked very sure of himsdf these days, Lara decided. Not
arrogant, but at ease with what he was being called on to do. That was agood sign.



"We're going to take our mission in stages,” Face said. "Mon Remonda support crews are going to
make avigt to an asteroid belt around one of the planetsin the Saffaore system and divert severd waves
of smdl and mid-sized asteroids toward Saffalore. These will smulate a series of natural meteor show-
ers. The Rogues and Wraiths, in our respective sarfighters, will be accompanying the third, largest,
shower into the planet's atmosphere, which will hit—if our mathematicians get their numbersright—in
their polar ice cap, where their sensors are less substantid. Well fly in ground-following mode from our
arrival point to aste near Lurark, the center of their planetary government. There the Rogues will set up
base camp and the Wraithswill head oninto Lurark.

"Qur initid god isto find out where on Saffaoreisthe fa-cility where Piggy was dtered. Theway Piggy
has explained it, the circumstances under which he was smuggled out prevented him from knowing where
he'd been held, though he suspected that it was within afew hundred kilometers of Lurark, if not in the
city itsdf. A good guess would be the main Binring Bio-medical facility in the city. But our first step there
will beto try to find out what name Zsinj isusing at the businessend of Bin-ring Biomedicd. A smple
check on their planetary net or avisit to whatever they use for a central business registry office ought to

doit."

"No," Larasad.

Face looked at her expectantly.

"I mean, no, dr," she said, and was annoyed to fed hersaf blush. Genuine embarrassment—how long
had it been since sheld felt that?

"Don't worry about it. Why no?"

She said, "Y ou've suggested that we need to operate on principles of maximum paranoia. Well, you
don't just march in to their records center—or accessit viaatermina—and say, "Who ownsthis
company? Let'sassume they're as paranoid as we are. They might have set things up to flag querieslike

thet."

'Wdll, | was thinking more about an anonymous check, or something using an intermediary. Areyou
recommending that we dice the network and try to sted the information?”

Larashook her head. "No, savethat tactic for critica in- formation. What I'm suggesting is that we find



out whether the information you're talking about isflagged; that fact itself would be va uable to know. We
just lead with a safe question— from a different questioner—so we have a stlandard of com-parison for
behavior. For instance, let's say you, Face, decide to make the Binring query. Beforeyou do, | goin, find
out the name of acorporation we think is completely straight and above board, and ask the same
question about ft. I note what they do and how long it takes them to answer that question, and report that
back to you. Then, whenyou goin—"

"l have astandard of comparison.” Face nodded. "I get what you're saying. If they take alot of extra
time or vary their routine in some substantial way, we know they've been derted.”

"We a0 tail you on your exit, in case they decide to do the same thing. We can dip their tail or take him
out, but we don't et him follow you.”

"Right. Y ou makealot of sense. Anyonetell you you'reanatura for intelligence work?"

Larashook her head, not trusting herself to spesk. "All right,” Face continued. "If we get that piece of
infor-mation, we pursue it to see what else Zsinj might own on Saf-falore—"

"No," Larasaid. Then headsturned her way again and she felt hersdlf flush red once more.

Face's voice remained cam. "Why not?"

"Wadll... on the Wraiths's other missions, we often found the name Zsinj was using on-planet, but never
found any other mgjor business enterprises owned by those names. Either he'sinvesting in one business
per planet, or he's using multiple names for multiple businesses. If history isany indicetion, therésno use
in running down those names—not yet. If we ever want to try to mess with his accounts, his assets, using
that nameis good. For what were doing with thismission, though, it'sjust adistraction. Something to
cost ustime his people may be us-ing to hunt usdown. In fact, | don't recommend that first bit, about
finding the name he'susing in his association with Bin-ring, until after we've done our mgor raid, or
maybe smulta-neoudy. It may not be an important enough piece of information to risk anything on
acquiringit.”

Face consdered. "Maybe you'reright. Very wel. Larasright. Wewill be staging araid on their magjor
fabricationsfa-cility, in the hope that he'sfollowing true to form and has a spe-cid Zsinj facility tucked
away in there somewhere—or at the very least in the hope that we can figure out where the secret



fa-cility isfrom datain the public facility. So well follow our standard member assgnmentsand
protocols—"

"No," Larasaid. Several Wraiths and Rogues laughed outright Face put his head down for amoment,
then raised it, his expression one of long suffering, and turned to Wedge. "Isthiswhat it'slike for you?"

Wedge smiled. "You havenoidea”

"From the bottom of my heart, | apologize, most sincerdly, for every time | spoke up inamission
briefing. | meanit."

Wedge nodded. "I appreciate that, but | haveto tell you: you've only just sarted to suffer.”

"l believe you." Face turned back to Lara. "No, what?'

She gave him an apologetic look. "Weve changed proto-col aready. We have Rogue Squadron on
hand to look out for us. If we don't integrate this resource—this very, very danger-ous and capable
resource—"

Impassive, Tycho gestured, waving for her to keep the compliments coming.

"—from the very beginning, then there's no reason to have them aong. Wed have to improvise their
participation.”

"She'sright,” Tycho said. "And I've had some thoughts about this. We could have the Wraiths, before or
during their intrusion, get to certain key spots on the Binring buildings and plant targets there. Infrared
markers, comm tracers, anything to give us an edge. Then if they needed to call an air Strike, they could
give us very precise data on where we needed to put our damage. Thirty-seven meters on heading
two-five-five from Marker Number Three isvery precise, and our astromechs could integrate those
ingructions onto our heads-up displays on thefly."



"Good point,” Wedge said. "Face, you haven't done enough work in figuring out how to exploit al your
resources.”

"I'm not used to having resources.”

Wedge nodded. "Welcometo the red Starfighter Com-mand. And having to think like asoldier instead
of apirate. Ail right, people, let's hear the rest of Face's plan. We're going to dissect it and reassemble it
into something morelikely to keep usdl dive.”

Brightness—illumination piercing the pinkness around him— awakened Piggy.

He could hear nothing, fed dmost nothing—only the res- pirator adhering to hisface, supplying him with
air to breathe. It took him a split second to recall where he was, why most of his senses seemed to be
failing him. Then he opened hiseyes.

Aswith the last couple of times hed awvakened, he floated, suspended, in abactatank taler than a
Wookiee. The bacta medium colored everything pink. He could see, beyond the confines of the tank, the
anti septic wardroom that was histempo-rary home. A medical technician, a dark-haired human femae,
waved a him, offering asmile that humans called "perky." He knew that human males could not help but
be cheered by it. Nor was he entirely immune to it; the fact that she made the ef-fort to reach him il
lifted his spirits anotch. He waved in re-turn, his motion dowed by the thick liquid.

Something was different. He ran through his checklist of surroundings, events, and circumstances to see
what had been added. Nothing. He reversed it to look for what had been removed.

Pain. Ah, that wasit. He didn't hurt anymore. He looked down at his sscomach, which had not so long
ago featured an injury that looked like asmoking crater, and saw only new flesh and some scar tissue.

Good. He would be leaving soon. He wasn't bored, was never bored—he could always work up
problems of math, of navigation, of logic to keep himself occupied. But thelack of contact with others,
the lack of activity that was useful, was beginning to annoy him.

There was motion outside histank. He focused on severad people walking with purpose into the



wardroom, toward him, surrounding his tank—his fellow Wraiths. Their expressions were cheerful, and it
was not the forced cheer that severa had exhibited during previous vigts.

The perky technician waswaving at him, and when she had his attention, she gestured upward. He
glanced up to see the top hatch opening. He kicked himsdlf upward and momentslater emerged into redl
ar for thefirg timein many days.

When he once again had hisfeet on the ground, had arobe around him and atowe to mop away the
remaining traces of bacta medium, he could begin to take in the words of his comrades.

Face sad, "Forgive the intrusion, but we heard that the new vintage of Piggy was being decanted.”

Larasad, "But it lookslikeit'sturned to vinegar."

Diasad, "And it's corked."

A young Devaronian he did not know said, "1 am pleased to meet you. | need you to kill me. Nobody
dsewill."

The perky technician said, "Y ou'll need as much as possible to avoid activities that put astrain on your
gomach muscles”

Janson said, "To make sure you remember thislittle event, weve had some specia things made up for
you. Bacta-flavored candy. Bacta-flavored brandy. Bacta-flavored cheese.”

Shdlasaid, "Kel and | worked up an ingtructional manua for you. It's caled, How to Dodge."

Piggy mopped away at his damp skin and alowed himsdlf adight smile. It was good to be home,



The third meteor shower in as many days peppered the frozen arctic regions of Saffalore's northern
hemisphere. Few of the meteors survived long enough to hammer the planet's surface; most burned up
from thefriction of their descent through the atmosphere, often leaving behind long trailsto mark thefiery
endsto their travels. A few had enough mass|eft to strike the ground as meteorites, often leaving deep
cratersin the hard, uncultivated ground.

And then there were the fabricated objectsin their midst. Starfighters, a most two dozen, maneuvered
away from the true meteorites and pulled up sharply from their descent, miss-ing collisonswith the
ground sometimes by only afew dozen meters.

There were no rebukes for too-chancy flying over the comm waves. These pilots were kegping comm
dlence, staying in vi-sual range of one ancther.

Three of the vehicleswere TIE interceptors, the most lethd starfighters of the Empire. The remainder
were X-wings, heavily laden with extrafue pods under their Sfails.

The danger with an intrusion like this, Donos decided, isthat it's boring enough that you become
distracted, and still dangerous enough to leave you dead. Terrain-following flying was atricky skill. Most
of what they would be crossing tonight was tundra, hard-frozen ground and an ice sheet over it, offer-ing
little to endanger them. But there were occasiona hilly re-gions and one mountain range to cross before
they reached their objective. Under acomm blackout, each pilot had to keep a close eye on the sensors;
he couldn't rely on the sharp sight of hisfellows.

Donos kept hisfocus on the sensors. Focus was no problem for him. Asa sniper for the Corellian
armed forces, held learned to keep his attention unwavering on histarget. Lives had de-pended on his
ability to do so. Hed been good at it.

Of course, at acertain point, the suspicion that there was something wrong, something unfair, with what
he was doing had begun to eat away at him. Y es, every target he had taken down as a sniper had been
on the verge of killing an innocent... or many innocents. But the fact that he could never afford to give
them achance till nagged & him.

Enlisgment in Starfighter Command had seemed the an-swer. HEd proven that he had the reflexes, the
technical ground-ing necessary to become a pilot. There was never any moral quandary—everyone he
brought down as a pilot had a chance to shoot back. Held risen quickly and surely through the ranks,
earning hislieutenancy within ayear, being granted the tempo-rary rank of brevet captain soon afterward.



His own command, Talon Squadron. Every member ex-cept Donos killed in the ambush onan
uninhabited world no one wanted. Leaving him with ablot on his career he might never be ableto erase.
A blot on hismind he might not ever be ableto hed.

He raised the visor on hishelmet and pressed his handsto his eyes. Hisinclination was to steer away
from these thoughts. He couldn't afford to do that. The emotions that rose—threatening to overwhelm
him—whenever he sent his mind down this course were enemies he had to defeat. He had to hammer
away at them until they left him aone forever. And he had to keep control of himself while doing it, so
others would not see his weakness.

Hed lost eleven subordinates, fellow pilots, some of them friends. Hed lost his command; Taon
Squadron had been de-commissioned. HEd even lost hismind, or at least misplaced it, turning into an
emotiona wreck sometime later, when the loss of his astromech plunged him back into vivid memories of
the destruction of Talon Squadron.

His new squadmates had lured him back to redlity. Had forced him to look once again &t life. To begin
thinking again about his present, about hisfuture.

Hereturned his attention to his sensors. There would be no futureif he plowed into ahillside.

All right, then. There were two paths opento him ... as- suming he didn't get killed before he could begin
to follow them.

First was the one that had dominated his thinking ever since Talon Squadron had died. For months, he'dd
considered putting in for atransfer to Intelligence, or resigning his com-mission dtogether, so he could
devote hislife to tracking down the individuals who had destroyed Talon Squadron.

Inyri Forge had been right. Revenge was a powerful moti- vator. A desirefor revenge, for justice, was
awayswith Donos. It welcomed him to each new day when he awoke, lurked at the back of hismind as
he did hiswork, made soothing promisesto him every night when he drifted off to deep. And sometimes
it occupied his dreams. He knew, deep down, that if he were able to find the responsible parties under
his snubfighter guns or in the sight of hislaser rifle, hed pull the trigger without hesitation, without quam
... regardless of what it cost him.



Of course, two of the most important conspirators behind the destruction of his squadron were dready
dead. Admiral Apwar Trigit had planned the ambush. Lieutenant Gara Pe-tothel had provided Trigit with
the data he needed for that op-eration. Petothel had died on Trigit's Star Destroyer, Implacable, and
Trigit had died soon after, trying to escape in a TIE inter-ceptor, brought down by Donos himsaif.

But others had to have been involved. Imperia Intelli- gence operatives had gotten Lieutenant Petothel
her faseiden- tity and her posting with Fleet Command. They'd smuggled her from New
Republic-controlled space to Implacable. Ele-ments of the 181t Imperia Fighter Group now
inexplicably helping Warlord Zsinj had participated in the ambush. There were plenty more conspirators
who needed to die.

But part of him no longer wanted to be the instrument of that death. An ever-growing part of him wanted
to liveanor-md life. And that led to his second choice, the one he'd been toying with ever since he had
recovered from his collgpse: stay in Starfighter Command and try to rebuild his career, regain his
respectability ... renew hislife.

A woman named Falynn Sandskimmer had loved him. He didn't know whether held loved her in return,
whether held even been able to at the time. But he'd had affection for her, and what she'd felt for him had
reminded him of what it waslike to be anorma human. She, too, had died aboard Implac-able, before
he'd ever had the chance to sort out hisfedlingsfor her.

And now ... he checked his sensor board for Wraith Two. There she was, toward the head of their
formation, tucked in negtly behind Wraith One. LaraNotsl.

Hed exchanged so little with Notsil. Some advice. One ground mission in which held saved her from
kidnapping at the hands of Zsinj agents. Conversation in pilots lounges and during leavetime.

But for the little amount of time they'd shared, she did oc- cupy alot of histhinking. Her intelligence and
her beauty drew him. And her secrecy: she seemed to have no affection for the life sheld log, thelife of a
farm girl from theworld 6f Aldivy, and yet so much of her was private, locked behind doors that
obvioudy led to her childhood.

And one other thing seemed so familiar to him: the way she seemed adrift, cut off from her past, yet
having no apparent idea how to navigate toward her future. He understood that part of her, felt
tremendous sympathy for her. They were so dike.



Y et that would mean nothing if neither one of them did anything about it. She might not even be aware of
how hefelt, of what he wasthinking.

Sheisn't aware, aninner voice told him. And she's not go- ing to be. Don't foul up her life the way
you'vefouled up your own. Do something conclusive with your life. Resign your commission. Hunt down

your enemies. Settle the accounts of your pilots.

True. He shouldn't force hisway into her life, only to abandon her when he went off on some justified
spree of re- venge. Better to leave her done.

But what if he could offer her asmuch life, as much of afu- ture, as he thought she could offer him?

Now you 're using that misfiring hunk of erratic machinery you refer to asabrain.

That gtartled him. The words werein the voice of Ton Phanan, afellow Wraith; they weretypica of his
ordinary con-

versation. Ton, who'd died mere weeks ago. Ton, who had a so decided that he had no future, and
perhaps had died because he couldn't bring himsdlf to struggle for hislife as hard as he should.

And there it was. Donos did have afuture, as Ton did not. Donos could choose to abandon it and
pursue hislife of re- venge, and then maybe. . . maybe. . . come back fromit if he lived. Or he could
just chooseto live. Which meant doing something harder than he'd ever done before.

He might just haveto forgive himsdlf for letting hispilotsdie.
Hemight just have to initiate a conversation with ayoung woman who was suddenly important to him.

It was a spot where the hillsde leveled out in atredess glade some seventy metersin diameter. Without



repulsorlifts, they could never have al landed upon it, but Rogue Squadron and Wraith Squadron arrayed
themsealves precisaly, in neat rows and columns.

Asthe pilots scrambled out of their cockpits under the diver of amoon, Wedge said, "Get those
camouflage covers out. Transfer any fuel remaining from the auxiliary tanksinto the interceptors. Snap it
up. | want us blanketed down and out of Sight in ten minutes. We have dawn in less than an hour.
Hob-bie, Corran, Asyr, Tal'dira, | want you out on first watch. Every-one else, four hours deep. Face?'
He crooked afinger.

He and Face took afew steps aside to be out of the bustle of pilot preparations. The ground underneath
was covered by shin-high grasses that were too pale a green to be healthy-looking in Wedge's eyes. "We
had a pretty good look at the northeast approachesto Lurark. Did you see anything to give us new
problems?’

Face shook hishead. "I don't think so. The big question is how to acquire transport—the city doesn't
seem to be set up for pedestrian traffic.”

"That'sup toyou. Segp onit.”

Face managed arueful grin Wedge could bardly see in the moonlight. "Oh, sure. Asthough | could
dep.”

Once he had the camo coverstied down over his X-wing and had made sure that his astromech, Clink,
was settled in, Donos sought out Lara. He found her under her own camouflage cover, knedling on the
sarboard Sfoils of her snubfighter, whispering to her own R2, Tonin. Fie waited patiently until she
emerged and extended a hand to help her down. "Could | have aword with you?' he asked, and was
immediately annoyed with him-sdif, a theformdity of hisvoice.

"Of course"

Heled her into the deeper shadow between her X-wing and Kell's TIE interceptor. " There's something |
wanted you to think about." There, that was better—amore normal tone to hisvoice, in spite of the way
his chest suddenly felt compressed. Hewasin full control again.



"What's that?"

"Me."

Shelooked at him, and one eyebrow went up, amocking look. "Rebel pilots have the biggest egosin dl
theknown universe..."

"Well, it'snot like that. I'm asking out of asense of fair-ness. Since I'm spending al thistime thinking
about you."

Her amilefaded. "Myn, I'm not amused.”

"Good. I'm not trying to amuse you. Look, | just spent along time working up the nerve to bring thisup
withyou at al. It was harder than dmaost anything I've done. So don't be amused. Take it serioudy.”

Shetook astep back from him, bringing her up against the wing array of Kell'sinterceptor. "No, no, no.
Just turn around and go find someone e seto beinterested in. I'm not right for you.”

He couldn't keep the smile from coming to hisface. "Oh, that'savery good sign.”

"What is?'

"You didn't say, 'Go away, | don't likeyou." Y ou started suggesting reasons that are theoretically in my
best interest.”

She wrapped her arms around hersdlf, as though to pro- tect hersdf from achill, and glared. "I don't like
you."



"Now yourelying. You dothat alot, just like Face. I'm getting better at figuring out when you're doing
it." Hestepped in close. "Y ou can't get rid of me by lying to me."

"I'mamess. I'm bardly fittofly."

"Me, too. We make a perfect couple.”

"If | don't get killed, I'm sure my career isgoing to crater. I'm going to be a tremendous embarrassment
to the Wraiths."

"How about that—me, too! Ancther thing we have in common.”

"Stop it!" Shelooked surprised by the volume of her voice and looked around to seeif anyone had
noticed.

Donos looked, too, but the camp was still bustling with activity. No one stopped to peer at the source of
thecry.

When he looked at Laras face again, though, something had changed. There was adtilinessto her, a
watchfulness that was d- most reptilian. He suppressed an urge to step away from her.

"| could say twelvewords," Larasaid, "and when | was done, the very least you'd do isturn away and
leave me doneforever."

He could tdll that she was speaking the truth, and the fact that she had the power to do this, to send him
away, dismayed him. "Then don't say them."

Donos had redlly only meant to let her know of hisinter-est, perhapsto rattle her, but she now looked
so distant and lost that he couldn't just let her be. He put hisarms around her and drew her to him.



When her lipsmet his, they were clenched tight and she was shaking. But then she relaxed into the kiss.
Her arms snaked up around his neck. She made anoise that was part wail, and only he could hesr it.

There she was, suddenly part of him, and he wondered how held ever lived so long without her being
there.

Then she drew back her head, her remoteness gone, her expression alittle curious, alittle anxious.

"That'smorelikeit," he said. And redized immediately that it was the wrong thing to say.

She gave him alook he could only imagine her normally offering to someone pouring paint into her
X-wing'sengines. "Thanks" she sad. "For reminding me what a gasbag of ego you are.” Sheturned him
around, trading places with him, and gave him ahard shove.

His head banged into the interceptor wing. "Ow," he said.

She spun and walked away from him at afast stride. "Stay away from me, Lieutenant,” she said. "Just
keep away."

Oh, well. Congdering how badly he usualy did with people, that hadn't gone poorly at al. Donos sighed
and headed back to his snubfighter, ressting the urgeto whistle.



The landspeeder Seteem Ervic drove aong the old country road was old and dow, but it was il
powerful enough to haul a severd-tonload of grain cakesfrom hisfamily businessto his cusomersin
Lurark.

He ran ahand through what was left of his hair. He could buy a newer, sportier speeder, of course. But
he hadn't inher-ited the family'sfailing concern and then built it into aflourish-ing business by throwing
money away on nonessentials. He was almost rich. HEd never berich if heloaded up on luxuries.

True, it had taken him years. Cost him hisfirst wife, who said he was boring, that they never had
anything to talk about. Cost him his hair, which had falen away as the seasons had passed. At least his
hair was something to talk about. And, true, nothing ever really happened to him. But he was amost rich,
and that was what counted. If his brightest daughter turned out the way he expected her to, sheld take his
solid busi-ness and make aworldwide concern out of it. And she'd berich for redl.



He rounded a bend in the dusty road and something hap-pened to him.

There, ahundred meters up, something lay in the road. As he got closer, in spite of the glare from the
sun, he could see it was a body—a human body. He dowed, and when he was amere handful of meters
away, locked the landspeeder down in hover mode and hopped out to take alook.

Human female, dark-skinned, eyes closed, lying in the dust as though she'd been thrown—from what? A
speeder? There was no recent sign of repulsor traffic on thisroad. A rid- ing anima? No hoof marks. In
fact, there were no footprints around her.

Shewaswearing ablack jumpsuit likea TIE fighter pilot's, and her pose—Iying on her back, onearm
behind her head— suggested she was deeping rather than injured. There was no sign of grossinjury. She
wasn't even dusty.

Heleaned closer. Maybe she wasn't hurt. Maybe he wouldn't have to interrupt histrip to the city.
"Young lady?"

Her eyes popped open. She smiled, showing deep dimples, becoming insufferably cute. Y es?"

"Areyou hurt?'

"Oh, no. Just resting.”

He straightened. "Ah. Well, good. Can | offer you aride?’

She brought her hand from behind her head. In it was asnub-nosed blaster pistal. "Sure. In fact, you can
offer me your whole landspeeder.”

Heturned to look back at hisvehicle. A haf dozen people were clustered around it, looking at the
control board, peering under the reflective sheets tied down over the cargo bay. He hadn't heard them



arrive; they might have materiaized out of thin air.

He turned back to the young woman, who was on her feet. He offered her aweak smile and raised his
hands. Wdll, a least this would be something to talk abouit.

By midafternoon, the human members of the Wraiths had been around Binring Biomedicd severd times
and had spent long hours surveying the facility.

It was huge, easily two kilometers wide by one deep, most of that area taken up by fabrication plants.
There were staging and loading areas for landspeeders and other transports. The place had itsown

light-rail depot.

Face, Lara, Donos, Tyria, Kell, Shala, and Wes sat around alarge circular table at an open-air cafe
separated from the main Binring Biomedica entrance by abroad traffic thorough- fare. Speeder traffic
was congtant. Everyone on this world seemed to own a personal speeder, and the city was huge and
gprawling, though not densaly built up or occupied. Face esti-mated that he hadn't seen more than ahalf
dozen buildings more than three storiesin height. "All right, people,”" he said. "We have too much factory
over there to search in one night. We need to have a good ideawhere Zsinj's specid facilitiesare, or
where we can find out that information, before we go in tonight. If the specid facilitiesarentt at thisSite,
well definitely need to get into their computer center. Any ideas?”

Larasad, "l seesix likely placesfor aspecia facility, all connected to exterior docking areas. West
Sixteen, Northwest Seven, Northwest Two, Northeast One, East Thirty, or East Thirty-One." Her
designations referred to loading and unload-ing areas—West Sixteen, for ingtance, meant Western
Quad-rant, Loading Area Sixteen.

Wes said, "Just Northwest Two or East Thirty-One. We can eliminate the others."

Shdlasaid, "Just Northwest Two."

Tyrialooked unhappy, but nodded. "Northwest Two."

Face sghed. He hadn't seen anything to suggest likely prospects, and their assessment baffled him. "Let's



take that again, in the same order. Lara?'

"The places | noted lack power meters on the roof. Every- where esein that complex, you get externa
power meters under lockdown cases. Backup metersfor the city power man-agersto get their data,
probably if the standard meter transmit- tersfail. | bet they're andog rather than digitd and retain data
evenif their own power fails. Anyway, they're a regular inter-vals. . . except in those six places. This
suggests that those zones have separate generators and don't depend on the city grid.”

Face gave her acloselook. "Lara, areyou al right?Y ou don't look too good.”

He was right; she seemed paer than usud, with dark half circles under her eyes. She gave him awan
amile."Y ou dways know theright thing to say. No, | just didn't deep well. I'll befit to go tonight.”

"All right... Wes?'

The baby-faced lieutenant took afina sp of his caf and grimaced. "Cold. Um, it hasto do with privacy
and defensibil-ity. Northwest Two and East Thirty-One have advantages that way. The loading-dock
areas are down recessed aley accesses that can be closed, remotely or directly, by gates. Both have
roof access for flying vehicles but mesh screens can be dragged across them, aswell, to limit access. The
aleysdon't have doors or viewports, so the traffic down them can be private.”

"Right. Shalla?"

She waved toward the east facing of the complex, which was around the corner to their right. "East
Thirty-One had some vehicle traffic when we were looking &t it. Redlly expen-sive landspeeder with
reflective viewports. One of them was large enough to put aswimming tank in. | think that's the pri-vate
entrance for corporate executives, board members, and so on. Thereally wedthy. Also, East Thirty-One
opens onto one of the busy thoroughfares, while Northwest Two opens onto aback street with nothing
but warehouse buildingsfacing it. Like Wes said, privacy issues.”

"That makes sense. Tyria?'

Shedidn't meet hisgaze. "1 just know it." She seemed huddled in her chair. Kl reached over to teke



her hand, but she barely acknowledged him.
Face said, "That's not good enough, Tyria. What do you know? How do you know it?"

She shook her head hard, sending her blond ponytail flip- , ping across the features of Donos beside her,
and finaly looked at Facedirectly. "I fdt it. When we cruised past. There's some-thing there. A resdue
of... pain. Of things so badly hurt that they desperately wanted to die. Not test animals, either. There was

awarenessthere.”

Face suppressed a shudder.

Kdl sad, "Y ou fdt something from the Force."

Tyrianodded. "I've been working so hard, to learn to re- lax into it, not to push &t it ... not to force the
Force, asit were. Sometimes, now, | can put mysdlf into aflow state where I'm amost not myself. I'm
just reacting to what I'm feeling. I'd managed to do that when we cruised past. | dmost wish | hadn't. |

amost lost my last med.”

"Well, that'sagood thing," Kell said. When Tyrialooked at him, confused, he amended, "Not the
throwing-up part. The flow-sate part. That sounds like an improvement.”

She managed afaint samilefor him.

"Northwest Two," Face said. "That's our best entry.”

"No," Larasad.

Face held up ahand. "Wait a second. Next to Northwest Two. Northwest One or Three. Wherethe
security islikely to beless subgtantid .



"Yes" Larasad.

Face sagged inrelief. "She said yes," he said. ™Y ou have no idea how long I've been waiting to hear her
sy yes”

Donos murmured something under his breath and Lara flushed red.

Under cover of darkness, they emerged from beneath the sheet- ing covering the speeder's cargo bed.
The speeder was parked between refuse containers in the parking area of awarehouse; acrossthe
thoroughfare was Binring's northwestern quadrant. Thiswas the last the Wraiths would see of the
Speeder; at some point during the day itsloss, and the disappearance of its owner, had to have been
reported, and there was too much danger in piloting it around avenues of Lurark left most deserted at
night- fall. They'd acquire other trangportation for their departure from the city.

Shalla, knedling in the shadow of one of the refuse con- tainers, scanned the empty street and darkened
Binring build-ings below through a set of holorecording macrobinoculars. "Downward-facing holocams
with overlapping coverage,” she said. " Standard placement. For Imperid forces, that is. Overkill for a
pharmaceutical-fabrications plant. Wait a second.”

Face knelt beside her. The second turned into severd, then finally she spoke. "Theresagap in the
coverage. The most northern holocam on the western wall is positioned so it can't redlly see around the
corner. The most western holocam on the northern wall isn't far enough west to make up thegap ... |
don't think." She lowered the goggles and brought out a glow rod so she could look at the hand-drawn
map they'd assembled that afternoon. "That's right. If we come in from the north, aong this narrow
approach, the holocams can't pick usup.”

"It'salie" Tyriasad. Her voice was awhisper, asad whisper.

Shadlashot her alook. "What do you mean?"

Tyriagtarted asif out of some reverie and gave her aner- vous smile. "I'm sorry, | didn't mean it that
way. It'snot your lie, Shdla. It'stheirs.” Her wave indicated the Binring build-ing. "Therésabig . . .
watchfulness over therewaiting for us. It'slaughing.”



Shdlasad, "You're getting weird, Tyria"

"Yes, but let'stake her a her word,” Face said. "Shalla, could they have set up the mistake in coverage
deliberately, asalure?’

"What would they be doing?'

"They'd have a secondary set of holocamsin aless- obvious place.”" She brought up the macrobinoculars
agan. "1'd put them in those overhanging spotlights. Thereld be no way to see them without getting right
up to them ... and turn-ing the lights out, of course.”

There was awhine of machinery behind them and their stolen speeder moved off into the avenue, Donos
at the con-trols. Hisjob was to pilot it some distance away, acquire an-other one, and return, then set
himsdf up in aposition to snipeif the Wraiths experienced pursuit when they departed. Face noted Lara
staring after Donos long after the speeder was gone and wondered what was going on between them.
Something cheerful, he hoped.

"All right," Face said. "We're going in by the high road.”

Minutes later, the entire crew of black-clad Wraiths stood atop the near warehouse, one that was,
mercifully, far lessthor- oughly defended than their target. It was dso one story tdler than the Binring
building, which would work in their favor.

Kl spent afew minutes mounting a device a the edge of the roof. It looked something like asmall
projectile cannon on aswivel mount, but the repul sorlift-based clamping system at the base of the mount
was like nothing seen on anorma can-non. "This had better work," Kel murmured.

"It'l work," Shdlasad.



"How do you know?"

"My sster and | had one when we werelittle girls. They're very reliable. Proven technology.”

"Y ou and your sSister come from an odd family, Shala”

She amiled a him, teeth gleaming. "Don't bejedous.”

Kdl made afinal adjustment to the wegpon and peered through its scope. "Ready, Captain.”

Face said, "Numbers only from now on, people. Five, fire at will."

Kel dowly squeezed the trigger. The device made anoise like a protracted sneeze and launched a
missile across the Street; the missile dragged alength of black fibra-rope behind it. There was the faintest
sound of ametallic clank atop the Binring building; then amotor started up in the gun and drew the fibra-
rope taut.

Shdlaclipped two devicesto the cable: deeve housings with handlebars hanging from them. "Crawler
ready to go."

"Go. Ten, cover her."

Janson drew his blaster pistol and aimed in at the far roof. For most people thiswould be considered a
tricky shot with a pistol—thirty-five or more metersin darkness. But the other Wraiths knew Janson to
be an expert pistol shot.

Shdlacarefully gripped the handlebars of the lead crawler device and sivung hersalf out over empty
space. Nimbly, she brought her legs up so her kneeswere over the bars of the sec-ond device. Then she
thumbed a control on the handles she gripped ... and the crawler sped out along thefibra-rope, car-rying



her to the roof of thefar building. A moment later, the two devices came back, the hand device pushing
the knee de-vice beforeit.

One &fter another, they took the crawler across, each Wraith settling in a crouch on the far roof. By the
time Face ar- rived, hafway through the pack of Wraiths, Lara, Shalla, and Kl had aready examined
their surroundings for accesses and other sensors.

And found some. "Standard roof hatches at intervals,”

Kdl said. "And infrared beamsjust over there." He pointed. "On the roof over Northwest Two."

"I find mysdf shocked,” Face said. "No, redly.”

"Well need to leave L—Two—one of the sets of infra-goggles so she can get through the beams.”

"Give her yours. WEll rely on Four and her set when werein.”

Once they were assembled, Face directed Kl to disable security on the nearest roof access adjacent to
Northwest Two. Within moments he had bypassed the basic security system there. Tyrialed the descent
down an access ladder, Face and Shalla close behind her.

And that was aready a problem. Ever snce Tyriahad in- dicated that her fleeting control over the Force
had given her someingight into what went on at Binring, Face knew he had to put her on theintruson
team. But sheld originally been as-signed to planting tracers on the roof. Face had switched her duties
with Laras. But that cost the intrusion team some of itstechnica proficiency, Larabeing more
mechanicaly adept than Tyria. Kell, their demolitions expert, and Shalla, their in-telligence expert, now
had to share much of the security work Larawould have been handling.

The change dso cost them somefaith in their tracer team. Tyriawas an old enough hand to have
managed her temporary partner, Elassar, but Laras abilities to handle an unknown quantity like the new
pilot were unproven.



Face shrugged. It was done, it would do him no good to worry.

Laraplaced the fourth transmitter-marker against the knee- high barrier that served as inadequate
warning to people that they should not go over the edge and fall off the roof. She acti- vated it and
watched it run through its self-test. Then she pulled back away from it in acrouch, making it more difficult
for people at street leve to see her.

Elassar was dready four meters back from the edge, seated, popping something that looked suspiciousy
like candy into hismouth. "All done?" he asked.

"Not quite. I'm going to take aholo of the rooftop and surrounding area, then show on it where the
markers are and tranamit that to the Rogues. That'll give them avisua refer-ence to go with their sensor
readings. Why don't you make yourself useful ? Or isthat unlucky?"

He smiled & her, showing hisfangs. "Not unlucky. I've done everything | can for thismissoninthefield
of luck. I've cagt dl the charms | could manage, and unlike the rest of you, I've refrained from doing
anything unlucky. And I've made mysdf useful, too. | found something out.”

Larareadied her holocam, held it steady before her eye, and began adow, careful 360-degree turn.
Oncethis specid surveyor's holocam caught the panoramic image she wanted, she would be able to
mark points on theimage and type in nu-meric values related to thair relative dtitude and distance from
one another. Then the gadget'sinterna computer would gener-ate a proportiondly correct image that any
navigationa com-puter, such as an astromech, could look at from any relative dtitude. "What did you
find out?'

"Well, that whole network of infrared beams over North-west Two. | looked at it through your
infra-goggles. The poststhat the beams are coming out of are yearsold. They're well kept-up, but there's
corrosion on them, and | can see where one of the posts has had to be straightened and redligned when it
was knocked over or something."

"So?" Larafinished her turn and knelt with the holocam. On its built-in screen, she brought up theimage
sheld just taken. She did a stylus from the side of the device and began marking her reference points.

"So the roof surface over thereis brand-new. It's not brand- new here or on any of the placeswe've



been walking, but it's brand-new there."

Laralooked up, suddenly disturbed. " Show me."

There was no marker to indicate the border between North- west Two and Northwest Three, but they
stopped ameter short of thefirst post that they knew held the infrared devices. Elas- sar knelt and Lara
followed suit.

"See, here," Elassar said. He stretched afinger up amost to the point protected by the infrared. "A

Laracouldn't see, so sherisked amoment'sillumination with her glow rod. Elassar wasright: therewasa
score, straight asalaser beam, running aong the roof between the two building sections. It was so thin as
to be nearly invisbleevenin good light.

She switched the rod off. " So the roof materia was laid down in sections. It [ooks just the same asthe
roof here.”

"Yes, it does. It has been walked on and scuffed alot, just like the roofing here. But it smells different.
Much sharper. It's new."

Larasighed. This had to be some new-pilot prank. But, obligingly, she leaned back and sniffed at the
roofing they'd been walking on. It smelled faintly of industria chemicals. Then sheleaned forward and
sniffed again at the other section.

The smdl was stronger, crisper.

From her wrist sheath she pulled her vibroblade. She did not power it on. She dug at the seam between
the two roof sec-tions, prying the new section up. It was agummy mass perhaps two centimeters deep
and ressted her efforts, but finally shewas ableto turn up aflap of the materia. Elassar obligingly pulled
at the edge until half a square meter or so was revealed.



The undersde of the materid wasthick with tiny circular devices made of shiny metal. They were
spaced at about eight-centimeter intervals and connected by thin silvery wires. "Pres-sure sensors,” she
sad.

"Not aproblem,” said Elassar. "None of uswaked on them. And we didn't apply pressureto pull them
up.”

"That's not the point. They've added alayer of security under the substantia security aready in place,
and it'sadiffer- ent type. If they've done that throughout the complex, the Wraiths might be dismantling
onelayer but not the new stuff."

"Sogivethemacdl."

"Which will probably give our presence away." She sighed and |ooked over the boulevard at the rooftop
where Donos was. She couldn't see him, but she'd heard his return with a new speeder afew minutes
before. 1t was so hard, working with people; on her missonsfor Imperid Intelligence, shed a- ways
been done. No one ese to be responsiblefor.

She brought up her comlink and thumbed on its scrambler mode. "Two to Six. Do not acknowledge.
Additional security on roof suggeststhissiteis prepared for your arriva. Check for new modificationsto
your surroundings. Two out.”" She grabbed up her holocam and rose. "L et's move out."

"Comm ggnd," atechnician said. Hisvoice was unnaturdly shrill.

Dr. Gast blinked and looked around. She'd actually fallen adeep. Boredom and lack of any decent
occupation will do that to you, she thought, her voice cranky even when expressed only in her own mind.

The control room was antiseptically white, except where the floor and walls were marked by black
marks and scores re-sulting from the haste with which some of this equipment had been assembled. The
four walls were occupied by banks of ter-minals, each dedicated to a different area of coverage or
func-tion. Six per wall, twenty-four in al, occupied every hour of the day, and never anything to report
except the occasiona repairman working on an adjacent roof section or an avian landing on the roof of
the protected zone.



Until now, maybe.

Gast's own console was a nearly complete circle of termi- nals and controls, her chair in the center. She
lazily swiveled until she could look at the back of the technician who'd spo-ken. "Let'shear it," she said.

"It'sencrypted, Doctor.”

"Decrypt it. Where'sit coming from?"

"I havethat." Another technician's voice. He didn't bother to wait for permission; he patched through his
holocam view to one of Gast'sterminds. She liked that. Initiative. Which onewasthis? It was Drufeys,

the lean one with thelazy eye.

The holocam was an infrared unit., It was astatic view of the roof, and showed two blurry red figures,
one male and one female, cregping aong the roof.

Away from the protected zone. Gast frowned. That was disgppointing. Had they recognized the first line
of security and decided to run away?

She turned to the console where her new intelligence spe-cidist, aman on loan from Warlord Zsinj, sat.
"Captain Net-bers, what are they doing?'

Netbers rose and gpproached her. He was a huge man, easily two meterstal, with amusculature that
suggested he spent more time improving it than he did deeping. A pity he was so ugly— obvioudy a
fighter, helooked as though he had fallen adeep in an automatic door and it had dammed shut on hisface
for an afternoon. But the eyes undernegath his shaggy brown hair were dark and intelligent. When he
spoke, hisvoice was degp and raspy. " They've seen the security perimeter.”

"And it scared them off?"



He smiled. Histeeth were regular. She somehow doubted they were origina equipment. "No," he said.
"That comm transmission was them informing the other members of their team. They're getting clear in
case we caught thesignd.”

"We haven't seen any sign of other intruders.”

"Wewill."

She turned back to Drufeys. "Monitor their progress. When they've settled in, have asquad of
stormtroopers stand by within striking distance of them.”

"Yes, Doctor."

She quelled an excitement rising within her and turned back to Netbers. I have afeding thisisgoing to
befun, Cap-tan. Isit usudly fun?'

He nodded.

Kédl swore and pushed his head deeper into the access hatch. He was hanging from sturdy meta rungs
inthe turbolift shaft, one floor below street leve, illuminated only by the glow rod held by Shdla, who
stood on the same rung he did and helped brace him as he worked. The pandl Kéell investigated opened
into amaze of wiresand circuitry, and his head was missaing in that forest of equipment. "Give me more

light"

Shdlaleaned in closer to oblige, poking her hand and glow rod through the curtain of wiring. She could
see his neck flex as helooked around.

Findly Kl withdrew—sdowly, so as not to knock Shallafree of her perch. He twisted to look over his
shoulder at the other Wraiths, clustered in the open turbolift door behind him. "Two wasright. There's
new wiring throughout. If we'd gone down and disabled the monitors on the panel between lift shafts, we
would have set off another darm.”



Face asked, "Can you disable that darm?”

Kdl considered. Shallaknew thisredly wasn't his specid- ity. HEd said he was lucky to have done as
well as he had on thismission. "Maybe," he said. "But | can't be sure I've identi-fied all the security at that

entry point. | think instead we need to go through a non-entry point.”

"Likewhere?'

"Likehere." He gestured at the curtain of wires. "Beyond this monkey-lizard nest, we have ariveted
panel of metal be- tween us and the Northwest Two lift shaft. But it's not armor quality. | vote wejust cut

through and descend.”

"Doit."

Kél brought out his vibroblade and powered it on.

They were within three meters of the bottom of the shaft when Kell spotted the access hatch they would
have used had they not changed plans. "Nine, the gauge again?'

Hefdt Shallarummage around in the top pocket of his de- molitions pack. Then she handed him the
sensor device held had to use so many timestonight. It read electrica currents and was of vital useto
mechanics and demolitions experts, two categoriesinto which Kdl fit.

He aimed the device at the pand and sweypt it al around the bottom of the shaft. It registered a
considerable amount of eectrica current flow beyond the panel, no surprise, and aong the recessed dot
used by turbolift cars of this sort to acquire their power.

There was aso a suspicious spike of activity on the wall opposite the pandl, just above the door out of
thelift shaft. It took him afew momentsto identify the hemispherica depres-sion, not larger than the end
of histhumb, inthe metd just above the door. "Holocam recess," he said. "But it's set up to watch the
pandl. If we get across to the door side and drop be-sideit, it shouldn't spot us."



Face said, "There are no rungs over there, Five."

"Oh, well. Guesswe go homeinstead." Kell had Shallatuck the gauge back in his pack. He checked to
make sure that his pack and other gear were secure.

Then helet go of the rung he was holding on to and legped across the turbolift shaft, dapping into the far
wall like adap-gtick character from a holocomedy. He dropped the fina three metersto the duracrete
bottom of the shaft, hislarge frame easily handling the shock of landing. He gestured up at his comrades
asthoughto say, "Simple."

He saw Face shake his head ruefully.

One by onethey followed hislead. He half caught each of them, fractionally dowing their descents, then
got to work on the minimal security on the turbolift door.

The hdlswere empty, sanitary, till smelling faintly of some- thing antiseptic. Thelightswere on at haf
intengity, making even the whiteness of the walls and floor seem dim. All the Wraiths could hear wasthe
distant hum of air-moving machin- ery and their own faint footsteps.

Facedidn't likeit. It felt abandoned, and an empty facility would not yield them any secrets. It dso felt
somehow wrong. He glanced at Tyriato gauge her response—perhaps her abili-ties with the Force,
however faint or erratic, would tell her something. But he could not read her face; a his own com-mand,
al the Wraiths, now that they were moving in what should have been populated aress, were wearing
black cloth masks covering everything but their eyes and mouths.

All the Wraiths but Piggy, that is. No mask could conced his species, and only one member of his
gpecieswould travel with acommando unit thisway.

"I know thisfloor," Piggy said. Both hisrea voice and his mechanica one were modulated so low that
Face could barely hear them. "Thiswasthe third of four floors. We came down here only when we were
injured. The bactaward was right down—" He pointed hisfinger at ablank section of wal to hisright
and stopped.



Face asked, "Right down where, Eight?*

"Downthishal."

"That'sawdl."

"I know." Piggy stepped up to the wall and looked at it very carefully. Then he bent to look at the
flooring beneath it. When he turned to Kell, his expression, to the extent that Face could read Gamorrean
expressions, was confused.

Kel obligingly aimed hisdectrica current detector at that section of wall, waving it about dowly.
"Nothing to suggest any sort of door mechanism. There's some faint eectrica ac-tivity beyond, but not
immediately beyond. Severa meters, | think, and no heavy dectrica currents.”

Tyriasaid, "The wear on the floor doesn't show that any- thing has turned down ahdl here, Eight. And
the floor looks as though it's been through severa years of wear."

"Yes," Piggy sad. But he till stared at thewall asif accus- ing it of lying. "They've taken up the floor
from somewhere e se and moved it here to conced the deception.”

"All right," Face said. "But even o, the only thing down thishal of yours was a bacta ward—correct?’

"Cor'r&:t,"

"Well check it out if we don't find anything elsawhere. Let'slook at what you never got to see before.
All right?'

Piggy nodded.



They continued up the main hall, the only hal, to its end. On the left was alarge double door leading into
acircular cham- ber filled with equipment—pands, consoles, and terminds ar-rayed in acircle around
some sort of large chair. The chair was obvioudy intended for medical usage; it featured bracketsto fit
around wrist and ankle, and was festooned with equipment on armatures—injectors, viewscreens, racks
filled with bottles.

"I know that chair,” Piggy said. "Y ou got your shots there. And performed tests. But it was one floor
up.”

"Door'sclear,” Kell said. "No undue security. Do | open it up?'

Face said, "Y ou said three of four. Thiswasthethird floor of four. Y ou meant two above this one and
onebdow?'

Piggy nodded.

"How did you get to the fourth floor?"

"By the turbolift." Then Piggy frowned and looked back down the hallway toward the distant turbolift
door.

"But the turbolift ended at this floor," Face said. "There was duracrete bel ow.™

Shdlasaid, "It was very clean duracrete. No oil stains. | thought that was odd. But everything here has
been s0 clean it seemed in keeping with therest.”

"Obvioudy, it was new," Face said. "They've blocked off the fourth floor. | wonder why?!



The others shrugged. Tyriamerely gave him her I-have-a- bad-feeiing-about-this |ook.

"Wecan leave now," Shdlasad.

"Thereisno datawithout risk," Face said, "as one of my instructors used to say. We aways wanted to
shoot himfor it. All right, Five, let'sgoin.”

Kelt triggered the door control. The double doors did open and the Wraiths entered, blasters up,
fanning to ether side.

"Doctor?' said another technician. "They'rein the First Cham-ber." He put through the holocam feed to
oneof her terminds.

Gast |ooked at the screen and frowned. "They got through our outer perimeter.”

Netbers leaned over her shoulder. "They're pretty good. But they're here. So they're dead.”

"Alert your stormtroopers,” Gast said, then issued com-mands to the others. " Prepare the Second
Chamber. Activate comm jamming as soon as the door to the Second Chamber is opened. No, wait:
Alert the other team of sormtroopersto take the intruders on the rooftop, then activate comm jamming
as soon as the Second Chamber is opened.” She frowned, an-gry with hersalf for her mistake.

"Y ou're getting the hang of it," Netbers said.

Kell waved an dl-clear sgnd to the others. Thewals and ceil- ing offered no circuitry suggesting
additiond security.

Diaand Shalacovered the door with their blasters. The otherslooked at the equipment in the room.



"l wasnever in here," Piggy said. "I don't know what the chamber wasfor. The chair wasn't here. The
chair was onefloor up, wherethey did alot of testing. | solved math problemsin that chair while drugged
or while being dectrocuted.”

"Charming," Face said.

"There's something awful about thisroom," Tyriasaid. "Not in theroom itself. Nearby."

"Thisisagame-table unit," Kell said. He was on one knee, looking intently at one of the pieces of
equipment around the chair. "The tableitself has been taken off and the unit repainted.”

"So it broadcasts to the screen on the chair?' Face asked.

"Maybe." Kell looked over the unit, puzzled. "It doesn't seem to be fastened down, but it's powered.”

"This machine washes clothes," Runt was staring with equal concentration at asiver-gray meta cube
two-thirds the height of ahuman. "They had onelikeit on the ship Sungrass.”

Kdl waved his current detector at Runt's device, then at the floor around it. "It's self-powered. Like the
gametable. It's battery-powered or something.”

"Why?' Face asked. Helooked at Piggy, but the Gamor-rean looked blankly back at him.

"Transfer control to my termind," Gast said.

Then she caught the hurt look on the face of Drufeys and sherelented. "Oh, very well, you doiit.”

Drufeys brightened and pressed a button on his console.



Face fdt thefloor give way benegth him. All around him, Wraiths and equipment dropped. There was
blackness and heat beneath him. When hisfeet hit he tried to roll and absorb some of the shock of
impact, but he did abad job of it and landed on his chest, the wind knocked out of him. He felt
something heavy and sharp dam into his back and he grunted from the blow. There were criesand
sounds of crashing al around him.

Awkwardly, herolled to his back. Thefloor of the room above had split down the middle. Hingesto
either sde had a-lowed it to open like adoor, dropping them what looked like afdl of six or seven
meters.

And now stormtroopers were lining up at the edges of the room above. They aimed their blasters down
a the Wraiths. One cdlled out, "Throw up your demolitions gear or we open fire."

Face looked around. The Wraithswerein no position to re- Sst. Only Kell and Shallawere aready on
their feet. Beyond Kdl, Runt was unmoving, apparently unconscious. Beside him, a piece of machinery
on her back, was another fallen Wraith—

"Dial" Face was suddenly on hisfeet despite the pain. He knelt beside Dia, saw at once that she was
unconscious, that her left arm lay a an angle that was not right. She was till bresthing.

"Demoalitions bag,” the ssormtrooper repeated. "Or you're dl dead.”

Face caught Kdll's attention and nodded.

But Kdl turned to Shalla, and said, "Do what they say, Demalitions.”

Shdladidn't hesitate. She shucked off her own pack, which contained her infra-goggles, spare glow
rods, and pre-served food. She swung it around at the end of its straps and hurled it up to the
stormtroopers above.

The speaker caught the bag. He and the others retreated. The ceiling began to close.



"What are you doing?' Face asked. "'In thirty secondsthey'll know we'velied. They'll openit up and
dart shooting."

"In thirty seconds we're supposed to be dead,” Kell said. He pulled off his own pack and rummaged
around in its contents. " Take alook around, One. Y ou know what this placeis?

Faceforced himsdf to look away from Dia

The floor was some sort of grating. It seemed to be con- tinuous, not made up in sections, and was
sturdy enough not to flex beneath the weight of the Wraiths and dl the equipment from the chamber
above. Thewallswere heavy, dark metal with atight grid of nozzles protruding from them.

Ashelooked, thefloor grating beside the walls began glowing red. The redness spread toward the
center of the room at aquick rate. Heat from the glowing portions of the grate swept across Face and
the other Wraiths.

"They burn organic materia here," Piggy said. He struggled to hisfeet, holding hisside. "It'san
incinerator.”

Larakndt and fretted. Still no communication of any sort from the team. Of course, they were supposed
to keep comm trans-missions to aminimum. But she wanted to know what was hap-pening down below.

It didn't help that Elassar was so cam. The Devaronian junior pilot lay on hisback, admiring the sars.
"A shooting gtar!" he whispered. "That's good luck."

"Isit il lucky if it's one of the asteroids we shot into the atmosphere as cover?' Lara asked.

Hefrowned, considering. "1 don't know."



Sixty meters away, there was aterrific meta crash and two hinged pieces of roof dammed open. An
open-sided turbolift rose into view. The dozen stormtroopers within it jumped out, turning toward Lara
and Elassar.

"l guessnot,” Elassar amended.

Facelifted Dia, as mindful as he could be of her broken arm. " Sorry | said anything, Five. Blow usout of
here"

Kell dipped hisbag back over one shoulder. He held two charges, onein each hand. He tucked one
chargeinto a pocket and tapped something into the keypad of the other.

Tyriahopped up on aboxy piece of metal equipment as the redness of the floor neared her feet. She
peded off her face mask. The other Wraiths began following suit. Face could see that they were aready
swesting heavily. So was he, but bur-dened as he was, he couldn't do anything about it. Tyriasaid,
"What if the chamber ismagneticaly seded?’

"It'snot,” Face said. "If it were, they wouldn't have both- ered to demand our demolitions.”

Kel sad, "One?'

"What?'

"Wheredo | placethis?'

"Y our best guess. Y ou're the demoalitions expert. But this degp down, we may have stone and dirt on ail
Sdes”

"Imperid architectureiskind of conservative," Kell sad. "Onefloor is often like another. Meaning that
the main hail above may have aparale on thisfloor. Which was—where?' Helooked around blankly. In



thefdl and the Wraiths's subse-quent disorientation, he'd lost track of directions.

Piggy pointed at onewall, then yanked Runt up before the heet in the floor grid reached him. The
Thakwaash pilot looked groggy, but mobile.

Hame erupted from every nozzle aong the chamber walls. The flames were no more than half ameter in
length, but the temperature in the room rose ingtantly. Several Wraiths swore and al flinched away from
the new hest.

"Three seconds,” Kell said. "Find cover." Hethrew his package against the wall and moved to crouch
behind one of the ruined meta cases of falselab equipment.

Facefollowed suit. Hefdt the floor grating begin to burn itsway through his shoes the moment they
made contact. He crouched and |eaned back against the experiment chair, keep-ing it between him and
the explogive charge, trying to keep Diaslimbs from trailing againgt the floor.

One floor up, astormtrooper opened Shallas pack and ex-tracted a tube of processed nutrients. He
pawed through the other contents of the pack, then held out the nutrient tube to his commander for
ingpection.

The commander said, "Uh-oh."

"l wasn't too sure about this crematorium idea,” Netbers said. "But | must admit it seemsto have come
off rather well. Though the warlord might have preferred a better souvenir than severad kilograms of
adhes.”

Dr. Gast nodded. "But | think helll be pleased that they didn't just die—that they died very, very
panfully.”



"True"

The building rocked and the sound of a muffled detona- tion reached them. Technicians jumped up and
looked around as though deciding whether to Situate themsalvesin doorways.

Netbers sighed. "Not good,” he said. "I'm going to lead the stormtroopers down to the crematorium
levd."

Gast stood. "1'm going with you. Y ou'll need mefor accessto dl levels.”.

"Comedong."

The explosion hit before Face heard it, before he compre- hended it. All he knew isthat something hard,
the frame of the experiment chair, hit hisback and propelled him forward— launching Diatoward the
burning floor, the burning wal. He rolled with the impact, tumbling, trying to keep Diafrom con-tacting
the glowing floor grid.

He succeeded. His shoulder hit the grid and he felt the flooring burn through hislight tunic, branding him.
He contin- ued the roll and the burning sensation tore down his back, across his buttocks.

Therewas aburning in histhroat, too. It had to have been from his scream. He felt as though his back
had been torn com-pletely free, revealing bones and blood for al the world to see. He dmost gave up
then, asthe pain told his body to tighten up into atight bal and lie there until he died, but hefdt hisheds
hit the floor and he rose, ingtinct and adrenaine giving him the energy to keep moving.

He turned back toward the source of the explosion. The flames on the walls were now growing,
extending toward him, but in the center of them there was a different sort of light— whiteness, not
redness. He lurched toward it, gaining speed.

Thereit wasin hismind, an absurd image—his childhood visit to an arena.on Coruscant where animals
from al the plan- ets of the galaxy did tricks for the entertainment of men. One of those tricks was
legping through fiery hoops and frame- works. Now hewas doing it.



Thefloor grating disappeared two steps ahead, ending in abroken edge of red-glowing metd. He
leaped over the edge into the white void beyond—

And hit something. White, cold hardness. He bounced off it and landed on his back.

And there the pain from his burns hit him. His back arched and he shrieked. His body would not obey
him, would do nothing but writhe and shout.

He could not even look down to seeif Diawas dtill with him, if hed managed to carry the woman he
loved out of that inferno.

Laradrew her blaster pistol and fired. Her first shot missed the leading wave of stormtroopers but
checked their progress— most of them dropped to skid behind antennag, air-conditioning equipment,
and other rooftop gear. Thefirst of them returned fire and Lararedized rather belatedly that she had no
cover be- fore her.

Elassar had his blaster out in atwo-handed grip. Hefired, tearing uselesdy into the side of the metal
housing between him and histarget. Laragrabbed histunic at the shoulder and tugged him toward
another metd housing.

They ducked down behind the landskimmer-sized equip-ment case and heard blaster shots hammer into
thefar sde. "Wereintrouble" Larasaid.

"True. Should | charge them and wipe them out for you?"

"Oh, if you think you could, that'd be really decent of you." Lara popped up, took a quick shot, was
rewarded with the image of apair of ssormtroopers ducking behind cover. "I'll help too,” she said. "I'll
cal thetroops.”

"Ded."



Larabrought out her comlink. "Wraith Two to Rogue Leader. Emergency. Emergency. Do you read?!

The only answer was ahiss of gatic.

Faceforced himsdf to look around. Hewasin ahalway.

There, to hisright, lay Dia. She was moving, her eyes haf- open. Beyond her wasajagged holeina
once-pristine whitewall. It wasthree or four metersin diameter, starting at knee height and continuing up
into the ceiling and beyond, and it waslined in flames. Hest rolled out of it, asteady wind from a
manmade hell.

Out from the fire shot Wes Janson, crashing into the same wall Face must have hit, but he kept hisfeet
when he landed. His right shoulder and back were on fire. He dropped to the floor and rolled, swatting at
theflame.

Then came Tyria. Shelanded short of thewall, her blagter riflein hand. Poised as aheroinefrom an
action holodrama, she swept up and down the hal with therifle. There was no sign of fire, even of burn
upon her.

Four out. Four to go. Face heaved himsdf to hisfeet, leav- ing Diawhere she lay for the moment. There
was blood al over the flooring where held fallen. He decided not to think about that for the moment. Or
about the pain—he swore and brought out his blaster pistol, then reached down and began dragging Dia
out of the path of oncoming Wraiths.

Seconds later, Kell landed where she had just been. His hair was charred and his eyebrows were gone,
singed away. There were burn stripes on his chest, stripesidentica to theflooring inthe
crematorium—and not only on his chest. His pams and fingers were a so black and red with the marks,
and shook uncontrollably.

Piggy came flying out of the inferno and crashed into the wall. He bounced off and dammed to the floor
atop Face'sblood dick. A fraction of a second later, Shallalanded atop him. She was on fire and had
burn stripes dong her right side from armpit to knee, and she shrieked as sherolled to extinguish the
flames. Piggy dapped at her, trying to help.



Seven of eight. The Wraithslooked at one another as, in their pained and distracted States, they tried to
cdculate who was missing.

"Oh, no," Kdl said. "Runt—"

Then Runt was among them, his chest and |eft Sde fully engaged in flame, hisfur blackening away asit
fed thefire. Helanded on hisknees atop Piggy, howling in pain, swinging arms asthough to strike the
enemy burning away a him.

Kdl legped at Runt, abody check that took him from atop the Gamorrean. Piggy got up to hisfeet and
fel atop Runt, hammering away at patches of flame his corpulent body didn't smother.

They just stood there bresthing for amoment. Then Face straightened, despite what it cost him in agony
to his back. When he spoke, he found that his voice cracked with pain and exertion. "We're moving out,”
he said. "There have to be ac-cess panels or stairs near where the turbolift used to be. First, open
communicationswith our other team and the Rogues.”

Janson took the scorched comm pack from Runt's back. Fortunately the unit within, though blackened
aong one sde, wasfunctiond.

Maybe.

Janson looked up from it. "'I'm getting nothing but hiss. Some of it may be because we're too deep, but |
think we're be- ing jammed.”

Face nodded. "That figures. All right, we go. Ten, you take point. Four, rear guard.”

Janson and Tyrianodded to accept their respective tasks.



Shdlagot Diaup to her feet and quickly rigged ading for her arm. Dia <till looked groggy, but she
managed to catch Face's eye and gave him alook that said she was there, she was func-tiond. There
was no time for them to exchange anything else.

Piggy tried to haul Runt up to hisfeet, but the Thakwaash pilot shook off his hand and stood. Hewas a
mess, much of his upper body marked by flame-blackened fur, and his eyes were wide, vibrating.

Face knew how hefdt. It wasn't just pain. Anger blossomed within him like the explosive cloud from a
proton torpedo. "Wraiths," he said, "no rules. No mercy. Take out anything that gets between usand
home."

From the looks in their faces he knew they'd have accepted no other order.

Lara hazarded another look over her shoulder. The nearest path to escape was the edge of the roof,
some thirty meters back. But she was behind the last cover between this point and the edge. If sheand
Elassar got up to run, they'd be cut down. "I think we're done for," she said.

Elassar shook his head. "No. Today'salucky day. | cacu- lated it before we started on thismission.”

"Ah. Did you remember to invite your luck? Or isit in its bunk on Mon Remonda?’ Lara popped up to
try an- other shot.

A laser blagt, brilliant red, flashed out of the distance. It struck behind the equipment housing Larahad
been firing a— and hit one of the sormtroopersthere, blasting him sideways, leaving his charred and
smoking body lying in plain Sght on the rooftop.

Elassar gave her aninfuriating grin. "My luck isyour boyfriend. Excuse me." He leaned out to the right of
the hous-ing protecting him.

Laraand Elassar had enemies dead ahead, and Donos with his sniper rifle acrossthe street to their | eft.
That meant that stormtroopers close to the Wraiths could be protected from Laraand Elassar, or from
Donos, but not both. Lara saw storm- troopers scramble to get their cover between them and Donos's



more potent weapon . . . and as soon as they got around the side of their cover, Elassar opened fire,
taking down one, two, three of them before the remainder redized the full extent of their predicament.

Lara prepared to pop up for another exchange of shots. The stormtroopers, she knew, had only a
couple of options. They could retreat until they could get cover between them and both sets of Wraiths,
or they could take out one of the direc- tions of enemy fire ... which probably meant charging her and
Elassx.

They rose and charged, roaring asthey came. Lara half rose and opened fire.

The technician Drufeys, now in the command chair of the con- trol room, watched events unfold on the
rooftop. Of the eight stormtroopers who'd risen to charge the two visible Wraiths, four were now down,
two felled by blaster pistols, two more by the laser sniper. The other four werein fast retreat. "Thisisn't
goingwell," hesaid. "Cal Argenhald Base and ask them to scramble a couple of TIE fighters. Give them
the gpproximate position of the sniper.”

The technician he had addressed, the communications specidigt, said, "Were ill jamming.”

"Usealand line, stupid.”

"Y ou don't haveto cal me stupid.”

"Yes, | actually do haveto. Gettoit." Drufeys settled back into the chair. He liked the fed of it. Too bad
thisfacility was being shut down. But perhaps, if he displayed enough compe- tence, held find some task
with Warlord Zsinj. He smiled. Heliked that idea.

The Wraithswere within sght of the old turbolift doors, were within thirty meters and could see how the
doors had been laser-welded shut, when a side door dammed open and storm-

troopers began pouring into the hal. Stormtroopers, an unar-mored officer, acivilian woman.,



"Get back!" Face shouted. "We have to—"

Hewas going to say "retreat." They had to get back and away from anumericaly superior—and
uninjured—enemy force,

But then it happened. Face recognized the big man in the Imperia captain's outfit. Weeks before,
disguised as General Kargin of the Hawk-bats, Face had watched Shdlla, in her own disguise of Qatya
Nassin, bruise the big man in atest of martid arts kills.

And now he saw recognition in the captain's eyes.

The captain couldn't have recognized him; Face had been wearing burn-victim makeup designed to
make somachs turn. He must instead have seen Qatya Nassin in Shdla, recognizing her in spite of the
makeup she'd worn at thetime.

Shalla charged the big man and the dozen and more stormtroopers now crowding into the hall. Her
intention was al too obvious: kill the big captain so he couldn't report that a member of Wraith Squadron
was aso with the Hawk-bats.

She'sgoing to get herself killed, Face thought.

And ustoo.

Hefinished hiscommand. "Chargel”

Wes Janson lurched into motion, charging in Shalla'swake, taking the left Side of the hdl where sheran
aong theright.

He had no wisecracksto offer now. He could only offer one of his other skills, one that might make him
unfit for anor- ma lifewhen thiswar wasfindly done. The skill that made him proficient at killing people.



Infull stride, he raised his blaster pistol and fired, catching the lead stormtrooper in the chest. The man
was thrown back into the arms of one of his companions, hisarmor now black-ened and penetrated.

Janson didn't Sght in—he aimed by ingtinct, by the natura point of hiswesgpon, and fired again. The
second stormtrooper took the shot in the dark visor material over hisright eye.

Shalawasn't firing—why not? Janson traversed right and shot at the lead stormtrooper on that side of
the hdl, catching himin the gut. Behind him wasthe big captain, now raising his own blaster. Janson fired
again. His shot caught the man in the elbow, spinning him back into the wall, causing him to drop his

weapon.

Janson traversed | eftward again, targeting a scormtrooper with ablaster rifle, his shot catching the manin
the throat.

Five steps. Five shots. Five hits. But the halway was anaturd channel for blaster bolts. Its straight lines
would angle stray shots back into play. HEd never reach them—

Hedidn't. Hefdt fire again and suddenly the world was spinning, damming into his heed—

Dark.

Netbers saw the dark-skinned woman charge and for amoment was so surprised by thistactica insanity
that he couldn't react. Then he shouted, "Fire!" and drew his own blaster pistol.

The woman's gaze was fixed on him. He knew he was her target. He knew why, too. And he couldn't
get hisblagter in line before she had hers aimed, before she pulled her trigger—

And the charred blaster in her hand failed to go off. He a- most laughed. He aimed.



The stormtrooper in front of him was thrown back into him, jarring hisaim. He shoved the man,
probably aready dead, aside.

A stray blaster beam dammed into hisright arm. 1t pun him back and pain flashed through him.

That wasdl right. He knew pain. Pain was hisfriend.

When helooked up again, the dark woman was upon him, lashing out with a side kick meant to shatter
his knee, to bring him to the floor. He twisted, took it as a graze against the side of his knee.

Shewas hurt. Burn marksall ong her right side. Netbers swung at her flank, aleft-handed dap that hit
bare, burned flesh. The blow knocked her to the floor and she lay there, curled up, helpless.

Conditioning isabig part of it, Qatya, he thought. He reached down and took a blaster pistol from the
dead storm- trooper beside him. Y ou might beat me once, but never twice—

Something loomed up before him and struck him across the face.

He crashed to the floor atop the body of a stormtrooper. The blow wasincredible. He saw starsand his
hearing failed. His body wouldn't respond.

His attacker bent over him. It was anonhuman, abig hairy thing burned al over its upper body, with
wide, staring eyes and lips drawn back over square teeth. It grabbed him by the collar and hauled him, dl
130 kilograms of him, up into the air as though he weighed nothing.

Netbers lashed out at the dien, striking at one of its burned patches, but the creature grabbed hiswrist
withitsfree hand.

Then, as casudly asthough it were swinging abag of grain, it dammed him into thewal. Hefdt his
shoulder blade break under the impact, felt something grate in his neck as his head battered into the meta

of thewdll.



Where are my stormtroopers? But now there were black-clad, burned commandos charging past him,
running toward the stairwell by which he and his men had descended. The com-mandos werefiring
blasters, shouting—Netbers could hear no noise.

Thefirst wave of them passed and the burned aien swung him toward the opposite wall. Netbers felt
himsdf hit, felt hisright shoulder give way, fet something in his neck explode.

Then hefdt no more.

"Call it off!" Face shouted. He was at the base of the stairs. Kell and Piggy were above, ahead of him,
struggling across the bodies of fallen stormtroopers. Living sormtroopers were ahead of them, running
for thelr lives. "Let'sget out of herel”

"Thewoman." That was Piggy's mechanica voice, inflec-tionlessin spite of the pain he must be fedling.
"Sheisone of my creators. We need her." Hefired up the stairs and continued his awkward run over the
bodies of dain enemies. A moment later, he and Kl were out of sght, around aturn in the sairs, and all
Face could hear was more blaster fire. He grimaced and moved up the stairs asfast ashis; tired legsand
burned body would let him.

Onelanding up, thetwo Wraiths awaited him. Piggy had the human civilian in hisgrip. Kdl waited, his
blaster aimed up the stairs, for a counterattack.

In spite of her Stuation, the woman seemed calm. Face said, "Eight, when the next wave of
stormtroopers comes, use her as ahuman shidd. I'm curious to see how long it'll take blastersto burn
through her."

||Y$, S'r.u

"I'm too vauablefor that," she sad.



"l doubt it," Face said. "But well see. If you want to live, you'l tell usaway out of here that doesn't
involve more am- bushes by your stormtroopers. If they do come at us, you'll be our first bit of cover.
wdl?'

"Accesstunnds,”" she said. Her voice was cool.

"Show me."

She pointed down the stairs.

"Down oneleve isan underground landspeeder channd with a utilities shaft running pardld toit."

Face boarded and the others followed. "Y ou know what this meansto you if thisisatrick."

She shook her head. "No trick. Zsinj will have mekilled for failure. So my survival means getting you to
safety. Gast, descend to sub-five.”

The turbolift descended for afew seconds. Then the door opened onto adimly lit duracrete shelf.
Beyond it was a drop-off; afew meters beyond that, awall.

They exited cautioudy, blastersraised right and left. Thiswas aboarding platform for arailway of some
sort, the drop-off being alow roadway.

"And may | say," she continued, "that 1 always enjoyed your holodramas?'

"Y ou couldn't say anything that would nauseste me more.”

She amiled, her expresson dill calm. "Though | liked Tetran Cowall more.”



"That makes mefed better. He's ano-taent bag of bantha droppings.” Face gestured right and | eft.
"Whichway?'

They gathered where the big captain had died. Janson was on hisfeet, supported by Tyria, hisright
bicep wrapped in athick bandage dready stained through with blood, hisarm hanging usdesdy. There
was blood spilling down hisforehead, too, and amatching patch on the wall at head height. Hisface was
a-ready graying with shock. Shala, too, was up. Runt was sway-ing and breathing hard where he stood,;
flecks of white spittle decorated the sides of his mouth. Seven stormtroopers and the big captain lay dead

inthehall.

Thefemde civilian, whom Piggy cdled Dr. Gadt, led them back toward the incinerator room. Fire from
the chamber had spread out into the hall. The air was becoming smoky and flames licked along the celling
at thefar end. But hdfway there, Gast turned atoward blank wall and said, " Gast access over-ride

one-one-one."

Thewall section lifted like a high-speed doorway, re- veding asmal turbolift beyond. Gast gave Face a
cool smile.

Asthey moved, fast astheir ill-treated bodieswould let them, they passed hatches alowing accessinto
upper floors, tanks where water was stored and processed, power-cabling termi-nals, and equipment

housingsthat were less easly identified.

Kl stopped beside aheavy metal beam running from the duracrete ceiling above into the duracrete
shelf below. He tapped it with hisforearm. Hishand was till charred, twitch-ing. "Hey," hesaid. "Thisis

amain support beam, isn't it?"

Gast,nodded. "1 think so. Why?"

Face said, "Five, no. We can't bring down this whole building. There may be other innocents, other test
subjects up there."



Kdl offered him asmirk. "Boss, | don't want to blow everything up. Listen. We just passed a power
sation afew me-ters back.”

||$?|

"So if we can adapt the power from that station to boost the signd strength of Runt's comm unit, and
patch the unit'ssgna through this beam—"

"Then we use the whole building as an antenna." Face dapped hisforehead and regretted it instantly as
his pdm en-countered burned flesh. "Doiit. Do it fast."

At adead run, Hobbie charged up to where Wedge and Tycho sat under their camouflage covers.
"Signa from the Wraiths, Wedge. They need immediate air support.”

Laraand Elassar had circled around, maintaining fire against the now much more distant stormtroopers,
reaching the point on the wall where their fibra-rope rig would give them access to Donoss roof, when
they saw and heard the gpproaching TIE fighters. "Just what we need,” she said.

She gauged the drop to the ground below. Not too far, she might land unhurt, but there was no place
within ahundred metersto hidefrom aTIE. Likewise, the nearest roof hatch, itslocks and security
restored to keep guards and workers from noticing anything amiss, would take too long to open.

The pair of TIE fighters roared in from the south, deceler- ating asthey came within easy firing range of
the rooftop. They cameto acomplete hdlt, floating on repul sorlifts, when they were two hundred meters
away. One was aimed directly at Laraand Elassar's position, the other at Donos.

Laraset her blaster pistol down and raised her hands. Elassar did the same. Acrossthe Street, they
could dimly see Donosfollowing suit.

They could hear the remaining ssormtroopers approach- ing from behind—walking up at a casud pace,
joking, their voicesrelieved.



Then one of the TIE fighters dropped as though it were a puppet with its strings suddenly cut. The other
rose afew me-tersand aimed over Lara's head, off to the east—

Therewas aflash of bluelight and the TIE fighter exploded.

The blast rained fiery bits of metal and transparisted over the area. Larafelt abite asaneedle of glowing
metd hit her forearm, then hest as the advance wave of the explosion reached her. She saw her
Devaronian squadmate tumble to the ground, rolling across his dropped blaster as he did so, and come

up on one knee dready firing.

Laradropped and scrambled for her blaster. As she swung it into line, she saw that one stormtrooper
was dready down, the other three aiming. Her shot took one of them in the knee, bringing him down flat
on the roof, and her next shot hit the top of his head. He twitched for amoment.

Shelooked around. The other two stormtroopers were down. One had aburn mark on hisgut. The
other had a crater where his chest should be. And over on the roof across the street, Donos had his laser

riflein one hand and was waving with the other.

Laraheard the other TIE fighter zooming around out in the distance, but it had to be keeping nearly at
street level. What had chased it off, destroyed the other? She looked to the east, but could see nothing in

the darkness of the night sky.

"Good shot, Leader."

"Thanks, Two," Wedge said. It had, in fact, been a profi-cient proton torpedo shot. Hed brought up his
targeting com-puter, gotten atargeting lock on one of the enemy TIEs, and fired, dl in lessthan two
seconds. Then he led Rogue Sgquadron on a dive down amost to rooftop level over Lurark, vectoring so
that they weren't aimed directly at the Binring complex. Therewas another TIE fighter out there, keeping
buildings be-tween it and the Rogues to stay off their sensor screens, and it didn't pay to be predictable.

In lessthan aminute, they'd have more than one TIE to ded with. He took another ook at his sensor
board. There, at itslim- its, he could see acloud of red targets tentatively identified as TIEScoming in



from the south. Theloca Imperia air base, see- ing the launch of Wedge's X-wings, had dispatched at
least a squadron to dedl with them. Thiswas going to be complicated.

"L eader, Seven.” That was Ran Kether, the new pilot from Chandrila, handling comm duties. "Signa
from the Wraiths.

They want usto blow up a specific location so they can get out from atunnd they'rein. And to blow up
the area bordered by the comm markersthey've put up. They say it'safestering pit of evil."

Wedge laughed. "They shouldn't let Wraith One on the comm like that. Hislanguageistoo florid. All
right, break by flights. One Hight, Three Hight, vector to the south and pre-pare to engage the incoming
eyebals. Two FHight, blow some stuff up for the Wraiths and get them safely out of there.”

He heard agroan, doubtless from Gavin Darklighter, who was part of Two Hight—and reduced to
"baby-gitting," as Gavin had feared he would be.

"Shrike Four to Shrike Leader, | read two incoming targets, class X-wing. They're staying pretty close
to building-top leve. They're searching for alock with sensors.”

Shrike Leader, commander of the squad of TIE fighters de- fending Lurark, nodded. These were tactics
he'd seen before. The incoming snubfighters had sent their squadmates on ahead, flanking right and | eft.
The unseen X-wings would be coming back toward the center now, flying at street level to Say off the
sensors, timing things so that just at the point the X-wings came within firing range, his TIEswould come
within Sght.

Shrike Leader knew better than to give them such an oppor- tunity. "Reduce speed to two-thirds," he
sad. That would throw off the enemy'stiming. The unseen X-wingswould cross before them, having
nothing to shoot at, and provide his TIEs with abundant shooting practice. Either that, or they'd bresk
forma: tion now, popping up out of the trenches of Lurark's streets, and the Shrikes could engage them
immediately in dogfights.

But no X-wings came bouncing up out of the streets, and the two known targets came implacably on.
Shrike Leader frowned at thet. "Firea will," he said.



A second later; one of the X-wings jittered within the brack- ets of his targeting computer—and dove,
even as Shrike Leader fired. Hislinked laser shot superhesated the air just above the enemy Starfighter
and hit what looked like aresidentid building.

Histarget was suddenly gone, down into the maze of streets bel ow, as was the other oncoming
X-wing—and just as suddenly, six more X-wings popped up from other streets, aso on oncom- ing
headings, and opened fire.

Shrike Leader banked hard, so sharply that hisinertial compensator couldn't quite make up for the
maneuver—he was thrown sideways into the netting of his pilot's couch.

Then hefelt something like a hammerblow as hisleft wing was hit, penetrated—

Abruptly theworld outside his viewport was spinning, starry sky, nighttime city lights, over and over, and
he could see the laser-heated stump of hisleft wing falling mere meters away.

Hefdt ascknessrisein his somach, but knew that his discomfort would last only for another fifteen
hundred meters.

Onethousand.

Five hundred.

Wedge checked his sensor board and smiled thinly a what he saw. The maneuver had been more
successful than he'd hoped. Scotian of One Wing and Qyrgg of Three Wing had skimmed aong at
rooftop level, feeding their sensor data to the other Rogues, who had lined up their opening shots based
solely on the transmitted data. As soon as Scotian and Qyrgg had de-tected targeting locks on them,
they'd dived to cover among the streets, and the other six Rogues had jumped up and taken their shots.
Suddenly the enemy squadron of TIEs had been re-duced by five—three destroyed, two badly damaged
and wing-ing away—and the odds were now in the Rogues favor.

The numerica odds, he told himself. The odds were already in our favor. "Breek by pairs,” he said.



"Engage and diminate. Keep your eyes open for additiona incoming units." He arced to port, Tycho
tucked intight behind him.

Lara accepted ahand from Donos and swung from the crawler to hisrooftop. Elassar stood on guard,
his back to them. "Thanks," she said.

"Welcome. Any word from the others?'

She shook her head.

A dhrill whine rose behind them—and, like alandspeeder, an X-wing nosed around the building corner
to their north, turning their way, riding on repulsorlifts. It-climbed asit came until it was at rooftop level.
The cowling rose and Rogue pilot Td'diranodded at them, hisface serious as ever.

"That'll bethe lunch | ordered,” Larasaid, under her breath. She heard Donos snort, saw him struggle to
keep hisface straight.

"Prepareto pick up your squadmates,” Tal'dira shouted. " South face of the building complex. Don't get
too near before we blow it."

"Understood,” Donos said. "Thanks."

The Twi'lek grimaced, his expression speaking eloquently of how hed prefer to be hdfway acrossthe
city where star-fighters were engaged in combet, rather than here chatting to ground-pounding
commandos. He lowered his X-wing's cowl-ing and goosed the snubfighter forward.

Dialeaned in close to Face, so that only he could hear, and asked, "Who is Tetran Cowall?"

"What?'



"That Gast creature said she liked Tetran Cowall more than you."

"Oh." Helaughed. " She can have him. He's an actor from Coruscant. We're the same age. We
competed for everything. Doth wanted to be pilots. Tested for the sameroles. Chased the same girls. He
had no perceivable acting kills.”

She managed adight smile. "He was the one Ton Phanan was going to leave hismoney to. If you didn't
get the operation to clear the scar from your face.”

Face nodded, rueful.

"I haven't heard of him. Is he till making holodramas?"

"No." Face smiled. "That was one competition | definitely won. He was a good-looking kid, but as he
grew up he got sort of homely and couldn't find work. He hasn't made aholo in years."

The tunnel rocked and a section of it, seventy meters and more away, collapsed, sending dust and large
chunks of du- racrete rolling down the tunndl toward the Wraiths. "I think," Face said, "that our ride has
arived.”

The Wraiths rode out of Lurark in the back of Donos's new stolen flatbed speeder, lurking beneath
blankets that smelled of feathers and avian manure. They lay as comfortably asthey could—not
comfortably at al for most of them, given the place- ment and severity of their burns. The city around
them was dive with noises—distant explosions, occasiond sirenwails.

Lara, handling the comm unit while Elassar bandaged Runt, relayed information back. "Rogue Six and
Rogue Five arerid-ing guard over us, staying below sensor level. The commander and the rest of the
Rogues are gtrafing the military base now. They're going to lead off pursuit from the next base out. That
meanswell probably be able to climb out of the atmosphere at afairly easy pace.

"Good," Face said. "Iseverybody fit to fly?* He shined aglow rod from face to face to get responses.



Dianodded. Her broken arm was now in a cast made of fast-hardening paste from Elassar's backpack.

Piggy said, "Ready to go home."

Shdlaand Kdl gave himtired nods.

"Fittofly," Tyriaaffirmed. She wasn't kidding; when Face had gotten agood look at her, he found that
the only damage she'd suffered was burns that hadn't quite penetrated her boot soles and some charring
to the butt of her blaster rifle. When he asked how she'd gotten away unmarked, sheld merely shrugged.

Janson said, "Just try to stop me." He hadn't cracked asmile since the incinerator, and Face could findly
see, in hisgrim expression and the anger deep in his eyes, the man Janson had to be when flying against
an enemy.

Runt was dow to answer. Then he said, "We can fly. But we are groggy from what Eleven has given us."

"Just tuck in behind me" Kdl said. "I'll get you there."

"Weareyour wing."

"All right, then," Face said. He didn't redly believe they could dl fly, but their experience and
determination made it possble, and he didn't have much in the way of options. "We have one other
problem. Cargo." He shined hislight into the face of their prisoner, Dr. Edda Gast. Shelay on her side,
her arms bound behind her, expression perfectly serene.

"Put her inwithme," Shdlasad. "Besdemein my TIE. She'snot big, I'm not big. Well dump
everything out of my cargo areato lighten up.”

"Andif she getsfeisty?" Face waved hisglow rod at Shallasright sde, which was decorated with



bandages.

Sndldsfaceset. "Then I'll kill her."

"Y ou have nothing to fear from me," Gast said. "Theworst | plan to do to any of you is negotiate with
you."

"Negotiate?' Face said.

"For what | know."

" think I'll let Ninekill you now."

Gast shook her head, not apparently offended by his sug- gestion. "No, you won't. The Rebels—excuse
me, the New Republic—doesn't do things that way. That's what I've dways liked about you. And you
do want to know where V oort saBin-ring came from. Why he exists at al. Don't you, Voort?' She
twisted to look at the Gamorrean.

Piggy merdly stared back at her, his expression unreadable.

"So gtart talking,” Face said.

"No. You, persondly, can't give mewhat | want. Elimina- tion of any charges the New Republic might
seefit to press against me. Enough money to start my life over again. Protec-tion from Zsinj. | don't think
I'm asking too much—"

"Gag her," Face said. He lay back against the side of the speeder's bed and tried to quell his stomach,
which threstened to rise againgt him.



They returned to Mon Remonda's X-wing bays, twenty-three starfighters. Some of them now showed
new battle damage. Others were flown as though their pilots were drunk or worse. Medical crewswere
on gtation in the baysto help ease pilots out of cockpits and carry them on repul sorlift stretchersto the
medica ward.

Two hourslater, againgt his doctor's orders, with his back heavily swathed in bacta bandages
underneath awhite hospi-tal shirt, Face returned to his quarters.

Solo quarters. A captain, even abrevet captain, warranted decent-sized accommodations al to himself.
Face fdt atinge of the old guilt, the old feding that he didn't deserve any such spe- cid consideration,
given the good he'd done the Empire back when he was making holodramas . . . but he suppressed that
feding, burying it under asurge of anger. Ton Phanan had shown him that he needed to leave such
thoughts behind. If only knowing what he needed to do were the same as doing it.

A scritch-seritch-scritch noise reminded him of duties he needed to perform. He took a pasteboard box
from adrawer and moved to the table where the cages rested.

Two cages, each about knee height, each contained a tranducent arthropod that stood and walked on
two legs. The creatures were about finger height, with well-defined mandibles and compound eyes.
Storini Glass Prowlers, they were called, from the Imperia world of Storinal. Ton Phanan and Grinder
Thri‘ag had each secretly come away from the Wraiths's Stori-nal mission with one of the creatures. Face
had found Grinder's when it had been placed in his cockpit asa prank, and had given it to Phanan. Then
Phanan, too, had died, and Face had inherited them. But both creatures were male, more likely to kill
one another than coexist peaceably, and Face kept them in side-by-side cages.

He used a spoon to extract some of their food from the box. It was unappetizing-looking stuff, looking
likelittle glass beads with green flecks at their centers. But when he poured a spoonful into each cage's
feeder box, the Glass Prowlersfel upon the food as though it were the most wonderful of treats; the
Prowlerss arms snapped out to scoop up each in- dividua bead and their mandibles chewed away at the
trans-parent coating and green flecks within. Face smiled at their voracity.

Therewas aknock at hisdoor. "Come," he said.



It did open and Wedge stepped in. "Am | intruding?’

"No. Just feeding my roommates. Have a seat." Face flicked atunic from one of the room's chairs. He
ettled in the other, forgetting for amoment, flinching as his back camein contact with the chair.

Wedge said, "l just came in to see how you were doing. Well, more precisdly, to see how you felt about
today'smisson.”

"| figured you would. So I've been thinking about it.”

"Arﬁ?'

"And | fed pretty good about it."

That got him araised eyebrow from his commander. "Can you explain that?'

"Wdll, | don't fed good about the casualty total, obvi- oudy. Sithspit. Janson and Runt in bacta tanks,
everyone el se bandaged and drugged up to the eyebrows ... | have only four pilotsfit to fly."

"So what makes you fed good about the mission?

Face took a deep breath. "We had an objective. Get infor- mation. We succeeded, even if that
information is going to be difficult to drag out of Doctor Gast. We got out of there with everyone more or
lessdive

"Even more, it's obvious that they'd geared that whole fa-cility to kill us, which is something we hadn't
anticipated. We were channded to the place they intended to kill us, and they threw everything they had
at us—and wetook it and got out anyway. That's atremendous thing. When my pilotsredize that, it's
going to be harder than ever to stop them. To intimi-date them.



"And then, again, there's the fact that the enemy went to such lengths to wipe out the Wraiths. They
spent atremendous amount of money and effort. They may want us dead, but they're showing us
respect—which is something | need to point out to the other Wraiths." He shrugged, then winced again at
theincautious move. "We dl fed asthough weve had the stuff- ing kicked out of us, then been fried up
for someone el se's meal—but we won this one, Commander.”

Wedge nodded and rose. "I guess| don't have too much to tell you."

Face stood aswell. "Y ou came here to talk me out of ade- pressive state.” He mimed drawing a blaster
and placing it to histemple. "Good-bye, gdaxy of crudty. My pilotsaredl burned; | must kill mysdf out
of shame."

"Something like that. But you're obvioudy too smart for that.”

Face shook hishead. "Too experienced. A year ago, I'd have fdt like bantha dobber after something
likethis. Maybe even amonth ago. Now, | just fedl pridefor my pilots ... and aredization that I'm going
to be deegping on my somach for awhile. By theway, I'm putting in acommendation for Kdl for his
initiative, and onefor Lieutenant Janson for bravery.”

"Like he needs another one."

"Maybe he can build alittle fort out of them.”

Wedge smiled and departed.

There was another knock at his door.

"COI'T]e,"

Diadmost flew through the door. She wrapped her arms around his neck, high so asto avoid his



bandages, and drew hisfaceto hersfor akiss.

A long one. He held her to him, the two of them &ble, at long last, to be clear of the military traditions
that made it in-appropriate for them to embrace before the other pilots, to be able smply to appreciate
that they were both Hill dive.

When shefindly released him, it took him amoment to re-member what he'd been up to recently. "I sure
am glad you two arrived in theright order.”

Shelooked confused. "What do you mean?”’

"I'd have hated to have offered you the chair and given the commander the kiss."

She gave him asmile, the one sheld never displayed before the two of them became a couple, the smile
that was only for him. "Let's see what we can do so you'll dways remember to keep the order Sraight.”

Donos settled onto the stool next to Laras and looked across the bar. "Fruit fizz, double, noice" he
sad.

Laralooked curioudy at him. "Y ou know there's no one tending bar."

"Sure, but some of the old formalities have to be main-tained.” Donos looked around. The two of them
were the only peoplein the pilots lounge—not unusua, considering the late-ness of the hour, and the
way no one much felt like celebrating. "I was wondering if you'd thought about what | asked you to.”

"Y ou, you mean."

"Well, us, redly.”



"Sure, | had plenty of time, when | wasn't planting comm markers, shooting at stormtroopers, and
tending theinjured.”

"That'swhat | thought."

She gave him an exasperated look. "Lieutenant, will you give me an absolutely honest answer?”

"Cdl meMyn. Sure”

"What do you want from me?"

Hetook a deep breath, staling as he composed his answer. "l want to get to know you better. What |
do know, what I've seen, suggests that we'd be good together. | want you to stop saying it can't ever
be—stop throwing that up as atheory and let us accumulate some evidence. | want to make you smile
with something other than awisecrack. | want to know who you redly are.”

Her laugh, sudden and hard, startled him. "Oh, no, you don'."

"Try me. Lara, does anyone know who you redly are?’

That put astop to her hard-edged amusement. She had to take amoment to consider. "No."

"Even yoursdf?'

"Lesst of dl me"

"So how do you know no one can love you for what you are? Until you know, you can't have friends,
you can't even redly have family—you have to be absolutely donein the uni-verse" Hetook amoment
to settle histhoughts. "Lara, | just want you to give me achance. But even more, even if it'snot with me,



I'd redlly like to see you give yoursdlf achance.”

She looked away from him, studying the gleaming brown surface of the bar top. Real wood, protected
by so many coats of clear sealant that it shone like glass. He could see thoughts maneuvering behind her
eyes, could see her examining them asif measuring and weighing trade goods. But her expression wasn't
clinica; it was sad.

Findly, her voice quigt, shesad, "All right."

"All right, meaning exactly what?'

"All right, I'll op avoiding you. All right, let's get to know one another.”

"All right, let'sfind out if we have some chance of afuture together?'

She looked back up at him. "I'm pretty sure I'm going to break your heart."

"Well, that'sastep in the right direction. Can | break yours, too?"

Shedidn't amile. "Maybe you aready have."

Normaly, taking newsto thewarlord didn't cause General Mevar's somach to host some sort of
interna dogfight. But sometimes the news was bad. Such as when hed had to tell Zsinj how much they'd
lost in the Razor's Kiss battle with Gen- erd Solo's fleet.

Such as now.

Approaching the door to the warlord's office, he nodded at the two guards on duty, two handpicked
fighting men of Coruscant, and activated one of the many comlinks he carried on his person. Thisone



sgnaled avery specia set of hydraulicshed had ingtaled in the doorsto most of Zsinj's private quar-ters
and retreats. They opened the door at afraction of the speed and with admost none of the noise of most
door mecha-nisms. Silently, he stepped insde, waited for the door to dide shut behind him, then stood
before hiswarlord.

Zsin) looked up. He hardly ever jJumped anymore. So dis-appointing. "What isit?' he asked.

"Word from Saffaore.” He set a datapad before the war-lord. "Here's the full report.”

"From Dr. Gast?"

"Not quite.”

Warned by something in Melvar'stone, Zsinj sat back and laced his hands together over his prominent
gomach. "Give methe short verson.”

"Therewasaraid on Binring Biomedica about thirteen hours ago. Asfar aswe can determine, it was by
the Wraiths"

"Werethey killed?"

"NO_"

"Wereany of them killed?'

"We don' think so. Survivors on the site think some of them wereinjured.”

Zsnj'sjaw clenched, then he forced himsdlf to relax. "Goon."



“They killed Captain Netbers”

Zsinj sghed. "That'sablow. Netberswas loya and profi-cient. Isthat it?"

Melvar shook his head. "They had Rogue Squadron with them, gpparently flying support. Early reports
indicate that Wedge Antilles was back flying with the Rogues, as our man on Mon Remonda suspected,
s0 hewas never in any red danger at the Binring Site. They blew up the research center and appar-ently
strafed one of the nearby air basesfor fun.”

"And what does Doctor Gast haveto say for hersdlf?"

"They took her."

Zsn) went absolutdly till. Mevar waited, watching, but the man did not blink for long moments, and
Melvar knew thiswas going to be abad one.

Zsnj rose, damming hischair into thewall behind him. "They took her dive?"

"Apparently. One of three stormtroopers who survived the bombing witnessed the Gamorrean pilot
capturing her. Her body hasn't been found.”

Zsinj made an inarticulate noise of anger. He twisted and seized one of the chamber's decorations, a
flagpole bearing abanner in the Raptors colors, red and black and yellow, and dammed its base onto
the top of the desk, obliterating the data-pad. "They took her? She knows al about Chubar! She knows
al too much about Minefidd!"

Melvar heard the door behind him hiss open. He heard it hiss shut dmost ingtantly. The guards outside
must be peeking in, and, seeing that the warlord wasin no danger—only the generd was—they'd
returned to their posts.



Zsn) swung the flagpole laterdly, narrowly missng Md-var, and dammed its base into atrophy case full
of memora-hiliafrom his many military campaigns. The case bounced off thewall and toppled forward,
crashing onto the floor beside Zsinj's desk.

Zsinj glared a the fallen case asthough it were anew enemy. He threw the flagpole aside and, from a
hidden pocket at hiswaist, drew asmall but very powerful blaster pistol. Hefired at the back of the
trophy case once, twice, three times, blasting a crater into the expensve wood with each shot.

The room filled with smoke from the blaster emissions. The door did open behind Mevar and then shut
agan.

Zsinj stood, shaking, glaring a the damage he'd done, then tucked the blaster away and sat heavily back
inhischair. Mevar let out the breath hed been holding.

"Well, we can't havethis" Zsinj said. His voice was raw and swest beaded hisforehead. Swest was
aso beginning to sain hiswhite grand admird's uniform a hisarmpits and chest. "Activate our man on
Mon Remonda. Tl himto kill Doctor Gast if he sees her. Whether or not she'sthere, tell him tokill his
primary targets. Well need to sacrifice some units as bait for Solo'sfleet if we'reto mop up therest of
them. And put Project Funeral on full speed ahead.” He held up ahand asif to curtail an argument,
though Mevar did not fed like offering one. "I know, it'salittle premature, but al these Ranats biting at
my hedlsare going to ruin my entire plan if we don't do something about it now."

"Understood, dr." Melvar sduted. "Do you want your of-fice restored, or will you be wanting to
redecorate?’

Zsinj looked at him, puzzled, then glanced around at the damage he'd wrought. He managed abark of
laughter. "I'll re-decorate. Thank you, General. Dismissed.”

On faraway Coruscant, in one of the tallest of the planet's tow- ersat the heart of the old Imperia
governmentd digtrict—adidrict aslarge, geographically, as mighty nations on other planets—Mon
Mothmarose from the chair before her makeup table,

Not that the Chief Councilor of the New Republic's Inner Council was overly fond of makeup. She
made no effort to hide the gray creeping inexorably through her brown hair. She went to no particular



lengthsto hide her age—she'd earned every one of those years and would not insult others of her
generartion by suggesting that there was some shame in the accumula-tion of time.

Still, she needed alittle matte to make sure that her face was not too shiny when the holocams caught
her under bright lights, and these days shewas alittle too pallid to suit hersalf— abit of color, even
artificid color, suggested that she possessed more vigor and hedlth than she actudly felt.

She gave hersdf one last look in the mirror, adjusted the hem of her white gown, and marched with
simulated energy to the door of her quarters.

They opened to admit her into the hal, and there waiting, as she knew they would be, were two
members of her retinue.

The smaller was Maan Tugrina, aman of Alderaan—aman who'd lost hisworld long before Alderaan
was destroyed, as hed attached himself to Mon Mothmas retinue in the earli-est days of her work with
the Rebellion. He was of average height, with features that would have been vaguely homely if not
covered by anatty black beard and mustache, and the only thing striking about him were his eyes, which
suggested intdlli-gence and deep-buried loss. There wasllittle striking about his abilities, too, except for
his unwavering loyaty to Mon Mothmaand the New Republic, and his skill a memory retention—
everything said to him, everything that passed before his eyes, was burned into his memory asthough he
had a computer be-tween his ears. He handled many of her secretarid duties with both the efficiency and
the pedantic manner of a3PO unit. "Good morning,” he said. "In haf an hour, you have—"

"Wait," shesaid. "I haven't had any caf this morning. Can you expect meto face the horrors of my
schedule when I'm not fully awake?" She swept toward the nearest turbolift. "Good morning, Tolokal."

The other individud said, "Good morning, Councilor,” in hisusud monotone. Hewasa Gotd, a
humanoid whose roundish face was adorned with a heavy beard, a broad, flat- tened nose, and, most
dramaticadly, two conelike horns rising from his head. The horns, Mon Mothmawel knew, were
sen-sory apparatus that made Gotals some of the most capable hunters and reconnai ssance expertsin the
galaxy—not to men-tion bodyguards. With Toloka beside her, she knew she'd al-ways have warning of
an impending attack, no matter how well prepared. It gave her an edge she needed in these danger-ous
times.

Mon Mothma summoned the turbolift as her companions stepped into place behind her.



Toloka said, "If | may, Councilor, there was something | wished to show you."

"It'snothing | have to remember for too long, isit?"

"No, not too long. | do thisin the name of al Gotas everywhere." From beneath histunic, he brought
out along, curved vibroblade and drew it back.

The world seemed to shift into a sort of dow moation, like a holocomedy dowed so everyone could see
each twitch, each gesture. The vibroblade darted forward. There was aroar of noise, avoice, from
beside Toloka. Then Maan, arm out-stretched, moving in abizarre sort of flight, drifted into the path of
the weapon. The blade point touched his chest and drove dowly in; then Maan's momentum carried
Tolokai'sarm out of line, bearing the Gotd into the wall.

Malan, the vibroblade buried to its hilt in his chest, his face turning ashen, wrapped his arms around
Tolokai's and turned to Mon Mothma. He spoke dow words she couldn't grasp. Toloka yanked in
dow-moation frenzy at the wegpon heldd driven into hisfriend's chest.

Mon Mothmaturned and found hersdf able to move a anorma rate. Her hearing returned to normal.
Malan screamed, "Run, run!" Tolokai's words made less sense: " Stay, and ac-cept the death you know
you deservel”

She reached the door to the nearest stairwell. She heard athump and a gasp from behind; she hazarded
alook and saw Maan diding across the floor, Toloka advancing menacingly toward her. She ran down
the stairs as fast as she could.

Not fast enough. As she reached the first landing she felt something yank the back of her hair, and
suddenly she wasfly-ing down the next flight of sairs—

Flying halfway down. She hit the stairs, pain cracking through her rib cage and chest, and rolled to a
stop at the bot-tom of that flight.

Her wind gone, her energy gone, she could only stare up the stepsto where Toloka stood. His



expression was as rea-sonable, as emotionless as ever—as it was with every Gotal. Shetried to ask him
why, but could only mouth the word; she had no breath with which to expd it.

But he understood. A Gotal would. "For my people,” he said. "To rid the universe of the scourge you
cal humankind. I'm sorry." He descended the steps with meticulous care.

When he was halfway down, Madan, histunic drenched with blood, came toppling over therail from the
firg flight of stepsand fell full upon Tolokai. Then the two maeswerefdling and rolling, to the

accompanying sound of cracking bones.

Mon Mothmatried to get clear, succeeded in rolling part-way aside, and the two men landed across her

legs, pinning her in place.

Themen lay 4ill, their eyes closed. Tolokai's head was bent at an angle that was not survivable. Maan
had frothy blood on hislips. Mon Mothmalooked at them, trying to grasp what had gone so wrong in
Tolokai'smind ... trying to under- stand how Malan had managed to surprise him with his at- tack. It

shouldn't have been possible.

Then Madan's eyes opened. "Iwo," he said, "lwo, Iwo..." Hiswords were mere whispers, barely audible.

Mon Mothmaleaned closer to hear him.

"lwo, | won't be getting you that caf." His eyes closed and his head fell back. But his chest till rose and

fdl, though therewas ardtlein his breathing.

And once again, Mon Mothma had work to do. She brought out her persona comlink and thumbed it
on. "Emergency,” shesaid. "Councilors Foors, Stairwell One. Emergency.”

Liquid rolled down her face. She wiped at it with her free hand and looked at it, expecting to see more
of Maan'sblood, but her own tears glistened in her palm.



Gdey wasamassve man, al chest and muscle, with legs that were short enough to keep hisheight in the
average range, though no one dared tell him he wasn't proportioned like aholo-dramaidol. His hair was
red and shaggy and his expression perpetudly quizzicd, asthough he didn't ever quite understand what

was going on around him.

Which wasn't the case. He understood his job well enough— programming menus for the cafeteriaand
officers dinners on Mon Remonda, making sure there was hot, fresh caf available at dl the conferences

and mesetings and briefings, making spe-cid arrangementsfor dinnersfor important visitors.

Thiswas an important job. He knew it to be a least as Sg- nificant as any piloting position. A military
forceran on its tomach, after dl.

But the job didn't pay well, and offered little respect, and so he was very attentive on hislast leave on
Coruscant when the men with intelligent eyes came to him and offered him alot of money.

And now he was supposed to kill somebody. Somebody important. It would take precisetiming and
careful arrange- ment. It would take skill and knowledge.

So it pleased him that he had figured out just what the various requests for refreshments actualy meant.
They were like a code, and he had cracked it.

A request for onelarge pot of caf and atray of sweet pas- triesfor the captain's conference room, for
instance. That meant an unscheduled but routine staff meeting led by Han Solo, not by Captain Onoma.

Onoma's meetings were aways smaller and didn't call for quite so much caf.

The pilot briefings also caled for caf, but if arequest in-cluded both sweet pastries and mest rolls, it
meant there would be amission. So when the request came in thismorning, he knew he had his

opportunity to earn dl that money.

He delivered the cart of refreshmentsto the pilots main briefing amphitheater and then loitered out in the
hall with a datapad and a second cart of caf, offering cups to anyone who asked for them. Soon enough,

the pilots of Mon Remonda's four starfighter squadrons began filing in.



Hewaved at the huge Rogue, the one dmost too tal to fit in his cockpit with the canopy
down—Tal'dira, the Twi'lek. "Lieutenant, can | have amoment?’

Td'dirafrowned at this odd request. He glanced at the other Rogues, as though to gauge whether they,
too, found it out of keeping, but they swept past him into the briefing cham- ber. "Well," he said, "only a
moment. The briefing is about to sart. You're Kaey, arent you?"

"Gaey. And | have an important message for you. From someone who'sfindly redized shed liketo
meet you." He beckoned Tal'dira and walked around the nearest corner.

The pilot followed, an intent expression on hisface. ™Y ou don't mean—"

"Hereswhat she hasto say. "Wedge Antilles hops on one transparisted! leg."

Td'dirarocked back on his hedls, his expression shocked.

He swayed on hisfeet and reached out to steady himsalf against thewall. "No."

"It'strue. Heredlly does.”

The Twi'lek gripped his head as though to restrain some explosive force withiniit. ' hate that."

"Me, too. Weadll do."

Td'dirastood upright again, with anew look in hiseyes. "But | can put astop toiit.”

"And you should. But wait until after the meeting. Then you candoiit in an X-wing."



"Youreright." The pilot dapped Gaey on his shoulder, propelling him into thewall. "Y oure agood
friend.”

"Asareyou." Gaey thought about giving Td'diraareturn blow, then decided againg it. "May the Force
be with you."

Ta'diranodded briskly and turned back toward the brief-ing amphithester.

Galey breathed out asigh of relief and rubbed his shoulder whereit still stung. He hoped the other
Twi'lek wouldn't be quite so violent.

"For the last few hours,” Wedge said, "we've been in hyper-space en route to the Jussafet system.”

A hologram starfield popped up to the left of the lectern where Wedge stood. It showed a cluster of
gars near afuzzy diamond-shaped nebula. One star blinked yellow in a decid-edly mechanica fashion.
Donos nodded; he remembered Jus-safet from discussions of strategic movesinto Warlord Zsinj's
territory.

Wedge continued, "Jussafet isin the nebul ous border terri- tory between Imperia and Zsinj-controlled
gpace. Jussafet Four isahabitable planet with some mining businesses, but the system'sred wedthisin
asteroid mining; they have an asteroid belt that isthe remains of alarge iron-core planet that broke up.

"Earlier today, Jussafet Four sent out adistress call to the Empire, talking about afull-scaeinvasion by
Raptors, Zsinj's elite troops. A Duros ship approaching the system to do some under-the-table trading
heard the transmission and relayed it to the New Republic. We're going in to ssomp on the Raptors, and
hopefully Iron Figt, aswell asto do some good for the people of Jussafet.”

Donosraised ahand. "What are the odds that Imperia forces will dso comein to stage arescue? It'd be
nasty to fight athree-way."

Wedge nodded. "It would. Odds are low—the Empire's hav- ing enough trouble with usand Zsinj that it
islikely to mount amore meticul ous response, determining enemy strength, assem- bling aprecise task



force, that sort of thing. But it's possible. Well be taking some steps to keep them from knowing our full
force strength, too. Mon Remonda s going into the system with a couple of the fleet'sfrigates, but Mon
Karren and the Al-legiance will be waiting outside the system, ready to jump in if needed.”

Corran Horn's hand was up next. "And what are the odds that thisis another Zsinj trap?"

"Again, possible but not likely. The Duros monitoring of the battlein the asteroid belt and on jussafet
suggests that we're looking at alarge force of Raptors, fully engaged, not just the whispers and rumors
we're used to.

"Well launch as soon as we drop into the system. Pole-arm's A-wings will take point and make the
initid flyover on Jussafet Four. Rogue Squadron and Nova's B-wings will head into the asteroid belt to
begin purging it of Zsinj forces. We have four flyers of Wraith Squadron active, and they'll escort shuttles
of New Republic ground forcesin to Jussafet Four.”

Face Loran, leaning forward so asto keep hisinjured back from making contact with the chair, spoke
up. Hisvoice emerged as an uncanny impersonation of Ta'diras. "Thistime, the Wraiths can do the
baby-stting. Now, and forever."

The pilots laughed. All, Donos noted, except Ta'dira, who kept his attention on the desktop before him
and didn't react. Corran Horn gave Tal'diraa curious glance.

"That'sit,” Wedge said. "Y our astromechs and nav com-puters have your navigationd data. Good luck.”

Asthey filed out of the amphitheater, Face and Dia caught up with Donos. "I wish | were flying with
you," Face sad.

"I'm glad you're not," Donos said. At Face's startled ex-

pression, herelented, smiling. "l so seldom get to bein charge of anything, the changeiswelcome. Y ou
just get injured any-time you like."



"Thanks," Face said. He stopped in the hal beside the caf cart and picked up acup. "Thanks, Gaey."

"No problem, sir.”

Asthey continued down toward the starfighter hangars, Donos heard Galey say, "Excuse me, FHight
Officer Tudin! A moment of your time?"

It was hard for Td'dirato run down his preflight checklist. His thoughts were far away. How could
Wedge Antilles, hero of the Rebellion, of the New Republic, fal so far asto hop on one transparistedl
leg? Nothing short of the Emperor's magic could have wrought such achangein him. Rage grew within

Td'diraand he struggled, asonly atrue warrior could, to keep it in check.

"Rogues, announce readiness by number.” When histime came, Td'dirasaid, "Rogue Five, four lit, three
at full capacity, one at ninety-nine percent.” His star-board lower engine was il not optimal. Hed have
toingst that it be brought up to areasonable leve of performance. After hekilled Wedge Antilles, of

course.

A hangar Klaxon warned the pilots that they were dropping out of hyperspace. Thetwisting, whirling
morass of color out- sSide the magnetic shield between the hangar and vacuum abruptly snapped into a
smpler image: agtarfied. Onesmall planet hung, bright and round, near the upper right corner of the

magcon fidd.

One by one, the Rogues shot through the field and formed up a kilometer from Mon Remonda. Td'dira,
leader of Two Hight, settled in beside hiswingman, Gavin Darklighter. Hefelt his heart race asthe

moment crept toward him.
Onebit of comm traffic caught his ear, atransmisson from afellow Twi'lek: "Polearm Two to Polearm
Leader. | have acriticd failure of my sublight engine. I'm down to fifty-four percent. Forty.

Twenty-eight..."

"Two, thisis Leader. Drop out of formation and head on in. Maybe next time....."



On Td'dira's sensor screen, eleven members of Polearm Squadron lesped forward, drawing away from
Mon Remonda, gpproaching distant Jussafet Four.

Td'dirds astromech transmitted the unit's course to his navigation system and he absently reviewed
numbers he would never use.

"Rogue Leader to group. On my count, ten, nine, eight..."

"Wraith Four, you are out of position.”

Tyrialooked up, startled. She was out of position. She should be maintaining her distance from Mon
Remondaand letting her fellow Wraiths—Donos, Lara, and Elassar—plus four shuttles, form up on her.

Then why had she heeled over and goosed her thrusters, heading toward the bow of Mon Remonda}
Her hands had acted without her brain being engaged.

Ahead, she could see one londly A-wing making atortur-ous, slow turn back toward Mon Remonda, an
obvious case of enginefailure.

Obvious... but false. Adrendine jolted through her as she saw through the A-wing's moves, through the
cockpit, through the skin and blood of its pilot to the mind benesth. "Mon Re-monda,” she shouted,

"bring your shields up. Polearm Two—"
"—isfiring on you!"
Han Solo didn't hesitate. "All shiddsup full!”

The A-wing fired. The transparisted viewport giving him and the bridge crew an unparalleled view of
space darkened asit tried to cope with the A-wing's linked laser blasts. Then it shattered.



To Solo'seye, the shards of viewport floated into the bridge, then immediately reversed direction and
fled to space ... vanguard for the atmosphere of the bridge.

"Four."

Td'dirareached up to flip the switch setting his S-foilsto combat formation. They parted and his
targeting computer came online.

"Three"

Td'diraheded over so hisweapons aimed straight at the rear end of Wedge's X-wing. He began to
swing histargeting brackets over toward the sarfighter.

"Two..."

"Leader, break off!" Horn's voice.

Td'dira, jolted by the interruption, fired before his shot was completdly lined up. Wedge, impossibly,
was dready re- acting to Horn's warning, breaking to starboard. But Tal'dirawas rewarded by the sight
of hislasers, cycling two by two, chewing through the port rear of Wedge's X-wing, blowing onefuzid
thrust engine completely off, punching deep into the rear fusdage.

The comm system was suddenly loud with many voices, most of them distressed. Wedge's snubfighter
continued bank-ing to starboard and lost relative dtitude, and Tycho was keep-ing pace with him as only
the most experienced of wingmen could.

Td'dirasmiled. Thiswould be achalenge. Good.

A blast of air shoved Solo from behind—shoved him nearly out of his commander's chair and toward
the holein the forward viewport. He hung on to the chair but moved toward the hole anyway—the



armature from which the chair was suspended siwung inevitably in that direction. He could see, afew
meters over, Captain Onomain asimilar predicament, being guided by hischair asthough it werea
mechanical throwing device toward the fata exit from the bridge.

An darm Klaxon sounded, loud even over the shrill whis- tle of air escaping the bridge. Solo saw the
main door out of the chamber closing, an automatic safety messure.

When it closed, held be dead. The last of the bridge atmo-sphere would be out there in deep space, and
he'd experience thejoys of explosive decompression. So would every other crew-man on the bridge.

He got one foot down to arrest the swing of hischair ar- mature. Fortunately, artificia gravity was ill
working and he stopped his forward motion.

Then he drew his blaster and aimed for the control panel beside the main door. Hefired, was rewarded
with seeing the panel buckle inward under the blast—

The door stopped.

Now the bridge crew had a chance to makeit to the door. But air was being vented from one of the
ship'smain corridors. They had to get through the door past that wind blast...

And the A-wing was dill out there.

"And you'rein aposition to speak for the New Republic,” Dr. Gast said.

NawaraVen, Twi'lek executive officer for Rogue Squadron, nodded. "1 have been so authorized by the
Inner Council. And as soon as we can come to some arrangement, you can befree of dl this" His
gesturetook in thetiny, plain stateroom that served as Gast's cell. Ven sat on theroom's only chair, while
Gast stretched out on the bed, leaning back against thewall.

"Well, you know what | want. A million credits, free of tax. Amnesty for al crimes, known and



unknown, that | am a-leged to have committed. And anew identity."

"No," Ven sad. "We can offer annesty for al crimesyou offer dl detailson. If you hold something
back, it remainslive. And we can offer one hundred thousand credits. Enough for you to make agood
gtart for yourself. But you're not going to be wedthy at the expense of the New Republic. Every credit
we give you could mean the life of one of our people.”

"Every detall | give you could mean thelife of ten of your people,” shesaid. "I'll buy into thefull
confession thing. But one million credits tands." Digtantly, an darm Klaxon began to sound. "What's
this? More warfare against Zsinj? 1 wonder who's going to die today?"

Ven struggled to keep his voice under contral. "We cer-

tainly don't employ torture or murder like the Empire,” he said. "On the other hand, we could keep you
in custody in some free-trade port while we assemble charges, and make no secret of the fact that we
have you. How long would it take Zsinj to find you, do you suppose?’

Her expression became ugly. "For that, | hold back one de- tail you'll never know about, and some of
your oh-so-precious people die. How about that, you subhuman nothing? Give me ahuman negotiator.”

There was a sound beyond the door, an unmistakable one: two blastsin quick succession, two scrapes
and thuds as bodies hit the floor.

Ven stood. He grabbed the side of Gast's bed and yanked, precipitating her to the floor. He shoved the
bed over on her, then did to stand beside the door.

"Hey!" she said. The bed rocked as she struggled to free hersdlf.

The door did open. A blaster gripped in alarge human hand entered first. Ven grabbed the blaster,
twisted it up.



He had abrief glimpse of the man he was wrestling with: big but not tall, fleshy, with red hair. Then
burning liquid washed into hiseye. He yel ped, ingtinctively turned away from the pain.

A mesty fist dammed into hisjaw, knocking him to thefloor. He shook his head to clear it, belatedly
redizing that it was hot caf in hisface.

Above him, the attacker looked at the wriggling bed and fired into it—twice, three times, four. There
was afemae shriek in the middle of that.

Then the assassin turned to aim down at Ven.

Ven kicked out, shoving againgt the bed frame, and did out partway into the hal. The n's shot
struck the floor-ing between hislegs.

Ven found himself between the two door guards, both dumped, dead. He grabbed at the blaster pistol
dill in the hand of the oneto hisleft. He brought it it around, even ashe saw the naming—

Ven didn't bother to aim. Hefired, heard the distinctive crackle of blaster beam frying flesh as his shot
took the assassin in one ankle. The big man yelped, fell, his blaster aming in Sraight at the Twi'lek—

Venfired again. Thisshot took the n right in the nose, snapping his head back, filling the chamber
with even more burned-flesh odor. The big man fired, whether intention-ally or asadying spasm Ven
didn't know, and his shot hit the doorjamb.

Ven rose. There was no more wiggling going on behind the bed. Knowing what he was likely to see, he
pulled the bed from againgt the wall and looked a what lay beyond.

"Polearm Two," Tyriasaid, "power down and announce your surrender or I'll blow you out of space.”
Shetoggled her S-fail switch and felt ahum asthe foils assumed strike position.

The A-wing hedled over and accelerated, moving behind the protective bulk of Mon Remonda, out of



her sight.

Td'dirasmiled as he heard the pure tone of agood targeting lock on Wedge's X-wing, but the noise
garbled as Tycho did in between target and prey. Ta'diradropped relative atitude, hoping for aquick
shot under Tycho, but the captain mimicked his move, remaining an obstruction.

Now Tycho was an easy target, and so close—a proton torpedo would turn him into abillion fiery
gpecks. But Tal'dirashook his head at the notion. Tycho wasn't his enemy. Tycho wasn't thetraitor.
"Captain Celchu, get out of theway," hesad. "l haveajobtodo."

He spared aglance for his sensor board. The other Rogues were staying in position—all but Rogue
Nine, Corran Horn, who was moving out to a position some distance from the Rogue formation but not

approaching.

Tycho's voice came back. "Rogue Five, power down all weapons systems and return to Mon Remonda
immediately or we will beforced to regard you as an enemy. And destroy you."

"I'm not the enemy! Wedge Antillesisthe enemy, that one- leg-hopping maniac! Celchu, clear my fied
of firel"

Wedge, his X-wing moving duggishly, continued hisloop around to starboard. Tycho kept on him,
keeping stubbornly between him and Td'dira. The Twi'lek pilot gritted histeeth, Sdedipped port, then
starboard, but Tycho was dwaysthere, in the way.

Solo pushed off from his chair armature and staggered toward the door. Captain Onoma, approaching
from the other side of the bridge, reached him and grabbed him.

They made two steps, three, but then, as they neared the doorway, the wind increased—channeled
tightly by the door-way, it was more ferocious the closer they got. Solo felt hisfor-ward motion stop;
then hisleft leg dipped out from under him and he went on one knee. His ears popped asthe air pressure
continued to drop and his head felt asthough it would burst.

S0 close, so close—he and Onoma could reach out dmost to the doorframe. But the roaring air



stopped them dead.

Dead.

Then light from the corridor was partialy blocked off and along, hairy arm reached from the other side
of the door to grip Solo's. It waslike afur-covered vise clamping over hiswrist. It hauled and suddenly
Solo and Onoma were both through the doorway, staggering into the corridor, still bat-tered but no
longer endangered by the howling wind.

"Chewie!" Solo turned back to hisrescuer. He grabbed the doorframe with one arm, Chewbaccals
waist with the other, helping pin the Wookiee in place.

Chewbacca reached in again and hauled, dragging the bridge communications officer out. Then again,
and again, yanking each bridge officer into the comparative safety of the corridor. Therewas an
explosion from the bridge or from beyond it, and Chewie lurched backward, bleeding from the chest
from what looked like shrapnel. The Wookiee shook off the sudden shock and looked back in. He
bellowed, noises that would sound like an anima roar to most people but which Solo knew to mean "All

"No, theresoneleft," Solo said. He looked around. "Go-lorno, sensors.”

"Dead," Onomasaid. Even with the gravelly tones of Mon Calamari speech, Solo could make out the
pain, theregret in hisvoice. "Out the viewport.”

Solo grimaced. "Chewie, |et's get this door closed." He heaved againgt the metal barrier. Chewieflexed
one arm and slammed the door closed.

Tyrids sensors weren't much use. This close to Mon Remonda, she couldn't even detect Polearm Two
asanindividua ship. He had to be hugging the hull pretty closdly.

Perhaps if machinery couldn't help her, the Force could. She concentrated on Polearm Two, on his
A-wing—



No, that was wrong. She leaned back, cleared her thoughts.

Closed her eyes.

Mission, he had a misson. He was going to destroy the bridge or someoneinit.

She opened her eyes and banked toward the bridge, amid- shipsand topside ...

As she cleared the horizon of the ship's curved hull, she saw the A-wing lining up for another shot at the
bridge. Her targeting computer announced a clean lock on him.

"Dont," shesaid. But therewas no timefor alengthy plea, for words that might get through to reach this
madman. A few more degrees of turn, and hewasin line, poised, a beau-tiful target—

Shefired. Her proton torpedo hit and detonated before she registered that it was away. Polearm Two
was suddenly nothing more than abright flash and thousands of needles of superheated metd hitting Mon
Remonda's skin and heading into outer space.

"Captain, please,” Td'dirasaid. "Itisnot in my nature to be- seech. | beg you get clear of my shot
before| haveto kill you, too."

But the voice that answered was Corran Horn's, not Ty- cho's. "Td'dira, thisisn't honorable. Y ou shot
him in the back."

Ta'dirachecked his sensor board. Wedge's maneuver was leading him back and around toward Rogue
Nine. In just afew moments, he would be forced to run a head-to-head against Horn. Td'dirashrugged.
He could take the Cordllian pilot. He could take anyone.

Dishonorable. But that word burned at him. Hisfirst shot had been dishonorable. How could he have



donethat?

Because Wedge, that one-transparistedl-leg-hopping trai-tor, had to die.

But Tal'dira couldn't betray his honor to kill him. It wasimpossible.

Y et he had. And he knew, deep in the portions of hismind still functioning, that he would again. Hed
throw away hishonor to kill Wedge Antilles. And held never turn away from his quest to kill hisformer
commander.

He heard agroan, knew it to be his own. That meant he would die without honor, shaming hisfamily,
shaming hisworld.

No. He shook off the thought, raised his head. Honor above al.

Wedge and Tycho were now heading straight for Corran Horn, Td'diratucked in neetly behind them. In
another few moments, held be within good firing range of the Corellian.

He adjusted his shidlds, then switched to lasers and opened fire on Tycho.

Far ahead, Rogue Ninefired.

Therewas abrilliant flash from behind Wedge. He glanced at hisflickering sensor board.

Rogue Five was gone.

In other circumstances, he would have had words of praise for such accurate shooting. But no Rogue
would accept praise for downing one of their own. Wedge felt sick. When he spoke, he was not
surprised to find that his voice was raspy with his effort to keep his emotionsin check. "Rogue Nine, are



youfittofly?'

Therewasamoment'sdelay. "Fit, Sir,"

"Rogue Two, take the group in. Y ou're in command. I'm going to swap out X-wings and rgjoin you."

"Yes, gr." Tycho didn't sound any less pained than Wedge.

"Thanks, Two."

"Y ou're welcome, Leader. Rogues, Novas, form up on me. We're going in." Tycho banked away and
Corran moved up in formation with him.

The misson, which had begun in disaster, ended in disaster, but not for Solo's forces.

The A-wings of Polearm Squadron identified and strafed numerous sites of Raptor activity on the ground
at Jussafet Four. Raptor shuttles were caught on the ground and shot to pieces, their occupants

scattered, easier prey for the Jussafet ground forces. Soldiers deposited by shuttles, with air support
provided by Wraith Squadron, overran and took the Raptor base camp near the Jussafet capital.

Rogue and Nova Squadrons, led initially by Captain Celchu, then by Wedge Antilles once the
commander returned to the combat in Wes Janson's X-wing, cruised through the asteroid belt, wreaking
havoc on the sparse units of TIE fighters and single corvette Zsinj's forces had deployed.

By monitoring the escape vectors of the smaller vessals chased off by Rogue Squadron, the crew of
Mon Remonda, working from the vessd's auxiliary bridge, was able to deter-mine the position of the
assault fleet and give chase. Thefleet consisted of two sturdy Carrack-class cruisers and aheavily
modified cargo vessdl... and as these three vessel s detected the gpproach of the Mon Caamari cruiser,

they turned spaceward and entered hyperspace.



No words of thanks came viacomm from the Jussafet defenders—small wonder, sincethiswas an
Imperia world, its defenders doubtless ooking on their liberators with as much suspicion as
gratitude—but most of the sarfighters picked up anonymous transmissions expressing thanks, sometimes
wrapped in profanity directed against the New Republic.

Han Solo directed the soldiers on Jussafet Four to appro- priate any Raptor vehicles and prisonersthey
could, leaving the rest for the planetary defenders.

Wedge, bone-weary—and not from the hours he'd spent in the cockpit—had the Rogues lined up for
fina approach to Mon Remondawhen the word came. " Sensors show an Imperia Star Destroyer

leaving hyperspace and entering the Jussafet system. It's still outside the system's mass shadow and can
turn and run at any time. It's gpproaching dowly."

"Thanks, bridge. Rogues, form up on me. Well cruise out that direction.” Cruise was about right—the
Rogues didn't have enough fuel |eft for another protracted trip and dogfight. The Rogues took up position
and headed out at a pace that, for them, was quite leisurely.

A few minutes later, a new voice took the comm, Solo's. "Rogues, return to Mon Remonda. Star
Destroyer Agonizer iscommunicating. They want to have aface-to-face with you, Rogue L eader."

Wedge raised an eyebrow. "Is Agonizer aZsinj unit or Imperia ?"

"According to our latest records on this ship, about ayear old, she's Imperid.”

"Interesting. | guess|'d better go over and see what they want."

"Negative, negative. You'retoo likely a prospect for as-sassination. Me, too. I've transmitted a
recommendation that Captain Onoma make the visit. Wait asecond.” The delay was nearly aminute.
"They didn't like that idea. Probably because he'sMon Cadamari. They're willing to accept someone out
of your squadrons.”



Wedge ran aroster review in his mind. His Rogues were bone-tired, and he really needed to gauge their
reaction to Tal'dira's desth ... and find out what had led up to it. "Ask Face Loran to volunteer. | think
hell stisfy their requirements.” "Done. Come on back in."

Face had been part of amission that had landed aboard a Star Destroyer before—in his case, the Super
Star Destroyer Iron Fis—but then held been in disguise, an apparent dly of the people he was visiting.
Thistime he came as an enemy under temporary truce, and he could fed his heart rate increase ashis
X-wing roseinto the hangar bay in the underside of the gigan-tic vessdl. On repulsorlifts, he drifted
laterally toward the Im-peria officer waving the glow rods, and set down where the man directed,
between two haf squadrons of TIE fighters.

As he climbed down the ladder from his cockpit, an Impe- rid nava lieutenant bowed to him. "Captain
Loran? Thead- mird iswaiting."

"Good." Face returned the bow. Then helooked up at hisR2 unit. "Vape, if anyone comeswithin three
meters, activate self-destruct.”

His astromech gave him ahappy beep in the affirmative. With luck, none of these Imperidswould
actualy risk such an gpproach to determine that, in fact, this X-wing had no sdlf-destruct mechanism.

Two hdlsand two turbolifts later, the lieutenant led Face into a conference room. The oval table
overflowed with food— cooked dishes, platters of fresh fruit, containers of wine, vases stuffed with fresh
flowering plants. Struck by the ostentatious-ness of it, Face laughed before he could check himsdlf.

The room'’s sole occupant, alean man, clean-shaven, of graying middle age, smiled from his chair behind
one of the flower arrangements. "It isabit pretentious, isn't it?' Herose, revealing that he wore an
admird's uniform, and approached, his hand out. " Still, appearances must be maintained. Admiral Teren
Rogriss™

"Garik Loran, Captain, New Republic Starfighter Com-mand.” Face shook his hand.

"And let me say | thought your holodramas and comedies were puerile, badly written things—though
you rose above your materid."



"Of course they were puerile. They were Imperia produc- tions. But thank you."

The admira barked alaugh. His amusement seemed genu-ine. He gestured for Faceto sit. "Please, help
yoursdlf. Protocol demands| put it out, so we should eat it. But | won't keep you long. Time pressesfor
meas|'m sureit doesfor you." Follow-ing Face'slead, he sat, and immediately helped himsalf to what
looked like aplate of smal boiled eggs drenched in some sort of syrup. "What I'm going to tell youis
entirely unofficia. Make announcements abouit it, transmit queriesto usaong of-ficid lines, and well
denounce it astypical Rebd lies. On the other hand, it does come down from the highest levels.™

"Go ahead." Face tried one of the eggs. Thefluid dressing wastart and not sweet at al; the yolk had
been replaced by some sort of mest filling, though he had not seen a seam on the boiled surface of the
egg. It had therich taste of something that took afair amount of preparation and cost alot, so only the
weslthy forced themsalvesto think they liked it.

"Our differences, Imperid and Rebd, are not going to go away. Well be enemies until we die.”

"Probably."

"But we both have amutua enemy. It would profit us both to berid of him. | am, in asense, the
counterpart of your General Solo."

"You lead atask forcewhose god isto get rid of Zsinj."

Rogriss nodded. "Once we're done with him, we can go back to our very personal ideological
differences, without hav- ing to invite anyone else to play.”

Face snorted. "Y ou're not like most of the Imperia officers|'ve talked to."

"True. What do you think?"



"I think it'sagrand idea. But 1 can't speak, even unoffi-cidly, for the New Republic. Or evenfor this
fleet. All I'm au-thorized to do islisten, and to report what | hear to my commanders.”

The admird smiled. From a pocket, he produced a data-card and did it to Face. "Once we're out of
system, you can reach me viaHoloNet on the frequency and a thetimesthisfileindicates. If | receivea
transmission from Genera Solo, di-rected persondly to me, conveying any message whatsoever, then |
will takeit that you agree.” "And then what?'

"And then | tranamit to you every piece of recorded datawe have on Zsinj's campaigns. His strategic
and tactical moves againgt worlds, what we understand of his overal strategy, what we know about his
forces. And I'd expect asimilar trans-mission from you. Each of us may know something about our
mutua enemy that the other can exploit.”

Face nodded. "An interesting notion. And if it became of- ficially known, you'd be executed for
collaboration with the enemy.”

Rogriss nodded. He seemed so cheerful that Face might have been suggesting that his crew visit
Coruscant for abom-bardment raid. "As might your Genera Solo. But that's aworst-case possbility.
Best-caseisthat Zsinj dies.”

"True." Face pocketed the datacard. "One last question before | leave. Why are Baron Fel and the One
Eighty-first work- ing with Zsinj 7

The admird'sface lost most of itsgood cheer. "I can't guess about Fel's motives. He defected to your
side, then was gone for some years. Now he's defected from the Rebelsto someone new. Hesa
compulsivetraitor, I'd say. But I'll tdll you this. HE's not in charge of the One Eighty-first." "How isthat?'

"Thered One Eighty-first isstill serving the Empirewith loyalty and skill, under Turr Phennir. Fel has
assembled new pilots, called them the One Eighty-first, and dapped some red stripes on their starfighters
to duplicate the fighter group's col-ors. Perhaps he thinks that he is the One Eighty-first, so wher-ever he
goes, the group follows; that would be in keegping with the sort of colossal ego you seein fighter-group
commanders. But it's not the truth.”

"Interesting. Thank you for your candor." Face stood. Rogriss nodded. He gestured at the tabletop.



"Would you care to pack alunch before you go?' Face laughed.

In the hours of what would have been night on Coruscant—the timing by which Mon Remondas
activities were scheduled— Solo and Wedge met in the generd's office.

Solo looked astired and dispirited as Wedge felt. And, Wedge noted, not for the first time, when Solo
decided to drop his mask of roguish irrespons bility—as he had now—he could look angrier than any
man Wedge had ever met. That's how it was now; while they'd been reviewing the attacks by the two
Twi'leks, the generd's face had set in lines that would strike fear in the heart of a subordinate or an

enemy.

"Areyou going to accept Rogrisss offer?' Wedge asked.

Solo's features softened. He nodded.

"Pending confirmation by Heet Command?’

"No. | have very broad powers regarding the search for Zsinj. 1 can do thiswithout anyone's say-s0."
Solo quirked a self-deprecating smile. "Until they decide that I've completely failed, I'm till avery
important man.

"Which reminds me. Since | still seem to beimportant to Zsinj, I'm going to go forward with this plan by
your pilotsto mock up aMillennium Falcon and seeif we can lure Zsinj to uswithiit.”

"I'm glad to hear it. It hasachance.”

Solo's smilefaded. "Whatever this Twi'lek madnessis, it's preading,” Solo said. "A little before the
assassi nation at-tempts againgt the two of us, Councilor Mon Mothmawas nearly killed by her
bodyguard, a Gota. She's badly injured. In the hours after that, there were two incidents of shooting
sprees by Gotd soldiers, onein abarracks hal frequented mostly by humans, one in aholotheater.
Dozensdied. One of the killerswas cut down by soldiers; the other turned his blaster on himsdlf.”



"Just as Td'diradid,” Wedge sad.

"Huh? Corran Horn killed Ta'dira."

Wedge shook hishead. "'l saw thiswhen | correlated al the sensory datafrom Td'diras attack. In the
instant before Corran Horn fired, Ta'dira shifted all his shield power to rear shields. His bow was
unprotected. In a sense, he committed suicide.”

"That doesn't make any sense. | can see afanatical assassin killing himself after hisobjectiveis
achieved—»but not before.”

"I don't understand it either. Do you have anything on the cafeteriaworker, Galey?'

Solo grimaced. "No known motivation . . . which means probably money. No sign of contact with
insurgents or ene-mies. He's spent alot of time since we left Coruscant on shuttle smulators. He might
have been able to fly one of our Lambda-class shuttles out of here after hefinished hisjob.”

"But he'sthe key. Thefact that he was sent to kill Gast meansthat he was working for Zsinj. The fact
that he was seen speaking to both Ta'diraand Nuro Tudin meansthat he wasinvolved with them, and
therefore with the whole supposed Twi'lek conspiracy, which makesit acertainty that Zsinj isbe-hind
thet."

Solo took a deep breath. "Unfortunately, our knowing that doesn't mean that everybody understandsit. |
have one more piece of news. Very, very unfortunate news.”

Hetold Wedge.

It was afew hourslater, afew minutes after most of the pilots and civilian crewmen began their day
shifts. In his own office, Wedge looked at the three good people he'd assembled and prepared to give
them what might have been the grossest insult he could offer.



NawaraVen gave him aclose, evduative look. It was ob- vious to Wedge that he knew something bad
was up. It was harder for him to read Dia Passik's face. His chief mechanic, Koyi Komad, looked
unsure.

"I have ordersfrom the Provisiona Council,” Wedge said. "The effect on our immediate group isthat I'm
obliged to take you three temporarily off active duty.”

Koyi registered shock. Dias eyes narrowed. Nawara Ven nodded, as though this were what he
expected. "It's because we're Twi'leks," he said.

"I'm afraid s0."

Koyi'svoice climbed aregigter inindignation. "l don't be- lievethis."

"Bdieveit," Diasaid. "It'sflegtwide, ian't it, Commander?"

Wedge nodded.

""'So much for the human promises of equaity among the species,” Koyi said. Her voice was bitter. "l
don't have to stand by and be treated thisway. Y ou know how many jobs, civilian jobsfor alot of
money, I'veturned down? But no, | transferred back to the Rogues. | stayed with you after Zsinj blew
down Noquivzor Base on top of usand killed dmost everyone | worked with. | did this because the
Rogues were the spearhead of this cause | wanted to support. A gaaxy where species didn't matter.
Now that'sgone."

"It'snot gone," Wedge said. "It's taken a body blow, but it's not dead.”

Koyi gave him asmile, but there was neither amusement nor friendlinessiniit. "So I'm off duty. | have
some reading to do. May | be excused, sir?’



Wedge nodded. "For what it's worth, Koyi, I'm sorry."

"I'm sureit'sworth something, sir.” On her way out, she said, "Ask mein ayear and maybe I'll know
what."

"I think | should go too, r." Diarose.

"How are you doing, Passk?'

"The Provisona Council hasjust announced to al the New Republic that I'm not worthy." Her red eyes
flashed for amoment. Then she managed asmile. It wasnt, like Koyi's, abitter smile. Wedge recognized
it asmockery. "Fortunately, their opinion isworth nothing next to my squadmates. | think I'll go keep

company with them. I'd do that any day rather than dum with the Provisional Council." She saluted and
|eft.

NawaraVen sad, "That wasalot of insolence for you not to dress her down."

"| fed amost the same way she does. I'm not surewhen the last timewas | felt thislow. | just can't
believe Td'diraturn-ing againg usthe way hedid.” A memory jogged a him. "Can you tell me
something? Does the phrase 'one-leg-hopping ma- niac’ have any specia meaning in Twi'lek culture?”

Ven amiled. "Y ou're asking me?' He gestured down to the lower portion of hisright leg, the one that had
been amputated in Ven's last mission as a Rogue Squadron pilot.

"I'm sorry. | forgot about that. But, yes, I'm asking. It's se- rious. It'swhat Ta'diracaled mejust before
hedied."

"Oh." Ven'seyes|ost focus as he stared back into hismemory. "I can't think of one.”

"Odd. What would cause him—" Wedge's eyes opened wider. "Cause. Effect. What's the cause and
what's the effect?"



“I'm not following you—"

"It didn't matter whether Admiral Ackbar died. Or Mon Mothma. Their assassins were successful.”

"What? No, they weren't.”

"Y es, they were. Koyi Komad wastheir first victim."

Ven's expression suggested that he was within seconds of calling in the medicsto ded with his
commander.

"Get the Wraiths together,” Wedge said. "We're going to conduct one of their insane speculation and
planning sessons. Filots lounge. And invite any Rogues who warnt to atend. Asusud, with Zsinj, we
haveto dig oneleve farther down." Wedge wasin the corridor before Ven had achanceto riseto his
fedt.

All the Wraiths were there, except Runt and Janson, whose in- juries kept them in bacta-tank treatment
for the time being, and so were Tycho, Hobbie, and Corran Horn of the Rogues. Donos decided that
Tyriaand Horn looked unusualy glum, and couldn't blame them. At least Tyria had someoneto offer her
support; Kell stayed next to her. The others were keeping alittle distance between themsalves and Horn;
whether it was out of respect for hisfedlings or because of their own unease a being in the presence of
someone who had just killed one of his squadmates, Donos couldn't tell.

Wedge walked in, his boothedl s clattering. " So we know about a sudden risein terrorist activity by
Twi'leks" he said without preamble. "We've determined to our own satisfaction that Zsinj isbehind
them.”

Ven sad, "Though we lack evidence to proveit conclusively.” "Not important for our discusson. Why is
Zdnj doing this?'



"To hurt the New Republic,” Kdl said. "Losng Admira Ackbar and Mon Mothmawould be aserious
blow."

Wedge took a seat and nodded. "Sure, it would. And they'd be replaced by people who probably aren't
quite as good asthey are at their tasks. If everyone on the Inner Council were murdered, we'd have an
Inner Council that was just alittle less adept at doing what it does. Not exactly amaster stroke on Zsinj's
part." Heleaned forward, till oddly intent. "This morn-ing at six hundred hours | was obliged to relieve
every Twi'lek aboard Mon Remonda of active duty. And that, | think, iswhat Zsinj wanted.”

"To berid of our Twi'leks?' Kdl asked.

Wedge shook his head, but it was Horn who spoke up. " Suddenly the Twi'leks are second-class
citizens. Rumor hasit that Gotalswill be next because of the attempt on Mon Mothmas life and the
follow-up shoatings.”

Larasaid, "Twi'leks and Gotals don't make up much of a percentage of the New Republic armed forces.
They're not even signatoriesto the New Republic; there are just afair num-ber of themin service. |
mean, their lossisimportant, sure,.. but it's not going to cripple the fleet.”

"It cripple the entire New Republic,” Wedge said. "Right now, it's one species making up afraction of
one percent of the New Republic population. But we suddenly have a precedent that divides them from
the New Republic. Inther eyes, it casts humans asvillains. To human eyes, the Twi'leks and Go-tals are
dready darting to look like villains. What if, tomor-row, it's a pecies that has been with the Alliance
sincethe start of the Rebdlion? An important contributor to the New Repub-lic cause?"

Donos saw the Wraiths and Rogues |ooking among them- selves as the ideatook root. He drew a
breath. "Until thisthree- pronged attack on you, sir, and on General Solo and Dr. Gast, we had no redl
reason to believethat it was Zsinj'swork."

"Correct,” Wedge said. "It could have been an Imperia project, acrimina action, or an actua
species-based conspiracy. But in trying to kill us under the same umbrella of thisfase conspiracy story,
he's shown hishand.”

"Which does us no good," Donos said. "We're not going to he able to convince the Provisiona Council
of thistheory."



"Why not?' Wedge looked challenged, rather than angry, at the Statement.

"Who's going to convince them of it? Ackbar? He trusted the Twi'lek who dmogt killed him. Mon
Mothma? She'sin- jured, not capable of leadership at the moment. Princess Leia? Off on some
diplomatic mission. Han Solo? Hed have to leave the fleet, and abandoning histask is not the way to
make the Provisona Council confident in him. Y ou?" Donos repressed awince at the words held have
tosay. "You, Sr, dso trusted the Twi'lek who amost killed you."

Wedge nodded. "Correct. But here's the answer to your question. To convince the Provisona Council,
we'reall going to become geniuses.”

"| vote we start with Elassar,”" Lara said. "He hasthe far-thest to go.”

The Devaronian pilot winced. "No more. | surrender.” ¢

"What kind of geniuses?' asked Ven.

"Prophetic ones. The kind who can tell the Provisiona Council just what's going to happen next. What's
Zsnj's next step? If we can predict it, we can convince the powersthat be that they're dealing with a
methodical plan of Zsinj's. . not aconspiracy of terror against humankind.” He looked among them.
"Otherwise, in six months, ayear, the New Republic congsts of humans on one side, nonhumans on the
other, no possible trust or interdependence between them . . . and Zsinj can march in and take whatever

hewants."

"I have athought.” That was Piggy. "A theory. About wherel fit into Zsinj's plan.”

"Go ahead."

"Weknow for acertainty that Zsnj hasfor sometime been trying to create very intelligent examples of
humanoids not known for their intelligence," Piggy said. "The question, especidly asit reatesto your



other theory, iswhy?'

"Obvioudy," Tycho sad, "to have intelligent agents who could infiltrate those species, and therefore not
look out of place in locations where those species are found.”

"Correct." Piggy nodded in the exaggerated way of Gamor- reans. "But that's only part of the equation.
What does aleader requirein an agent in addition to intelligence? More important than intelligence?!

"Loyadty," Larasaid. Her voice seemed alittle sad. Donos gave her a close look. She saw his sudden
interest, shook her head to suggest that her momentary disguiet was nothing.

"Correct,” Piggy said. "Yet | am not loya to Zsinj. | under- went no indoctrination from youth, nothing
like the teaching the stormtroopers receive. Why not? Was| just alaboratory test specimen? Was| to
be purged when tests on me were complete?"

NawaraVen nodded. "Possibly s0."

"Yes. But consider. Zsinj would not have embarked on a process like the crestion of me and the other
hyperintelli-gent humanoids without making some provison for loydty. What if he found away to indtill it
by force rather than through training?”'

"Like brainwashing." Tycho's voice wasflat, hard. Donos noticed that the captain now sat absolutely
gtill. Small wonder: Tycho had at one time been suspected of being abrainwashed agent of Y sannelsard,
the former head of Imperid Intelligence. "Y ou think the assassins were brainwashed by this technique.”

"Yes" Piggy sad. "But we know we're not facing brain- washing as we have experienced it before. The
Twi'lek who at- tacked me and Admiral Ackbar might have been brainwashed, but he was missing only
for aweek—a possible, but very short— amount of time to do such athing. From the time he joined
Rogue Squadron, what was the longest time Td'dirawas out of Sght of the other members? Hislongest
leave?’

Tycho and Wedge conferred, and Tycho said, "About aday at atime. Various leaves on Coruscant.”



"Oneday." Piggy nodded. "If we assumethat Td'dirawas avictim and not aconspirator, then he was
brainwashed in lessthan aday. Surely such atreatment must leave evidence on the body of the victim.
Signs of probes. Blood chemical imbalances from drug treatments. Neurologica disorders. Something.”

"Unfortunately,” Wedge said, "we don't have Ta'dira's body to examine. Or Flight Officer Tudin's. We
might be ableto put in arequest to Admira Ackbar to seeif he can perform autopsies on his attacker

and Mon Mothma's. And the two Gotal shooters.”

"If only Doctor Gast had survived,” Piggy said. "'l fed no sense of lossat her passing; in fact, | am met
with relief. But in retrospect, | wish we had the knowledge she possessed.”

Wedge and Nawara Ven exchanged aglance. "WEell haveto do without,” Wedge said. "All right, let's
get to work on these theories of ours ... and see whether we can have success- ful careers as prophets as

wedll aspilots.”

It drifted off the bow of Mon Remonda, a saucerlike shape with two forward prongs signifying the bow
and asmall cock- pit projecting from the starboard side to give the ship an off-balance [ook.

To Wedge's eye, it looked just like the Millennium Falcon, except that its top-hull dish antennawas
much smaller. A shut- tle occupied by Donos, Corran Horn, and the Wraiths's chief mechanic Cubber
Daine, Cordliansal, plus Emtrey, the Roguess quartermaster, had escorted the battered-looking
freighter from a scrapyard in the Corellian system, where such craft were most common ... and cheapest

to acquire.
"Ugliest ship | think I've ever seen,” said Solo.

Captain Onoma, standing on the other side of Solo at the bridge's new forward viewport, wrinkled his
forehead in afair gpproximation of ahuman frown. "It lookslike the Falcon to me.”

"Nothing could look lesslike the Falcon,” Solo said. "Y ou could dap apaint job on adesert skiff and
itd look morelikethe Falcon." He sighed. " Still, with Chewie in charge of dress-ing her up, she might be

ableto fool Zsinj for acouple of min-utes. What did our crew of Cordlians pay for her?!



"They traded that hyperspace-enabled TIE interceptor ShallaNelprin took off Razor'sKiss."

Solo looked at him, eyeswide. "That's crazy. Trade avau- able combat-ready starfighter for that hunk
of junk?'

"No. They traded avaluable combat-ready starfighter for achanceto blow Zsinj up.”

Solo's features settled into calmer lines, though he still looked tired, stressed. "Oh. Well, that makes
sense. Shelll never have the Falcon's speed. Without afew yearss head start, Chewie won't be able to
make her inddeswork like thered thing."

"We don't want him to,” Wedge said.

"How 07"

"Becauseif they count on this new ship being the Falcon, our modifications can trip them up. For
example, the Falcon isn't packed with high explosives.”

Solo shuddered. "There's avery good reason for that.”

"Right. But since the Falcon isn't packed with explosives, you'd never send her into acrash diveinto the
sde of aSuper Star Destroyer. With this hunk of junk, you wouldn't fed any such compunctions.”

"Except for not wanting to die.”

"Well, that's what escape pods are for. Y ou know what | mean.”



"Yeah. Yeah." Solo returned his attention to the Corellian Y T-1300 transport hanging off the bow. "All
right. Secure Bay Gamma One to authorized personnd only and direct thisfly-ing trash receptacle there.
Let'sget towork."

It drifted off the bow of Iron Figt, anightmare vessdl. Her bulk was anirregular oval of wreckage more
than three kilometerslong held together by thousands of kilometers of cabling. Around the wreckage was
asuperstructure—a cluster of en-gines at one end, awedge-shaped bow at the other, agigantic spar of
meta connecting them and acting as aframe for the en-vel ope of wreckage to hang upon. The name,
barely visible on the bow, was Second Desth.

"Ugliest ship | think I've ever seen,” said Zsinj. Hisface shone with admiration. "Mevar, you have done
amagnificent job."

The generd gave him alittle bow. "There are a dozen ex- plosive pockets within the body of the
wreckage; they will send the components of Razor's Kissout in dl directions. There are more explosives
in the engines and bridge, sufficient to remove most evidence that these extra components ever existed. It
should be convincing. Unfortunately, she's dow. She can't be expected to keep up with Iron Fist or other
elementsof our flegt.”

"Pity. Still, well do what we can. How does the crew escape?”

"Both bow and stern are equipped with a Sentindl-class landing craft. The crew has achance not only to
evacuate, but to fight their way out of pursuit.” Mevar offered alittle sigh. "The crew doesn't know that if
acapitd ship gpproaches within akilometer before they've engaged the hyperdrive, they, too, will
detonate. The crew will not be captured, will not be able to betray your secret to the Rebels.”

"Excdlent. Finework, asusud. Give her agtation in the flegt, outside of visud range of any of the other
vessals. | am so pleased.” Zsinj smiled. He hoped held never be forced to utilize the hideous
amalgamation that had earned his gp-prova and praise. Using it meant failure on his part—meant he'd
been beaten and needed to hide to lick hiswounds. But he liked to keep his options open. "Oh. What
about the Night-cloak function?”

"Working ... mostly. Would you like a demongtration”?”

"Plea"



Melvar held up his comlink. "Second Degth, thisis Gen-erd Mdvar. Activate and initiate Nightcloak."

"Yes, gr," camethetinny voice from the comlink. "Deploy- ing satdlites.”

Tiny flares erupted from Second Desath, four from the bow and four from the stern, deploying at precise
angles so they suggested the corners of awire-frame box surrounding the junkyard vessel. After afew
moments of flight, the satellites ceased their acceeration; their burn trails vanished and they became dl

but invisblein the sarfidd.
"Nightcloak engaging,” said the comlink.

And Second Death was suddenly gone.

Where she had been, where the space around her had been, was blackness. Not starfield—not even the
garswerevisblethroughit.

Zsnj offered alittle exhaation of happiness. " Sensors, give me areading on Second Degth.”

The sensor officer in the crew pit below examined his screen. Hetook on astricken look as heraised his
head to face the warlord. "Nothing, Sir. We don't even get areturn on the active sensors. It's a sensor

anomdy."

"Hne, fine"

Out in space, sarsbriefly flickered through the darkness, then shone brilliantly again, and Second Death
once more floated before them.

Mévar frowned. "Second Desth, | didn't order an end to the test.”



"Sorry, dr. Sysem failure. It's il not entirely religble.”

"Wl bring in the satellites and get back to work. Until it's one hundred percent, it's not adequate. Until
it's one hundred percent, we're not happy with you. Mevar out.” The general pocketed the comlink and
turned to hiswarlord. "I'm sorry, Sir."

"Don't be" Zsinj waved his gpology away. "It'safine demonsiration. A wonderful adaptation of what
we're accom-plishing at Rancor Base. They'll have it doneintime. Or dse" He smiled.

In Mon Remondas pilotss lounge, in stuffed chairs dragged against the viewports to suggest thrones, sat
Wes Janson and Runt Ekwesh.

Standing before them, Face said, " For intercepting greet quantities of damage so therest of usdidn't
have to, your crowns, o mighty ones." Hetook circlets made of flimsy mate-rial and placed one on each
pilot's head. " For enduring medi-ca treatments without whining, for surviving days of bacta bath without
crying, for emerging from your trestment with-out asking for extra cake and sweetening, your roya
scepters.” He placed awooden dowe, its end decorated with tassels and ribbons, into the hand of each
pilot. "And now, receive the ac-colades of your subjects.”

He stood aside, and the gathered Wraiths and Rogues hurled confetti upon them, arain of color and
rubbish.

Janson blinked againgt the atimaospheric assault and turned to Runt. "Thisisthe last time, positively the
last time, that | suggest to Face that the squad doesn't dway's show enough appreciation.”

Runt nodded. "We agree. Do dl kings have to suffer this?'

"Well, any king with Face Loran as his mgordomo.”

"And now," Face said, "the two kings fight one another to the death, and we space the loser.”



"Whoa, there." Janson stood and shook confetti from hishair. "Try again.”

"We space the winner?'

"Onemore."

"Webuy you adrink."

"That'smorelikeit."

Asthe pilots drifted back to their seats, Shalladropped gracefully in achair besde Piggy's. "Tell me
something,” she said.

"YS?I

"The other day, you said that you were rlieved when Doctor Gast died. Why relieved?”

Piggy took afew momentsto answer. Shallawondered whether he was considering his response, or
debating whether to tell her to go to hell. Finally he said, "It takes pressure off me. Pressure of decisons.”

"] don't understand.”

"Asfar as| know, | am the only one of my kind. I am not fit to be among normal Gamorreans; | make
them nervous and | am dismayed by their presence. Their violence, their sm-plicity. So | will never find a
mate, a Gamorrean female, to my liking. | had sometimes wondered if Gast had created one. . . or if she
might do o, if | compelled her. Even o, such area-tionship would endure in frustration and sadness. If |
under-stand it correctly, the changes made to me are not genetic; | could not pass them on to offspring.
So | could not have chil-dren with my mental and emotional characteristics.” Heraised his hand, studying



the Churban brandy in the glasshe held. "In that sense, | an done. . . and should be done. Doctor
Cadt's continued existence led me to hopes | should not have enter-tained. Now that sheisdead, | can

be more responsible.”

"I'm sorry." Onimpulse, she reached out and took his other hand. "But in one sense, you're wrong."

He sipped at the brandy before replying. "How so?"

"You're not just flesh and bone. Y ou don't just pass aong your genes. If you had children, you'd be
giving them your idess, the example of your courage and commitment, all the thingsthat come from the
way you relate to the culture you've chosen. And those things you can pass aong to otherswho aren't
your children. Intellectudly, emotiondly, your parents and children aren't related to you by blood at dll. |
know that may be smdl consolation.”

He downed the rest of the brandy, and after amoment hislips curled up in anear-human smile. "Wdll, it
iSsome consolation.”

"Would you like to dance?"

"Would you like to have your toes smashed flat?'

"I have fast feet."

"True. Wdll, therisk isdl yours." He heaved himself up, then helped her to her feet.

Other dancers were aready in motion on the portion of the lounge the pilots had cleared of furniture.
Face and Diahad center stage, moving to aclassica theme of ancient Coruscant, and Donosand Lara
were now moving to join them.

"They're not redly together,” Diasaid.



Face glanced over at Donos and Lara. "How do you figure?'

"She'stense. Keeping alittle separation between them. Her expression keeps softening, she keeps
amiling, asif she'sredly enjoying hersdf. Then she tenses and withdraws. It'salittle cy- cle she keeps

running through.”

"Oh, you're good at this game. But you missed when she gave him the opportunity for akiss. A
deliberateinvitation.”

"No, shedidn't."

"Shedid." He gave her asuperior little smile.

"When?'

"A moment ago. Did you see her lower her eyes, then raise them and make that little twirling motion with
her finger?'

"Yes. | assumed she was describing something. She wastaking.”

"' She was describing something. That's what makesit so subtle, the way she blended the cuein, the way
you're sup-

posed to. It's—" Then Face stiffened, nearly losing the rhythm of the dance, and |ooked back at the
other couple.

"It'swhat?'



"Coruscant charm sgning.”

"] don't know what that is."

"It's something like the language of flowers. Y ou know how on some worlds the precise flower you give
someone, the number, the arrangement, al has specific meaning.”

Dianodded. "It'sa human custom. A new way to miscom-municate so you can find reason to kill one
another.”

"That's an interesting interpretation . . . anyway, charm signing is sort of likethat. It's confined to the
socid classof Im- perid officer trainees from wedthy familiesand their circles. It came out of Coruscant
long before the rise of the Empire, but it's mostly confined to the Empire these days, most of the for-mer
Imperid officers serving with the New Republic weren't of that socia order. Anyway, she gave him the
correct sign for 'I'd accept akiss.' Hejust didn't know what it meant.”

"|sthat areason for you to be so startled?!

"Well, yes. Larakeeps saying 'Coruscant’ to me, without meaning to. When she's distracted, when she's
upst . . . not when she'sin control. Sometimes shelll walk like a native throneworl der—you know the
sort of hunched-in, 'don't touch me' body language?

She nodded.

Face thought back. " And then, things she knew about Cor- uscant commerce. Pretty elaborate for
someone who'd been employed there only for afew weeks. And that incident at the Galactic Museum.
The old man who thought she was—what was the name he called her?"

"EddliaMonotheer."



Face looked at her with real surprise. "How did you re-member that?"

"A trick of the trade. When you're adave dancer, you remember the name of everyoneyou are
introduced to by your owner. If you fail, you're beaten ... or worse."

"I'm sorry." He pulled her to him, an embrace of gpology. "1 dways seem to do something to remind you
of thosetimes™

"It'snot your fault." Her voice was awhisper. "l can't seem to give up on it. Sometimes | think | say
things like that to remind other people of what | used to be—when I'm the only one who needsto
remember.” She sighed, asif releasing some sorrow into the air. "What are you going to do about Lara?
Ask her how she knows this charm sgning?’

He shook his head, brushing his cheek againgt hers. "I'm going to put in aregquest for information. To
New Republic Intdligence.

"But later," shesad.

"Later."

A couple of hundred meters away, Wedge trotted up the access ramp to the Y T-1300 freighter hidden
away in one of Mon Re- monda's hangar bays. Crashing and clanking noises drifted down from the
freighter's upper hull, accompanied by the deep rumbling of Chewbaccas complaints. But no human
words ac- companied the rumbling.

He found Han Solo in the vessdl's cockpit. He dropped into the copilot's seat beside the general.

"| thought you'd be & your pilotss welcome-back party,” Solo said. He didn't turn his attention from the
forward view-port. Across the floor of the hangar, cluttered with tools and re-pair carts, was the
rectangle of lights outlining the hangar's magnetic containment field. Beyond that, dim because of the
hangar'slight, were stars.



"I stopped in," Wedge said. "l didn't stay too long. It tends to make the children nervous.”

Solo managed afaint smile. "I know what you mean. | used to be one of the guys. Now | walk into a
room and all con- versation stops. | didn't imagine, when | accepted thisjob, that I'd become some other
thing. An outsder."

"Sometimes that's what an officer is. Someone who's'one of the guys can't maintain discipline.”

"l suppose.”

A furious hail of metalic banging made conversation im- possible for amoment. It was followed by an
unusualy lengthy and articulate stretch of grumbling from Chewbacca

Solo said, "He hates thiswreck amost asmuch as| do."

"Why do you hateit more?'

"Because, despite everything | said, it's just enough like the Falcon to make me homesick.”

"For the Facon} Or for Leia?’

Solo rubbed hisface, easing awvay some of the lines of tiredness. "Y eah.”

"I never redly understood why you left the Falcon on Rebel Dream when she went on her mission. You
could have stored her on Mon Remonda.”

"It'sjust... I'm not sure." Solo stared off into the distance of space. "The Falconisthething | vaue most.
Not the person | value mogt, but thething. | think | |eft her with Leiaso Leilawould know.”



"That you trusted her with what you valued mog.”

"Something like that. And | wanted her to remember me."

"Asif shed forget.”

"Sometimes| think she should.” Solo was silent along moment, and when he spoke again, hisvoice was
quieter. "I don't deserve her. And someday shell redlize that. When shel's awvay from me, | think, ‘Maybe
today'sthe day. Maybe today shélll figureif out and get on with her life™"

Wedge shook his head. "That's ridiculous.”

"No, it's not. She'sthe one with the god, the plan for her life. Shelsadriving force in the New Republic.
Without her, | don't have aplace. I'm just adrifter with an irresistible dose of roguish charm. And
someday shell get tired of the charm and there won't be anything else for meto offer her.”

"You know," Wedge sad, "I can't do it mysdlf, because you're my superior officer. But | could cal
Chewie down here, and tell him what you've just said, and then hed beat you nearly to deasth with a
hydraospanner. Maybe then you'd figure out how wrong you are.”

Solo managed asmile. "'l think maybe that'swhy 1 volun- teered for thisZsinj assgnment. | thought it
was because of how | felt when | heard about his bombardments. His assaults on defensalessworlds. |
could just see mysdlf asachild on the streets, [ooking up to see the turbolaser blasts coming down to
destroy thelittle bit of world I could call my own. But, redly, it might have been just to show Leia, 'Here
| am, see, |

can function in your world.' But after months of it, | just get tireder and crazier. | find mysalf wishing |
could leave Zsinj be, and Leia could come home right now, with her mission unfin-ished, so things could
go back to the way they were. And if she knew that, she'd be ashamed of me."



"It'sanaturd human emotion. And | have athree-stage plan to let you get back to the way things used
tobe"

That caught Solo's attention; he looked a Wedge for thefirst time since held boarded the freighter.
"How?'

"Stage One." Wedge opened a comm channel on the co- pilot's control board. ™Y T-1300 to bridge.
Thisis Commander Antilles. Please cut dl lightsin Bay Gamma One.”

A few moments | ater, the overhead lights darkened. Chew- bacca made anoise of complaint.

Wedge said, "Including the magcon shield indicator, please, bridge."” -

The rectangle of light around the magcon field faded. Now they sat in near-perfect darkness, illuminated
only by the stars outsde the field. They hung there, perfect, not blinking because there was insufficient
amosphere to make them twin-kle, a perfect space vista.

Solofell slent, just staring at the view for along moment. "That'snice,” hesaid. "I think you'reright. |
could use more of that. What's Stage Two?"

"Well, you're not the only member of the crew who could benefit from some blissful irresponghility right
now. So I'm going to stage an insurrection and seize control of Mon Remonda.”

Solo gave acurt laugh. "Wedge Antilles, mutineer. That | have to see.”

"Bring your Wookiee and I'll show you."

Donos and Larawalked into the officerss cafeteriaand stopped short. It didn't look the way it was
Supposed to.



Tables, normally arrayed in neat rows, had been dragged out of lineinto zigzags, into four-table
rectangles. Though the chamber was sparsaly occupied, even that was different; nor-mally the diners
would be scattered across the chamber, but now they were concentrated at three or four tables.

Donos and Lara gpproached the closest table. The one where their commander sat with General Solo
and Chew- bacca. Sabacc cards were laid out on the table before them.

"Excuseme, Sr," Donossad, "I hateto interrupt—"

Wedge looked up. "What did you cal me?".

"Uh, ar."

"Who do you think | am?

Donos glanced at Lara, but she seemed as puzzled as he. "Commander Wedge Antilles, New Republic
Sarfighter—"

Wedge shook hishead. "No, no, no. | just look like him. If | were Antilles, wouldn't | be wearing
aoproprigterank inggnia?”

It was true; he wore none. For that matter, neither did General Solo.

"Infact,” Wedge sad, "what's that you're wearing? Lieu- tenant'sinsgnia ?'

"Uh, yes—"

"Off," Wedge said.



"Off," Solo repeated.

"Off off off off," Wedge said.

Donos pulled the rank inggniafrom hisjacket. Larafol-lowed suit with hers.
Wedge visbly camed. "That's better," he said. "Wait. Where's your astromech?”

Donos's mouth worked for amoment as he considered re-sponses. "'l don't think | have an answer that
will pleeseyou. Sir. Or Not-Sir. Whoever you are.”

"Y ou certainly don't. The astromechs are the backbone of Starfighter Command. Hardest-working
beingsin the gadlaxy. They need some rest and recreation, too. Don't you agree?’

"l, uh,l do."

"Good. Get out. Don't come back without your astro- mechs." Wedge gathered up the sabacc cards.
"New hand. Who'sin?'

When Face wandered in, his R2 unit V ape wheding dong be- hind him, the cafeteriawas more than
haf-full. It was aso loud; card games and conversations dominated most of the ta-bles. Some of the
kitchen staff appeared to be on duty, bringing out drinks and various sorts of snacks, but they cheerfully
ex-changed sharp words with the officers present in away they'd never do under ordinary circumstances.
Officers sat with en-listed men and women, and, though uniforms suggested which was which and the

services being represented, there were no rank insgniato be seen.

Chewbaccawaved him over. Face and Vape moved up to histable.



Over hishand of cards, Wedge gave him acool gppraisa. "It's the one who looks like Captain Loran.
But he has his as-tromech and no rank. Helll pass.”

"Thank you, uh, one who lookslike Commander Antilles.”

"He catches on quickly," Wedge said. "One second. Vape, cold one."

A trapezoid-shaped plate at the top of Vape's bal head did open. There was a chuff of compressed air,
and a condensation- dewed bottle legped up into the air. Wedge caught it with hisfree hand and set it
down on the table before him. "Thanks, Vape. Thanks, one-who-looks-like-Face. That'll bedl." He

turned back to hisgame.

Face said, "Y ou weren't supposed to know about that. And it certainly shouldn't have worked for you."

"I look just like the group leader. That gives me specid privileges.”

"Beddes, it wasmy last one”

"Well, come back when you're fully stocked.”

The others at the table—men and women who looked like Generd Solo, Chewbacca, Captain Todra
Mayn of Polearm Squadron, Gavin Darklighter and Asyr Sei'lar of Rogue Squad-ron, laughed.

Face turned away. "Run dong and play,” hetold Vape. "Thisisgoing to be an interesting evening.”

Wedge's mutiny of anonymity spread through the ship with asort of quiet persistence. No officerson
duty abandoned their tasksto join it, but crewmen coming off duty gravitated to the officerss cafeterias
and, when the mutiny became too popu-lous, into adjoining noncommissioned crew cafeterias, briefing

hdls, and auditoriumsaswedl.



And nowhere in the mutineerss sections of Mon Remondawere name tags or rank designationsto be
found. Donos, walk- ing the perimeter of the mutineerss sectionswith Larain a state of baffled good
humor, saw Rogue mechanic Koyi Komad win aweek's wages from Captain Onomain acard game as
blood- thirsty asany TIE fighter vs. X-wing engagement. He saw Chewbacca smultaneoudy arm wrestle
anavd lieutenant and a civilian hand-to-hand combat trainer so vigoroudy that both humans were thrown
to thefloor; they arose laughing and massaging wrenched arms.

Astromechs huddled in corners, exchanging chirps and trills that few organisms could interpret but that
apparently kept them highly amused. Donos and Lara had to stop short of a portion of floor bounded by
lines of observers, agroup of R2 and R5 units sped through atwisting, winding course marked by
colored tape on the floor. Corran Horn's Whistler was in the lead, Wedge's Gate was in second place,
and both units were tweetling in the excitement of the moment.

Whistler and Gate maintained their one-two standings across the finish line and a crowd of bettors
erupted in cheers and cat-cdls. Donos heard Horn's voice rise above the crowd noise: "'l told you, | told
you. Next time, make it an obstacle course with security measures. Whistler will still smokethem all.”

"If I weren't surel was only haf-crazy,” Donossaid, "I'd be certain | was halucinating.”

"Your logicisfaulty,” Larasaid. "If you were zero percent crazy, you'd be certain you weren't
halucinating. If you were one hundred percent crazy, you'd be equaly certain thiswasred. Only at your
current state of fifty percent insane do you doubt what you see.”

"Nofair. If | take you back to the pilotsslounge and dance with you again, will you stop picking at my
flawsinlogic?'

"Sure" shesaid. "That was my motivein thefirg place”

The mutiny endured from early evening to late evening of the next calendar date, with apair of sabacc
gamesthelast to break up, and galey workers grumbling only halfheartedly asthey swept up thetrash
left behind by aday of blissful, if inter-mittent, irrespongbility.

Solo and Wedge were among those who abandoned the last surviving card game. Solo rubbed tired
eyesand said, "Not bad, man-who-looks-like-Wedge. What's Stage Three?"



Wedge gave him a smile he might have learned from atoothy Bothan. "In Stage Three, we track down
Zsnj and blow himup.”

"Good plan. I likeit."

The next morning, once hangovers were shaken off and infu-sions of caf had taken hold, the crew of
Mon Remonda moved more briskly, with weeks of frustration and bone weariness at least partidly

shaken loose.

At abriefing of the Rogues and Wraiths late in the day, Wedge said, "For those of you who were
curious, tomorrow's mission does not seem to have been endangered by the mass amnesiathat seemsto
have struck my pilots—no one seemsto be able to recal what he was up to yesterday." That drew some
chuckles. "Assuming our brains are working correctly again, we can probably get through a preiminary

operationd briefing now."

He tapped keys on the lectern keyboard and a hol oprojec-tion sprang into existence beside him. It



showed asolar syslem— medium-sized yellow sun and adozen planets around it. Their orbitswere
indicated by glowing dotted lines. "Thisisthe Kidriff system. It'sadong what we think of asthe
Imperial/Zsinj bor-der, asfar coreward as Zsinj's influence extends. Its occupied world, Kidriff Five, isa
very wedlthy one, aheavy trade depot that devel ops and exports metd alloys—severa improvementsin
Senar TIE fighter hullsin recent years came about because of Kidriff developments.

"Kidriff Five's government patterned the world's building and expansion plans very heavily on Coruscant,
asaway of be- coming more attractive to the Empire and the Imperid court.” Wedge activated another
image, and the holoprojector displayed a city vista—a seemingly endless sea of skyscrapersthat would
not look out of placeif dropped whole onto Coruscant. The sky, however, was not as hazy or asthick
with storm clouds as Coruscant's typically was. "It wouldn't have been abad site for Y sanne Isard to set
up her government seet in exile—except, by the time the Rogues threw Isard off Coruscant, Kidriff had
dready fdlento Zsin).

"Welve recently received alot of dataon Kidriff and other Zsinj-occupied worldsin Imperid sectors.
Analysis showed that the data had been scrubbed of certain types of information useful to the New
Republic. But the scrubbing seems to have been hasty, and did not entirely diminate the fact that there
had been activity by apro-New Republic faction in the months before Zsinj took over.” Wedge called up
another image, thistime of aregion seemingly divided equally between stretches of skyscrapersand
stretches of heavy rust-colored foliage. "Kidriff Five's Tobaskin Sector. Seet of their rebd activity, which
may or may not still exist. That'sour target.”

Janson spoke up. "And what do we do there, chief?!

"Very little, actudly." Wedge brought up the image of a Cordlian Y T-1300 freighter. "Thisisnot the
Millennium Fa-con. It's our smulacrum, which Chewbaccaand afew unlucky mechanics have been
transforming into alikeness of the Fal- con. They painted false rust on good hull and put good paint on
rusty hull so the blotches match up, and have made some other modifications. Weve dubbed it the
Millennium Falsehood. We're given to understand that it's gpproximately spaceworthy.”

From the back of the briefing hall, Chewbacca uttered a sustained grumble that |eft the pilots no doubt
that the Wook-iee didn't think much of the freighter.

Wedge continued, "Chewbaccaand | will pilot the False-hood to Tobaskin Sector and land in one of
those forest tracts. Well let off acouple of intelligence operatives who are going to try to make contact
with any surviving pro-New Republic factions there. But our main job isto wait there until we're seen,
then take off for space.”



"Which accomplisheswhat?' Janson asked. "Actudly, | know the answer. But | thought you ought to
have at least one shill in the audience.”

"Good to see you're developing askill you can usein civil- ian life," Wedge said. "Thisdlowsthe
apparent Millennium Falcon to be seen well within Zsinj'sterritory on aworld where Zsinj knowsthere
has been pro-Rebd activity. It's one piece of datathat will pique hisinterest. We're going to do thisagain
and again. At acertain point, when the Fal sehood has devel-oped a predictable pattern of misson
activity, Zsinj will, we hope, show up to destroy her."

Lararaised ahand.

"Notdl."

"Um, | don't know whether this has entered your mission planning, g, but if you go to an Imperia
world, they'll proba- bly want to kill you. And if you do land and let yoursdlf be no- ticed later, they'll
probably want to kill you then." She gave him alook as though she were an ingenuefull of pridein her
sudden tactical redlization. Pilots around the amphitheater laughed.

"This had occurred to us. Data on the Kidriff system sug-geststhat their security isvery lax in order to
promote fast, ef-ficient trade—they're far more interested in making sure cargo gets taxed than in
protecting government and military ingtalla- tions, which tend to be buried very deep and hard to hit. So
our belief isthat we can just fly the Falsehood in. Well kill our trangponder stream once we're low
enough, so they won't know where we landed. They'll assume it'sasmuggler's ploy and look for us.
WEII be going in with Captain Celchu's X-wing cou- pled to our hull, and helll detach to act as our escort
on the trip hack out. But before we go in, the Wraiths who are assigned TIE interceptors will goinand
make apreiminary landfall. If their security queries are more difficult than we suspect, they can signal us
and wing out of there. Otherwise, they'll be on hand to join Tycho for escort duty on theflight out. The
rest of the Rogues and Wraithswill be orbiting the planet's primary moon to offer additional support
when they chase us off-world."

Wedge looked among the seated pilots. "Well be taking out targets of opportunity, mostly enemy
sarfighters, on the way out. Our mission isto disengage with aslittle loss as possi- ble. Does anyone see
any specific flaw inthis operation?”

Runt sneezed. He looked around, embarrassed. " Sorry. No flaws. Just bactaticklein our snus cavities."



"Which brings up another point,” Wedge said. "The medi- cal reports of the Wraiths who sustained
burnslook good. | don't see asign that any Wraith has not recovered sufficiently to be part of this
operation. But if any of you does till fed that he's not up to the mission, let me know privately. Believe
me, no onewill hold it againgt you."

Therewas slence.

"Any more questions? No? Tomorrow morning well get thefina flight data, drop out of hyperspace
outsde the Kid-riff system, and execute thisthing. Until then, get some rest. Dismissed.”

Face leaned in, his expression conspiratoria. "Were work- ing on a secret wegpon for desperate
Stuations on our com- mando raids. Runt is strengthening his lungs, hissinus cavities.

Larasad, "Before each misson in which we go into the field, weload Runt's nose with plasted ball
bearings.”

"Then," Face said, "if we're captured and end up in the hands of just a couple of guards, Runt can takein
adeep, deep breath and sneeze those ball bearings out at them.”

Laranodded, her own expression earnest. "'In secret tests, we've clocked the ball bearings erupting from
hisnose at just over five hundred klicks per hour. Definitely subsonic, but still fast enough to penetrate
flesh and light slormtrooper armor.”

Elassar looked back and forth between them. "Hey, wait aminute. That would never work." The two
conspirators dissolved into laughter, and he continued, his voice petulant, "I was being serious. Can't you
be serious? Someone's going to bein trouble.”

"Y ou just summon us up some luck,” Face said. "Werere- lying on you."



Asthey filed out of the briefing chamber, Elassar said, "'l don't know. | have abad fegling about this one,
abad feding."

"Why?' Face asked. "When we were going into the briefing, you were as happy asabanthaon a
mountain of blumfruit.”

"Runt sneezed."

Face looked the younger pilot. "Why, yes hedid. | forgot about that. Doomed the whole lot of us, did
rel?l

"No, thisis serious. He sneezed right when the commander got to the point where the commander asked
about flawsin the plan. That meansthereis such aflaw, and we didn't noticeit, and Runt will bein
trouble then.”

"No, no, no." Face shook hishead. "That'swhat it would have meant had it been an accidental sneeze.
But it waan't. It was a deliberate sneeze."

Elassar looked a him, his expression puzzled. "Why would he sneeze deliberately?*

Larasad, "He was clearing his chamber.”

"What chamber?"

Rostat Manr was good at hisjob. As a Sullustan, he was sup-posed to be adept at piloting, at
navigating, but he knew that he and hisfelow Sullustan ship handlers had gotten their reputation far more
through hard work than through natura inclination.

Rostat had been rewarded for his hard work, too. For four years hedd flown Y -wings for the Rebel



Alliance—now known as the New Republic. Lessthan ayear ago, sick of war, certain that he/d done his
duty for the cause he believed in, he accepted a position flying tugs for acivilian firm: Event Vidas, a
cruise-vessd line. Only afew months ago, he'd been promoted to chief pilot aboard Nebula Queen, one
of theling's newest and most beautiful cruise vessels.

But now, he wasin danger of losing dl he had gained. The thought, as he stared out the viewport &t the
growing circle of color that was the planet Coruscant, made him sad.

He couldn't tel anyone. They'd laugh at him. Then they'd demote him ... at best.

For no one wanted to employ apilot with Ewoksin his nose.

He could fed them dancing, hear the faint, tinny sounds of their music and singing asthey made merry in
hisnogirils. All the digging held done had failed to didodge them. He couldn't think about anything but the
Ewoks, and what it would taketo rid himself of them.

All he had to do was crash Nebula Queen down upon Coruscant's surface. Then everything would be dl
right. He smiled. Soon, soon.

Asthe cruise ship reached the point it should have maneu- vered into high Coruscant orbit, Rostat kept
her headed into the atmosphere. A carefully calculated approach, the precise speed and angle needed for
her to breach the planetary atmo-sphere without igniting. He redlly needed for enough of the ship to be
|eft to hit the planet's surface, after all.

"Rogtat?' That was his captain, ahuman femae originally from Tatooine. Other humans described her as
old and leath-ery, but Rogtat didn't have their perspective on human features. "What are you doing?'

Rodtat looked at her, trying to mask hisaarm. ™Y ou know, don't you?"

"I know you're out of your approach plane.”



"No. | mean, about my nose."

She gave him alook that suggested she didn't know. But she had to be shamming. She had to bein onit.
Perhaps she'd even been the one who put the Ewoks up his nose.

Seized with asudden fear of what she was, what she might do to him next, he drew his duty blaster and
fired on her. 1t was point-blank range; he would have had to go to some effort to miss. His shot took her
inthe sde and shefdl over.

But it wasn't ablaster shot. Helooked curioudly at hisissue sdearm. It was set on kill, but astun-level
beam had emerged. Curioudy, he flipped the switch between blast and stun, but no sound emerged.
Perhaps the mechanism was broken.

No matter. She was unconscious, and she would stay that way 1ong enough for the ship to crash. And
relief would be his.

But the Nebula Queen's control board now showed her a- titude gaining, not dropping. He stared
curioudy at the num-bers, then took the pilot's controls again.

They didn't respond. The cruise liner began climbing back up into her proper orbit. Heran aquick
diagnogtic. It indi- cated that the auxiliary bridge currently had contral.

He brought up the ship'sintercom and caled the auxiliary bridge. When the picture svam into focus, it
showed that bridge's control sest. In the command chair was another Sul-lustan, avery junior officer
Rogtat knew. "Nurm," he said. "What are you doing?"

Nurm looked uncomfortable and glanced off-screen. "I've seized control of the ship," he said.

"Return control to the main bridge," Rostat said. Hisnose wasredly itching. The Ewoks had to be
mounting ama jor celebration in there,



"No," Nurm said.

"Give me control right now," Rogtat said.

"Makeme" Nurm said.

"However you want it. Your career isat an end." Rostat switched off.

Hewaited for amoment, settling histemper, and then made a sudden motion, driving hisfinger into his
nose as fast and deep as he could.

No good. The Ewoks got away, legping up above his prob- ing finger, asthey aways did. He sighed,
took up his blagter, and headed aft.

Moments |ater, he charged into the auxiliary bridge with hisblaster at the reedly.

There was no onein the control chair. But there was mo-tion to hisright. He spun—

Too late. Nurm fired firdt, his stun blast washing across Rogtat's chest. Rogtat felt hisbody go numb and
watched with a detached sort of interest asthe floor angled up and knocked at his head.

Then he knew only blackness.

Nurm looked anxioudy &t the felow officer hed just shot "Will hebeadl right?

The man to whom he spoke, ahuman in the uniform of acolond, rose from behind the communications
console. He moved over to Rogtat's body and prodded it with histoe. "He should be. If we can figure
out what'swrong with him."



"l couldn't bdieveit. Y ou showed it to me, and | ill can't believeit. He wanted to crash us."

"I don't think he did. There's something very wrong going on in his head, though. But you've saved him
from scandd, or death, or both."

"Why did you want me to shoot him?I've barely qualified with blagter pistols! I'm acivilian!”

The officer gave him an enigmatic smile. "It'simportant. Believeit or not, the fact that you shot him
instead of me may save additiond lives. Just remember the story as|'ve givenit to you."

He brought out his comlink to summon members of ship's security to take Rostat into custody, then
transmitted afew words, amission-accomplished code, to his commander.

In an orbita station in high orbit above the far sde of Corus-cant, Generd Airen Cracken, head of New
Republic Intelli-gence, received the officer's sgna. He responded with afew words of congratulation and
signed off. He'd get the full report and offer more appropriate words of praise later.

He returned to the ancient, scarred desk that served him asareminder of his many campaigns and years
of service, and felt thefirst stirrings of relief. Suddenly, a picture once made up of shadows and
inexplicable shapes was beginning to assume aform he could understand.

On his persond termina, he called up acommunicationsfile, afull holo, and advanced it to amark hed
placed earlier.

Wedge Antilles's face and upper body appeared at one- third scale just above Cracken's desk. The
pilot seemed to be seated behind a desk of his own, and there was nothing but white bulkhead wall
behind him.

"Now that the Warlord has persuaded the New Republic to ingtitute measures that can be used as
precedents when dedling with future incidents, his next step must inevitably be to make a breach between
the New Republic and one of the member speciesthat has contributed significantly to our success.



"L ogic suggests that the Mon Calamari would be the best choice, snce without their engineering
expertise and their heavy cruisers we would have had amuch harder time of thiswar than we've had. But
we sugpect that this brainwashing treat- ment may be confined for now to mammalian and near-
mammalian species—it would be much, much harder to devise atreatment that was equally functiona
across the wide range of al sapient speciestypes. So our predictionisthat it won't be Mon Caamari or
Verpinesat thistime.

"Our best guessisthat the next attack will come from Sul- lustans or Bothans. And we have someideas
about that." Wedge typed something into the datapad before him; Cracken supposed that he was
consulting notes.

"Gotas are known as expert hunters. And for the last sev-erd years, Twi'leks, who have traditionally
been thought of by Imperia humans astraders, and not particularly bold beingsin general, have been
trying to impress on human cultures theim- portance of their warrior tradition. We think it's sgnificant
that the Twi'lek and Gotd disasters have involved single war-riors wresking havoc. In our opinion, the
assaultsto come will correspond in some way to popular stereotypes and miscon- ceptions about the
specieswhose membersinitiate them. If the next attack is Bothan, it will involve computer dicing—such
as, perhaps, fasfied datatransmissonsthat cause disasters. If the next attack is Sullugtan, it'slikely to
involve apiloting or navigating mishap costing hundreds or thousands of lives. Ei-ther way, if it isremotely
possible, it'simportant that the agents of these attacks be taken aive. Our hopeisthat they are under
compulsion to do what they're doing, and that the brainwash-ing technique leaves some consistent
physiological evidence that New Republic medics can detect.”

Antilles shut his datgpad. His gaze, unsettlingly enough, seemed to seek out Cracken's. "That's the best
we haveto offer, Generd. But if our predictions come anywhere closeto the redlity of the next set of
mystery terrorist activities, you can rely on it being an attempt by Zsinj to create more chaos within the
New Republic, and you can head off the damage his effort might otherwise cause.

"Thank you for your time, Generd. Antillesout." The hologram of Wedge faded.

Cracken sat motionlessfor long moments. Thefirst time held heard this transmission, held shaken his
head and wished, once again, that flyboyswould just keep their attention on their cockpits and out of
Intelligence affairs. The second time, after Cracken had reviewed the evidence on the Twi'lek and Gotal
assaults, it had made a frightening kind of sense ... and Cracken had begun devoting resourcesto an
investigation based on the possibility that the Antilles theory was correct.



Now, Cracken wished that one flyboy, Wedge Antilles, would pay |ess attention to his cockpit and
devote some more of histhinking to Intelligence affairs.

Perhaps he could be lured out of Starfighter Command and over to Intelligence.

Cracken made an exasperated noise and shut down histermina. No, not in thislifetime.

Heturned his attention to the ongoing search for evidence of an upcoming Bothan code-dicing effort that

would end in disaster.

Face Loran woke to the sound of passerby conversation out in the corridor. He siretched, enjoying the
luxury that was to be his—afew minutes of lazy rest before his aarm went off.

Then he glanced at the chrono beside hisbed. The time was haf an hour after hisaarm should have
awakened him. He hadn't st it.

He swore and threw his sheets off. He had just enough time to clean up and dress before mission

briefing, if he hurried.

A portion of histermind's screen blinked at him—sign of new mail, not yet reviewed. Hetypedina
command to transfer it dl to Vape, his asiromech—hed read it when nothing €l se was going on during

the Kidriff misson.

The launch bay assigned to the Rogues and Wraiths hummed— not just with activity, but with the
bone-cutting whine of X-wing repulsorlift engines being tested as pilots went through their prelaunch
checklists. And it was cold, the launch door opened to space, only the magnetic-containment field
keeping the atmosphere safely within . . . and magcon fidds did an in- adequate job of retaining heet.

Wedge watched the activity, looking for undue stress or worry on the part of hispilots.

Gavin Darklighter. The young Rogue would be flying with- out awingmate. Hed been sobered by



Td'diras death, and till looked unusually serious, but showed no sign of distraction.

Corran Horn. It had been only days since held killed a squadmate, and the speculation that Td'dira had
been brain-washed, not atraitor, and therefore theoretically possible to save, had to be eating at him. He
showed no sign of it, hisreal emotions safely hidden behind the mask of professiond civility that CorSec
and other police personnel wore when dealing with strangers.

Tyria Sarkin. She'd also been forced to kill afellow pilot. She made no secret of her distress, and even
now, as she donned her helmet and climbed into her X-wing cockpit, there was asad |ook to her eyes.
But, unlike Horn, she hadn't had to kill asquadmate, afriend. And she hadn't been asisolated asHorn,
Kdl had been there for her. Kell had even persuaded her to talk to Wes Janson, the man who had been
obliged, many years before, to kill Kell'sown father under not dissmilar cir- cumstances. Janson had said
it had helped her. Though Tyriawore her emotions very closeto the surface, Wedge felt he had little to
worry about with her.

DiaPassk. Shewould not be flying today; the decision handed down by the Provisionad Council madeit
impossible for her to come aong. But it didn't prevent her from participat- ing in other ways, she was
present, out of uniform, moving from starfighter to starfighter, offering arecommendation here, awish for
good luck there. And, when she thought no one waslook-ing, akissfor Face.

Elassar Targon. The Devaronian pilot was busly sticking figurines made of hard-baked bread on various
portions of Runt's X-wing's hull while the Thakwaash pilot ineffectually tried to shoo him away. More
charms. Wedge sighed.

"You cant just stay here and avoid it," Janson said.

Wedge looked at the Wraithss XO. "Come again?"'

"Y ou can't just hang around here, Commander. Y ou have to get to the Falsehood and face your
migake."

"What migtakeisthat?"



Janson grinned. "Well, of course, you're taking Han Solo's place in piloting the Fal sehood because he
redly can't keep on rdinquishing command of the fleet for joyrides.™

"Correct. No mistake | can see so far. | have more experi- ence with Cordlian freighters than anyone on
Mon Remonda, excepting Han Solo."

"And you asked him if Chewbaccawould be interested in coming aong as copilot and mechanic. He has
al that experi-ence keeping disintegrating junk together asit flies."

"Correct sofar."
"And the generd said, sure, Chewie would be happy to come adong."
"You'rethreefor three." . "Wedge, you don't speak Wookiee."

"|—oh, Sithspit." Wedge fet some color rising into hisface. Janson wasright: In al the misson planning

they'd done, held failed to remember that he wouldn't be able to understand anything his copilot said,
though Chewbacca could certainly understand Basic.

Janson just stood there, his expression merry.

Wedge sighed. "Check with Squeaky and Emtrey. 1 can't issue ordersfor them to go, but if either is
willing to volunteer, I'd gppreciateit. Preferably Squeaky." Though 3PO units normaly had protocol
skillsas part of their programming, including diplomacy and instantaneous trandation of astag- gering

number of languages, Emtrey's programming was opti-mized for military functions, Squeaky's was better
suited to thismisson.

"Will do."

"Y ou haven't mentioned thisto the pilots?"



"Well, yes, | sort of blurted it out when it occurred to me."

"And what did they say?"

"They put down bets on what you'd do. So then | had to go to al the other pilots so they could get their
own bets down."

"Who won?'

"TyriaSarkin. She said you'd say 'Sithspit."

"Y ou know, you'vefindly earned my gravest revenge.”

"Y ou don't ever take revenge. That's beneath Wedge An- tilles, Hero of the New Republic.”

Wedge gave him asmile, onefull of teeth, and Janson's own grin fatered. Wedge said, "Dismissed.”

Kél took point, Elassar tucked in behind and beside him aswingman, and led his TIE interceptor unit in
toward Kidriff Five. The other wingpair, Janson and Shdla, stayed off to their starboard at the distance
prescribed by Imperid regulations.

Theworld cdled Kidriff Five gradualy grew in their view-ports. The plandt, at least the hemisphere they
could see, seemed to be dominated by three colors: blue for seas and rusty red for vegetation, and a
lesser amount of gray-white where the planet's greetest citieslay.

Comm traffic also increased as they neared the planet. First was an automated signd directing them into
one of the preapproved approach vectors. As soon asthat signd arrived, Kell transmitted atight-beam
signa back to the Falsehood in-dicating where they could expect first comm contact.



Asthey entered the approach vector, they could see, far ahead of them, tiny lights—at the distances
shown on their sensors, these had to be massive cargo vessdl's gpproaching the planet.

When they were close enough to the planet that Kell could see nothing but its surface unless he leaned
much closer to hisviewport, they received thefirg live transmission. "Incoming flight, four Sienar Heet
Systemsinterceptors, thisis Kidriff Pri- mary Control. Pleaseidentify yoursaf and your misson.”

Kdl activated his comm unit. "Thisis Drake Squadron, One Hight, out of the Night Terror, Captain
Maristo com- manding. We're herefor rec-re-a-tion." The emphasis he put on the final word suggested a
pilot who'd been away from any sort of entertainment for too long. "'Inbound to Tobaskin to see how
much rec-re-a-tion acargo bay full of creditswill buy.”

"Acknowledged, Drakes. Transmitting your revised gp-proach vector. Will your ship be arriving later?”

"Negative, were here solo.” And thet lie conveyed a sec-ond lie to the traffic controllers on Kidriff Five:
that Drake Squadron consisted of hyperdrive-equipped TIEs. This sug-gested, in turn, that its pilotswere
very important people. It wasn't uncommon for high-ranking officersto take their per-sona TIES, witha
lower-ranking officer astheoretica com-mander to act as a shield of anonymity for them, on ajunket like
this

"Understood. L eave your transponderson at al times, by planetary ordinance. Enjoy yourselves, and
welcometo Kidriff Five"

Kell compressed the exchange and transmitted it, and the point in space where heéld received the
opening words of the greeting, back to the Fal sehood.

"| do receive combat pay, don't 17" The speaker was Squeaky, Situated behind Wedge's seat on the
Millennium Falsehood.

"If we'refired upon, yes," Wedge said. "Otherwise, you just get hazardous-duty pay.”



Chewbacca grumbled something. Squeaky said, " Shut up, you."

Wedge grinned. HEd never met a3PO unit as verbally abusive as Squeaky. Most of them, because of
standard pro-gramming and because they knew themsalves to be defensdless, attempted to ingratiate
themsdlves with everyone they met— usudly with so much talk they ended up aggraveting those they
wished to befriend. But Squeaky was a manumitted droid, owned by no one, and had afew quirks.
"Whét did he say?'

"] don't have to trand ate comments like that."

"Trandate everything. I'll decide what's important and what's not."

"He said he could guarantee | receive combat pay by pull-ing off my legs and hitting me with them."

"Well, that was very generous of him. Y ou should have said Thank you, maybe later.™

"Sir, | think you lack an understanding of this Wookiee's violence-laden humor."

As soon asthey dropped to within twenty kilometers of the planetary surface over Tobaskin Sector,
which was dready un-der nightfall, Kel and hisfellow Drakes began receiving trans- missonsfrom
sector businesses—some data, some sight and sound, all extolling the virtues of various entertainment
gpotsin the region. One transmission was the city government's visi-tor's package, including maps of the
region with hundreds of clubs, bars, hogtels, and other businesses highlighted.

Asif unsure asto which of the city's many offeringsto choose, Kdll led his group out over one of the
sector's deeper forest tracts. As his pilots exchanged bana comm traffic about which siteswould offer
the most recrestion, Kell scanned the forest floor for life. And when held chosen a spot that included a
clearing large enough for the Falsehood but was so deep within heavy forest that it seemed humansdid
not frequent it, he transmitted that data back aswell.

They found a persond-vehicle landing zone near adidrict full of brilliantly lit entertainment businesses.
They cameto rest there and emerged from the top hatches of their interceptors.



Kell pulled hishemet free, dropped it onto his pilot's couch, and began removing other pieces of piloting
parapher- nalia he wouldn't be needing. "Drake Two, Drake Four, keep dl your gear on. You'll be
daying with the interceptors.”

Shallanodded. She did down to the ground in full gear and stood at attention before her sarfighter, a
guard on duty.

"Aw, no." Elassar sounded heartbroken. He clutched his chest as though someone had shot him. "Why
me? I'm the youngest, I'm in the greatest need of fun.”

Dressed only in hisblack jumpsuit, Kell did down to hiswing pylon, then dropped to the ground. He
clambered up Elassar'sinterceptor and leaned in close to the younger pilot. "L et me ask you something,
Elassa."

"Freaway, Sr."

"Y ou go into one of these wonderfully diverting bars.”

"YS,"

"Y ou put down your credits.”

"Sounds good so far, Sir."

"Y ou take off your hdmet.”

"Well, I'd certainly want to a some point. Even if | were only getting adrink."



"What do the other patrons see?’

"Well, they see the gal axy's best-looking—oh."

"Devaronian pilot."

“Right, Sir, | get it.”

"How many Devaronian TIE interceptor pilots do you suppose there are in the Empire?’

"l understand, sir, | redly do."

Kl shook his head and dropped to the ground.

Wedge st the Millennium Falsehood down so gently that not even he was fully aware of the transition
between repulsorlift support and the settling of the hydraulic landing skids.

Chewbacca rumbled something.

Squeaky said, "Wdll, of course that was agood landing. He can't afford to set thisflying trash heap
down any harder. Pieceswould fdl off."

Chewie's grumbling became louder, more € oquent.

"What do you mean, thisisagood ship? Just this morning you were caling her names that would pedl
new paint off ahull. Y ou're disagreeing with me just to be disagreeable.”



"Captain'sleaving the bridge," Wedge announced. " Chew- bacca, the controls are yours.”

He trotted back to the top of the loading ramp and found his passengers gearing up, ready to leave. One
man and one woman, both with dark hair and unmemorable, average fea- tures, dressed in black pants
and tunics decorated with daz- zling bright zigzag stripes—this season's very definition of tourist in certain
portions of the Empire.

They'd never told Wedge their names. He thought of the man as Bland One, the woman as Bland Two.

Bland One turned to him, extended a hand. " Thanks for a smooth flight. Much better than some
insertions we've been through.” Bland Two nodded; Wedge couldn't remember her saying aword.

Wedge shook his hand, then activated the ramp control. The access ramp whined but did not budge.

"I have onepilot,” Wedge said, "who'd be certain that you jinxed it with the compliment.” He ssomped
down on the nearest portion of ramp. The mechanism'swhine increased in volume, then theramp
lowered. "Good luck.”

Then they were gone, and the ramp closed again with less complaint.

By the time Wedge returned to the bridge, Tycho had de- coupled from the top hull and his X-wing was
settling to the ground just ahead of the Falsehood's cockpit. Then the X-wing appeared to vanish asits
lightsfaded. Suddenly they werein darkness, the trees all around them acting as an impenetrable wall
between them and the city lights. Their only illumination was the two spots of gold light marking
Squeaky's eyes.

"Well," said Squeaky, "what shall we do now? | know many mnemonic games. Compare Storeroomsis
agood one."

Chewbacca rumbled something.



"No, | don't know Droid-Crushers.”

Rumble,

"What do you mean, you'd be happy to demonstrate? Oh, ha, ha."

Wedge sighed. For such ashort flight in, thiswas going to be along mission.

It waslong after the Rogues and Wraiths settled into their parking orbit around Kidriff's moon that Face
remembered hisunread mail.

"V ape, put that new storage through to my comm screen. In order of reception, please.”

First was aletter, text only, from hissister, now at school on Pantolomin. It was chaity, full of details of
everyday life, much as Face remembered it. A bright bit of hometo distract him from the bleak lunar
scape that was his sole viewing plea-sure right now.

The second, and last, item was from New Republic Intelli- gence. He had to wade through screen after
screen of standard admonishment that he was not to distribute this materid, upon pain of trid and
incarceration, before he got to the mest of the message and remembered what it was al about: his
re-cent query concerning LaraNotsil and Edallia Monotheer, the name sheld been called by the old man
on Coruscant.

The enclosed material wasall classfied secret; nothing had a higher secrecy rating. He hoped the
answers he was|ooking for weren't hiding behind amore stringent leve of classfication, aleve he
couldn't access.

Thefileon LaraNots| contained little information he didn't already know. Much of it shed told him and
the other Wraiths at one time or another. Born on afarmin Aldivy. De-cent gradesin school. No
indication of specia aptitudes other than agriculture. Then, the data derived from her own ac-counts and
alittle independent verification: how her commu-nity refused to offer aid to the enemy by turning over
gtockpiles of grain and meststo aformer Imperia admiral by the name of Trigit, how Trigit's ship



Implacable had bombarded the town out of existence. How follow-up troops had found asurvivor, Lara
Notsl, arid taken her up to the ship. How Trigit, taken with the girl, had kept her half-comatose on a
steady diet of drugs and made her his unwilling mistress. Until Wraith Squadron and dlied troops had
destroyed Implacable. Until Lara had es-caped in Trigit's persond evacuation pod.

A rather sparse account. But colonistslike the Aldivians, given to raising their crops and children, didn't
devote alot of time to more extensive personal records. On some colonies, they didn't even carry
identification.

Then the file on Edallia M onotheer. For all that she was born on Coruscant, aplanet notable for the
extent and quality of its citizen records, her account was scarcely longer than Notsil's. It had been
reconstructed from interviews,; al primary sources about her appeared to have been destroyed.

Born about fifty years ago. Trained to be an actress. She'd caught the eye of Armand Isard, father of
Y sanne Isard; he was the head of Intelligence throughout most of the reign of Emperor Palpatine.
Monotheer had trained as an Intelligence agent and had executed many successful missonsfor her
superiors.

Then, according to this account, she had been arrested and convicted of treason, long with her
husband. Both were executed for funneling information about Imperia Intelligence to anti-lmperia
factions on Chandrila. An opinion annotated by some anonymous New Republic Intelligence andyst
sug-gested that thiswas a standard technique to cause the death of a subordinate who had committed
some less Sgnificant of-fense, and that Monotheer had had nothing to do with the Rebel Alliance.

Husband. Face found the link to data on Monotheer'sim-mediate family and brought it up.

There was not much of interest there on her hushand. He had a history similar to hers. Therewere
rumors that the two of them had had a child, but there was no data on file about this.

But far more interesting than the husband's history was his name.

Dadlls Petothd .



Facefdt his somach sink.

"Dawn," said Squeaky.

The oneword, emerging out of blackness, jolted Wedge out of hislight doze. He looked around but
could still seenoil- lumination other than the droid's eyes. He rubbed his eyes and swung his booted feet
down off the command console. "It doesn't much look like dawn.”

"If you look straight up, you can see the sky brightening. All these trees and the buildings beyond keep
the early-morning light from reaching us," Squesky said.

Chewbacca stretched, making loud tendon-popping noises, and rumbled something.

"Well, yes, since we don't have any light in our eyes, | could have let you deep afew more minutes,”
Squeaky said. "But | was under the impression that the commander here wanted to know when dawn
was. Because as soon asit's day, the morelikely it iswe get seen. Or hadn't that thought penetrated the
meass of fur shielding your brain from outsde simulus?*

Grumble,

"W, yes, technically, it islight rather than chronological markersfor daytime that make it morelikely
well be seen, but my point till holds—"

"Quiet," Wedge said. "We may have something.”

On his sensor screen, asmdll blip had just crossed, in astraight line, aportion of thisbelt of forest about
akilometer to their south. It had looped around and was now crossing the same forest a hundred meters
or so north of itslast passage. Asthey watched, it completed this crossing and looped back again.

"A search grid?" Squeaky suggested.



"Yes. But it'sthe only vehicle doing that in the area. So there's not a concerted search going on.” Wedge
read the text register on his sensor board. The vehicle was tentatively identi-fied as a sort of high-atitude
floater routinely used by police forces on Imperid worlds. "Probably just aroutine flyover of histerritory.
He should be here in about fifteen minutes.” He dialed down the broadcast power of his comm unit and
acti-vated it. "Two?" .

"l seeit, Leader.”

"Just checking. Begin your preflight preparations. Out.” He brought the comm system up to full power
and selected an encryption code, then transmitted one phrase: "'In the green.”

A moment later, he received an answer, encrypted the sameway. "Two lit." Kdl'svoice.

"Drake Squadron is getting ready,” Wedge said. "Now we wait for the localsto flush us.”

10

In the graying hour of dawn, the police floater hedled over so far that Wedge was certain that its pilot
would tumble out of his seat if not for strap restraints and the vehicle's bubble top. The pilot looked down
at the Millennium Falsehood, reached for his control board asif to activate his comm system, then
spotted Tycho's X-wing.

Even with the distance between them, Wedge could read the shock on the pilot'sface. "Let'sgo," he
sad.

Rogue Two's nose e evated until the X-wing was pointed dmost straight up, and then Tycho kicked in
his main thrusters, shooting the snubfighter into the air straight past the police floater. He missed the
smdler vehicle by less than two meters. The police pilot unnecessarily did sdewaysto get clear of the

X-wing's passage.



Wedge duplicated Tycho's maneuver, putting the False- hood into a steep climb. Above, he could see
the glow of Ty-cho'sengines. "Chewie, the comm systemisyours,” hesad.

Chewbacca activated the comm unit. He grumbled and roared into it across an open channdl. By
agreement with Wedge, these would be insults and curses in the Wookieg's language.

The Falsehood reached the atitude of the top of this sector's highest buildings. Wedge leveled off, till
traveling in Tycho'swake, a sharp maneuver that brought a startled exclamation from Squesky ...
followed by aclatter of metal on metal.

"Forget to strap in?' Wedge asked.

"I never forget anything, Sr," the 3PO unit said, histone abit miffed. "I merely failed to add 'strapping in'
tomy list of thingsto do. Could you hold her level for amoment?*

"No." Wedge sidedipped to go around an aggressively tall skyscraper. There was another clash and
scrape of metal from behind. Tycho rejoined Wedge from the other side of the sky-scraper, his X-wing
dancing around the Cordlian freighter with the nimbleness only a starfighter could manage.

Chewbacca grumbled something and indicated the sensor board. Wedge spared it aglance. It showed a
lot of air traffic, mogt of it moving in what gppeared to be patterns unrelated to the Falsehood's flight.
One group of sgnds, their number inde-terminate because of their proximity to one another, followed in
their wake at a distance of more than two kilometers; they faded in and out of the picture asthey dipped
down below theleve of ground clutter and emerged at intervals. "That's Kell and the Drakes," Wedge
said. "We till need to be sure we've been spotted by the world authority—"

A grong signd, ablur representing six or more starfight- ers, appeared to the north, closing fast.

"Therewe go," Wedge said. "Let's bounce out.”



Tycho said, "Consider it bounced.” His X-wing vectored straight for space.

"Oh, no," Squeaky said.

Wedge hauled back on the controls and the Falsehood followed.

Kédl saw Tycho and the Falsehood's sudden flight for space, and the signals from the distant pursuers
just as abruptly showed dtitude gains. He put hisinterceptor in an upward course—a near-intercept
course aimed at a point not far behind the pur-suers of the Falsehood.

Asthey climbed, he got aclearer look at the group behind the Falsehood. It was afull squadron,
identified by the sensors as TIE fighters. They'd be on the top of Wedge and Tycho pretty soon, certainly
before the Falsehood | eft the atmosphere.

"Drake Sgquadron, thisisKidriff Primary Control. Please disengage pursuit of officid government forces.
Thisisan in-ternd matter.”

"Kay Pee See, thisis Drake One. Weve been hoping to evaluate your pilots. Rumor rates them pretty
high. Shal | go back and tell the admira that you wouldn't let us?"

"That's affirmative, Drake One. Break off pursuit now or welll have to view your action asahostile one.
Well gpologize very sweetly to the admira and your survivors.”

Kdl cursed. Not every aspect of Kidriff security was doppy. He put al discretionary power to thrust
and gained even faster on the Falsehood's pursuers.

Just asthe air thinned to the point that the stars shone with brilliant, unblinking clarity, thefirst laser blast
Szzled past the Cordlian freighter's port side. "A long-distance shot,” Wedge said.

Tycho's voice came back, "Easy to hit aflying bathtub like the one you're driving even with a
long-distance shot. Permis-sion to engage?’



"Not yet. Wait until it gets complicated.” Wedge spared amoment to look at his sensors. The squadron
of TIEswasonly akilometer back. Kél's Drakes were only half aklick behind them and closing fast.
And anew signa was on the board—a second full squad of TIEsfrom the ground base. It was going to
get complicated soon.

Moments later, ashot hit the rear shields. On the sensors, Wedge saw two wingpairs of TIE fighters
ped off and curve around toward Kell'sgroup. "That'sit," Wedge said. "Rogue Two, you are free to
engage. Chewie, you have the controls." He unbelted and moved aft.

"Sir?" said Squeaky. "Y ou're not leaving this disagreeable bal of hair in charge of awhole ship? Sir?"

Wedge clambered into the upper gunport turret and pow-ered up. Histargeting grid immediately lit up
with glows, most of them red—enemies. Two were out ahead of the others, firing asthey came, probably
aming to overtake the freighter, turn, and fire from ahead, forcing Chewbacca to adjust the ship's shields
on acongtant basis.

Thefirst of thelead TIE fighters shot past, firing; alaser hit rocked the ship. Wedge let that one go, but
timed its passage, then sent his gun turret swinging in itswake even before the sec-ond TIE reached him.
That TIE flashed through his crosshairs and he fired.

TheTIE erupted in abal of expanding gases. And abruptly Rogue Two was darting out from beneath
the freighter, tucking into the lead TIE fighter'swake, firing quad-linked lasers. The TIE pilot, having lost
sight of the X-wing on his sensor board, having assumed he wastoo far laterdly for the Falsehood's guns
to track him, wasn't maneuvering. Tycho's lasers chewed through his port solar wing and he tumbled—an
uncontrolled roll that, if he were not rescued soon, might never end.

Two down. Twenty-two to go. Wedge reset and waited.

"Keepitdow," Kell said, "and keep it duggish until we break. Remember, we're supposed to be
hyperspace-equipped, less maneuverable—they'll already have been told what they're fac-ing." He sent
his TIE interceptor into acomparatively gentle westward curve, drawing two of the fighters aboveinto his
wake, and was pleased to see Elassar mimicking his move. Janson and Shdla curved off eastward
equdly lazily.



His sensor system shrilled, indicating an enemy laser lock, and he shouted "Now!" and cut hard to
starboard. A green laser blast illuminated space where he'd been just amoment before, and two TIE
fightersfollowed the blast, caught off guard. They began their turn, but Kell continued hisferocious
maneuver, feding his chest compress asthe interceptor'siner-tial compensator failed to keep up entirely
with the g-forces he was generating.

Histargets swung into view from the right side of his viewport. They, too, were now curving to
starboard, but he'd caught them off guard, and had the advantage of afew seconds of controlled
maneuvering. Theleftmost of them jittered in histargeting brackets. Helet it go—that wasthe easier
target, and that was for hiswingman. The second TIE now crossed into histargeting bracket and jittered,
sign of alaser lock.

Hefired. Hisgreen lasershit into the TIE's fusd age whereit glowed brightest.

Suddenly the TIE's engines glowed much brighter. Smoke and sparks emerged. The fighter banked to
port and down, toward the planet's surface. As more and more sparks emerged, it looked like nothing so
much as an artificia comet heading for itsfina resting place.

The second TIE was till intact. It continued looping around to starboard, cutting its maneuver more
tightly than Kell could, and was now well out of histargeting brackets.

Then abarrage of lasers struck the fighter from Kdl'sleft. The shots tore through its left solar wing array,
turning the wing into amess of shrapndl, then marching acrossto the fuse- lage. The fighter detonated,
hurling speeder bike-sized pieces of itsdlf in Kdt's path. He juked around the closest of them and
reswallowed his ssomach.

Who'd fired that shot? He checked his sensors. "Drake Two? Where were you?"

"Sorry, Drake One." Elassar's voice was sheepish. "When you broke to starboard, | made a mistake
and broketo port. | had to loop around to reoin you."

Kdl shuddered. Hiswingman had been gone for those long seconds, and his rear had been unprotected.
Hed talk to Elassar about it later. "Nice shooting, Drake Two. Let'sre- join General Solo," he added for



the benefit of the planetary listeners who would someday soon crack this set of broadcast encryptions.

"Yes, gr." Sensors showed Drake Two coming up in hiswake, and Drake Three and Drake Four
returning to the primary course with their targets now off the screen. But the second group of TIEswas
much closer.

That -trick, pretending to be heavily laden with hyper- drives, wouldn't work a second time, Kell knew.
But it had helped even the odds. That was good enough for now.

Another TIE had fdlen victim to Wedge's guns by the time the leader of the first TIE squadron got
smart. Thefiveremaining TIEs drifted out of the engagement zone and dropped back toward the intact
sguadron that was rapidly catching up.

Wedge deployed the Drakes behind him in two pairs and kept Tycho between them, giving him a
five-pointed shidld of fightersto his aft. They were well clear of the atmosphere now, outbound toward
the planet's primary moon, but the remain-ing squad and ahaf of TIEswas gaining rapidly. "Chewie?
How arewe doing?"

Herecaived along set of rumbling commentary in reply.

"Squecky?

"He says, in hisalmost proverbia fashion, that the shields are holding, but the relays that permit
adjusment of the shidds are, as he putsit, ‘twitchy.' He thinks some of them may fail if he continues
shunting power between them.”

"Wonderful. All right, Chewbacca, put them in their de- fault settings. We go with fixed shieldsfor now."

Another long-range shot struck the Falsehood, rocking the freighter. Wedge heard mechanical crashes
as something was jarred loose from a corridor housing. "Break and fire at will," he said, and saw his
escort move out and prepare to en-gage the enemy again.



Then there was a sensor signd from ahead of the Falsehood —abig, complicated signal. And red lasers
flashed from ahead, dl around the freighter, into the ranks of the pur-suing TIE fighters.

Chewbacca rumbled something.

"He knows that, you walking dirt trap. It's the Rogues and the Wraiths."

Wraiths, and they might cry. Sfoilsto attack position. Bresk by pairsand fire at will."

Faceimmediately rose relative to the plane of their flight, heading up and away from the centerline of the
conflict to come. He also decelerated, dropping behind the rest of the group. Confused, Lara stayed
tucked in behind his starboard. "Wraith One? Two. What's our tactic?'

Facewasamoment in replying. "You'l see" he said.

The other Rogues and Wraithsfired, acolumn of red lasers that passed harmlessy around the
Fasehood and her es- cort but with less delicacy through the oncoming TIES. Larasaw onefighter ignite
and blow apart.

But Face hdd hisfire and so did she.

A moment later, she thought she understood. The screens of TIEs and X-wings crossed, with pairs of
garfighters maneu-vering wildly to get behind one another. A pair of X-wings shot out of the flurry of
activity with apair of TIEsin close pursuit. Face angled toward them and accelerated, diving
opportunisti-caly toward them, and opened fire. His shots caused the TIE fighter to spook and pull away
fromits prey, but Lara's |aser fire was more accurate—her concentrated fire punched through the TIE
fighter's top hatch. There was no explosion, but the thin atmosphere in the fighter vented and the
garfighter went into Sraight-line flight, out and away from the engagement zone.

"Nice shooting, Wraith Two. Thanks." The comm unit identified the spesker as Ran Kether.



"Happy to oblige, Rogue Seven."

Surely Face would now dive into the main body of thefight.

But he didn't. He circled around the periphery of the bat-tle. Frowning, Larafollowed. She knew her
duty, even when she didn't understand it.

On Laras sensor screen, the cloud of TIE fighters suddenly be- came bigger, more diffuse, then
resolved itself into seven wing- pairs and onetrio of starfighters.

"Group, thisisRogue Nine." She could amost recognize Corran Horn's voca characterigticsin the
comm-distorted words. "Remember not to fire on the interceptors. They're Tyriawasin the flow of the
moment. Even when she wasn't looking at her sensor board, she had a grasp, a comprehension she'd
never redly enjoyed before, of where the fighters around her werein relation to her and to one another.
She knew what they intended. A moment before they maneuvered, she knew which way they would turn.

Three pairs of sarfighters—Corran Horn and Ooryl Qyrgg in the lead, two Kidriff TIE fighters behind
them, gaining to optima distance for a shot, and behind them, Donos and Tyria, unableto gain on the
lead Rogues.

Ooryl fdl alittle behind and Horn swung ahead and dightly below him. The maneuver gave Horn asplit
second of advantage, since his pursuers couldn't seethe first signs of his next action. Suddenly he was
behind Ooryl, losing ground to the TIES S0 quickly that they overshot him. One TIE fighter, its pilot
obvioudy experienced, banked to port. The other hung there in place for amoment, and Horn took his
shot, aquad-linked laser barrage. Tyriacouldn't tel whereit hit the TIE; the enemy starfighter blew so
suddenly that she wasn't able to reg-ister the impact.

Both Horn and Ooryl banked in the wake of the escap- ing TIE.

"How'd they do that?' Tyriaasked, surprised. She hadn't felt the trick maneuver coming, hadn't



predicted it. "That wastoo fast for them to have said anything.”

"Experience," Donos said. "L ess chatter, Wraith Four.”

llwry'll

"I'm hit!" Thevoice wasyoung, alittle panicky. "Losing shield power. Smokein my cockpit. Lasers
indicate mafunction."

Larachecked her board. The transmission was from Rogue Eight, "Target" Nu, the Rodian. Hewas
separated from hiswingmate and had apair of TIEson histail.

"I'm coming." That was hiswingmete, Kether. "1'm—I'm hung up here.”

"Rogue Eight, thisisWraith One." Face's voice. "Cometo one-nine-four. I'll head in straight toward you
and head-to- head your pursuit. You pair up with Wraith Two out here and stay clear of the

engagement.

"Thanks, Wraith One." The blip that was Rogue Eight vectored toward her and Face. Face headed
draight toward it, leaving Larahanging out in the void.

She didn't object. She didn't ask for orders. She knew what was required of her.

But she wondered, and her confusion gradually turned to cold worry in her somach.

Seven fighters of the combined TIE pursuit force, including the one Face vaped on his head-to-head run
into the center of the engagement zone, were destroyed before the pursuing squad leader ordered an
evacuation. Donos decided that the man had to have been assuming the TIE fighters;, greater speed and
ma-neuverability would give him dl the advantage he needed againgt anumerically superior mixed force.
But againgt the Rogues and Wraiths, he was wrong.



The surviving TIEsfled planetward, doubtlessto form up with yet another flight group and come once
again after the Rogues and Wraiths. But thistime they wouldn't catch up.

Donos responded to Wedge's order that the group form up on the Millennium Falsehood. But on his
sensor board, Wraith One and Wraith Two maintained their distance, paralleling the main group's course
adozen kilometers out.

Laracould still hear alittle high-pitched alarm in Rogue Eight's voice, but that Situation seemed to be
under control. "I'm get-ting regular power fluxes but no serious drops. I've had to shut down one
garboard engine but | can limp in on three.”

"Group, thisis Leader. As soon aswe have alittle bit of moon horizon between us and the planet, the
Drakes are going to sepa- rate and head on out to Rendezvous Point Beta. The rest of uswill vector
back into space the planetary sensors can scan, and will then make the jump to Rendezvous Point Alpha.
Rogue Two, | want you to delay your jump thirty secondsto make sure dl our damaged snubfighters
make the transition to hyperspace.”

"Leader, Two. Understood."”

"Wraith One, Wraith Two, rgoin the group and prepare for jump.”

Face's voice was next. "L eader, thisis Wraith One. We need to jump from here and follow you in."

"Explain that, Wraith One."

"On aprivate channd, if you please, Leader."

Theworry in Laras ssomach turned into fear. There were only so many reasons Face would refuseto let
them return to the group. Most of them involved one or the other of them be-ing a danger to the group,
such asif one of their X-wings were threatening to blow up.



Face was protecting the group, Or someone in the group. And Larawas certain she knew who. He was
protecting Wedge.

From her.

Face's voice was off the comm waves for a couple of min- utes. Then he returned. "Wraith Two, have
you double-checked your nav course?’

"No," shesaid. "Y ou know, don't you, Face?' Her voice emerged as a choked whisper and she
wondered if the comm unit would even pick it up.

"1 know that you're Gara Petothdl," he said. His voice was quieter, more gentle than she expected it to
be.

Shefelt asnapping sensation in her chest, asthough her breastbone had broken. And then there wasthe
sensation of loss—of the sudden departure from her life of everything she considered important.

But it didn't fedl quite the way she expected it to. Pain there was, certainly, but she also felt asudden
relief, an absence of the weight sheld been carrying around since first she decided she no longer wanted
to serve Zsnj, Snce she decided that her dliance with the Wraiths was fact, not fiction.

Likean animad in ahunter's stedl-jaw trap, she'd finally lost that part of her the trap held. The pain was
indescribable. But there was freedom aswell. And she knew that she didn't need to cry anymore.

"l never betrayed you," Larasaid. Shewas surprised at how calm her voice sounded.

“I'mglad.”

"| tried S0 hard just to be Lara. But they wouldn't let me. The whole universe wouldn't let me.”



"Lara, I'm sorry,” Face said. "I have to place you under arrest pending investigation of thiswhole mess.
Power your weapons systems down. Set your Sfoilsto cruise position. Don't attempt any sudden
maneuvers”

"Understood, sir. I'm complying with your orders.”

Facefdt sick to his ssomach. He had wished, futilely, that he'd been wrong. But Lara had confirmed it.

A sudden fear struck him. He had been on a private com- munications channd with Lara, had switched
to squadron chan- nel to handle the Target Nu situation and then to respond to Wedge's order that he
move back to the formation, had switched to a private channd for his quick talk with Wedge—and then
had gone back to his private channd with Lara. Hadn't he?

Helooked at his comm board. He was now set to squad frequency. He'd spoken last to Laraon an
open channd.

His stomach suddenly got worse.

Donos heard the words but didn't understand them. "I know that you're Gara Petothel." He knew that
the name Gara Pe- tothel meant something to him but he still couldn't force his mind around the meaning

of those words.

Ah, that wasit. Nava officer Chyan Mezzine, acommu- nications and intelligence speciaist, had
betrayed the New Republic by sending critica information to Admiral Apwar Trigit, aminion of Zsinj.
Some of that information was what Trigit used to annihilate Talon Squadron—the X-wing unit com-
manded by Donos. Only he had survived. Then, later, the New Republic had put out a bulletin on her,
indicating that her real name was Gara Petothel, that she was actualy a degp-cover agent for Imperia
Intelligence. Later, she had been declared dead, another victim of the destruction of Trigit's Star
Destroyer, Implacable.

But LaraNots | was Gara Petothel.



LaraNots| had destroyed his command. Had killed €leven pilots he had bound together.

Suddenly he was back there, in the smoky skies above the volcanoes of Gravan Seven, asdly after dly
was ripped from the sky by Trigit's pilots and their ambush. Again hefelt the pain of their deaths. It wasa

sdfish pain, part loss, part rediza-tion that he had failed them, part understanding that hislife had changed
inaway he could never st right.

The howl that escaped him was no anima noise. It wasthe wail of aman who'd just lost everything dear
tohim.. . . and who suddenly had the destroyer of his happinessin hissights.

In spite of comm distortion, the howl made Face's skin crawl. He knew who it had to be, and aglance
at his sensor board showed Wraith Three turning away from his course to the ren-dezvous point on an
intercept course with Face and Lara

Wedge's voice did not sound amused. "Wraith Three, thisis Leader. Return to your origina heading.”

Donos did not deviate from his new course.

Face said, "Wraith Two, come to three-three-two and accel-erate to full speed.” He himsdlf did ashed
ordered, turning away from Donos and running before him. Larastayed with him.

It's happening again.

Thewordswereawail of anguishinsde Tyrias mind.

Once again afdlow pilot was making an assault on afriendly target.

Sheturned in Donoss wake and returned her S-foilsto at- tack position.



Once again she had to put afellow pilot in her wegpon sights.

But thistime her target was not just an dly but afriend. A squadmate. "Myn," she said, "please don't do
this"

Wraith Three came on inexorably but could not gain on Face's and Laras X-wings. But he could firea
proton torpedo, which would cross the distance between them in seconds and could achieve alock on
Lara

Face negtly sdedipped his X-wing behind Laras. "Wraith Three, hold your fire. If you fire, I'm your
primary target.”

"Wraith Three, power down or I'll beforced to fire." The words were being choked out, the voice
identifiable as Tyrids.

"Wraith Four, thisis Wraith One. Do not fire, whatever happens. Thisis not the same as the Jussafet
Stuation. Acknowledge.”

"Acknowledged, sr."

Lara, her voiceraspy with pain, said, "Maybe you ought to let him shoot me, sir. Get out of the way."

"Shut up, Two."

Face's sensor board howled, anew noise—the distinctive wail signifying a proton-torpedo launch.
Donos had fired.

"Wraith Three, detonate your torp now." Face made no effort to keep darm out of hisvoice; that would
have required concentration. He maintained his position immediately behind Laras X-wing and put al



available power to hisrear shields. He kept hisfree hand on his gection lever. "Three, blow thetorp, I'm
your target." From the moment of launch he had only afew seconds before the torpedo hit, and most of
that time was dready gone. "Detonate, dammit!”

The universe behind Facefilled with bright blue fire. His stern shuddered as though he'd been rammed
and his cockpit was suddenly filled with smoke, the how! of damage aert Srens, V ape's mechanical
shrieks of dismay, and the rumble and tremble of failing vehicle systems.

But hewas till dive. Either the proton torpedo had deto-nated at the very outer edges of hisrear
shields, or Donos had detonated it prematurely—barely prematurely.

Bitter anger swelled within him. "Congratulations, Threg," hesaid. "I may be your newest kill."

Donosjerked upright in his cockpit, confusion clearing from his mind like smoke sucked into hard
vacuum. On his sensor screen. Wraith One was maneuvering erraticaly as Two con-tinued on the
gtraight-line course sheld been assigned. "Face— One. I'm sorry—" He tried to regain control of his
voice, histhoughts. "Hold tight. I'm coming in for aflyover. I'll check ex-ternd damage.”

His astromech, Clink, shrieked at him and the shrill tone of an enemy targeting lock assailed hisears.
That, and Tycho's voice, hard and cold as Donos had ever heard it. "Abort that maneuver, Wraith
Three™"

"But Captain, I'm closest, | haveto see—"

"Deviate from your current course and 1 will blow you out of space." There was no questioning the
deadly seriousness of Tycho'stone. "Wraith Four, do aflyby on Wraith One and re-port signs of
damage. Wraith One, do you copy?"

Face's voice was nearly as cold as Tycho's, but hiswords were harder to understand, drowned by the
cockpit darmsfrom his damaged snubfighter. "I read, Rogue Two. My fighter's holding together for the

"Good. Wraith Two, swing back around and form up with the group.”



There was a perceptible delay. Then Lara's voice came back, strained, but not racked with pain as it
had been mo- mentsago. "I don't think so, Rogue Two."

"That's an order, Wraith Two, adirect order."

"I've dready surrendered once," she said, "and have sub-sequently been fired on by an officer of this
group. | no longer have any faith that I'll survive long enough to meet a court-martid.”

"Wraith Two, thisis Rogue Leader. Y ou know you'll makeit now. The Stuation is under control."

It wastrue; Donos was maintaining straight-line flight un-der Tycho's guns. He wasn't sure hewas
capable of doing any- thing but following orders. It wasn't fear of death at Tycho's handsthat kept himin
line—it was shock at what he was cer-tain he'd just done.

"What | know isthat you don't believe me," Larasaid. "Y ou don't believe that I'm aloya Wraith. You
don't believe that I've never done anything to compromise this unit.”

Wedge abandoned the formdlity of call numbers. "Lara, if what you're saying isthe truth, the court will
bear you out. | can confidently state that Nawara Ven will take your case. HE's the best.”

"But that'sit for mewith the Wraiths. I'll never be ableto fly with you again. I'll never be ableto help
you. To get you out of ajam. | can never undo what I've done. Never."

"Y ou're probably right, Lara. That'stheway it is. Now come around.”

When her voice returned, it was not Wedge she addressed. "Wraith One? Can you hear me?"

Face'svoice was Hill strong, and this time was not accom- panied by alarms—he'd obvioudy taken



stepsto quiet the srensin his cockpit. "I read you, Two."

"I want you to understand something. | don't careif you understand it now. | want you to understand it
later. | have never betrayed the Wraiths. | will never, ever betray the Wraiths. Do you read me?

"I ... hear what you say."

A moment later, shesad, "Myn?'

Donos jolted. He opened his mouth to answer, but he didn't know whom held be talking to. Lara, the
woman he'd wanted to come to love, or Gara, the woman held sworn—and now attempted—to kill.

"Myn?'

He sat there, paralyzed by indecision, and did not answer.

Lara's X-wing leagped out of sight and off the sensors asit made the jump into hyperspace.

In the Rogue and Wraith squadronss landing bay, Donos climbed down out of his cockpit. His back
was so sraight it hurt. He needed that pain. He needed the constant reminder that he had to get himsalf
back under control.

Hed lost control. HEd lost Lara. Hed lost everything.

Wedge waited for him at the foot of the ladder. Donos turned to face him and took a step back without
intending to. Wedge's body was as till asif carved from ice, but there was nothing cold about his eyes.
They werefull of anger, more in-tense anger than Donos had ever seen in them.

"Onereason,” Wedge said. "I'd like to hear one reason why | shouldn't ship you off to Coruscant and



put you up on charges of grossinsubordination.”

Donos stood at attention, every muscle he was aware of locked into place. He kept his gaze fixed above
Wedge's head and took a deep bregath as he got his thoughtsin order, "Logicaly speaking, 1 should not
be tried for insubordination, Sir, because insubordination is generally adeliberate act. | do not believe |l

wasin my right mind when | fired upon Hight Officer Notsl. 1

can't even remember doing that." He couldn't bring himself to refer to her as Gara Petothd, evenin his
own mind. His hard-won control might dip again.

"Temporary insanity?' The tone of Wedge's voi ce sug-gested the frown Donos could see only in his
peripherd vison. "That sounds like adodge to me, Lieutenant.”

"I'm not sureit's temporary, Commander." Donos couldn't keep the dejection out of his own voice.
"Y ou and Face, Cap- tain Loran | mean, are aware of my ... earlier difficulty.”

"Difficulty” was something of an understatement. Weeks after the destruction of Talon Squadron, when
Donoss R2 unit, Shiner, the only other survivor of the Gravan mission, had been destroyed, Donos had

lapsed into a near-catatonic state. Only theintervention of Kdl, Tyria, and Falynn Sandskimmer—
hersalf now dead for many weeks—had brought him out of that withdrawd. "I submit,” Donos continued,
"that | was not in my right mind when | fired on her, and | no longer have any confidencethat I'min my
right mind at other times. With re-spect, Sir, | tender the resgnation of my commission and of my placein

Wraith Squadron.”

Wedge didn't answer immediately. Donos could see the top of his head as the commander 1ooked right
and left, com-muni cating with the other senior officers by what might have been a combination of shared

experience and telepathy.

"I'll consder your request,” Wedge said, "while you con-sider aquestion | may oblige you to answer at
some later time. If we encounter Lara Notsil in the future, in acombat stua- tion, which of the Wraiths

would you prefer to vape her in your place?

The question was like ablade of ice thrust straight into Donos's gut. He opened his mouth to respond,
but Wedge said, "Quiet. | don't require your answer yet. Dismissed.”



Donosturned away, past the eyes of the Rogues and hisfellow Wraiths.

He saw anger in some of them, confusion in others. A sort of sick painin Tyria's. What held amost
made her do—kill asecond fellow pilot.

Shed never forgive him.

It didn't matter much. Hed never forgive himsdlf.

Behind him, he heard Wedge directing his anger against another target. "Captain Loran. You and | need
to talk. My of- fice. Right now."

Larasfirst jump had just taken her clear of the Kidriff system. Her second, initiated after sheld had a
chance to conault her as- tromech Tonin's memory, would take awhile to complete. It would bring her
back to the Halmad system, where she and the other Wraiths had once pretended to be aband of pirates
called the Hawk-bats.

In abandoned Hawk-bat Station, sheld be able to refud, to initiate anew communication, to make some
modificationsto Tonin.

But for now, she was|eft with her thoughts.

Her one thought.

LaraNotsl isdead.

Larahad been atemporary identity. Something to keep her out of the hands of the New Republic while
shefigured out away to persuade the warlord Zsinj to employ her. Then it had been a convenience, a
meansto infiltrate the Wraithsin order to improve her worth in Zsinj's eyes. Then, when shed cometo



redlize the depths to which her early teaching had programmed her to accept Imperia ideas of rule as
infalible, when sheld redl-ized that she could never serve Zsinj or the Empire again, LaraNotsil had
become agradudly eroding shield between her and the day the Wraiths would turn against her.

That day had come. LaraNotsil was no more.

Who was she, then? Not Gara Petothel. That was the name she'd been born under, but Gara had been
such an un-happy creature, aservant of Imperid Intelligence, ayoung woman with no goas of her own.
With no future.

No one, no family member or friend, who'd known her under that name il lived. So Gara Petothel was
dead, too.

But Kirney Slane—an identity sheld worn for afew weeks when she learned many of the techniques of
the intelligence agent. Kirney was nothing but ayoung woman wandering through the weal thy-officer
stratum of Imperia culture on Coruscant. Shed attended dances, flirted with officer candidates, shopped.

She had been worthless. But she had been happy.

Larawondered if she could take that |ong-abandoned iden- tity and give her some worth. And even,
perhaps, retain some of her naive cheer, her certainty that life wasworth living.

Gara Petothel isdead. LaraNotsl isdead. | will answer to those names. But they are no longer mine.

| an Kirney Slane, | haveno life yet.

| will make one, or diein the attempt.

She thought about Donos. He, too, had attempted to kill Gara, with at least as much reason as she had.



Hed been right. They were more dike than she had redlized.

"You don' think," Wedge said, "it could have waited until we returned to Mon Remonda.”

"No, gr," Facesad.

" She had plenty of opportunitiesto vape me or any of the rest of us prior to today. That ranks her pretty
low asathreat."

"With al duerespect, sir, | thought about that. If we think that way, we have to presumethat Larawas
not working for Zsinj or the Empire. Because if she was an agent, she could have been following her
employerss plan or schedule. | mean, Galey the cook aso had plenty of opportunitiesto stick a
vibroblade in you or the general. So, if wefollow your logic, the fact that he didn't attack someone
between the day Mon Remonda re-turned to space and the day he killed Doctor Cast means he was
trustworthy al those days." He offered Wedge an expression of regret. "Sir, | did what | thought was
right for theunit.”

"What doesyour gut tell you?"

Face looked away for along moment, then returned his at- tention to Wedge. "My gut says shewas
telling thetruth. That shewasaloyd Wraith."

"But you didn't believe your gut inginct.”

"Yes, gr, 1did. But | didn't rely onit. If 1 had, and I'd been wrong, whatever she did would have been
my fault.”

Wedge nodded. "All right. Face, off therecord, | think you fouled up, and this Situation could have been
resolved in aless catastrophic fashion if you hadn't.”



Face nodded, his expression glum.

"But theré's nothing wrong with your logic. It wasn't en- tirely abad cal. Just one made on incomplete
data. | need you to understand that an officer who can't rely on his own gut in-gtinct is an officer who
shouldn't be commanding others." Face considered that. "'l imagine you'reright, Sir.”" "So work onit.
Now get back to your unit and seeif you can patch them up emotionaly.”

Face had been gone only amoment when someone knocked. Wedge shook his head. Thiswas not
going to be agood afternoon. "Comein."

Donos entered his office and stood at attention. Wedge let him remain that way. It had been a. very few
months ago that Donos had entered one of his officesfor the very firg time, remaining tiffly at attention
just likethis. Now, asthen, the pilot's features were expressionless; his gaze was carefully fixed on the
wall over Wedge's head. "Y es?' Wedge said.

"After duereflection, | have concluded that my earlier in-tention was the correct one. | have cometo
formally resgn my commission. It'smy only possible course of action.” Wedge waited, but Donos didn't
elaborate. "Why?' "'l have performed actsthat are an embarrassment to this unit and that will inevitably
result inthe end of my flying ca- reer. | fed that it isbest to end it mysdlf, without further incon- venience
toyou or to the unit."

Wedge regarded him steadily. Y es, thiswasjust like thefirst time, with Donoss true thoughts hidden
behind the mask of hisface, kept rigidly at bay by his personal discipline. And hiswords had been so
precise. "I'm sorry," Wedge said, "I didn't catch al of your last statement. 'To end it mysalf—™ "Without
further inconvenience to you or to the unit. Sir." Wedge sighed. He rose, unfastened hisright boot, drew
it off, and stood it upright on his desktop. "Y ou, too, Donos. Y our right boot. Put it there.”

Confusion struggled with the imperturbability on Donossface. "Sir, | don't understand.” "Doit."

When Donos complied, setting his boot beside Wedge's, the commander sat, putting hisfeet up on the
desk. "Lieuten-ant, Sit down. Put your feet up. That's an order.”

They sat, two officers each with one boot off, their feet up on the desk, for long moments of silence.
Findly Donossad, "Sir, | don't think you're taking my request serioudy.”



"You'd be surprised at how serioudly I'm taking it. Now, start that little speech again, Lieutenant. Come
on, you know it. It goes, 'l have performed acts that are an embarrassment to thisunit...™

"Y ou're mocking me."

"No, I'm teting atheory. | think that in this ridiculous pose, you won't be able to convincingly recite the
Speech you have so laborioudly written for yoursdlf.

"L et me guess,” Wedge continued, and began counting off items on hisfingers. "In your resignation
gpeech, you take full responsibility for your actions. Y ou throw yoursdlf into the path of the oncoming
investigation so that the unit will not suf- fer. Y ou gpol ogize € oquently. And with your words, you anaes-
thetize yourself so you don't have to fed anything when your fellow pilotslook at you or when your
superior officerstdl you what they think of you."

Donossfaceflushed. Herose. "I didn't come herefor you to make fun of me—"

"Sit!" Wedge made abellow of the word, and Donos flinched. " And get your feet back on top of the
desk. Right now."

Donos complied. Hisface did not fade to anorma color.

"That's better. Now, let's have it without the speech. In not just your own words but your real voice.
Sart."

Donoslooked as though he were silently practicing swear words. Then he said, "I'm hereto resign my
commission in Starfighter Command.”

"Because you want to, or because you fedl you ought to?"



"Becauseit's better to punch out before the oncoming mis- sile hitsyou.”

"Well, that'san ironic turn of phrase, in light of today's events. Who istheincoming missile?!

"Whatever board investigates the events at Kidriff Five. And, if | may say so, Sir, you.”

"I'm going to drum you out of Starfighter Command?"

"Yes, gr. You'll haveto."

"l do not invite you to speak for me, Lieutenant. But let's assumethat | don't have to do this, that the
investigating board will do it. Why will they do it?'

"Because | deliberately shot at afdlow pilot, or asurren-dering enemy, or whatever she was—"
Donoss voice was sud- denly hoarse "—in the face of a superior's orders not to do so."

"When we landed, you said that you didn't remember having fired. Y ou didn't remember anything about
the critical secondsin which you turned toward your target and shot off a proton torpedo. Do you
remember those events now?"

"No, gr."

"So how do you know you fired deliberately?"

Donosfrowned. "I—I—Can | put my feet down?1 fed slly."

"Y ou may not. You're supposed to fed dlly. It makesit much harder to baffle me with eegantly
designed speeches. What you may do istake your timein answering.”



Donos did. Hetook severa long bresths and hisface re- turned to anormal color. Findly, he said, "My
assumption that | fired deliberately comes because such an act is completely in keeping with my mental
state whenever | thought about what 1I'd do if | ever had the betrayer of Taon Squadron under my guns.”

"Very good. That'sareal answer. Now, tell me, based on your memories, not what's cons stent with
your fedings prior to thisevent: Did you ddiberately fireon LaraNots|?"

"] don't know."

"Did you deliberately disobey the orders of a superior officer?!

"] don't know."

"Very wdl. I'm going to put the incident down as "acci-dentd discharge of aweapons system’ for the
time being. That'stheway it goesin the record until an investigation deter-mines otherwise.”

"And when the investigation determines otherwise, | go through a court-martia.”

"Possibly, But they might not determine otherwise. We may never know. And if they're obliged to
accept the ‘accidenta- discharge' theory because nothing el se can be determined, your career will
probably surviveit. Therewill come atime, in thefar future, when a peacetime Starfighter Command has
too many pilots, and ablemish much less significant than this one will torpedo acareer . .. but that'll bea
long timein coming." Wedge gave Donos afrank and evauative stare, one he knew to be intimidating.
"Donas, do you know what | think happened?"

"No, dr."

"| think that when you redlized that Notsil had been par-tidly or completely responsible for the deaths of
your fellow Taon Squadron pilots, you lost al control and tried to kill her, in spite of danger to your
felow pilotsand in spite of ordersfrom asuperior officer.”



Donossface registered shock. "That'swhat I've been try-ing to tell you. That's what |'ve been trying to
accept respons-hility for."

Wedge shook hishead. ™Y ou haven't been trying to accept responsibility. Y ou've been trying to avoid it.
Responsibility in- volves owning up to what you've done wrong and trying to make up for it."

"|.... don't understand. Once again, | have no ideawhat you're saying."

"Why did you lose control? M ore specificaly, why were no members of your squadron aware that you
might lose control ?*

"Obvioudy, there's something till wrong in my head.”

"And obvioudy, you've discussed this problem with the medics.”

"No, gr."

"Y ou've discussed it with your wingmate."

"No, gr."

"Whom have you discussed it with in order to improve the Stuation?"

Donos looked away, struggling to keep distress off hisface. "No one, ar.”

"Donos, that's the respongbility you've dodged. Now, e-ther you'refit to fly or you're not. How do we
find out?'



"l guess| tak to the medics.”

"Tak to one of your squadmatesfirst. One or more of them. Venting whatever pressureisinyouis
easer to surviveif it'sdonein amosphere rather than in vacuum. And then talk to the medics.”

Donos didn't meet his gaze, but nodded.

"Y ou're off the active flying roster until someone can tell me whether you'refit to fly. And you're not the
personto tell me™

Finaly Donoslooked at him and nodded again. "Under- stood, sir.”

"Y ou did one thing right today, Donaos. Y ou probably don't even know it. Y our flight recorder and your
astromech both indicate that you detonated your torpedo beforeit hit Captain Loran.”

" don't remember that, either.”

"But it's the one reason that stands between you and my instant acceptance of your resignation.
Digmissd.”

Donostook hisfeet from the desk. "Before | go, may | ask something?”

"Go ahead."

"In the bay, you asked me something. Y ou asked if we met Laraagain, which Wraith I'd want to kill her
instead of me. | ill don't understand why you asked. What the question even means.”



"Wdl, answer the question. Then I'll explain why | asked.”

"I'mnot sure | can. | don't want to kill her, not anymore. | don't want her to be dead. I'm not even surell
want her pun- ished. She was an enemy when she gave Admiral Trigit the data on my squadron, then she
became something that wasn't an enemy." His shrug suggested helplessness. "I don't know what | want."

"That'swhat | thought. One reason | asked was to gauge your reaction to the thought of somebody
killing Lara. You didn't likethat idea. And | dso asked so you'd think about this: If we run up againgt her
inan adversarid Stuation, and—in the faint likelihood that you'll be piloting by that time—you lose
control again and assault her, you may provoke her into fighting back. Correct?”

IIY&, s'r.ll

"If your squadmates see you having trouble with an enemy, they may comein to help you. Correct?'

IIY&, s'r.ll

"Which putsthem in the pogition of possibly having to kill her. Which aso puts her in the position of
possibly having to kill one of them. The other half of that question was, which of your squadmeates are
you willing to sacrifice?"

"None, ar."

"Then get your head fixed. Or | will accept your resgnation.”

Donos rose and saluted. The expression on hisface was aglum one. But, Wedge reflected, at least it
was an expresson.

When Donos and his boot were gone, Wedge let out asigh and tried to relax. He'd had too many years
of command not to have some experience at taking the attention and thoughts of a pilot and redirecting



them, but it was il an effort, onethat filled his gut with acid.

Donos was on the edge. Wedge recognized that. One step the wrong way and he'd be lost as apilot,
too erratic and undis- ciplined to be trustworthy.

But he hadn't quite taken that step, and if Wedge could keep him from taking it, hed save the New
Republic the stag-gering number of credits that had been spent on Donoss pilot training. He might even
save aman whose warlike skills and impulseswould not trandate well to civilian life.

There was another rap at the door.

Ilcom"

Wes Janson strolled in, datapad in hand, and stopped short. He stared at Wedge's bootless foot. He
sad, "Should | ask?'

"Not unless you'd like me to decide on anew place for my boot to go.”

11

Shewas drifting, in pain, and knew she did not want to awaken. But something would not let her deep.
Not just the painin her back. She opened her eyes.

Pink, shewasfloating in aseaof pink. No, nothing so poetic—she was suspended within a bacta tank,
and the pain she felt suggested she was going to be here for some time to come.

But afemale technician with a perky smile was outside, gesturing for her to riseto the top, so shegave a
few feeble kicks and floated up through the cloying liquid.



When she broke the surface, ahand, amae hand, reached down to hel p disengage the breather unit
from her face. When her vison cleared, she recognized the individua leaning across the top of the bacta
tank, reaching in to assst her: it wasthat Twi'lek lawyer, NawaraVen.

"Doctor Gadt," he said, "'l have an offer for you. One haf amillion credits. Amnesty for dl crimesto
which you provide confession and full details. And a new identity—quite easy to manage, asyou are
dready officidly dead; only acouple of medics and three officersknow you're fill dive. But thisoffer is
only vaidif you can tdl us, among other things, the biologi- ca sgns and markersthat indicate when
someone has been subjected to Zsinj's brainwashing techniques.”

Gast et adow smile spread across her features. "My, you have been doing your research.”

"Well keep today's meeting short,” Wedge said. He looked out over his audience of pilots, trying to
gauge their mood.

They were quiet. Few wisecracks. Little banter. They were even refraining from badgering Elassar
Targon. A bad sign; moralewas low.

"A recent atempt by a Sullustan pilot to crash aluxury liner onto Coruscant was thwarted by afellow
Sullustan offi-cer. An attempt, also on Coruscant, by a Bothan civil services employeeto cause an
explosion at apower center was thwarted by his supervisor. Though, officidly, both incidents were
pre-vented by fellow workers, unofficidly, they were prevented by New Republic Intelligence—who
were following the blueprint we sent them for Zsinj's operations. Genera Cracken sends his persona
congratulations to the members of Wraith Squadron and Rogue Squadron who participated in our
prediction ses-sions. Y es, Face?'

"Does this mean that the order keeping the Twi'lek crew-men off active duty is rescinded?’

"No. Officidly, it'snot." He nodded toward Dia Passk. "Unofficidly, it is, pending an upcoming vote by
the Provi-sona Council. Dia, you're back on duty.”

"That's not good enough,” Face said.



"I know," Wedge said. "Zsinj has still wounded the New Republic. Were going to have to bear up
under it until the wounds close, and be happy that we prevented similar mea-sures from being handed
down againgt Sullustans and Bothans. But, Dia, it's up to you. Do you want to fly?

"Il fly," shesaid. "'l want my shot a Zsin;."

"Good, because we have a heavy schedule ahead of us." Wedge activated the holoprojector. Theimage
of abroad bt of stars gppeared beside him, with numerous points of light blinking within it. "We're going
to be bouncing in and out of Zsinj-controlled space, hitting histerritoriesin some places, showing upin
our ersatz Millennium Falcon in others. Well

also be moving through the borders between New Republic territory and Zsinj's, performing some
routine assaults. Horn?"

The Rogue pilot lowered hishand. "Sir, LaraNots| isn't just gone, she hasto have defected. Sheredly
has nowhere to go but the Empire or Zsinj, and that's afifty percent chance that the Falsehood scheme
has been compromised.”.

"That'savery good point. It dl boils down to the question of whether or not we believe her last
transmissons. That she till consders hersdlf aloyad Wraith. That she never betrayed us. Do you bdlieve
her?'

"No," Horn said. "She may have believed what she was saying. But after talking to some of the Wraiths
about her be-havior, reviewing her conduct before Kidriff Five, | tend to think she'sasituationa
conformist with afew boltsloosein her skull. If she endsup in Zsinj's hands, shélll probably end up being
aloyd officer of Zanj's"

"That's areasonable interpretation,” Wedge said. "Don't think | haven't considered it. But | don't believe
it. | think that the Falsehood plan will remain secure, just as the Hawk-bats plan did. However, since I'll
be staking my life on this conclu- sion, and those of my pilots, I'll accept, without prejudice, any request
for transfer any of you hasto offer me. Make them through routine channels after this briefing.

"More good news. We are now in the possession of in- formation about the blood markersthat indicate
Zsn) brain- washing in avariety of humanoid species. All members of thistask force, from Generd Solo
to the mogt junior civilian crew- men, will be tested, and anyone returning from ashore leave or



unmonitored departure from the fleet will be retested. We will not face the tragedy of Ta'diraand Nuro
Tuain asecond time." He saw some expressions brighten.

"All right. Among our new wegponsisalot of data about the way Zsinj movesinto asystem currently in
enemy hands and acquires control of businessesthere." That had been an-other benefit of the first
interview with Dr. Gast; her uncle had helped him acquire hismgority sharein Binring Biomedica on
Saffalore, and had told her of the precise techniques he had used. "On Zsinj-held worlds, well be making
drikes againgt the businesses that have to be providing him with the grestest amounts of money or
necessary materiel, and well be escort-ing more appearances by the Millennium Fasehood—both to lure
him into an attack on General Solo and, we hope, to make him paranoid about treason on worlds he
holds™

There was moreto it than that, details Wedge couldn't give his pilots. There were no Imperia-held
worlds on the task force's hit list, because Generd Solo was forwarding to Admi-ral Teren Rogyriss that
sameinformation about Zsinj's business dealings. New Republic Intelligence would be ferreting out
Zsinj-hed businessesin New Republic territories, hoping to use someto lure Zsinj into atrap, cutting off
Zsinj's precious pipelines of money and materiel from others. . . and Imperid Intelligence would be doing
exactly the samething in Imperia-controlled territories.

Generd Solo and Admira Rogriss, senior officers of two enemy governments making agreements that
would be easy to interpret as treasonous . . . Wedge had to shake his head over that. It took amenace
like Zsinj to make temporary dlies of two men who would otherwise be bitter opponents.

"So. Mission One." He shifted the holoprojector image to asingle solar system, that of ared gas giant.
"Thisisthe Bd-smuth system in Zsinj-controlled space. On the second planet in the system iswhat used
to be one of the Empiréesfinest tech-nica universities. Now it's an academy for Zsinj's pilots and officers.
Two daysfrom now, it's going to be aseries of craters. Rogue Squadron will escort Nova Squadron in
from north of thefacility ..."

"Lieutenant Petothel. Ddlighted to meet you."

At thefoot of the ladder to her X-wing cockpit, Lara shucked her helmet and turned to face the
speaker. The man advancing toward Larawastall and lean, with the cruelest fea-tures sheld ever seen on
ahuman being. The nails on the hand he offered gleamed like mirrors. She suspected that they were as
sharp asavibroblade.

She put on abroad smile that masked the sudden churning in her ssomach. "I recognize your voice.



Gengrd Mdvar?' Shetook hishand.

"Correct. Welcometo Iron Fist. And thank you for dress- ing for the occasion.”

Larasmiled. Shed left her New Republic flight suit at Hawk-bat Base and was now dressedina TIE
fighter's black jumpsuit, though it was adorned with the standard X-wing flight gear. "'l can't tel you how
happy | anto behereat last.”

Melvar's gesture took in her X-wing and her astromech, which was now being extracted from its berth
by ahangar dectromagnet. "Are you making a presentation to us of thisvehicle?'

"No." She laughed. "This Rebd gtarfighter and its as- tromech are dl the property | havein the gdaxy. If
the warlord doesn't choose to employ me, I'll need them to continue on. To find someplace to call home.™

"Oh, I think the least you can count on isamedium-term civilian contract. Y ou're far morelikely to
receive an officer's pogsting on Iron Fist. But let'sfind out.” Mevar led Laraout of the hangar, which
otherwise was occupied by Imperid-style vehicles and personnel. From the number of TIE interceptors
and Lambdarclass shuttles, she suspected that this was the se-nior officers hangar.

Shewas sure of it aminute later—its proximity to Zsinj's persond office made it acertainty. Shewasled
into the pres-ence of the warlord like an honored guest. Zsinj actudly rose as she entered the office,
giving her alittleforma bow. "Gara Petothel. So happy to meet you at last.”

"Yourethewarlord," she said, keeping her voice pert. "I won't try to compete with you in degrees of
happiness.”

Zsinj'ssmile broadened. "Very good. She givesme my due, yet stedlsit back by making her presence
the one that in- duces more happiness. Did you see that, General ?'

"l saw." The generd hovered, standing ameter behind Laras chair, to the left. She forced hersdlf to stay
relaxed. She couldn't let him know how tense his presence made her.



"Lieutenant Petothe—may | call you Gara, at least until we have questions of your employment settled?!

"Pleasedo."

"Gara, we must know." The generd's mobile features took on an expression of sympathy, of worry. "We
dispatched ateam to make arrangements for your employ, and possibly your extraction, to Aldivy. We
received word from their con-tacts several days|ater that our agents had been found—or, rather, their
bodies, badly decomposed. What happened?

Laraoffered alittle sgh of vexation. "I traveled to Aldivy in the company of an officer of Wraith
Squadron. I'd intended to make an offering of him and his X-wing to the contact team. He wasthe final
member of Talon Squadron, which | helped Admira Trigit destroy. | thought he was one lingering detail |
ought to ded with. But what | didn't know until later isthat theidiot had falenin love with me. He was
supposed to stay with the X-wings, instead, he followed me. Well, in my open-ing negotiations with your
captain, my brother—that is, the real Lara Notsil's brother—got testy, drew ablaster, just ashow of
intimidetion . . . and Lieutenant Donosfired upon him, killing him. Then hefinished up by killing your
captain. | had to cover up my tracks after that, not attempt any further communications with you for a
while, as| was under some scrutiny during the review."

Zsinj nodded. "But, obvioudy, you came away clean.”

"Oh, yes. For awhile. Unfortunately, on Coruscant, one of the Wraiths ssumbled across some
information on my mother, who'd been with Imperid Intelligence. He noticed aresem-blance, did some
research ... and then confronted me during amission. With my cover blown, with it now impossible for
meto uncover any moreinformation to offer you, | fled.”

"How did you manage to contact us?'

Though Zsinj's expression was open, innocent, Laraknew he had to be aware of every fact of the Sory.
Stll, shewas play- ing hisgame by hisrules. "When my so-called brother con-tacted meinitialy, he
mentioned acompany that might want to employ me—that is, Lara, hisreal sgter. After | wasforced to
flee Mon Remonda, | decided to look into that firm, in case it was afront for your operations. And it
was, one you'd set up only acouple of weeks prior to thefirst contact | received.”



"Well, excellent." Zsinj reviewed a screen full of dataon histermind, data Lara could not see. "l am,
unfortunately, too pressed for timeto give you dl the attention | should like, so let'sjump straight into the
dogfight, shall we?1 can offer you acommission at therank of naval lieutenant. Y ou'd be an anarlyst
aboard Iron Fist. While you go through your first few weeks of orientation, wed like to pry from you
every bit of knowledge you can give us on Mon Remonda, General Solo, Commander Antilles, and
Antiliess squadrons. Does that suit you?”!

Laramade her voiceapurr. "It suitsme very well. May | keegp my X-wing and R2?"

Zsinj'sface registered mild surprise. "Why would you want to? We can give you something far better.”

"W, they're souvenirs. Of my victory over arather vehe-ment idiot named Atton Repness, They used
tobeongtohim."

Zsinj exchanged a blank ook with Mevar, then shrugged, " Of course. We have aded, then? Excellent.
Welcometo Iron F i, Lieutenant Petothe .

Larashot to her feet, schooling her features to absol ute blankness, and saluted.

Zsinj looked startled for amoment, then chuckled. "I admire the way you switch gears, Lieutenant.

Y ou're off duty until we come up with an itinerary for you. One of those pasty- faced ensgns out there
will take you to your new quarters and act as your guide for your first few days. Wander asyou will. And
welcome." At lagt, he returned her sdlute.

"Thank you, sr." With military precision, she soun on her hed and exited the office.

The "pasty-faced ensgn" awaiting her outside was anything but. Tall, dark-haired, and solemn, he had
the hard look of afront-line soldier who'd received afield promotion. He identi-fied himsaf asEnsign
Gatterweld and led her first back to the hangar where her X-wing waited—so that she might pick up her
R2 unit, Tonin—and then to her quarters. He spokelittle.

It wasalong walk, and thefindity of what sheld donefi-ndly hit Lara



She was surrounded by countless tons of machinery whose sole purpose was to rain death down on
people she had ulti- mately chosen to protect.

Except for one R2 unit, she was done, asecret enemy of those who now employed her, a public enemy
of those to whom she desperately wanted to return.

She saw atrgpezoidd little utility droid zipping dong the hdl, steering like afrightened animd out of the
path of officerswalking along the corridor, and imagined herself the human equivadent of sucha
machine—so small and inconsequentia that she posed no threst, that she could not determine even the
gmalest detail of her own fate.

Then, five steps later, she reaized how shewas going to ¢ destroy Iron Fit.

"What do you think?' Zsinj asked.

Melver let hisfeatures go dack. All the menace and cruelty in them vanished. " Certainly, some of what
shewas saying wasthetruth. | just have difficulty trusting Intelligence types.”

"Such asyoursdf."

"l was never with Imperia Intelligence. | just saw them asalikely enemy and schooled mysdf in their
skillsand tactics" Mdvar shrugged. "I've received early word from the techni-cians examining her
astromech. It'sanew-model R2, very much state-of-the-art, and has received a recent memory scrub. It
remembers the jump from Aldivy to our rendezvous point, but nothing else. It had arestraining bolt onit
when shearrived.”

Zsinj smiled. "Very appropriate. Innocuoudy appropri- ate. Keep aclose eye on her. Extract every
possible bit of infor- mation out of her. If sheremainsloyd, reward her. If she provesto be didoyad—"

"l can guesstherest.”



"Why me?" Janson asked.

Helay on hisbunk, hands behind his head, looking dubi-oudy at hisvisitor.

"l can't goto afriend,” said Donos. He sat in Janson's chair, leaning back onitsrear legsso his
shouldersrested on thewadll. "I don't have any.”

"Not since you shot at the last one.”

Donos managed amirthless smile. "I can't go to asubordi- nate officer. I'd just fed uncomfortable. Or to
asuperior.”

"Which leavestherest of uslucky lieutenants.”

“Pretty much.”

"Sotak. I'm game. It'sbeen years since| ruined thelife of afellow lieutenant. Well, weeks, anyway.”

"I'm not sure where to begin. | don't know whether I'm crazy or not. | just know that before Taon
Squadron was de-stroyed, | was a different man. Self-control, salf-composure were easy. Afterward, |
had to work so hard to manage every-thing. If | didn'.. ."

"If you didn't, what?'

"l don't know. | never found out. | was o good a manag- ing everything. Except for that collapse. And
the other day, with Lara."



"How many timesdid Laradap you?'

"Sap me? Never."

"Why not?'

"I never gave her reason to."

"Right. Since you became a pilot, how many times have you been picked up by military police for being
drunk and belligerent?'

llNala..ll

"But you drink."

"In moderation."

Janson sighed. "Y ou see, | was operating under the as-sumption that you'd actually died with Tdon
Squadron but had failed to notice. But | waswrong! Y ou've been dead since you joined Starfighter
Command. Maybe longer, maybe since you were with the Corellian armed forces.”

Donosfrowned. "I'd gppreciateit if you'd explain that."

With asingle, fluid move, Janson sat upright, soun ninety degreesto hisright, and set hishedson the
floor. "Sure" hesaid. "It'ssmple. You're dead. I'm not. Let me demonstrate.” He stood up on his bed,
then began bouncing up and down. "Did you ever do thisasakid?'

"Of course.”



"Did you ever do it asagrown-up?'

"Of course not."

"You say 'of course alot, and it'salwayswrong. Tell me, Myn. How do | look?

"Well, supid.”

"Exactly! With an exuberant bound, Janson legped off his cot, smacked his head on the celling, and
swore as helanded on the floor again. He rubbed his head and glared at the treacherous celling. "When
wasthe last time you looked stupid?'

"I don't know."

Janson leaned in close to him. "Try to understand this. I'll say it dowly. | want you to remember it for the
rest of your life.

"Y ou can't look dignified when you 're having fun.”

"Assuming that's true—so what?'

"If you're not having fun, you're not enjoying your life. If you're not enjoying your life—why even bother
being dive?' Janson gave an doquent shrug. "Myn, I'm living on borrowed time. I've nearly been killed
more times than, than, well, more times than you've been dapped, certainly. If | wait until someimaginary
distant point in my lifeto start enjoying it, I'll be dead before | get there. But if | get killed tomorrow, at
least | can be pretty surethat | enjoyed myself more than whoever'skilling me. Y ou understand?!

"Not redly."



Suddenly deflated, Janson sat on hisbed again. "Let'stry it adifferent way. Y ou want to be in control so
you don't foul up some horrible way. But you're o in control that you're basi-cally awalking dead man.
Sinceyou're dead, you had nothing to offer Lara. Y ou have nothing to offer Wedge—he's got plenty of
dead pilots, doesn't need another one. Most of them are smart enough to stay where we plant them,

though."

"So what do you recommend?”

"Get drunk. Get dapped. Do something you aways wanted to do as achild, especialy if it's something
that would humili- ate you today. If you're going to get kicked out of Starfighter Command, make it for
something you can be proud of." Some-

thing beeped in one of Janson's pockets. He pulled it out, acomlink, and held it up to hisear to listen.
He brightened. "Au-tomatic signal. The Rogues and the Millennium Falsehood are back. No losses.
Sorry, | haveto run, have to figure out what to razz Wedge about.” He darted for the door and was

gone.

Donos shook hishead. "I'm asking career advice from anine-year-old."

The door to the Falsehood's hangar dlid open before Janson reached it. Out came arepulsorlift cargo
ded, pushed by a sin-gle Mon Remonda technician. On the ded was a crate, two me-terslong by one
wide and high. The crate rocked on the ded and odd noises, like afaint and garbled voice, emerged from
it.

Wedge walked out behind the technician and stopped short when he saw Janson. He made a noise of
exasperation and dapped the gloves he carried into his open palm. ™Y ou weren't supposed to see that.”

"Seewhat?' Janson stared after the departing technician and cargo. "What was that?"

"That was Lieutenant Kettch."



Janson gave Wedge a close look. Wedge certainly didn't look crazy. "Um, please correct meif I'm
wrong, but Lieu-tenant Kettch isfictitious. An Ewok pilot who doesn't exist. 1 should know. | made him

up.”

"He's not fictitious anymore.”

"Now he'sred?'

Wedge stepped out so the hangar door could close behind him. "On planetside, while we were waiting
for the Falsehood to be spotted, Tycho found a store where they sold exotic ani-malsto wealthy Zsinj
supporters who enjoy that sort of thing. One of the 'animas was afull-grown Ewok male named Chulku.
When we were preparing to blast off and do our usua number on the pursuit, Tycho staged ajailbresk
and we brought Chulku along. While we were flying back, | had an idea—if Zsinj ever does need to see
the Hawk-bats, we could have an actua Lieutenant Kettch for him." He nodded after the ded. "Chulku is
pretty bright, and we think we can teach him which TIE interceptor controls to touch and which not to—I
doubt we can teach him to fly without years of education, but we can make him look authenticina
cockpit.”

"That'scrazy."

"Now we just need to build him those prosthetic hand-and-leg attachments K ettch is supposed to have
30 he can ma-nipulate a sarfighter's control s.”

"Sll crazy."

Wedge smiled. "And since you had the bad luck to witness hisarriva, you get to be part of the crew
who takes him food. Welcome to the conspiracy, Wes."

Janson shook hishead. "Now I'm crazy."

The TIE interceptor hurtling toward Larain a head-to-head run juked and jinked in what seemed like a
random pattern, but the maneuvers did not seem to throw the pilot off. Hislinked laser fire angled in ever
more accurately toward Laras interceptor.



She, too, threw her starfighter back and forth, up and down, in an effort to keep the enemy laser fire
from hitting her. She was successful—the two fighters passed with no damage to her craft. But she hadn't
gotten off asingle accurate shot a her enemy.

The second she flashed passed the enemy TIE, she hauled back on the flight stick, gaining relative
atitude with such a sharp maneuver that she felt the g-forces pull her down into her pilot's couch despite
the ship'sinertial compensator. A mo-ment later she was upside down and headed back the way she had
come—

Straight into the path of her opponent.

The enemy pilot fired a split second before she could bring her lasersin line. Her TIE shuddered under
the impact and dewed to port.

But it held together. There was no shriek of hull breach, no warning of imminent detonation. She'd been
grazed.

"I'm hit!" shesaid. "I'm donefor." Shejerked her control yoke to send her spinning in the direction she
was aready headed.

She counted to two, then snapped her interceptor back around to face her opponent. The enemy TIE
jittered in her tar- geting computer—

But he was much closer than she would have guessed, amere quarter kilometer away, and was aready
lined up for ashot. Before she could hit her laser trigger, the sensor system shrieked arecognition of her
enemy'stargeting lock—

Then her viewport went dead.

Theartificid gravity, which smulated zero gravity and high-angle maneuvers, turned off and she dropped



at full weight into her pilot's couch. She sighed.

A voice crackled over her comm unit. It was deep, with atrace of the Corellian accent that occasiondly
crept into the speech of Han Solo and Wedge Antilles. "That was very good flying. And the last trick,
pretending to be out of control, a-most fooled me. | commend you."

"Who am| taking to?"

"My nameis Fd. Baron Soontir F€."

Larasinsdes went cold. When she was a crewman aboard Implacable, she'd never even been aware of
the presence of Fel and the 181st there, s0 secret had their mission been. Now, at last, sheld be able to
meet the most dangerous pilot who served her enemies.

With her fear, there was arush of eation. With Wraith Squadron, Larahad flown in smulators against
Wedge An-tilles, the best the New Republic had to offer. Now she had flown against Baron Fel. Shed
competed againgt the very best pilots two governments had to offer.

Too bad shelost most of thetime.

"A pleasureto meet you," shesaid. "I'm sorry | didn't of-fer you more competition.”

"Don't be," hesaid. "Y ou're very good. More work, and you might train up to the standards of the One
Eighty-first. Shall | keep you in my records as a candidate for the group?”

"I'd be honored. Can | buy thevictor adrink?"

"Unfortunately, | have more smulationsto fly—and it ap- pearsthat you don't. Some other time,
though.”



The hatch behind Lara opened and Ensggn Gatterweld thrust hisface in. "Need any help?”

"No, thank you." Shewas getting sick of the ubiquitous Gatterweld. Except when shewasin her
quarters, in the tiny office where she wrote her commentary on her time with Wraith Squadron, and in

smulators, Gatterwe d was there. Her shadow.

She unclipped the netting that, in aread TIE interceptor, would have kept her bound in place on the
pilot's couch, and threw it to one side, then hauled herself backward and out of the open hatch at the rear

of the ball-shaped smulator. Out-side, the air was cooler and the omnipresent hum of Iron Fist's engines
wasin her earsagain.

Gatterweld handed her the pack in which she carried her datapad and other equipment. He looked at
the control board where her stlandings were displayed. "Y ou did pretty well."

"Doyoufly?'

"I can pilot shuttles now. | don't have the reflexes for sarfighters. Hand to hand is my game. Whereto
now? The cafeteria?"

Larachecked her chrono. "No, it'slate. | think I'll just turnin.”

Asthey walked past the banks of control stations set up to monitor the Smulators, she saw what she
needed—a device shewould kill for. A set of monitor goggles and attached micro-phone. They lay
unguarded on one of the control stations, their owner away, perhaps on break.

As she and Gatterweld passed the station, she contrived to get her |eft foot tangled in hislegs. He
tripped forward, swear- ing, while she sumbled and fell sideways—snatching up the set of gogglesand

tucking them into her pack as she hit the floor.

He scrambled to hisfeet. "I'm sorry. Areyou hurt?*



Shetook the hand he offered and et him half haul her to her feet. She winced as she put her weight on
her eft leg. "A bruise, maybe. Not your fault. | think | had acramp from dl thetimein the smulator.”

"Canyou wak?| can summon astretcher—"

"No, I'd better walk it off. Thank you."

She maintained the pretense of her limp dl the way to the door to her quarters, and ingde as
well—though she hadn't spotted the holocam, she knew there had to be one. Or two, or three. She
wasn't trusted, and with Zsinj in charge, that meant there were holocams on her in her quarters.

She set her pack down insde the closet and took alook around. She'd been given sizable quarters,
appropriate to anava lieutenant on track to promotion. She actually had a decent- sized bedroom with a
full termind and acloset, asmall office, and a separate refresher chamber. Much better accommodations
than she'd enjoyed on Mon Remonda

Tonin, her R2, sat in the middle of the bedroom. He came dive when she entered, offering up whistles
and clicksthat she interpreted as a polite interrogative. He was amost a stranger to her now, had been
30 since shed wiped his memory on Aldivy.

But that would change soon.

"I'mfine, Tonin. Just tired.”

Oncein bed, she deliberately changed position every two or three minutes, tossing and turning, ashow
of insomniafor whoever was monitoring her holocams. She did thisfor an hour. Then she sat up and ran
ahand through her catastrophi-cally touded hair.

Tonin beeped another question.



"Sorry, but I'm going to need the patch of metd where you're resting. Scoot into the closet, would you?'

With a series of musica tones suggesting that he was hurt by her suggestion, Tonin rolled into the closet.
Heturned his head around so his main holocam eye could still observe her.

Lararose and pulled the mattress from her bed onto the floor, then redistributed pillows and sheetsoniit.
She made sure that one of the sheets reached asfar as Tonin'swhedls.

" She reached into the bag in her closet and hunted around . for something within it with her left hand.
With her right, she extracted the monitoring goggles and scooted them under the edge of the sheet on the
floor, then plugged the goggles cord into ajack in Tonin's Side, hoping—nearly certain—that her body
shielded the action from the viewpoint of most of the places holocams might be situated in her room.

Finally she grasped the object that sheld pretended not to be able to find. She stood and stared at i,
turning so the holocams could get agood ook at it. A bottle of tuber liquor from Aldivy, nasty stuff the
locals there adored.

She dared a it for long moments, asif contemplating its me- dicind qudities, then shook her head and
placed it on the top shelf of her closet. A moment later, she dipped under the sheets over her mattress,
rolled around a moment to find the most com- fortable spot, pulled the sheets up over her head, and lay
gill.

Thevery junior intelligence officer watching this display began typing, ever so tentatively, into his
terminal. 24:00 hours, hetyped. Subject situated herself on mattress on floor. Entered deep state amost
immediately. First consdered alcohol as soporific, but decided againgt. Cause of deeplessness unknown.
Bed too soft? Guilt?

"Don't forget Smple stress”

The voice sounded right in his ear and he jumped two handspans. Hed thought he was donein the
room. Helooked up into the face of Generd Mdvar. "Uhh, thank you, sir. Wed call that occupational
anxiety or excitement from lifestyle transtion.”



"Do you get paid more for using more words?"'

"No, gr, but the medicslike them."

Melvar snorted. "Well, add it any way you want to."

"Yes, ar."

Melvar spared one last look at the overhead view of Laras till bed, then left as quietly as hed arrived.

With movements dmost imperceptibly dow, Laradrew the monitoring goggles onto her head and turned
them on. The goggles, drawing power from thelink with Tonin, activated with afaint hum.

Shewhigpered, "Tonin. Aldivian colloguidiam. Definition: Little Atton.”

Then she waited.

If shewasright, if she'd done her work correctly, the pass- words she'd just spoken would be causing
eventsto transpire deep within her R2 unit. The extra hardware she had buried within his power unit
would be activating. The memory backup it contained would be pouring out across the droid's cir-cuitry,
gppending itsdlf to and overwheming Tonin's current programming.

And in afew moments, once again, she would have a— A singleword, ready, appeared before her
eyes. It looked asthough it were sculpted out of metal and floating in darkness ameter from her, but she
knew that it was merely being pro- jected onto the goggles she wore.

"Don't communicate audibly," she whispered, though Tonin'stransmission of hisfirst query astext
suggested that he understood the need for secrecy. Thefact that all data being transmitted between them
was going across adirect wire con-nection made it very unlikely that her observerswould be able to
detect their communication. "Before we do anything, | want to gpologize.”



FORWHAT?

"For being sdfish,” she whispered. "I shouldn't have brought you. I've put you in danger. | may get
mysdlf killed here, and if | do, the same will probably happen to you.”

i'mgladi'm here.

"Me, too. You'remy only friend, Tonin." She closed her eyesfor amoment, al too aware of how
pathetic that sounded. Then she forced them open. "I aso have to apologize for what I've doneto you. |
wiped your main memory on Aldivy. Any-time anyone but me puts arestraining bolt on you or opensyou
up, your memory will wipe. Anytime | say the right words, your backup memory will reload. So you may
experience some memory gaps. I'm sorry. It'sthe only way to keep you safe”

| UNDERSTAND, LARA.

"l had an idea asto how we can destroy Iron Fist. You'll have to do most of the work. But if we
succeed, you may be-come the most famous R2 unit ever. Well, maybe second, after Artoo-Detoo.”

THAT WOULD BE NICE. WOULD THE WRAITHSLIKE YOU AGAIN?

"No. They'll never likeme again. So | haveto do thisfor mysdf. | haveto do this becauseit'sright. |
have to do this be-cause | have nothing eseto do.”

WHAT DO | DO?

"Well, Zsinj, except when he's paying for really good em- ployees and mercenaries, is notoriously cheap.
Which means he probably won't have my quarters monitored when I'm not in them. If | stay away from
my quartersal day long, that givesyou plenty of timeto work. I'll tell you what you need to do. But first .
..whenwereadonelikethis. . . could you cdl meKirney?'



YES, KIRNEY.

12

Half an hour after Laras departure from her quarters the next morning, Tonin became active. Herolled
out of the closet to the door, deployed and extended hisfine-work grasper arm, and got to work on the
door controls. Within minutes, he had rewired the controls and mechanism so he could open the door
and closeit fractionaly aswell asfully.

He opened the door a bare three centimeters and extended his video sensor through it nearly at floor
level, giving him a 360-degree view of the corridor. A passerby was not likely to noticethe dight gap in
the doorway or the protrusion fromit.

He waited.

It was nearly an hour before hisfirst opportunity arose. Certainly, in that time, many of the trapezoida
M SE-6 utility droids passed his doorway, but dways under the eye of apasserby. Thistime, onelittle
droid, rodentlike in its scurrying motion and nervousness, was a one, unobserved.



Tonin signded it, achirp that congtituted a come-here or-der. The droid stopped its forward progress,
turned toward the doorway, ran the request through its very simple processor, and determined that
accepting this new order was not likely to delay accomplishment of its standing orders significantly. It
ap-proached the door.

Tonin snapped his heavy grasper arm out through the gap and snared the little droid. It gave a squed of
aarm and spun itswhedlsinto reverse, but he hauled it up off its wheedls. Tonin opened the door wide
enough to accommodate his prey, then dragged thelittle droid through and closed the door.

Then he got to work.

Helad the utility droid on its back. Itswhedls spun in helpless panic. With hisfine-work arm, he popped
open the ac- cess hatch on the droid's underside and extended his scomp-link into the opening.

Asnew programming flooded itstiny brain, the utility

droid quieted.

By day'send, Tonin wasin command of three of the utility droids, and one had managed to bring him
some of the components—magnetic track strips to replace wheel s—he needed to begin their
modifications

Wedge's four squadrons—Rogue, Wraith, Polearm, and Nova— executed mission after mission, one
after another, sometimestwo in asingle day. Most missonsinvolved only one squadron. In others, one
sguadron would escort and protect the B-wings of Nova, or Wraith Squadron would be inserted at
ground level and then ground-guide the precise bombing runs of one or two of the other starfighter units.
Some missions involved nothing more than carefully inserting the Fal sehood, then very publicly escorting
the ship, usualy with Wedge and Chew-bacca at the controls, out into space and safety.

By the end of one week, the fighter pilots of Mon Re- monda began to lose track of what day of the
caendar it was, and had little time | eft to them for anything but mission brief-ings, the missons
themselves, and deep.

By the end of one week, between Wedge's missions and those an Imperial admiral was executing in



another part of the galaxy, the Warlord Zsinj had lost more millions of cred-its than any New Republic
fighter pilot could ever hope to accumulate.

Melvar entered the warlord's office as sllently as ever. Zsinj, turned to Stareinto histermind, didn't react.
Melvar took the chair before his desk, no longer bothering to keep his move-ment quiet, and till there
was no reaction. Finally, Melvar coughed.

"They'rekilling me." Zsinj shook hishead sorrowfully as he stared a the data on the terminal screen
beside hisdesk. "They want me dead, Melvar."

"Of coursethey do," the generd said. "You're ther great-est enemy. It isto your considerable credit that
they want you dead.”

"L ook at this. My businesses are being seized up and down Imperia space—and Rebel space. The
Counterpunch putsin at Vispil and isblown out of space by planetary authorities who refused to stay
bribed. A half dozen of my best earners bombed out of existence on worlds within my own borders.
Eight per-cent of my income diminated in aweek. And everywhere, the Millennium Facon flitting
around, fomenting more rebdlion.” He sighed. "And my Funera Project crews around Coruscant?
Suddenly, completely ineffectud. A haf dozen acts of terror-ism or sedition closed down amost before
they're enacted. The rifts between humans and nonhumansin the Rebe government are healing. All my
work, years of work, coming undone.”

"Mere setbacks, ar."

"No. Can't you fed it? The hordes of my enemies are draw- ing closer, their claws outstretched,
reaching for me." Zsinj heaved asigh. "I think, | redly think, they are poised to undo me. I think Doctor
Gast talked before she died. | think the Rebels and Imperias are cooperating.”

"Impossible”

"Not impossible. Y ou yoursdf said | wastheir greatest enemy. What el se could give them the incentive
to cooperate?'



Melvar was slent for long moments. In al the years hed worked with the warl ord, this was not the
saddest held seen him, but it was the most resigned, the most fatdigtic. It was agtartling change. The

warlord had alway's been an unstoppable force of optimism and will. Now, despite the fact that hisgirth
had not diminished, he seemed somehow reduced.

"Do you think they'll win?" Mdvar asked.

Zsinj took adeep breath, then nodded. "I think, in asense, they dready have. They've stopped my

processes. They've set their own in motion. Theirsare replacing mine, and | can't seem to do anything
about it."

"Sowhat will it taketo pull avictory out of this? Tell me the minimum you need. Well achieve that, and
more."

Zsinj switched off histerminal screen and thought. He swung ponderoudy around to face Mevar and
began counting off on hisfingers. "'One. Weretain Iron Fst."

"Count onit."

"Two. We retain enough businessesto sart again.”

"That will be harder. As much as weve done to keep your businesses isolated from one another, some
leakage of infor-mation has obvioudy occurred. The more they capture, the more they seem to be ableto
capture. But, statisticdly, they can't find everything. Well have asolid core left.”

"Three. We havetimeto rebuild, repair, recover.”

"For that, welll definitely have to use the Second Desath for her intended purpose. But we can do that.”

"Four. We come up with our next plan for the eimination of the New Republic.”



"| think that means Rancor Base and the Force-witches. We have to learn what they do and how they
doit. Another path we can take, weapons the Rebels and the Empire can't cope with."

"And Five. Which actudly takes place before Three. Wekill Generd Han Solo and as many of his
friendsand aides asis humanly possble.”

"That," Mevar said, "will be the most enjoyable part of the operation.”

Zsinj showed up at Lara's new work station in the bridge pit, as apparently cheerful asusud. "Lieutenant
Petothel. How are you settling in?"

"Very well," shesad. "l can't describe how good it isto be doing thiskind of work again.”

"Good, good. But thefirst few days you looked, if | may be inddlicate, alittletired. Rings under the
eyes. A generd mdase”

She nodded. "It took me awhile to get used to ship'srou- tine. | had to make some adjustments to my
deeping patterns.” Not surprising, asit had proved difficult to get any deep when she wastaking and
programming with Tonin dl night long. "But I'm over it."

"Have you had a chance to look over the data package | transmitted to you this morning?'

"YS,"

"Y our conclusons?"

Larabecame aware that the operatives at the consoles on either side of her, though they were continuing
to do their work, were ligening intently to this exchange. She smiled. In-telligence operatives were the
same everywhere. "Wdll, first, whoever compiled that data did an inadequate job of making the events



anonymous. | recogni ze the first mission asthe Mil-lennium Falcon escort to Kidriff Five. | wasthere,
after dl. Which meansthat Prime Target isthe Facon, and Secondary Target is, roughly, Commander

Antilless entire command of Rebd sarfighters.”

Zsinj nodded, his expression glum. " So much for secrecy. What do you conclude from their behavior?'

"Generd Soloistrying to separate you from the income that sustains your fleet, and is persondly
rabble-rousng whilehesat it.”

"Why?

Laragave him asmilethat suggested contempt for their subject matter. It was easy; she only had to let
her contempt for Zsinj rise to the surface. "He thinks he's an important man. That his presenceisthe only
thing that can inspire Rebel sym-pathiesin the population. Based on what I've personally ob-served of
the man, 1'd say he's desperate. He hasn't had any real successin his mission againgt you. If hefails, he

getsre-placed; if he getsreplaced, he loses dl his satus.”
"I never had theimpression that he cares about status.”

"He doesn't." She dmost hesitated on the enormity of the lie shed concocted, the onethat Zsinj, inal his
€go, must in-evitably accept. "But the woman he loves does.”

"Ahhh."

"He knowsthat as a dirt-poor smuggler, he can't keep aprincesss affection. But as a Rebel generd, he

can.

"But only if he's successful.”

"Cor'r&:t,"



"Interesting interpretation.”

"Therésmore." Larapressed on, hoping Zsinj would not detect the queasiness she was fedling.

She had an idea, based on the pattern the Millennium Falsehood was demondirating, as to which world
or worldsthe ersatz Han Solo would visit next. But wasthisaconclusion that Zsinj and hisintelligence
people were supposed to have drawn, or had she come to a conclusion based on her superior
knowledge of the Wraiths, a conclusion that would endanger her former squadmates? She didn't know,
and the uncertainty ate at her. She had to trust her ingtincts, though, and her in-stincts said that the
Fasehood's misson, profiles came about from meticul ous planning that Zsinj was eventudly supposed to
interpret.

"They're progressing from world to world in your territo-ries based on anumber of factors. The degree
to which aworld is known outside the borders you control. Estimated planetary production that can be
applied to your fleet funding. Proximity to New Republic space so they can make quick escapes.
Com-parative morae value of hitting specific targets. Suspected pres-ence of pro-Rebe factions.”

"I know that. Unfortunately considering how many worlds | contral, that ill doesn't give us a pattern.”

"Yes, it does. There's one more factor. Former trade rela- tions, direct or indirect, with the planet
Alderaan.”

Zsnj rocked back on his hedls. "That would make sense.”

"Yes, dr. On such worlds, theré'sahigher likelihood that there will be people who sympathize with
Princess Leia and the other Alderaanians who were off-world when the first Death Star destroyed that
planet. Also, in my opinion, they're more likely to be planetsthat Princess Leiawill have heard of,
thereby increasing her recognition of Solo's deeds when hetells her of them.”

"Very good, very good." Zsinj's eyeslost focus as he con- sidered Larals words. "What does that
suggest Solo's next tar-get will be?"



"| giveavery high probability to Comkin Five, and just dightly less high alikelihood to the VVahaba
Ageroid Belt." Comkin was a Zsinj-controlled world known for its candies and medicines—two
industriesinextricably tied together on that world—and Vahaba was known not only for its
asteroid-mining operations but for the skill of its metal fabricators. She knew alittle about Vahaba; it was
in awd|-populated cluster of stars, not far from Halmad, where the Wraiths had acted as pirates not long

ago.

"Well. Interesting speculation. Thank you. Lieutenant.” Still distracted, Zsinj turned to depart the bridge,
not even see- ing Laras saute.

Generad Mevar caught up with Zsinj in the corridor just out-sde the bridge. "Well?'

"Theresaproper query to give asuperior officer. It's not 'Wel? Something morelike, 'Sir, amoment of
your time, | wished to inquire about your recent interview with the subject under observation.' "

Melvar said, "l can phrase al such requests so as to waste amaximum amount of your time, of course.”

Zsnj smiled. "Never mind." Hetold him of Laras speculations, then said, "What | don't know iswhether
she. cameto this conclusion honestly, or whether she was privy to some of their mission profile before
sheleft Mon Re- monda and is now presenting it as asudden redlization on her part.”

"Either way, theinformation isvauable ... so long as she's not leading usinto atrap.”

"Well find out. Digpatch hdf the ready fleet to liein wait at Vahaba, and well take the other half
persondly to Comkin.”

Donoslay waiting on the craft he had fabricated from rubbish.

Portions of the thing had begun their existence asthe gravitationd unit ina TIE fighter smulator. When
coordinated with the smulator's compuiter, they would exert artificia gravity around the pilot, drawing
him left, right, down, up, dl in artful mimicry of the sort of g-forces the pilot would experience in sharp
turns and other maneuvers.



But the smulator had grown old, had become too unreli-able even for recreationa use, and it had been
dragged to a cor-ridor outside a refuse chamber. There Donos, doing atour of the unfrequented portions
of Mon Remonda, a habit that had recently become part of hisregular routine, had found it.

Hed liberated still-functioning portions of the gravitational unit. Hed installed computer gear to ensure
that the unit would exert appropriate force downward even when the unit wastilt- ing, would detect
obstacles, would exert repulsorlift power againgt obstacles. To this he had added a padded layer that
was part of the smulator's pilot's couch and a battery to supply power.

Now, in one of the ship'slonedly cargo areas, helay on his stomach atop the junk he had assembled. It
hovered ahdf me-ter above the floor, humming, motionless.

Of courseit was motionless. It had no engine, no motivation.

Except for him. And to set it into motion, to make it do what it was designed to do, would be to look
supid.

Hislegs extended off the back of his jury-rigged vehicle. He brought them down to gain purchase with
the floor and kicked off, setting his craft into motion. He kicked again and again, building up speed ashe
floated between shelves of stored materias toward a distant bulkhead. Halfway down, he kicked once
more, Sdeways, setting his craft into apin, and drew himsdf into abal atop it.

Hisfloating ded soun haphazardly, coming within half ameter of a shelving unit before the ded's repulsor
unit reacted to the proximity of the thing and bounced him back the other way. Like abdl, he careened
from shelf to shelf across the open space in between, coming within handspans of impact but never quite
hitting, while he floated toward the bulkhead wall.

Eventudly, forward momentum almost spent, he floated to within ahaf meter of the bulkhead arid came
to astop.

"Wadll, that looked good.”



Donosrolled onto hisside to get alook at the speaker. Wes Janson stood afew meters away. He must
have approached up the walkway that ran aong the bulkhead wall.

"I'm amazed it held together,” Donos said. "1 expected to have the whole thing fail halfway through and
tossmeinto astack of crates.”

"Isit fun?'

Donos nodded. "Pretty much.”

"Y ou don't look too amused.”

"l imagine | did amoment ago.” Donosroseto hisfeet, gripped his craft by its one handle, and
depressed what had once been a pilot's yoke trigger. The craft dropped asit depow-ered; he hauled it
upright. "But even fun isn't much fun. | keep wishing Larawere here”

Janson nodded, sympathy plain on hisfeatures. "Y eah. But you're about to get more people here than
you probably want. We're doing some inventory herein afew minutes. Y ou probably ought to try the
main corridor down in Engineering. It'slong enough, and I'm sure the engineers would beinter- ested in
seaing your kludge."

"Probably." Donos checked his chrono. "A littlelater, though. | have somewhereto be."

The moment Donos was out of sight, Wedge dipped out from a second-level shdf full of foodstuff
packages. "Well, that was interesting.”

"Wedge! Why don't you scare the other half of my life out of me? How long were you waiting there?"

" About fifteen minutes. During most of which, Donosjust sat there, waiting to decide whether or not to



play hisgame.

"Well, hedid. A good sign.”

"l hope s0." Wedge reached behind the first row of stacked food crates and dragged another one up
front. Thisone, like the others, was |abeled bantha steak, dehydrated, 250 grams restored, individualy
packaged. But the top was gar and the smell wafting from the crate, something like fruit and | eaf
compost, was not reminiscent of bantha meat. Wedge reached into the crate's top and drew out a bowl
full of brown- ish lumps Janson couldn't identify. "Now, you've fed Kettch before, correct?'

"No. Y ou and whatever crew you've been using haven't brought me in before now."

"That'sright." Wedge led Janson toward the forward doors out of the cargo area. "There are till some
security concerns, since Kettch was supposed to be a Hawk-bat, not a New Republic pilot. So we're
limiting the personnel who see him. He gets one bowlful like this, three times aday. We have him set up
near an officers messthat General Solo isn't using, since he doesn't entertain. So you'll get water for
Kettch from the mess.”

"Right."

They passed through a small door into asecondary cargo area, this one much smaller than the one they'd
left, its shelvesfull of crateslabeled bulk cloth. From the rear, they ap-proached alarger crate, onetwo
meters by two meters by one and ahdf tal, which had been laid out in the aid e between rows of shelves.

"And now," Wedge said, asthey got to the front of the crate, "you meet—uh-oh."

A door that had obvioudly been retrofitted onto the front of the crate lay on thefloor, off its hinges.
There was nothing within the crate but what looked like abed of grass and cloth scraps.

"He'sloose?' Janson said.



"He'sloose." Wedge looked around. "But for how long? Weve got to find him, keep to aminimum the
number of crew-men who see him—"

There was a soft patter-patter of movement from the far end of the chamber, the bow end.

"Wereinluck," Wedge said. "He's il in here" He ex- tended the bowl of food. "Here, take some.
Maybe we can lure him back."

Janson grimaced as he grabbed up ahandful of the smelly Ewok food.

They headed forward, only to hear the forward door out of the chamber hiss open, followed by the
patter-patter of bare feet and the door hissing closed again. Wedge headed forward at adead run,
Janson at hisheds,

The door opened for them, revealing dimness beyond, then Wedge was skidding to ahalt and Janson
ran into him. They toppled over together, crashing into containers of some sort, and fluid, liters of it,
gplashed over them.

A sharp, poisonoudy clean smdll forced its way into Jan-son's nose. " Sithspit, what's that?*

"Cleansing fluid of some sort. We must have hit ajanitor droid's stash.” Wedge sat up. Janson could see
him wrinkling his nose even in the dim light. Somewhere e se in the room, adoor hissed open and closed

again.

"Oh, thisisno good," Wedge said. "He's running now be-cause were chasing him, and hes going to be
ableto smdl usfrom kilometers away."

"Solet'scdl in Kl and Tyria They can hunt him down while we clean up.”

"They're not part of our Kettch conspiracy.” Wedge rose and moved away from the puddle. " Strip."



"Whet?'

"Get those clothes off. Well rub some of the Ewok food over the parts of our skin that have the
cleansing fluid on them. That should make it possible for usto get closeto him." Wedge suited action to

words, unzipping hisjumpsuit.

"Oh, sure. Would you stand till if you were being ap-proached by two naked men with Ewok food
smeared dl over them?'

"No, but I'm not an Ewok. Just doit." Wedge nodded right and Ieft. "L ooks like there are two doors out
of here. | don't know which one he took, but they'll both go into Gen- eral Solo's mess. Y ou take that
one, I'll takethisone.”

"Wedge, thisisthelast time I'm feeding Kettch."

"Me, too."

The door opened for Janson and he crept through into the dimly lit room beyond.

Not three meters ahead stood an Ewok, wearing the tradi-tional bonnet-style headgear of the species,
his back to Janson.

Janson took a careful, silent step forward. The Ewok didn't react. One more step and hewasin
range—Janson lunged, grabbing the Ewok with hisleft hand, the one uncon-taminated by Ewok food.

"Got you!"

The Ewok didn't struggle. Nor did it weigh much. Janson looked &t it. It wasn't alive Ewok; it wasthe
stuffed toy the Wraiths had brought with them from Hawk-bat Base, the one they cdled Kettch.



Then Janson realized that the room was full of people—all the other members of Wraith Squadron. In
the dimness, they stood like statues, in poses suggesting they'd been in the middle of asocid gathering, in
conversationa groups of twos and threes, and then had been flash-frozen.

No, not frozen, exactly. They till breathed. Some swayed alittle where they stood.

And none of them looked at Janson.

Janson stood il for along moment, waiting for some re- action from them, or for some redlization to
set in and inform him why they'd be standing stock-till in adimly lit room. None came.

So he held the stuffed Ewok toy before him and backed to the door through which he'd entered.

His bare skin touched metal and he flinched. The door had closed and wasn't opening for him.

He scraped the Ewok food off his hand againgt the door-jamb. Slowly, silently, his sense of unredlity
mounting, he walked sideways toward the other door into this chamber. To get there, he'd have to pass
closeto Piggy, Shdla, and Elassar, who were grouped close to the wall. As he neared them, he paused
and reached out to touch Piggy, the Wraith nearest him.

Hisfingers encountered red flight suit and solid flesh be- neath. He jerked his hand back. Neither Piggy
nor any of the others reacted.

It wasadream, it had to be. And by the rules of dreams, doubtless there was to be some bad result if he
failed to escape before the Wraiths awoke. In case he could short-circuit the process, he pinched
himself, hoping to awaken prematurely, but he had no such luck. The scene remained before him.

Moving with less caution, he made it to the other door and backed into it ... and his bare rear once again
contacted metal asthe door failed to open.

Wéll, then. There was one more door out of this cham- ber, which should open up into a corridor—a



corridor that he could, with luck, duck down unobserved and perhaps reach the pilots's ready room,
where he had another uniform in hislocker. He continued sdeways aong the wal, around the corner ...

He reached the doorway and turned into it. The door whooshed open. And beyond was Wedge, fully
uniformed, bel- lowing, "Attention!"

The room lights blazed into norma brightness and Janson heard the Wraiths behind him snapping to
attention. Hefdt his cheeks burn as he redized they had to be facing his bare backside.

Wedge looked at Janson, then at the Ewok toy he held pro- tectively before him. "Lieutenant, you're out
of uniform. And you know, wearing an Ewok as aswimsuit isafelony on someworlds.”

Janson nodded. He could not keep arueful grin from forming on hislips. "l have been so set up,” he
sad.

"Good analyss" Wedge said. "Y ou're showing red lead- ership potential, among other things.
Lieutenant Ndprin?"

Shalla approached, standing beside Janson so he could see her without turning. In her handswas a
folded mass of orange cloth. She unfolded and displayed it before him. 1t was a cloak, in New Republic
flight-suit orange, with the words ™Y ub, yub, Lieutenant” stenciled on the back in black. She swept it
across his shoulders and fastened it around his neck. Then she leaned in close and whispered, "Nice rear,
Lieutenant.”

Janson fdlt his cheeks burning hotter. "Thank you for noticing, Lieutenant.” He handed her the Ewok doll
and draped the cloak in amore concedling fashion about himsdlf. "I takeit thisis revenge for that bet
about your not speaking Wookieg?'

Wedge stepped into the room and the door shut behind him. "Well, for that, and for your anticswith
Lieutenant Kettch here and at Hawk-bat Base."

Janson couldn't keep the surprise from hisface. "Y ou knew about that?"



"Well, not at first, of course. Not for sure." Wedge threw an arm over Janson's shoulders and turned
him, leading him back into the room, into the midst of the grinning Wraiths. "But you didn't do much of a
job of concedling your tracks. The doll showed up immediately after your return from Corus-cant, which
meant that it was probably you or someone el se in-volved with that trip. Then, after it was obvious that
the doll was wandering pretty much at will, | had atransmitter sewnintoiit.”

Janson winced. "Y ou tracked its movements. And knew it was me. And waited all thistimefor
payback."

" S0, do you il think revenge is benesth Wedge Antilles, Hero of the New Republic?’

"I'm not sure anything is beneath you anymore. Who was playing Kettch? Or Chulku, or whatever his
name was sup-posed to be?"

Wedge grinned. "Thefirst time, we had Squeaky in the box you saw. He speaks Ewok, of course.” "Of
course." Janson sighed.

Diasad, "I wasthe footsteps you were following afew minutes ago. And 1 was the one who splashed
you with the bucket full of cleansers. Had to make sure you got plenty on you. We couldn't rely on you
to fal correctly onto the buckets wed placed.”

Wedge accepted asmdll glass of amber-colored liquid from Kell, passed it to Janson. " A reward.
You'retaking it very well, Wes. Just remember that, when it comesto pranks, you have the necessary
enthusiasm, you have the inventiveness, you have the experience ... | have the resources.”

"Granted." Janson sipped at the glass, made an appreciative face. It was Whyren's Reserve, a Cordlian
brandy with arich, smoky flavor. "But it's over now. No ongoing punishment forme. Right?*

Wedge's expression became serious. "Well, not after the holorecording of tonight's events has been
circulated.”



"Tdl meyourekidding.”

"What, and deny the universe the chance to see arear end that the Wraiths have proclaimed so
hologenic?'

Janson didn't even try to keep the dismay off hisface. "Please tell me you're kidding."

"I'll decide tomorrow. Tonight we celebrate.”

Donosleaned in. "And remember what a very wise man once told me. Y ou can't look dignified when
you're having fun."

"If | knew who that wise man was," Janson said, "I'd shoot him."

The next morning, the last pilot to enter the briefing amphithe- ater was Donos. He remained standing
until Wedge noticed him. "Permissonto stin, Sr?"

"Why?Youredill off theactivelig."

"I'd liketo volunteer for thismisson."

Wedge |ooked momentarily baffled. "Did | misstate my- self?Y ou can't fly."

"I'm not volunteering asapilot, Sr. Nothing in my current reeva uation indicates that I'm unfit to handlea
ship'sguns. I'd like to volunteer as a crewman on the Millennium Falsehood. I'm a Cordlian, | know the
equipment, and I'm agood shot." That was undergtating it somewhat; though his grestest talent waswith
asniper'srifle, Donos was marksman-rated with most sorts of blaster and laser weapons.

"Good point,” Wedge said. "Y es, you can attend the brief- ing; I'll decide on your request later." He



stood behind the lectern and turned to the assembled pilots.

"Today isastandard 'let them see the Falsehood then run' exercise. Our target isthe Comkin system.
Comkin's security measures are more extens ve than some we've recently encoun-tered, so we can't
count on smuggling in our TIE interceptor escort. However, Chewbacca has temporarily attached plating
to the surface of the Falsehood that givesit a sensor echo much more like that of a'Y T-2400 freighter,
and that plating will contain abit of asurprise for Comkin's defenders. We have transponder data
corresponding to that of ared Y T-2400

mercenary trader, so we should be able to make it to the planet's surface; however, if wereidentified on
entry, we just evacuate and achieve our primary objective, another appearance by the Millennium
Facon.

"Another modification we've made to the Falsehood will alow for quicker response time by the support
sguadron when it's supposed to comein for rescues weve ingta led a miniature holocomm unit worth
more than the rest of the ship put to- gether. Yes, Face?'

"Sir, isit abad timeto point out that a good shot of brandy isworth more than the rest of the ship put
together?"

"Y es. Wraith Squadron will be our primary escort..."

Melvar appeared slently besde Laras station. His mild words contrasted with the cruelty of hisfeatures.
"Baron Fel would like to seeyou fly."

"Redlly." Laramade aface suggesting that she was sur-prised and pleased. "Y ou mean, for redl, notina
smulator.”

"For redl. Broadaxe Squadron will be supplementing the One Eighty-first, and they're apilot light.
Would you care to suit up and fly with them?”

"I'd be delighted.”



"Report to their ready room at thirteen hundred.” Mevar gave her amirthless smile. "Don't do too well.
Wed hateto lose you as an anay<."

"I'll kegp it in mind. Thank you, Sr."

When hewas gone, she stared at her screen, seeing none of the data on it, and tried not to shake. She
prayed that she/d been wrong in her initial assessment, that the next Mon Re-monda strike would be on

any system other than Comkin Five.
For if sheld been right, she might end up facing her former squadmatesin morta combat.

Comkin Five was a green-blue world circling ayellow star. Asthe Falsehood neared the planet's
surface, blotches of color re-solved themselvesinto blue sea, deep green tropics, and bands of cloud

cover, with only the smallest patches of arcticice,

"Pretty,” Donos said. "What do we blow up firgt?"

Wedge, ahead of him in the pilot's chair, turned to glance a him. "Write that down,” he said. "That ought
to be the Wraith Squadron dogan.”

"Good point. Squeaky, record that.”

"If 1 mug.”

Wedge's attention was diverted by data on his sensor board. "We've just been tapped by planetary
sensors. Now wefind out if our camouflage fooled them.”

"I don't see how it can,”" Squeaky said, hisvoice even more petulant than usua. "On close examination,
the extension off our starboard side just does not look genuine. And Chewbacca hasfailed to minimize



the Falsehood's forward mandibles, which are, if I'm not mistaken, characteristic of the Y T-1300s but
not the Y T-2400s. We are, | think, probably dead.”

Donos frowned at the two-tone 3PO unit seated beside him. Squesky looked absurd in hisill-fitting
cothing, aNew Republic generd's uniform. "Then why did you volunteer for thismisson?”

"Hebit?'

“No."

"Because | thought my absence would doom the misson?’

"Although Emtrey could have subgtituted for you.”

Chewbacca grumbled something.

"Certainly not," Squeaky said, histone turning indignant. "Thisis not fun, and | wouldn't missyou.”

Chewbacca grumbled again.

"No, you don't keep having to remind meto belt in. | am firmly belted in. My belt isfixed with more
finesse than that of any belt in this cockpit.”

Donos shook his head. Maybe he ought to set up at one of the gunport turrets now.

Larasat in her cockpit, drenched in sweat and feeling miserable.



It wasn't because the cockpit was more uncomfortable than usual, or because of the protracted amount
of timeshéd beeninit.

She'd met the Broadaxe Squadron pilots and had been assigned a TIE interceptor and awingman, the
sguadron com-mander. She'd gone through the routine power-up checklist and transferred, with the rest
of the Broadaxes and the 1814, to another ship)—a Dreadnaught, older than the Empire, named
Reprisd. She remembered it from the Levian mission. Broad-axe Squadron occupied the Dreadnaught's
fighter bay, while the 181t was divided among officers bays and cargo bays. Larashook her head over
that; she'd have thought that the more prestigious unit would choose the more convenient bay.

She'd been among the last TIEsto land, and was posi- tioned to be among the first to launch, her
viewport amere me- ter from the bay's magcon shield. Her temporary commander had laughed at her
zedl, but there was another reason she wanted this position: no onewas likely to walk in front of her TIE
and see what shewas doing insgde it. Since sheld settled in, she'd been hard at work.

She had started by coupling her personal comlink to adata- pad she'd stolen from another Iron Fist
crewman while they werein the officers mess. She didn't steal equipment on the bridge; it might be too
easy to track back to her.

She recorded alengthy message, one that turned her thoughts gloomy. Then she pulled up a pane
beneath her feet, one that gave technicians accessto the vehicle'slaser power generators. She powered
down al vehicle systems except the comm unit and exterior lights, which would alow her to pre-tend that
the system was il fully powered—assuming no one ran a sensor scan on her, or that no one caled, in
the next few minutes, for immediate takeoff.

Leading from the power generators were power regula- tors, which could keep afata spike of power
from frying vehi-cle systemsin case the generators were hit or mafunctioned in combat. She opened one
of the regulators, the one protecting the port-side laser cannons, and spliced in a set of cables. These she
attached to the datapad's computer coupler port.

She activated the datapad and packed it into the cavity with the laser power generators, taping it
securdly into place. She left one wire, terminating in asimple thumb switch, trail-ing into the cockpit; she
closed the access hatch over it, then taped the thumb switch to her pilot's yoke.

Findly, she recommenced power-up, hoping that her modi- fication wouldn't cause any of the vehicle
sysemsto fail, that her modification wouldn't activate any sensor she didn't know about.



If thisworked, she was one step closer to Iron Fist's de- struction. If it failed, but she was otherwise
very lucky, maybe her activitieswouldn't be noticed. Maybe.

After amere ten minutes of frantic activity, she began to get her breathing back under control.

The stars beyond the magcon field suddenly twisted and blurred as Reprisa entered hyperspace.

"Thiswill beashort jJump," her commanding officer said. "Prepareto launch on arriva.”

The Falsehood waited in low planetary orbit, its crew watch- ing the green, lush world dowly turn
beneath them.

"It'sbeentoo long,” Donossaid. "They'reonto us."

"Probably,"” Wedge said. He didn't ook at al uneasy.

Squeaky said, "l see other vessals awaiting find clearance to descend.”

"Either they're not on to us," Wedge said, "in which case our waiting here is standard procedure, or
they're on to us, and they're having other vessalswait nearby so we won't get suspicious.”

"Oh," Squesky sad. "But we're suspicious anyway."

"They faled,” Wedge said.

"Will it matter if they destroy usanyway?'



"Not redlly." The console beeped at Wedge, and he leaned over to look at the comm unit's text screen.
"We havefind ap- prova for descent to our primary target zone."

Chewbacca shook his head, making anearly subsonic noise of dissent. He gestured at the sensor board.

There, approaching from planetary east in asimilar orbit, wasalarge, indistinct sgnd.

"Lookslike starfighters,” Wedge said. "At least afull squad. All right, we go." He unbelted. "Donos, take
the belly gunport turret, I'll take the top. Chewbacca, the controls are yours. Squeaky, you have the
comm unit. Cal in the Wraiths now, then bring in Mon Remonda on the holocomm unit, then stand by in
your new mode.”

"I'll be so pleased to make my debut.”

"Only if they addressyou, now."

||Y$, S'r.u

Donos followed Wedge back to the turret access tubes and descended to histurret. He powered it up,
swung his weagpons back and forth afew times to gauge their speed and responsive- ness. Meanwhile, he
felt the Falsehood maneuvering asit pointed spaceward and accel erated away from Comkin Five.

Squeaky's voice came over the ship'sinternal comlink. " Chewbacca says estimated two minutes until the
TIEsareinrange. At least five until were far enough away from the planet's mass shadow to enter
hyperspace. Wraiths report that they will intercept usin three and ahalf minutes.”

Wedge's voice was next. " So they have aminute and a hdf to batter us before we have reinforcements.
We should be able to handle that."



Squeaky said, "Chewbacca says ... oh, my. Oh, dear, dear dear.”

Wedge said, "Report, Squeaky."

"Are you sure you want to know? It's not good.”

"Do you want to walk home? Report.”

"Chewbacca reports a capita ship dropping out of hyper-space aong our escape vector. It's closer than
the Wraiths, and it's deploying TIE fighters. Excuse me, TIE interceptors. Two squadrons. They are

deploying in what he calls umbrellafor-mation and approaching.”

Wedge said, "And our pursuit?’

"They're, ah, they seem to be hanging back. Pacing us, no longer gaining.”

"Driving usto the hunters. Thank you, Squeaky." There was along moment of silence. " Chewbacca,
make your course straight for the capita ship. When you're just outside the range of their tractors, deploy
Package One and vector away. Then alow Package Two to deploy at its discretion.”

A grumble sounded over the comm unit.

"He doesn't seem happy with your order, Sr, but he's corn- plying. Ah, ah, the capitd ship isidentified.
A Rendili Star-

Drive Dreadnought-class heavy cruiser. Oh, it'sthe Reprisal! How niceto seeit till functional. The
Reprisd vidted Kessd onetime.”

"Save your reminiscences for later. And put your mask on." 'Y es, Sir. The droid's voice sounded



resgned.

13

Laraput everything into acceleration, hurtling toward the Fal sehood as fast as she could travel. She
shouldn't have been able to outstrip the other TIE interceptors of the combined units, but most of them
dropped dowly back. In amatter of moments, she was at the fore with three other TIEs—her wingman
and two interceptors of the 1814t.

One of them communicated. " Anxious for battle, Lieu-tenant?' It was Baron Fdl'svoice.

"Anxious to show you what I'm made of " she said.

"Never let it be said that I'm not gallant,” Fel said. "Thefirgt strafing runisyours.”

She managed to project gratitude and excitement into her voice. "Thank you, sr." But the words were
likebileto her.

She knew what was happening. It was atest. If she was seen to offer lessthan her best effort toward the
destruction of the ersatz Millennium Falcon, they'd know she was not trustworthy.

Well, sheld show them something. Sheld hit the Fal sehood again and again.

"Millennium Falcon,” came the woman'svoice, "thisisthe former Wraith Two. Prepareto die.” The
source of thetrans-mission, thelead TIE interceptor, opened fire.

The voicewas Lara's. Donos stiffened. Hed been tracking the incoming TIES, aiming at the lead
garfighter, but now helet hisaim drift off her.



Green laser fire streamed from the interceptor. It was the only one of the four TIEsto fire. Thefirst few
linked bursts missed, then Lara began connecting, and the Falsehood rocked under the impact of her hits.

Thefirgt pair of TIESroared past the Falsehood and imme- diately looped around for a second pass.
The second pair came on, and a new voice crackled across the comm waves. "l be-lieve | address
Generd Solo. Y ou can sparethe lives of your crew by surrendering now."

Donos had heard that voice before, at the Implacable fight. Baron Soontir Fel. He twisted to look up the
access tube at Wedge. His commander had some sort of persond relation-ship with Fel, doubtless
something that had come about during the brief time Fel served with Rogue Squadron, though Donos
didn't know what it was. And sure enough, Wedge had gtiff-ened in his seet, hisaim fatering.

Donos amost smiled. It was good to know that he wasn't the only one caught off guard by the forces
confronting them.

Then came another voice over the comlink. Han Solo's.

Solo'svoice said, "Baron Fdl. They ill say you're the best Imp pilot since Darth VVader. When you were
aRogue, | didn't want to hurt your feglings, but now | cantell you, | flew against him—and you're not fit
to shinehishemet.”

"Well never know," Fel sad. "I'm certainly pilot enough to put an end to you.” He and hiswingman
came on, firing, with twenty TIE interceptorsin their wake.

Donoss aim was thrown off as the Falsehood suddenly began spinning along its bow-to-stern axis. He
recognized the ma-neuver's intent, to change the sight profile of the Falsehood so incoming attackers
would have an irregular target.

Fd and hiswingman blasted by, their laser fire hitting the bow and forward mandibles. The ship'slights
dimmed asits shields strained to hold up under the assaults. Donos's return fire missed both TIES, but he
was able to swing back in line and tag the second interceptor of the next pair. His shots chewed through
asolar wing array and sent the interceptor spinning off into the blackness of space. On his sensor screen,
the sec-ond interceptor vanished; streaks of debris exploded away from its last position, then faded.



And more TIES came on as, in the distance, the bow of the Dreadnaught grew larger and larger.

Squeaky watched with fascination as the universe spun crazily before him. He switched back to his
norma voice. "l say. If | were human, | imagine I'd be throwing up al over your control panels.”

Chewbacca turned and grumbled something.

Squeaky turned to look in amazement at the Wookiee—what he could see of Chewbacca, anyway,
through the holesin the ab- surd, oversized mask Squeaky was wearing. "Why, that's the nicest thing
you've ever said tome. Did | redly sound like him?"

Chewbacca grumbled an assent.

Squeaky sat back, suddenly delighted. All thework held done with Genera Solo, recording hisvoice,
analyzing and parsing appropriate phrases and recurrent remarks, might have paid off. It had not only
fooled Baron Fd, it had findly gained him Chewbaccals admiration.

The Falsehood rocked, accompanied by noises of hard-ware and systems leaping from their wall
brackets and crash+ing around against the walls, asit sustained more incoming fire. "Chewbacca, can't
wedo dl thiswithout the participation of enemy forces?!

The Wookiee spared a moment to glare at him.

"What did | say?"

ron of TIE fighters that had escorted them out of the planet's atmosphere was on an approach back
toward the planet, doubt-less ordered away so the Reprisal and the interceptors could have dl the glory
arising from the Millennium Falcon's destruc-tion. Donos watched his sensor board with concern. The
Fa se-hood had been lucky to survive one run through that gauntlet.



Firgt to return would be Laraand her wingman. They were only seconds from optimal firing range.
"Commander?' Donos sad. "Opinions about Lara?!

"When we do the breskaway move," Wedge said, "when we vector away from the Dreadnaught's bow,
shemay over-shoot us. Try for one of her wings. Disgble ingtead of kill."

The next voice was Squesky's. "If you'll pardon me, Srs, | think you should let Hight Officer Notsl
continue shooting us."

, Laser firefrom Larasinterceptor and her wingmate's be-gan pouring down on the Falsehood again.
Out of the corner of hiseye, Donos saw a hydrospanner rocketing down the ac-cess tube toward him.
Hetried twisting up and out of theway; it dammed into hisrib cage instead of his head, and he grunted
from the sudden pain.

"What?" Wedge's voice suggested the frown Donos could easily imagine him wearing. " Squesky, have
you shaken loose your logic circuits?'

"No, gr. It'srather complicated. It will take too long to ex- plain. Just trust me." The droid's voice was
surprisingly confi-dent. "Thisis something | know about. What? Oh. Chewbacca -says thirty secondsto
release-and-turn.”

Donostwisted and swept hisarc of fireacrossLaras TIE, but didn't begin firing until his crosshairs were
just past her wing. His series of blasts flashed between her and her wing-man, then one grazed the
second TIE. It jumped up, gaining relative dtitude, and was suddenly out of sight.

Then it was abright, expanding ball as Wedge's shot hulled it.

Thelast of the TIEsfinished their first pass. Behind the Fal se-hood, they began looping around for a
second run. The squad-



Onthebridge of Iron Figt, Zsinj and Mdvar watched with in- terest the holocomm broadcast from the
bow of the Reprisal. 1t showed the Millennium Falcon's suicidal charge, the horde of TIE interceptors
converging upon the Cordlian freighter.

"Comeon, comeon," Zsnj breathed. "Bring in Mow Re- monda. Youll dieif you don't."

"Ten secondsto breskaway,” Squeaky said. "Nine... Eight..."

Chewbaccarumbled a him.

"Y ou want meto do the jettison? Very wel." Squeaky's meta hands sought out the large switch that had
been bonded to the main console earlier today. "Four ... Three ..."

Chewbacca ceased the freighter's spinning motion. The Falsehood shuddered as avicious shot from
Fd'sinterceptor dammed into itstop hull.

"One..." Squeaky threw the switch.

All dong the starboard side of the Fal sehood, sedls holding the new extension, the mock-up that made
the ship better resemble a Y T-2400 freighter, opened with little flashes of explosive charges. The
extenson drifted half ameter from the False-hood's hulll.

Chewbacca yanked the controls hard to port. The freighter'sinertial compensators shrieked asthey tried
to accommodate the nearly ninety-degree maneuver. TIE interceptors, their pilots caught momentarily off
guard by the surprise move, overshot the Falsehood. Thejettisoned portion of the ship continued on,
laser- straight, toward the bow of the Reprisal.

Squeaky said, "Flight Officer Konnair, you are free to de- tach when ready.”

Laraand Fel looped back quickly, getting back into position behind the Falsehood. They continued their



erétic, sde-to-sde motion, which madeit al but impossible for the ship's gunnersto target them.

Laraheard Fd report, "There's something attached to the Falcon where that piece of debrisjust
detached. It's—oh."

Larasaw the "something" break free of the Falsehood. It was an A-wing fighter. It drifted free of the
freighter with the puff of smal explosive bolts detonating; then itsengines it off and it vectored away a
the kind of speed only an A-wing could manage.

"Don't be distracted, Petothd " Fel said. "Stay with the primary target.”

"Don't worry about me," she said, and opened up again on the Fal sehood.

Fe'swingman veered away in pursuit of the A-wing.

On the bridge of the Reprisal, the captain and crew watched the Fal sehood's movements.

"He's vectoring to sweep around us,” the weapons opera-tor reported. "Hell probably return to his
primary course when he's clear of our guns.”

"Order the TIESsto herd him back in toward our Sde,” said the captain, aburly man who could not
return to his home on Coruscant until Rebelslike Han Solo were purged from the galaxy. "We can't keep
Fd from firing on her, but maybe we can sted the kill. What's the status of that debris?"

"Onacollison coursewith us," the sensor specidist said. "But its gpeed and tonnage are insufficient to
do usharm. Our shiddswill repd it."

"Very wdl," the captain said.



Laraand Fel continued to pour laser fireinto the Falsehood's stern, dl the while dodging with the mad
speed and maneu- verability of which only TIE interceptors were capable. The remaining TIES swept out
ahead of the Falsehood, forming up in her path, dictating arun through their gauntlet or aturn— ether
toward space, aong the Dreadnaught's flank, or back toward the planet.

But Dorset Konnair in her A-wing flashed along behind the line of TIES, firing her blaster cannons
continuoudy, vap-ing two of the TIEs before she emerged from the other side.

Fd'swingman pursued her, firing at maximum range, unable to overtake the sarfighter.

Donos kept up ineffectud fire at Larawhenever she was under hissights, while trying with al hisskill to
tag Fel when-ever that pilot came within view. He had no more success hit-ting the pilot he wanted to kill
than he did the one he wanted to miss. And shot after shot from the pursuing TIEs rocked the Fal sehood,
sounding darms as shid ds threatened to fail.

Chewbacca veered back toward the escape course short of the gauntlet of TIEs. His maneuver left them
too close to the Dreadnaught; the Fal sehood would be running under the guns of the Reprisal. Donos
shook his head and stayed focused on his more immediate problems. If the Reprisd hit them, he'd be
dead before he felt anything.

Zsinj watched the Cordlian freighter's run. He rapped his knuckles againgt a bulkhead, trying to bleed
his nervousness away with activity. "Why isnt Mon Remondajumping in?' he said. "Petothd said that
these Millennium Falcon missons had cruiser support.”

Mévar sad, "Maybe she was wrong. Or they changed tactics.”

"No, it makes sense. Hejudt isn't calling in his cruiser. Why isn't the Reprisal dedling with that debris?!

Melvar glanced at the data feed from the Dreadnaught. "It's not real ship's construction. Too light. Their
shiddswill handleit.”

Zsnj glanced away from the tranamitted view from the Reprisd's bridge to the data feed. Cold suspicion
clawed at him. "Contact the Reprisa! Tell them to blow that debris now!"



The rumbling piece of space junk that had been attached to the Fal sehood made contact with the
Reprisal'sbow shidds.

Inside, a sensor attuned to sudden shocks and gravita: tiond variances registered impact. It triggered the
large cache of explosves fastened within the debriss hull.

The bomb, origindly intended for adrop onto one of Zsinj's production facilities on the surface of
Comkin Five, ex- ploded with far more force than the Dreadnaught's shields could withstand.

A bright glow washed over the Falsehood from the sde. Donos glanced away from Laras TIE
interceptor to look.

The entire bow of the Reprisal seemed to be awash in bright light and flame.

His comm unit crackled. Squeaky said, "We have good newsto report. The Wraiths areincoming.”

Squeaky turned off the comm mike and glared a Chew- bacca. "Y ou didn't tell me it was abomb."

Chewbaccarumbled areply.

"No, now isthetimeto talk about it. Y ou've made me a participant in thisfight! I've actualy done
damage to other be- ings! I'm not alowed to do that. | don't know if | can cope.”

Face brought the seven X-wings of Wraith Squadron, includ-ing Kl in Donos's snubfighter, around the
Reprisd's stern dong its starboard side, putting them on the same side of the conflict as the Falsehood

and her pursuit. The X-wings were a-ready in atack postion, their S-foils spread and locked. "Fire
One'" hesad.



Fourteen proton torpedoes launched toward the mass of enemy TIES. As close as the Wraiths were to
their targets, the torpedoes crossed the intervening distance dmost immediately. Astightly packed asthe
TIEs were, when those on the leading edge were able to veer out of the way and break atorpedo's
tar-geting lock, the TIEs behind them were not. Ten killsregistered on Face's sensor screen, thenthe TIE
force was spreading, scat-tering, breaking by twos and preparing to engage the Wraiths.

"That won't work twice," Face said. "Change Target Two to the Dreadnaught's bow. Fire Two."
Fourteen more proton torpedoes |eaped away. Face saw detonations al around the Reprisa’s bow,
couldn't determineif they were penetrating the damaged Dreadnaught's shields. "Break and engage by

pars.

On the bridge of Mon Remonda, Han Solo sat in his command chair, his ssomach threatening to knot
ever tighter, while he watched the holocomm broadcast from the Fal sehood. The sensor-display portion
of the broadcast showed the Falsehood on her outbound flight and al the vehicles around her.

At the moment, only two TIE starfighters assailed the Fal sehood. The Dreadnaught was not firing, its
command crew obvioudy thrown into disarray by the detonation of the bomb.

"They're going to escape, Zsinj," he said, hiswordsin- tended for no one's ears but hisown. "Y ou can't
havethat. Jump in. Bring Iron Fist in. Comeon, Zsin;."

"Sir," Squeaky said, "do wetdl the Wraiths about Lara?"

Wedge hesitated. If they broadcast an encrypted message telling the Wraiths that one of the TIEswas
Laraand she was conceivably an dly, the message would eventudly be broken. A voice signd like that
samply offered too much data. "Tag her asafriendly on the sensor board and transmit only that
infor-mation, and only asdata," he said. That might do it—atiny data update was much lesslikely to be
intercepted by the enemy or decoded. "Yes, gr.”

"Me up, you down," Kell said.

"We're your wing," Runt responded.



They amed straight for the Millennium Falsehood, Kell gpproaching above thelevel of the freighter'stop
hull, Runt beneath her ked, both firing at the TIES pursuing the freighter.

Kell kept hisfirealittle high so no dight deviation in his progresswould bring his lasers down onto the
Fadsehood. But histarget's erratic motion brought it up toward hisfield of fire...

And then, on histargeting computer, histarget changed color from red to blue. Kell swore, took his
finger from the trigger, and the Falsehood and its pursuit blasted past under-nesth him. He began astight
aturn aswas possible to come up behind the Falsehood again. Below him, Runt was doing the same.

The Fasehood rocked more violently than before and suddenly air was howling through the freighter.
Wedge's ears popped asthe air pressure changed.

Squeaky's voice, for once, contained larm. "We are breached! Shields are down on the kegl!"

"Chewbacca, roll her!" Wedge shouted.

Outsde hisviewport, the universe rotated 180 degrees. Fel was abruptly in his gunsghtsinstead of Lara.
He opened fire on Fel. "Donos, lock down that hull breach. Chewie, keep our good shields between us

and Fel. Maybe Larawon't vape us.”

What athing to have to count on. Squeaky's assurance that they shouldn't destroy Lara—and now, with
the False-hood's unprotected kedl exposed to her guns, she could vape them with no effort.

Lara saw the Falsehood rotate, exposing its belly, and her sen-sors showed its shields there were gone.

She could fire, or she could reveal hersdlf to Zsinj to be atraitor to his cause.

Or she could—



She ddiberatdy twitched the pilot's yoke allittle too hard and her maneuver carried her forward, right
into the False-hood's kedl. Suddenly she was spinning out of control, and there was an ominous cracking
noise as ajagged line appeared on her viewport.

"Petothel?' 1t was Fel's voice. "Petothd, are you hurt?”'

Shedidn't answer.

Zsinj watched, his mouth dack and expression dishelieving, as the holocomm digplay from the Reprisal
continued.

The bridge view was gone, of course. It had vanished when the bridge was destroyed. But sensor data
continued to pour in.

The Reprisal was breaking up. Theinitid explosion had breached her hull, smashed her bow shields, and
temporarily deprived her of effective command. The proton torpedoes that followed had inflicted massive
sructura damage on the old Dreadnaught.

Now she continuoudy vented atmosphere into space, her crumpling bulkheads preventing airtight doors
from sealing. Her captain had sent her into aturn just before the bomb'sim-pact, doubtlessto track the
Millennium Facon with her guns, and the stress of the maneuver was cracking the mighty old ship open
likeanut.

Zsinj sagged againgt the bulkhead. "1 can't kill him. | can't kill Han Solo. | don't know theformula. | don't
have the plan.”

Mélvar, in hisear, said, "The One Eighty-first is discon-nected. I've ordered them to break away from
the attacking force. But we can send in another capital ship and get them co-ordinated again.”

"No. Throw good money after bad? Besides, Solo will be in hyperspace before another ship can get into
proper position. Thisassault isover."



Melvar saluted and moved over to look down into the crew pit, where his starfighter director was.
"Send the starfight- ers down to a planetary base." His voice was heavy with regret.

Zsinj knew that regret.

He knew frugtration, too. Nothing was working. Nothing was working.

The TIEswere still swarming, but abruptly they were swarm-ing in another direction, back toward the

planet.

With no TIE fighters close enough to see in the cockpit viewport, Squeaky dispensed with the
human-face mask he wore. It served merely to concedl the gold tone of hisface and was only effective
againg digtant or fast-moving observers. At Wedge's direction he returned to his Han Solo voice and

acti-

vated the comm unit. "Wraiths, form up, prepare for hyper- space. Polearm Seven, it'stimefor you to
return to dock with the Falcon.”

"Comingin, Generd."

Wedge leaned in over Squeaky's shoulder. "Now say, ‘Good shooting out there.' *

"Doesn't she know she shot wdl?"

Wedge glowered. "Just do it."

"Good shooting out there, Konnair."



"Thank you, General "

Dorset Konnair's A-wing sidled in toward the Fal sehood's starboard. Delicately, she maneuvered it
alongside the docking station temporarily installed where one of the freighter's es- cape pods should be.
A moment later, Squeaky felt the thump of contact. "All ready,” he said, in hisown voice.

"Go back and help Donos patch that leak, would you?!

"If I must. One minute agenerd, the next minute a sheet-metal worker."

Wedge smiled a him. "That'slifein the armed forces."

"Petothd, comein."

Laradtirred, trying to convey with body language that she was dazed. She stared out the forward
viewport. Fe's TIE in-terceptor cruised there, mere meters from her. 1t seemed to be spinning, though
she knew that it was her own interceptor that wasrolling. "What? 1, what?"

"Areyou injured? We can bring in a shuttle with atractor to get you out of there."

"No, I'm good to fly." That was the pilot's automatic re-sponse, whether Imperia or New Republic,
whether truth or sdf-delusion. She sat upright. "Did—did we get him?"

"Almogt,” Fdl said. "Come dong, you're my wing." He vectored away and moved planetward, away
from the burning wreckage of the Reprisd, only afew kilometers awvay.

Sheld spent her time "unconscious' productively. The data- pad that had transmitted its unusual
commands to her laser weaponry was now back in a pocket. She'd hammered her hel-meted head
againg the sde of the cockpit until it redly was sore, until she was dmogt as dizzy as she claimed to
be—she'd need the tdlltale physical signs of injury when she got back to Iron Fist.



Sheld doneit. She couldn't keep a smile off her face as shefollowed in Baron Fel'swake.

Captain Onomastood before Solo. "We have found the posi-tion Iron Fist held throughout the
engagement. A wingpair from Mon Ddlindo detected her afew minutes ago.”

Solo came upright. " Alert Rogue and Nova Squadrons, tell them to stand ready. Communicate with
Mon Delindo. WEll converge on Iron Figt's position—"

"Sir, Iron Figt has dready jumped out of system.”

Solo sagged into hischair. " Abandoning his pilots? Not even bothering to pick up survivors off the
Reprisd?'

Onoma nodded in the awkward Mon Calamari fashion. "Doubtless he'srelying on planetary forcesfor
rescue, and will send afreighter back for his TIE squadrons. HEs gone, air.”

Solo offered him adishdlieving shake of the head. "He just won't come in close enough to asystem for
its mass shadow to delay his departure. He's that spooked.”

"Y ou should be honored, General. Y ou're what's 'spook-ing'him.”

"Failures don't get honored, Captain.” He shook his head, looked away from the captain. "I haveto
think about this."

The crew of the Millennium Falsehood—two Corellian men, aWookiee, and a 3PO droid in agenerd's
uniform—descended the loading ramp more hagtily than usua, as though they ex- pected the battered
craft to burst into flame, and turned to look at the freighter.



She had new laser scoring dl over her hull. Smoke drifted from benegath the kedl and rose to the hangar's
celling. "Not bad,” Wedge sad. "I've flown worse." Squeaky said, "Y ou are joking, | hope, sir." Wedge
turned his attention to the droid. "And now that we have amoment or two, Squesaky, would you mind
telling mewhy you said we should dlow LaraNots| to blow holesin our hull?!

"Well, | thought she wastrying to tdl us something."

Wedge blinked. Then he turned to the Wookiee. " Chew-bacca, go ahead. Pull hislegs off and hit him
with them.”

"Wait!" Squeaky threw up hisarmsasif to ward off the blowsto come. "Let me explain.”

And hedid.

Genera Solo, Captain Onoma, and Wedge were dready in the briefing room when Donos arrived.
Within aminute, they werejoined by Shdlaand Face.

"This meeting concerns LaraNotsl," Wedge said. "Each of you is here for adifferent purpose. Genera
Solo and Cap-tain Onoma are here because this pertains to mission planning. Shalla, because of your
knowledge of Imperid Intelligence techniques. . . and mentdities. Donos, because of your famil-iarity
with Lara. Face, because of your training as an actor; we assume that you can recognize your own kind."

Face managed asmile. "From timeto time," he said.

Wedge sad, "Earlier today, the Falsehood was fired upon by LaraNotsl, who wasactingasaTIE
interceptor pilot for Zsinj'sforces. Squeaky, acting as communications officer, no-ticed thet every time
ghe hit uswith laser fire, our comm unit stored fragments of atransmisson.”

Donos frowned. "Her attacks were a so transmissions?"

"That'sright. She had apparently rigged one of her laser cannonsto pulsein the fashion of aline-of-sight



laser commu-nicator. She had aso, according to what we can determine, re- duced the strength of her
|asers somewhat—e se we would have suffered more damage than we did.”

Shdlasad, "Thisis sort of what Donos did with hislaser rifle at Halmad." Above that world, needing to
trigger an ex-plosive device but prevented from doing so by comm jamming, Donos had modified the
output of hislaser sniper rifleto trans-mit the detonation sgnd.

Wedge nodded. "That may have been what gave her theidea. Here's the message. It'svoice only.” He
reached over to the termi- na keyboard beside the conference table and pressed a button.

Firdt, a hiss suggesting alow-quality recording, then Laras voice emerged from the air around them.
"ThisisLaraNotsl, transmitting to Wraith Squadron and Mon Remonda.”

Donos tensed. Knowing that the message was from her hadn't prepared him for actualy hearing her
voice; he felt d-mogt asthough held been physically struck. Then he became aware of Shalla's gaze on
him. Face's, too. They were evauat-ing him, hisreaction.

Once, he would have washed dl expression away from hisface, giving them nothing to read. But he
didn't care about that anymore. It hurt to hear Lara. It didn't matter if they could see the bleakness of his
expresson. He closed hiseyesto listen more carefully.

"| was the one who suggested to the warlord that hed en-counter you at Comkin Five. If you did show
up there, | hope it's because it's part of your mission plan—that you were hop-ing to engage him. | told
him you might also appear at Vahaba. Y ou might want to keep that on your schedule. Y ou should be
ableto engage him thereaswell."

Donos opened his eyesto glance at Solo and Wedge. They were exchanging alook, and Solo shook his
head, atrace of confusion to his expression.

"I'm working on a plan now whereby | might be able to transmit you Iron Fist'slocation, just aswe did
with the Parasite plan." That mission, in which Wraith Squadron had planted a program in the computer
of anew Super Star Destroyer, Razor's Kiss, had led to the new ship automatically sending itslocation to
Solo'sfleet. Ultimately, it had resulted in the ship's destruction. "I | die, the plan might be able to continue
in my absence, so don't just give up on it if someone manages to shoot me down. Attached to this
message is a data package showing what I've done, what conclusions I've reached. | hope you can use



them.

"Pleasetdl the Wraithsthat I'm holding faith with them." There was along pause, the distinct sound of
Laraswalowing with difficulty. "Therest of thismessageisfor Myn Donos."

Wedge tapped akey on theterminal and her voice cut off.

He looked apologeticaly at Donos. "I'm sorry. I've heard it a- ready, and it does pertain to her state of
mind. Weredl going to haveto heer it."

Donos nodded, not trusting himsalf to spesk.

Wedge tapped the key again.

A little background hiss returned to the air, but Laradidn't speak for severa seconds. Then, "Myn, it's
not likely that welll ever see one another again. So | wanted to take this opportu- nity to say good-bye.
Wedll, more than that. | wanted to ex- plain. About what | did.

"l wasfighting awar, theway 1'd been trained, and that involved infiltrating the enemy and getting their
secrets back to my superiors, or sabotaging the datathe enemy possessed. There was never atimel saw
afilelabeled 'How to Destroy Talon Squadron’ and thought to myself, 'Oh, that'swhat | want to do.' To
me, it was just data about occupied territories and interplanetary borders.

"Then | infiltrated Wraith Squadron, just a ploy to make myself more vauable to prospective employers,
and things started happening. All the furniture that made up the way 1'd thought and felt about things all
my life started coming loose in my head. Nowadays it dides around and bresksinto piecesand | have no
ideawhat parts of it are real and what aren't.” There was awaver to her voice now, a suggestion shewas
hav-ing trouble keeping it under contral. "It hurts, and alot of thetime | don't know who | am anymore.

"But | know what | have to do. Whoever | am, I'm staying here, like avibroblade right next to Zsinj's
vitals, and when the right time comes I'm going to stab him deep. That'll probably be the last thing | do.



"l don't have any friends here, except onedroid, and | don't have any where you are, or anywhere else
in the galaxy, so when I'm gone thereisn't going to be anyone to remember me kindly. So | wasjust sort
of hoping you wouldn't hate me anymore. | realy can't sand thinking that's the only way I'll be
remembered.”

Therewas along silence, the sound of asniffle. Her voice finaly returned, quieter than it had been. "l
wish I'd been someone dse. To give you that chance you wanted.

"LaraNotsl out."

Donosfdt hiseyesburning. He put hishand over them. Hefdt tears under hisfingers.

They were slent along moment. Then Wedge, regret in hisvoice, said, "All right. Opinions. Shdla?'

Shallacleared her throat. "Tough cdll. At acertainleve, | think Corran Horn wasright. Mentaly and
emotionally, Laras not al together. But she seemsto be sticking to her plan, to her perception that Zsinj
istheenemy. And if | read her words right, she'sresigned hersdlf to desth in this effort. That makesit
more likely that her words can be trusted.

"Add to that the very interesting way she tranamitted data. It was complicated, it wasunreligble. It wasa
despera- tion measure. If sheredly was an agent of Zsinj's, she could have just shot us atight-beam
transmission from her intercep-tor's comm system. We would have known that there was very little
chance of such amessage being detected. The approach she actualy used suggests to me that she's
afraid that her inter-ceptor's comm system is tapped, recording, something, and she wanted to get around
whatever measures had been taken that way."

"All right. Face?" .

"She's a pretty good actress,” Face said. "In her line of work, she'd have to be. But there was alot of
what seemed like very genuine strain in her voice. I'd lean toward the side of her telling the truth.”

"Donos?!



Decorum demanded that he look at them when he an- swered. To do that, he'd have to put his hand
down. If hedid that, they'd see histears. They'd know hewasn't in control of himsdlf. They'd know—

WEéll, to hdll with what they knew, with what they thought. He dammed his hand down on the tabletop.
Shallaand Solo jJumped. He looked around the table, defying al to say any- thing about the tears on his
cheeks. "Shewastdling thetruth," he said.

"I need alittle more than that,” Wedge said. "'Y our reasons?”

"That fina bit ... if she'sluring usinto atrap for Zsnj, what wasthat last bit for? To make mefed bad?
What good would that do?' He took a deep, shuddery breath. "If she had wanted to manipulate me, to
make me comein on her Sde, shed have said, 'If | get out of thisalive, I'll come back to stand trid.' That
gives me everything, puts everything on me. If | just want justice, | win—she standstrid. If | want her, |
win—I stand beside her at her trial, and | can dream that shelll get off light. That's the way to swing me
over, but she didn't do that. She just said good-bye."

Wedge nodded. "All right. There you go, Generd. Three opinions, dl in the same direction, for different
reasons.”

Solo asked, "Why did she think Vahabawould be on our lis?!

"| looked at the datafile she'd gppended to the audio,” Wedge said. " She had done agood job of
caculating the crite- riawe were using, except that she thought that the planets our false Han Solo would
be visiting would al be former trad-ing partners with, or recipients of regular trade goods from,
Alderaan.”

Solo leaned back. "That makes sense. It does. One of the factors we used was choosing worlds that
produced certain types of materidl that are valuable in times of war and times of peace. That would
correspond to a certain degree to the types of goods Alderaan was importing after it banned dll its
weap-ons. Can you run the numbers on our projections again, substi-tuting trade with Alderaan for what
we had?'



Wedge gave him asmile. "Already did. And guess which system, discounting the onesweve dready
vidgted, jumpsto thetop of thelist? Vahaba."

"Vahaba." Solo smiled. "If we can get the Falsehood re- paired fast enough, we can dangleiit like bait
for Zsinj again. All right, Nel prin, Donos, thanks for coming. Loran, | need you for amoment more.”

Donosrose, offered a salute, and was the first one out the door.

When the three pilots were gone, Solo turned to Wedge. "If Zsinj wouldn't comein at Kidriff to get me,
he won't come in anywhere. HE'sjust too conservative. Protecting Iron Fist al theway. So if we can't get
Iron Fist close enough to agravity well to trap it for awhile, we need to bring agravity well to Iron Figt."

Wedge frowned. "Meaning what? An Interdictor cruiser?' Those vessdls, uncommon evenin the
Imperia fleet where they were most prevalent, possessed gravity-well generatorsthat, when activated,
could keep al vessdswithin range from enter-ing hyperspace.

"That'sright.”

"Does Fleet Command have one available for you?

"No," Solo said. He turned to Face. "That's where you comein.” . "Uh-oh," Face said.

"I'm going to set up an appointment between you and your Imperial admira buddy. | want you to go ask
him for an Interdictor.”

Face said, "Begging your pardon, Sir, but you're crazy enough to be aWraith.”

Solo grinned. "Until you've crewed with me for afew years, kid, you have no ideawhat 'crazy’ means.”



14

Tonin decided that it might be agood thing to be the King of the Droids.

He was now amighty leader, in command of hundreds of utility droids aboard Iron Fist.

He had modified many of them, with magnetic treads re-placing their whedls, so that they might
maneuver on the outer hull of the vessal. They clustered at the engines and the hyper-comm antennae,
using their internal toolsto chew and splice their way into externa system ports and accesses.

More moved within Iron Figt a Tonin's commands. Some were in the engine compartments. Others had
spliced into the computer data cables. One was now in the security system that monitored Laras
quarters, it fed modified recordings of her to the observers, so she could do whatever she pleased in her
quarterswhile they saw only footage of her degping. Others dragged cables and dataports through the
walls, giving Lara access to more and more secure portions of the ship and the computer archives.

Even so, half of the utility droids Tonin commanded con- fined themsalvesto ordinary ship'sfunctions....
for Tonin had to make sure the ship's centra computer didn't notice a sudden drop in the utility droid
population. If droid M SE-6-P303K

spent itsday doing Tonin's bidding, droid M SE-6-E629L. would spend half its day doing the duties
assigned by the ship's com- puter, then would visit one of the specid interfaces Tonin had had instaled at
pointsin the ship, assume theidentity of M SE-6-P303K, and spend the other half of its day doing that
droid'sduties.

So far, the ship's main computer hadn't noticed. Thiswas, Tonin reflected, because Tonin was so much
better at thistask than the ship's computer was. Perhaps the ship's computer considered maintenance of
afleet of MSE-6 droids beneath its dignity.

The droid-guard in the corridor transmitted awarning to Tonin; it indicated Someone was gpproaching
Larasdoor. Tonin decoupled himsaf from Larastermina and rolled hagtily into her closet. But when the
door opened, it was Lara hersalf who entered, looking tired and even dazed—but not hurt or unhappy,
so far as Tonin could read human emations. "Good morning, Tonin."



He beeped agreeting at her, then returned to his post at the termina and extended his scomp-link once
more into its data port. To the termina’s screen, he transmitted, you were gone FOR A LONG TIME.

"I'm sorry. | had to go onamission. | think | got acommu- nication through to Mon Remonda, though.”
She sat on her bed, pulled her boots off, and lay down. "'l aso gave mysalf amild concussion and got
personally congratulated by Generad Mevar for ‘tenacity and courage in pursuit of the enemy.™

THE CONCUSSION WAS PROBABLY A BAD IDEA.

"Don't be so sure.” She gave him alittle smile. "What have you been up to?"

WE HAVE HOLOCOMM ACCESSWHENEVER YOU NEED IT, BUT IFYOU USEIT, THEY

WILL DETECT IT VERY QUICKLY.AND MY DROIDS FOUND AN UNMAPPED SECTION
OF THE SHIP.

"Show me."

Tonin accessed this morning's most interesting recording and transmitted it to the termind's screen.

It wasavery low view, aswas to be expected due to the M SE-6'stiny size, of abank of rectangular
viewports seen from an adjoining corridor. Beyond the viewports were cham-

bers that were obvioudy medica wards. One was an operating theater. Another held cagesfilled with
sapient and near-sapient life-forms. Ewoks, rodentlike Ranats, Bilars with their stuffed- doll features but
lacking the carefree expressions of mogt of their kind, apink Ortolan with its trunklike nose pressed

againg the front bars of its cage, meter-long Chadra-Fan with their furry faces and gigantic ears, and
more.

- She sat up, her tiredness apparently forgotten for the mo- ment. "Isthis everything you have on this
chamber?'



YES, FOR NOW.

"We need more. Get aholocam droid into that chamber, assign it there permanently. And get adroid
with acomputer link in behind thewalls, see what sort of datawe can intercept. Thisisredly important.”

IT WILL BEDONE.

"Now, I've got to deep." She flopped back onto the bed. "Concussions are no fun.” don't do that
anymore.

Admird Rogrissfroze with hiswineglass hafway to hislips. "Y ou want what?"

Face amiled. "Surely you have one available.

Rogriss st his glass down with athump. "Availableto me, yes. | can't makeit availableto you."

"Even to destroy Zsinj?'

"Even then. Factor in thelikelihood that Iron Fist will de-stroy her. Factor in the likelihood that you
Rebelswill destroy her—accidents do happen. Then append the certainty that you'll take the credit for
Zsinj's destruction regardless. | be-come afailure who, at worgt, collaborated with the enemy and, at
best, lost an Interdictor cruiser. No, no, no."

"Wll, we can do alot of thingsto keep thisfrom happen- ing," Face said. "First, welll assign two of our
own Imperia Star Destroyersto protect your Interdictor. Second, if you in-form only the most trusted
members of the Interdictor's bridge crew that they're temporarily working with the New Republic, the
mgority of the crewmen will never figure it out—they'll see our Star Destroyers out of their portsand
presumethat they're Imperia. Later, you can say that the Interdictor blundered into afight between the
New Republic and Zsinj and was able to get in the killing blow while everyone e se was figuring out
whom to shoot."



"What will you give me?'

Face frowned. "How's that again?'

"If | dothis, I'll be giving you an Interdictor, even tem-porarily. Will you give me, say, aMon Cdamari
cruiser for one of my missons?"

"I'll give you aframed and autographed holo of Face Lo-ran, Boy Actor."”

Rogriss brightened. "Excdllent! | can tradeit for aframed and autographed holo of Tetran Cowall. |
adways preferred his holodramas anyway."

Face seized hischest over hisheart. "A good shot, Admiral. | concede the dudl.” Then he gavethe
admird hismost frank and evauative sare. "Redidticaly, you're not giving us any-thing. Y ou'rejoining us
on amisson, of mutua interest. If we succeed, we both win. If you lose your Interdictor, you can be
assured welll have lost both Imperial Star Destroyers assigned to protect it ... and many more ships
besides. | guessit boils down to the question of what's more important—accomplishing your Zsinj
mission because it's good for the Empire or becauseit's good for Admiral Rogriss.”

The admira touched his own chest, an echo of Face's ges-ture. "Y ou shoot well yoursdlf." He looked
away, a the white bulkhead wall, and was sllent for severa long seconds. "I'll doit," he said.

“I'mglad.”

"We must have arendezvous point." The admira held up hiswineglass.

Face touched it with his own. "Good to be collaborating with you, Admiral."

Laracould amost fed the stare of Tonin's holocam eye on her. The R2 had been very solicitous since
her return from the Comkin mission. Worse, it seemed to sense the way her spiritslowered as she



reviewed the data they continued to receive from the secret chamber on Iron Fist.

It was awful stuff. She didn't get into theworst of it in the summary she recorded for Mon Remonda.
The attached data file would give the New Republic the most gruesome detalls.

"Project Chubar iswhat they cal the techniques used to raise the intelligence of sapient and near-sapient
beings. The name derives from acharacter in aseries of children's holos about abilar, acute mammalian
creature, who isaclever pet of ayoung girl. The holos used animated graphicsinstead of ac-tors. It'sa
twisted sort of touch that Face Loran supplied the voice for Chubar. Maybe you ought not tell him that
one of hisroleswastheinspiration for the name of the project. Anyway, Chubar involves chemica
treatments and ateaching regimen to bring a humanoid's menta functions up to those of human
average—sometimes higher. In the case of creaturesthat are d-ready intelligent—for instance,
Ewoks—the process enhances mentd traitsthat bring itstype of intelligence morein line with ahuman's.
Lessreliance on sensory dataand more on anadysis, for instance.

"Project Minefield derived from Chubar. It involves a sec-ond, and much faster-acting, set of chemical
trestmentsthat af-fect the victim's mind on amuch shorter-term basis. Whilethe chemicdsare a their
maximum effect, Zsnj's agents can im-plant adduson and amisson inthevictim'smind. Theddlu-sonis
usudly that some awful Situationisin effect and can't be stopped until the mission isaccomplished.

"Both the delusion and the mission are associated with atrigger, usudly a code phrase. Until the phrase
isused, the vic-tim is unaware of what has been doneto him ... in theory. Some of the doctorss
annotations indicate that the victims sometimes suspect that something iswrong. But when the phraseis
used, the mission pops to the top and becomes the victim's number one priority. Um, this conditioning
wears off after awhile. Thelength of time it remains viable varies from speciesto pecies, but sddom
exceeds one standard year."

She scrolled through screens of data on her termind. "The code phrase can have avariableinit. Let's
say the mission is'Kidnap someone' and the trigger phraseis'l need anew speeder, someone broke
mine." You'd tell the brainwashed agent, 'l need a new speeder, Elassar Targon broke mine," and the
victim would interpret that as 'Kidnap Elassar Targon.' It'safairly versatile setup.” She skimmed through
more screens of data. " So far, the treatment only works on mammalian species.

"Project Funerd isZsinj's mgor operation using the Mine- field technique. Our brainstorming sesson
pretty much nailed its purpose and intent—fomenting suspicion between the hu-mans and nonhumans of
the New Republic. Addendato the files suggest that the project has recently been suspended, pend-ing a
new direction or a shutdown. In other words, it's been stopped dead, at |east temporarily.



"I'm going to do what | can for the test subjects on Iron Fist. I'll end their suffering, oneway or another.

"End Session Three." She switched off the recording and leaned back in her chair.

Shefdt strange. Growing up on Coruscant, raised in the planet'slong-standing traditions concerning
other species, shed dways believed in the basi ¢ superiority of humans. Oh, it wasn't necessarily wrong to
have affection for amember of another species—a household servant, or ardiable merchant who knew
hisrolein life—but Coruscant was aworld for and made by humans. Imperia doctrine solidified these
traditionsinto some-thing like duracrete.

Then, asan infiltrator in the Rebel navy and, later, Wraith Squadron, sheldd run again and again into
evidence suggesting that these traditions Ssmply made no sense. With Wraith Squad-ron, her
long-standing assumption of superiority over even the nonhumans shed liked smply wilted away.

And now, with only adroid—held by the Empirein even lower esteem than nonhumans—for afriend,
longing to return to asociety full of what sheld once considered diens, she once again knew that the Gara
Petothel that had been her childhood identity was dead. Dead and unmourned.

And the nonhumansin their cages deep in Iron Fist's belly were beginning to haunt her dreams.

Words popped up on her screen, are you sad?

"No," shelied. "Just tired. But it'stime to get back to work." She leaned forward again. "What's our
Situation with the hyperdrive?"

WE HAVE UNITSIN PLACE ALL OVER THE ENGINES. THEY CAN BEGIN THEIR
SABOTAGE AT ANY TIME. BUT THERE ARE NOT YET ENOUGH IN CRITICAL POSITIONS
FORUSTO BE CERTAIN THAT THEY CAN DISABLE THE HYPERDRIVE.

"Keep pouring on resources,” she said. "We have to be able to bring those engines down when we want
to.



"Let's see here ... even though we have some access to the ship's computers, we can't afford to play
around with them too much. WEell be detected. Zsinj's dicersaren't bad. So I've been thinking about the
most efficient way to give Solo'sforce an advantage in any direct confrontation with Zsinj'sfleet. Tome,
that suggests messing with Iron Fist's strategic coordina-tion of Zsnj'sfleet. We might be ableto flag
friendly ships as enemies, temporarily, and enemies as friendly. Can we pro-ceed that way?*

YES.

"Chance of being detected?"

VERY LOW, IN OUR INITIAL PHASE OF MANIPULATING THE PROGRAMMING. ONCE
THE PROGRAM ISACTIVATED, DETEC- TION CHANCE IS99% IN THE FIRST SECOND
OF OPERATION, WITH ODDSINCREASING EACH ADDITIONAL SECOND. PROBA-BLE
DURATION OF PROGRAM ONCE IT ISRUNNING ISABOUT TWELVE SECONDS.

"Not good enough. How about something to lower the ship's shields?’

PROBABILITY OF SUCH A THING SURVIVING EVEN IN LA- TENT FORM FOR MORE
THAN A FEW MOMENTSISVERY LOW. THE MAIN COMPUTER'S SECURITY MEASURES
LOOK FOR PROBLEMS THAT CATASTROPHIC.

"So most forms of self-destruct are not even worth look-ing into.”

THAT ISCORRECT.

"Well, then what—" She stopped as a new idea occurred to her. "Ooh."

The document on Wedge's screen was labeled "Routine Ex-amination,” but Wedge knew it to be
anything but. It was afit-ness report, the accumulated conclusions of Mon Remonda's most experienced
medics and anayds.



About Myn Donos,

The review board had been unable to confirm or deny that the torpedo launch was an accidenta
discharge. That was abreak in hisfavor.

However, the medics collectively pronounced him border- line. One medic said it was a certainty that
he'd lose control again; the trauma from the loss of his squadron and his con- flicting fedings concerning
LaraNotsil madeit inevitable. The others disagreed, but indicated that his stresslevels made him aless

than ideal candidate for missons.

It was the sort of data-based torpedo that could sink a ca-reer. All Wedge had to do was accept their
conclusions, scrub Donos permanently from the active flight list, and the problem he represented would

go away forever.
But one party hadn't voted yet, and that was Wedge's gut instinct.
A knock sounded on hisdoor. "Come," he said.

Donos entered, sauted. "Reporting as ordered, Sir.” His expression was somber, but was not therigid
mask Wedge re- membered from most of their earlier interviews.

"Haveasedt."
Donaos complied, then quirked asmile. "Shdl | take off my boot, Sr?”

"Not thistime. Lieutenant, I've asked you in here to find out what role you'd like to play in the Vahaba

misson.

"If | could do anything | wanted?"



"That'sright.”

"I'd be back in my X-wing. That'swhere| fedl | belong.”

"And if that were denied you?'

"I'd liketo be put in command of the Millennium Falsehood.”

Wedge leaned back. Donoss comment had taken him mo-mentarily off guard, though he believed held
kept his surprise from hisface. "That has been my role."

"| expect you'd rather be back in your X-wing, sir.”

"l don't recal inviting you to attempt mind reading, Donos."

Donos's expression became more serious. "No, sir. But we've flown in the same squadron. Learning to
anticipate the re-actions of your squadmates—emotiona onesaswell as physicd reflexes—isasurviva
trait. Maybe you find it agrossinsult for me to make predictionsthisway, Sr, but I'd say you wanted to
get back in your X-wing cockpit and were doing these Fal sehood runs because of duty. Because you're
most quaified—second, perhaps, to Generd Solo. If | can't fly my own snubfighter, 1'd be happy to free
you up to fly yours."

"Very generous of you. What if you couldn't pilot a al?' "Then I'd volunteer for agunnery position on
the Falsehood.”

"And in any of these three roles, what would you do about LaraNotsi|?"

Donos hesitated, and his expression went from somber to melancholy. "I'd follow orders, sir." "What



orderswould you prefer?' "L et her go."

"And if you were ordered to fire on her?' "I'd do it. I've sworn an oath to the New Republic. To hold its

needs above my own."

"And if you killed her? What would you do then?' "I don't know, Sir." Donoss eyes|ost focus asthey
gtared off into the distance—perhaps to some future. His expression suggested that this future was not

gppeding to him. "I don't know who I'd bethen, sir.”

"Fair enough.” Wedge regarded the lieutenant for amoment.

Thiswasn't the Donos held met several months before. Not aman whose every worry, every crisiswas

kept bottled up inside.

Wedge typed afew words into histermina and sent the file on to the ship's centra computer. "Donas,
for your informa: tion, you wereright. I'd rather bein an X-wing, and for the up- coming and future
engagements| plan to be. And so will you. I'm certifying you fit to fly. Y ou'll be back with the Wraiths a

Vahaba"

Donos's eyes opened wide. "Thank you, Sir."

"Thank me after you've performed your dutiesto my satisfaction. That'swhen I'll know | haven't made a
mistake. Dismissed.”

Vahabawas ared giant circled by numerous planets. At sometimein the past, acelestia catastrophe

had destroyed the larg-est of those worlds and scattered itsremainsin athin ring around the sun. The
asteroids were spread across such an enormous distance that the V ahaba Asteroid Belt was not a hazard

to navi-gation; any capita ship could blast through it at full acceera-tion with minimal worry about
collison with one of the belt's misshapen stony satdlites.

Not that Mon Remondawas close enough for her han- dlersto fed even that minima worry. To Han
Solo'seye, Va habawas adistant red dot, and none of the system's planets was visible to the naked
eye. Solo'sfleet hung in space so far out that no set of Imperia sensorswithin the planetary system would



pick them up. Meanwhile, pairs of X-wings off Mon Remonda and hisfleet's other cruisers scoured the
sysem.

And found nothing.

He resisted the urge to gripe, to drum on his chair arm, to ask once more if there were any updates. Or
to tell the new sen-sor officer to quit looking at him. He'd felt the woman's curi-ous gaze on him ever
snce Stellar Web joined hisflet.

To the bridge crew, Stellar Web was an unknown, tagged Contact M-317. It hovered some
considerable distance from the rest of the fleet, far out of the range of the most capable vi- sua enhancer.
Messages from Contact M-317 were supposed to be sent directly to Solo, and the communications
officer was under direct orders not to monitor, not to record them.

Solo and afew others knew the distant ship to be an Impe- ria Interdictor-class cruiser, the new
flagship of Admira Ro-griss. But it would be best for that information not to spread.

"New contact, Sir." The sensor officer's quiet words nearly jolted Solo out of his sedt.

"Let mesee" Solo said, and brought up hisown chair'sterminal screen.

It lit up with awobbly visua image. Distant ships, form-ing up dowly into an attack group. Solo nodded.
Two Star Destroyers, one Imperia-class, one Victory-class. Two Dread-naughts. One smaller ship, a
featureess needle at this distance; Solo couldn't recognizeit.

"Standard for aZsinj group,” Solo said. "The questioniis, isthisal he'sdeploying to Vahaba, or isit just
part of hisfleet?' Heraised hisvoice. "What's the source of this recording?”

"A wingpair from Corsair Squadron, off Mon Karren," said the comm officer. "They recorded this, using
only visual sensors so they'd be harder to spot. Then one of the pair returned with the datawhile the
other stayed out there to monitor.”



"Whereisthis?'

" At the approximate orbit of the outermost planet, on the approach from Halmad.”

"Reinforce the X-wings monitoring this group with another pair. As our reconnaissance units comein for
refueling, assgn half of them to concentrate on the orbit of the outermost planet, on the direct-line
approaches from other surrounding stars.”

"YS’ s'r.ll

Solo sttled back. His heart was pounding just alittle faster.

"Sick of it yet?' Face asked histemporary wingman.

"We are growing absolutely sick of it, Face," said Runt. The need for hyperdrive-equipped
reconnaissance pairs had placed him with Face for thismission.

The sarfield outside their cockpits was brilliant, unchang-ing. They cruised at sublight speeds a what
would be consid-ered the boundary of the Vahaba system.

"Good." Face changed the timbre of hisvoice, dropping it aregister, making it smooth, insidious.
"'Please don't insult my in- telligence. Please don't tell me you don't know what I'm talking about." He
forced afdsetto. "'1 dont, | really don't. Please put down the blaster. Y ou're frightening me." He
dropped into the lower register again. "'Fright isthe least of what you will suffer.™

"Arewewrong?' Runt asked. "Or isthis asterrible aswe think? The writing isawful. Y ou are not
improving onit."

"Sometimes you rise above your materia, sometimesyou don't. | had to learn thiswhen | was seven. It
has never left me." He dropped his voice again. "'Now, tel mewherethemap is, or I—"



"New contact, course thirteen degrees, down eighty- two." Runt's voice was suddenly crisp,
professond.

"Roll for visud inspection, kill forward thrugt, kill cock-pit lights, passive sensors only.”

"Acknowledged, One."

Facerolled his X-wing upside down. It would have been an unsettling experience in avessdl not
equipped with an iner-tid compensator, but to his perspectiveit appeared only that the universe rotated
around him. He shut down most of his ve-hicle sysems and visudly scanned the area of space Runt had
indicated.

Nothing; the target was too far away. He brought up the visua enhancer on his sensor board and
directed it toward the target area.

A minutesworth of careful panning and searching yielded the target: agroup of four shipsin close
formation. The small- est of them wastoo tiny to identify by class, but the other three were not. Three
Star Destroyers, one of them an ancient Victory- class, one an Imperia-class, and the other—

"Wehave her," Face said. "Iron Fist. Give me aminute while | caculate range, Six."

||Y$, S'r.u

Face ran numbers through his navigational computer and compared them with what he knew about the
likely sensor ranges of Imperia capita ships. "All right,” he said. "Six, | want you to run ahead at
one-third accel eration for ten minutes, then set your course to Mon Remonda’s station and transit back
there. Y ou were recording, weren't you?'

"Yes dr! Wait, let us check. Yes, we haveit."



"Good. Go."

"Recdll dl gafightersin closerange,” Solo said. "'Launch our hyperdrive-equipped shuttlesto the regions
we sent recon units to and have them transmit the new coordinates.”

"Battle sations,” Onomasaid. "All spacetight doorsto be closed in three minutes.”

"Transmit our courseto Contact M-317," Solo said. "Dis- patch Skyhook and Crynyd to form up with
M-317. They'reto shadow her at al times, protect her at al costs, not to interfere with her operations.”

"Bring our course to one-oh-sx-point-two-two-four, ee-vation thirty-sx-point-oh-nine-nine. Transmit
sametofleet."

"Tell the Falsehood crew to stand down and go to their secondary mission parameters, we won't need
them asbait.”

A low, unsettling rumblefilled the bridge. Solo fdlt the hair on hisarms and the back of hisneck rise. He
swung around to see Chewbacca standing in the doorway, his expresson happy, uttering the jubilant
hunting cal. "That's right, Chewie," he said. "It's our best shot yet."

The news hit Mon Remonda’s bridge like a concussion missile. Solo came up out of hischair, began
issuing orders. Captain Onoma did the same. Often their words overlapped one another.

15

Larawas nearly jolted out of her seat by the high pitch and panic in the voice of the sensor officer, three
seats down from her in the crew pit. "Contact, contact, a drop out of hyperspace, | read four, five, seven



vessals cruiser Sze or better, total fleet Szethir- teen vessds. They're dready deploying starfighters.”

Boots clattered on the command walkway overhead and Larasaw Zsinj, Generd Melvar, and Captain
Vélar, the stern- faced man who would have been master of Iron Fist had not Zsinj chosen the vessd as
his flagship, running forward, toward the main bow viewports. Zsinj skidded to a sudden stop halfway
there and Mevar nearly crashed into him. It was obvi-ous that Zsinj could see the enemy with the naked
eye—they were close.

Lararolled her chair back to get alook at the sensor offi- cer'sterminal screen. It wasfilled with red
blips, outhnumbering Zsinj's group more than three to one.

"Returnto origind course," Zsnj shouted. Hisface was red. "' Prepare for hyperspace. Signa the group.
Inform Groups Two and Three. Tell them our Situation and instruct them to stand by to jump to the abort
rendezvous locations.”

"YS’ s'r.ll

Lararolled back into place and nudged the technician next to her, an Intelligence operative dedicated to
andyzing pat- ternsin comm traffic. "Why ishe running?' she asked. "They outnumber us, but they
couldn't possibly destroy us before the rest of our fleet jJumpsin.”

The anadyst gave her alook of scorn. "Zsinj'sdoctrine,” he said. "No matter what the odds ook like, if
the enemy has chosen the battleground, he has more resources than were aware of . 1t becomes
imperative to choose anew battlefield, one the enemy can't have prepared. Don't mistake that for
cowardice.

"I never would have, Sr." Shereturned her attention to her terminal, then typed a command, Sixteen
characters of gib- berish, into her keyboard, and sent the command.

Somewhere under the floor beneath her, a utility droid that was spliced into the data cables should be
intercepting the command, interpreting it, then switching the termina over fromitsanalysisdutiesto a
direct connection with her quarters— a connection the ship's computer was not set up to monitor.



HELLO, KIRNEY.

She donned a set of goggles and plugged it into the termi- nal. "Hello, Tonin," she whispered. "Arewe
&t to disable the hyperdrive?

His next transmission showed up on her goggles, yes. but FROM THE MOMENT Y OU ISSUE THE
COMMAND, IT WILL TAKE A FEW MINUTESTO TAKE EFFECT.

"Understood. On my command, we pin him in place and make our run for it. Three, two, one—"

"Sir, werein agravity wel," the sensor operator shouted.

"Holdit, Tonin."

Zsinj leaned down to look into the crew pit. "We're not even near—damn. Sensors, identify the
Interdictor. Captain Vdlar, that's our primary target. Dispatch Red Gauntlet and Serpent's Smileto
annihilate that nuisance. Keep Blood Guitter in tight to us. Communications, new message for Groups
Two and Three. Send them our current position—update it con-stantly. Tell them to hold in readinessto
jump to our position on my order. If we're not able to jump out of here before were likely to be
disabled, well just have to bring the fleet in here and fight on Solo's preferred playground.”

"I'm disconnecting, Tonin. We may not haveto revea our- selvesyet." She typed and sent the
countercommand, restoring the terminal to its proper function, and got back to work.

Wedge led his group in awide loop around Skyhook, Crynyd, and Stellar Web, the lead ships of Solo's
fleet; around Red Gauntlet and Serpent's Smile, the Star Destroyers coming in to iminate the
Interdictor; and then straight in toward the re-tresting Iron Fist.

Wedge was lead fighter in the lead squadron of twenty- four squadrons of fighters—every fighter in
Solo's fleet except those from the Skyhook and Crynyd, which were charged with the defense of Stellar
Web. Severd of the X-wing squadrons were light, with pilots till scattered acrossthe solar system,
awaiting word that the battle had materidized, but the group was till imposing, the largest force held led
inquiteawhile.



"Rogue Leader, thisisMon Remonda. Still no sign of star- fighter deployment from your target.”

"Thanks, Mon Remonda. X-wings, set your S-foilsto at-tack position. All fighters, arm your weapons.”
Wedge looped around so he was lined up more perfectly with Iron Fist'slong axis. The lack of
garfighters didn't surprise him; Zsinj was hoping to make ajump to hyperspace and didn't want to lose
time and pilots by deploying his TIEs and then summoning them back in. But that decision was about to
cost him.

Ahead, the Super Star Destroyer's turbolasers and other weapons flared into life. Space around the
group was suddenly bright with laser flares and the ball-shaped detonation of con-cusson missiles.

"Leader to group: make atrench.” Wedge threw more power to accel eration and Rogue Squadron
leaped out ahead. The X-wing squad to his starboard, the Gauntlets off the Alle-giance, dropped back
and sidedipped in directly behind. The Y -wing squad to his port, Lightning Squadron off Battle Dog, did
injust as neatly behind them.

In amatter of seconds, the broad wing of sarfighters be-came a single concentrated line.

Wedge brought them down low over Iron Fist's stern and fired down at the Star Destroyer'stop hull, his
lasers striking into but being diss pated by the great ship's shields, his proton torpedoes detonating on
impact with those defensve screens rather than againgt the hull itsdf. Still, every shot he took bat-tered
away at shield integrity and drained badly needed energy resources. . . and more than two hundred
fighters strung be-hind him were doing exactly the same thing. He veered from side to Side, varying his
dtitude as he came, and turbocannon fire was so dense his cockpit interior was congtantly illumi-nated by
its brightness.

Then Iron Fist dropped away beneath him. Held run the gauntlet. Tycho was il tucked in beside him,
and his sensor board read al Rogues still accounted for. "At the end of your run,” he said, "break by
sguadrons and make further passes at your discretion.”

Zsinj knew from the way Iron Figt rattled that some of those detonations were taking place at the hull,
not aboveit. The beeps and wails of damage reports began to sound. A near-congtant line of starfighters
flashed forward past the bridge viewports.



"What wasthat?' he asked of no one, then leaned over the edge of the command walkway. "Petothel!
What ishedoing?'

His new andyst looked up. "He's concentrating fire on your centerline, since you don't have a starfighter
screen out to prevent such amove. But hewon't do it on his second run. He knows you'll concentrate
your gunnery crewss attention on the centerline now, so helll break his group up for more stan-dard
grafing runs. Don't be fooled."

"| asked for your analysis, not your advice," Zsinj said, and was surprised by the snap in hisvoice. He
turned to Md-var . "Prepare for them to come back by way of the bow the sameway. Alert the gunners
on top and below for arepeat of the sametactic.”

Medvar looked uncertain. "Yes, Sr."

On the sensor screens, the deadly line of starfighters emerged from its strafing run off Iron Fist's bow,
then broke up into in- dividua squadrons and looped back toward the ship, abroad cloud of enemies.

Laradlowed hersdlf asmal smirk of triumph. Sheld thought that i she phrased her reply a certain way,
suggesting that Wedge Antilles could outthink the warlord, Zsinj would re-spond with pride instead of
with histactica ability. And shed been right. It didn't make much of adifferencein thisstuation; the
gunnery crews were now receiving corrections, being told to abandon the previous orders. But Zsinj's
response meant she might be able to manipulate him again. If only she could per-suade him to abandon
his group, leave them behind. Then, wherever he emerged, she could shut down his hyperdrive and
summon Solo'sfleet for thekill.

She sat upright. Wait a second. Maybe she could get Zsinj to abandon hisfleet. It wouldn't take
persuasion, ether. Just aminor course correction.

She switched her termina over to direct communication with Tonin and plugged her goggles back in.
"Has Iron Fist a-ready transmitted its jump courseto the rest of the fleet?" she asked.

YES.



"Can you enter a course correction? | don't mean enter it as anew course—they'd notice that. | mean,
like an automated minor correction, as the nav computer continues to process new data?’

YES.

"Isthere astar within range of the kind of variation you can enter?"

YES. SELAGGIS. JUST WITHIN ZSINJCONTROLLED SPACE. A FEW LIGHT-YEARS
AWAY. A YELLOW STAR, SEVEN WORLDS.

"Never mind the almanac data. Correct Iron Fist's jump-course so that the distance is unchanged but the
destination ison thefar Sde of adirect linethrough Sdaggiss sun.”

COLLISION DETECTION IN THE NAVIGATIONAL SOFTWARE WILL PREVENT IT.

"Oh." She sagged.

UNLESS| DELETE SELAGGIS FROM THE STARMAP.

"Doit!"

DONE. WE ARE NOW BOUND FOR SELAGGIS.

"Tonin, you are wonderful. Kirney out.”

Perfect. Either Iron Fist would remain here, trapped by the Interdictor, until Solo destroyed it, or it
would jump to Sdag-gis, where Solo's fleet could finish it off.



She didn't switch back to normal termind functions. In- stead, she lifted her goggles and glanced right
and left, making sure that the andysts on ether sde of her were fully occupied with their tasks. Then she
began recording.

Zsinj watched in pained fascination as the battle unfolded.

Red Gauntlet, the Imperial-class Star Destroyer, and Ser- pent's Smile, the Victory-class, had now
dropped behind far enough to engage the Interdictor cruiser and her two escorts. Hisforceswere
somewhat overmatched; the Interdictor's screen con- sisted of two Imperia-class Star Destroyers, and
they had their starfighters deployed to offer additiona damageto Zsinj's ships.

But Red Gauntlet and Serpent's Smile didn't have to destroy the enemy. They merely had to make one
ship driver flinch.

They had to do it quickly, too. Zsinj took in the broader range of the sensor data available to him. Mon
Remonda, two more Mon Cal cruisers, another Imperia Star Destroyer, two frigates, and a swarm of
smaller shipswere converging on lron Fi<.

Already svarming with Rebdl starfighters—Zsinj could see thetiny flashes of their |asers and torpedoes
in the long-distance visud feed—his vessd's dropped within range of the enemy capita shipssguns.
Brilliant sreams of light lit up be-tween them.

Red Gauntlet began astately turn to starboard, bringing her main batteries to bear on the enemy ships.
Her flank of-fered more firepower than the bows of dl three Rebel vessals-and more target area, too.
Zsnj bit hislip. "Bring up damage and diagnostics holos for Gauntlet and Smile" he said.

"Yes, ar." A starboard viewport was replaced by the giant- sized holoprojection of a data screen. It
showed both his shipswith shiddsintact, minor damage accumulating throughout their systems, especialy
on the older Serpent's Smile.

But that ship had acanny captain who was afine pilot. As Red Gauntlet rained destructive—and
digtracting—fire down on the enemies, Serpent's Smile rotated ninety degrees on her long axisto narrow



her approach profile and sidedipped be-tween the Rebel Star Destroyers.

Asthey advanced, the Rebe ships unloaded only aportion of the full might of their flank batteries against
Serpent's Smile- any miss might continue on to hit the other Rebel ship. And, though Smile had only a
few stern gunsto bring to bear againgt the Interdictor, she had one other weapon—her considerable
mass, which was decdlerating right in the Interdictor's path.

"Hinch," Zsinj said. All the Interdictor had to do was veer away from the collison. Then Iron Fist and,
ultimately, dl the shipsin Zsinj's group could get enough distance from the Inter- dictor to jump into

hyperspace.

The Interdictor came on, her own guns now firing on Ser-pent's Smile.

"Hinch, damnyou,” Zsnj sad.

Mdvar said, "We'veidentified the Interdictor. She's Stdlar Web."

"Stellar Web? Nonsense.” Zsinj shook his head. "That's an Imperid craft. Captained by Barr Moutil. He
doesn't have the nerve to do what that captain's doing."

"Y ou were the one who said the Rebel s and the Imperia s were cooperating againgt you,” Mevar
reminded him. "And Stellar Web has been observed to be part of Admira Rogrissstask force."

"Rogriss." Zsnj took alook at the sensor board. Stellar Web still came on, straight at the Victory-class
destroyer decdl-erating into its path. "If he'stransferred his flag to the Interdic-tor... he has more nerve,
better timing than my man. My captain will flinch first. We may have to summon the other groups and
fight thisone out. On their chosen battlefield.”

The communications officer caled up, " Communications logt with Serpent's Smile."

Zsinj scowled down at him. "Nonsense. We still have data feeds.”



"Sorry, gr. | meant bridge communications.”

Zsinj looked at the enhanced view of the battle zone. Thetop hull of Serpent's Smile was &fire, with
much of the flame concentrated around the command tower. Increasingly, the old destroyer looked like

something agiant beast had chewed upon.
"We're getting communications from their auxiliary bridge. They're requesting orders.”

Zsnj fet asense of loss as he redlized what needed to be done. "Tell them to lock down their current
course, launch al starfighters, and abandon ship.”

"They say they can save her, ar.”

"Doas| ordered.” Zsinj turned to Melvar. "It'saheavy loss. But now they can't flinch.”

Mevar nodded.

Solo watched as the stern of Serpent's Smile did ever closer to the bow of the oncoming Stellar Web.
He was unconscious of the fact that he was rocking forward and back in his seat. Games of
head-to-head between capita ships tended to result in disaster for both participants, and disaster was

amost upon the two ships he watched.
"They're going to hit," Onomasaid. "They cannot avoid it now."

Stellar Web findly vectored, her bow turning dowly away from the oncoming destroyer wreckage. Solo
waited for thein-evitable collision between ships, but Serpent's Smile seemed to dow asit approached
the Interdictor. Stellar Web shot away from the destroyer, her course taking her dangeroudy closeto
Crynyd, then vectored away from that vessel aswell. Suddenly she was headed out to space, avay from

the surviving Imperid Star Destroyers.



"How did she do that?' Onoma said.

"I'm not sure," Solo said. "But if | were driving adragship in that Situation, I'd reverse the gravity-well
generators so they pushed instead of pulled. That would give me extra propulsion to bounce away from
any massin the area. Must have wresked havoc with the ship's artificid gravity, though. She can't be set
up to do such athing normaly." He couldn't keep dull disappointment out of hisvoice. Stellar Web's
course was now at an angleto Iron Fist's. Distance increased between the two ships. "Wesgpons, how
soon before we overtake Iron Fist?"

"They'll bewithin firing rangein thirty-eight seconds," the weapons officer said. "Within effective damage
rangeinaminuteten.”

"Sensors, how soon, assuming optimal piloting by Stellar Web, before Iron Fist is out of her projected
mass shadow?"

"Two minutesfifteen, ar."

"Weagpons, ready your guns.”

Wedge brought the Rogues around for another pass. Casud- ties had been high in his group owing to
the sustained effort againgt Iron Fist; of the Rogues, Hobbie had been hit by anion cannon and his
snubfighter was out of combat, though he was undamaged, and Asyr Sei'lar had been forced to punch
out when turbolaser damage sent her X-wing into afata spin toward Iron Fist'shull. A shuttle off Mon
Karren was now endeavor-ing to pick her up. Losses had been even more severe among many other
squadrons, especialy the dower-moving Y -wings and the Cloakshape fighter squadron off Battle Dog.

But Iron Fist was starting to look bad, portions of her deck gouting flame. Mon Remonda reported
Serpent's Smile destroyed, and Red Gauntlet sustaining heavy damage from the two Imperial-class Star
Destroyers she faced.

"Rogues, stay on her bow," Wedge ordered. " Solo's group is coming up off her stern and we don't want
to get caught in the crossfire." Herolled toward the Super Star Destroyer, evened out his shields, and
opened fire once more.



Hislasers plowed into Iron Fist's shields and through—he saw hull plates explode out under the pressure
of the atmo- sphere they'd once contained. As helooped around from this Sde-to-side strafing run, he
saw the guns of Mon Remonda, Mon Karren, and Mon Delindo chewing away at Iron Fist's stern, the
destroyer's batteries returning fire against the Mon Cal cruisers.

Then Iron Fist became asingle stregk of light leaping out into space. A moment later, the destroyer was
gone. Only the battered-looking cruiser that had been hugging her belly re-mained, and a second later it
disappeared aswell.

Wedge st hisjaw. Thiswasn't the sort of victory they needed. "Rogues, form up. Let's assess remaining
threats.”

But the flaming wreckage that was Serpent's Smile was no threst, and neither Red Gauntlet nor the three
ships around her—Crynyd, Skyhook, or Stellar Web—was firing. Zsinj's other destroyer had
surrendered.

"I can't beat him," Solo said. His voice was duller than before, even to his own ears. He couldn't seem to
mugter the energy even to pretend to be enthusiadtic. "Wevelog."

Captain Onomaregarded him steedily; the Mon Cala-mari's eyes were wide, evauative. "We have
reduced him."

"Hell swell up again. And therewell be, locked in this struggle forever." He heaved asigh. "All right.
Recall the gar-fighters. Assemble the group. Secure Red Gauntlet and put a crew aboard her. Maybe
we can draft her againgt Zsinj until Fleet Command decidesto redlocate her.”

"Yes, Generd "

The communications officer said, "Message from Contact M-317."



"Put it through.”

Admira Rogrisssface came up on Solo's private screen. He looked unshaken, undismayed by the
events of thelast few minutes. "Generd Solo."

"Admird. Let me compliment you on your flying."

"Thank you. | think were done here, however. A shame.” The admira shrugged. "It was atrap that
could have succeeded.”

Solo nodded. "L et me ask you. Would you do it again?'

Rogrissfroze. After amoment, he gaveadight nod. "'l imagine 1 would. Y ou have my frequency.”

"l do. Good luck ... against the warlord, anyway."

Rogrisslaughed. Then hisimage vanished from the screen. A moment later, Stellar Web made the jump
into hyperspace and was gone.

Solo sat, donewith histhoughts, his crew choosing not to disturb him.

In the murmur of their voices, he could pick up details of their status. How many pilotslost. How many
garfighterstem- porarily out of combat, how many permanently. Damagetalies. Reportson
reconnaissance pilotsfindly rgoining the group.

Then hiscommunications officer said, "' Sir, we're receiv- ing holocomm treffic.”

"That will be Zanj," Solo said. "Cdling to brag."



"No, ar."

Long before she was supposed to, Iron Fist dropped out of hy- perspace. Directly ahead, though at a
sufficient distance that they werein no danger, was ayelow sun.

Zsin] leaned over to bellow down at his navigator. "What isthis?'

"A gar, gr," the navigator said, then wilted as he redlized how unnecessary the statement was. "Name
unknown. It'snot on my charts.”

"Not on your charts?' The words escaped Zsinj in abel- low. "Just how incompetent are you? How far
didwetrave ?'

"Lessthan eight light-y,ears, Sr.”

Zsnj felt himsaf gaping like afish. "There are no unknown systems eight light-years from Vahabal" He
turned to Mevar, dropped the volume of hisvoiceto awhisper. "Arethere?

"Well, if we knew," the generad said, "they wouldn't be unknown. But to answer the question more
gppropriatey, no ydlow sun like this could exist eight light-years from V ahaba without the people of
V ahaba knowing—and so it would be on our star charts."

Zsnj returned his attention to the navigator. "Wdll, turn us around, get usout of this gravity well and into
hyperspace, and get us to our rendezvous point.” He didn't bother to keep anger out of hisvoice.

"Sir?" Another voice, the officer in charge of engineering. "New damage reports. We're experiencing a
progressive fail-urein our hyperdrive system.”

Zsnj fet hisgut turn cold. "Define 'progressive falure.™



"Primary subsystems are shut down and secondary systems and optiona reroutes are failing. But it's not
instantaneous. It's spreading, like adisease.”

"How long before the system isinoperabl €7

"One minute, maybe two."

"Navigation, how long before we can make our next jump?’

The navigator looked up and dowly shook his head.

"Fix it,” Zsinj said. "Now. Now. Now."

"We have aholocomm message," called the communications officer.

"Directed to whom?' Zsinj asked.

"I don't know, Sr. It'snot to us. It's from us."

"I didn't authorize—Oh, Méelvar, werein trouble. Com- munications, put that message up where | can
seeit”

The holoprojected status board was replaced by aface—that of Gara Petothel. She had goggles pushed
up on her forehead and was leaning in close to the holocam. Her expression was somber. The view
behind her was of the back wall of the crew pit. Zsinj looked down at her seat in the pit; it was empty.



"Genera Solo," thewoman said. "If everything has gone correctly, Iron Fist is now in the Sdlaggis
system with her hy-perdrive inoperable. Other portions of Zsinj'sfleet are con-tinuing on to their
rendezvous points and won't be able to get to him for alittle while—minutesin some cases, hoursin
oth-ers. 1 recommend you come by and take alook. Oh, bring your fleet, too. LaraNots| out." The
image faded.

Zsinj stood there amoment, hismind ablank. For thefirst timein years, he couldn't think of anything to
say. He did no-tice the deadly quiet that had fallen on the bridge.

Findly, heturned to Mevar. "Dispatch Security. Have her found and brought to the interrogation
chamber." Hetook adeep breath. "I intend for her death to be so horrible that it will give me
nightmares.”

Melvar nodded and brought out his comlink.

Zsin) addressed the navigator. "We're at Selaggis. Sdlaggisisnormally on our charts. What does that
suggest toyou?"

"QOur charts have been tampered with, Sir. I'm aready restoring them from our archives.

"Very good. You just saved your own life”

Zsinj turned his attention to Captain Velar. "How soon can we reassembl e the fleet here?”

"If they've dready launched for the rendezvous points,” the man said, "about six hoursfor the other units
of Group One, four for Group Two, two and a haf for Group Three. But, sir, Groups Two and Three
had no urgent reason to leave Vahaba If they've lingered, they're only minutes away."

"Communications Direct aholocomm signd to any re- maining unitsat Vahaba. Bring them here.” Zsinj
returned his attention to Vdlar. "Bring in Second Degth. We may actudly haveto use her in her primary
role. Bring in any stray vessels under my command in thisregion. Bring in any pirate or mer- cenary
forceswe've used in the past. Hire any vessel of any sort operating in or near this system. Find agood
gpot in this system for usto hide until our reinforcements arrive or our hyper-driveisfixed." Hetook a



deep breath to calm himself. "And prepare dl our sarfightersto launch. Werein for afight.”

At ahdf trot, Larafollowed thetiny utility droid down the busy corridor, and Ensign Geatterweld
followed her. " Should you be doing this?' Gatterweld asked. "Aren't you supposed to be on station?”

"No, I'm not," shesaid. "I'm tending to an emergency.”

"What'swith the droid?'

"It knows whereto go."

The droid pulled over to stop beneath a utility access hatch. Laratyped numbersinto the keyboard
besdeit. "If thisweren't authorized, would | be able to open this?* The hatch offered up a clank of
confirmation and swung open. Beyond, in the narrow access shaft, waited another utility droid. A broad
box was strapped to its top.

"l suppose not. Where are we going?"

Larareached in, opened the box partway, and fumbled within it. Her hand rested first upon atrigger
housing. She grabbed the wegpon's grip and switched the wegpon over from blast to stun settings. "I'm
going to go get killed. If you're not smart, you will, too." She reached back with her free hand to give him
ashove, rocking him back on his hedls, then she turned and shot him.

The stun beam caught him in his midsection. He fell backwards, hitting the corridor's metal flooring with
aclang. Passershy—officers, crewmen, pilots rushing toward their launch bays—stared in momentary
surprise, and some lunged toward her.

She stepped into the access shaft and yanked the hatch closed. The hammering of fists sounded against
the hatch.

Larapulled the empty package from the utility droid's back and discarded it. Then she tapped the droid



threetimes.

It turned obligingly and headed off into the shaft, Laraclose behind it.

"But can we bdieve her?' Solo asked.

Captain Onomagave him ashrug. "Y our analyssteam believed her before, and our engagement here at
V ahaba con-firmed the data she gave us.”

"True. But it could till be aplan to draw usinto sometrap Zsinj has set up a Sdaggis. Trusting her
could mean the end of the fleet."" Solo sat back, frustrated, struggling with conflicting impulses.

"Sir," the comm officer said, "we have more holocomm traffic. A recorded message, not alive
trangmisson.”

Solo sat up. "From Notsl again?”

"No, sr. From some sort of automated router in the Hal-mad system. It didn't come straight from there,
though. The route data saysit went to a holocomm relay satellitein New Republic spacefird, then
Coruscant, then to a high-security fleet satellite, then to us. It's eyes-only for Commander Antilles or
Captain Loran.”

Solo frowned. "That's odd. And Halmad is so close the timing can't be coincidence. Captain, is either
Wedge or Loran back on board?"

Onomanodded. "Both are."

"Get them up to the closest conference room, right now."



Solo met the two pilotsin the conference room. As soon as the door was shut, he said, "Bring up the
message.

Theroom's comm terminal responded in what sounded like arecorded femae voice. " State your name
and rank for verification purposes.”

Wedge looked at the general, who nodded, and said, "Wedge Antilles, Commander, New Republic
Sarfighter Command.”

“Thank you."

The room's holoprojector activated and a hologram swam into focus in the center of the conference
table. It showed War- lord Zsinj against aneutra gray background. "General Kargin and the Hawk-bats,

greetings,” thewarlord said.
"It'sarecording,” Solo said. "Y ou're not compromised.”

"| have aproposition for you," the warlord continued. "It's my hope that you're still stationed out of the
Hamad sys-tem, because if you are, | can offer you a considerable sum to join me on a sort of
impromptu exercise. If you're available, please trangt immediately to the Selaggis syslem—practicaly
your next-door neighbor. However, our window of opportu- nity isvery narrow—in avery few hours
from this message'stime stamp, it will close. | hope to see you soon." With aconfi- dent amile, the
warlord closed down the transmission and his holo image faded.

"Nots| wastdling thetruth,” Solo said. "Zsinj istrapped at Sdlaggis.” His expresson transformed from
tiredness and premature age to hisfamiliar cocky appearance.

"And he's desperate for troops,” Face said. "He's calling in the Hawk-bats and probably every pirate
he's dedlt with within afew light-years. We've got him."

"Do you want to go in as the Hawk-bats?' Solo asked.



Face shook his head. "We'd have to put on the makeup, repaint some of the interceptors. Call it half an
hour to an hour'sdelay. And dl it would get usis proximity to Iron Fist in ahdf dozen TIES."

"Wheredo | know the name Sdlaggis from?' Wedge asked.

"Another Zsinj strike zone," Solo said. "One of thefirst | looked at after | assumed command of this task
force. One of the moons of Selaggis Six was colonized. | guess Zsinj decided to make alesson of
someone colonizing on his border without his permission. Iron Fist wiped out the whole colony. | think it
would be very appropriateif he were wiped out in the same system.”

"Right."

"Get back to your squadrons,” Solo said. "Weéll jump im- mediately.” He raced from the room, showing
haste ingppro-priate for ageneral.

Wedge and Face headed back for their hangar at atrot. "Shallais going to be so relieved,” Face said.

"How 07"

"Her assault on Netbers back in the Saffalore complex. She's been begting herself up for awhile,
wondering whether she should have risked al our livesto keep the Wraith Squadron/ Hawk-batslink a
secret. Now she getsto know she wasright.”

16

"Second Death is on gation," announced Iron Fist's commu-nications officer.

"Verywdl," Zanj sad.



"Sfl

Zsnj turned a the sound of Vdlar'svoice. "Captain. What isit? Y oure amost smiling.”

Vdlar didinfact smile. "I got through to the Chains of Justice. Group Three had not yet entered
hyperspace at Va-haba. The entire Group Threeis en route to us now."

Zsinj beamed a him. "We might not only survive—we may have just won this engagement, Captain.
Thank you."

Mon Remonda and the New Republic fleet dropped out of hy- perspace well within the Selaggis
sysem.

"Contact,” announced the sensor operator. "Multiple con-tacts moving well ahead of us. Their course
takesthem toward Sdaggis Six."

"Show me," Solo said.

The holoimage brought up to hang before Solo's chair jerked and flickered, the result of the extreme
visua enhancement needed to offer any detail a thisrange. It showed agradudly lengthening line of ships
headed toward adistinct yellow-orange world. The closest ships, those at the rear of the formation, were
two Star Destroyers—one Imperid, one Victory—and asmaller vessdl. Like Carrack-class cruisers, the
small ship looked like athick bar with thickened areas fore and &ft, but Solo rec-ognized it asa
Lancer-class frigate. Smaller than Carracks, the Lancers were configured to repel starfighter squadrons.
Stretch-ing out ahead of these vessalswere two Dreadnaughts and, in front, asmaler craft that would
have been difficult to identify if seen from an above angle, whereit would look likeasmpletriangle. But
Mon Remondas position was dightly below the flight path of the outbound ships, and from this
perspective Solo could see the teardrop-shaped command pod hanging from the bow, the boxy
sarfighter bay depending from the stern. It was a Quasar Fire-class starfighter transport. Solo had onein
hisown fleet.

Solo ran the numbers through his head. It was ahabit held gotten into as a generd; the Corellian habit of
ignoring odds until one crashed right into them was ingppropriate for an offi-cer who had lives depending
on hisdecisons.



"If they join up with Iron Figt, they will outgun us," Cap- tain Onomasaid, confirming Solo's cal culations.

"But not by an impossible amount,” Solo said. "WEell just have to be better than they are.”

The world the enemy forces approached, Solo knew, was a gas giant, abeautiful yellow-orange thing
whose amosphere was characterized by congtant storm activity. The storms unceasingly changed the
planet's patterns of swirlsand lines of color, so that each new day offered variationsin the worldscape. It
must have been an ever-changing work of art for the colonists on one of the world's moons. Selaggis Six
aso had a heavy debrisring thought to have been another moon at onetime.

Solo nodded. " Selaggis Six isthe perfect place for Zsinj to make a stand. He can use theterrain to his
advantage. An as-teroid ring to hide in, aplanetary atmosphere he might even be ableto bring Iron Fist
into for cover. That's our destination, Captain. Follow that group.”

Leaving Tonin behind, Lara stepped out of the turbolift onto adeck of Iron Fist that wasn't supposed to
exis.

Sheld only seen it through holocam recordings taken by utility droids. It didn't seem quite as cavernous
from ahuman perspective.

Ahead wasalong, dimly lit corridor. To the right was abank of viewports showing more brightly lit
chambers.

Thefirst chamber she passed was the one she thought of asthe zoo. In it were a couple of monitoring
consoles and an en-tirewa | of metal and transparisted cages, stacked three high, the upper ones
accessed by a sort of portable turbolift—ameta floor in an open-air upright frame. Most of the cages
gtill seemed to be full. Two human men were seated at a desk, onetyping away on alarge terminal.
Neither noticed Lara. She wasn't surprised; insde the more brightly lit room, the trans-paristed of the
viewport would be very reflective. If they did see her, dl they'd seewasanava officer walking at adow,
measured rate.

It was making her crazy, having to pace hersdlf now that she was within sght of humans and holocams



again—though Tonin's measures should have rendered those holocams inef-fective. She wanted to dash
down to the end and do her busi-ness. But she couldn't afford to attract attention, not now.

The next chamber was asurgical theater. The operating table featured an inordinate number of straps
and fasteners of varying sizes. There were a o injectors on robot arms, monitor screens, tools she
couldn't recognize. She suppressed a shudder.

Then, the office. Within it, another two men, medical tech- nicians. One looked up as she passed,
squinted, and shaded his eyesto see her through the partial reflection.

She rounded the turn to the right and punched the combi-nation Tonin had given her into the door
keypad there. The door did open.

The two technicians, dark-haired men of ordinary appear- ance, their features so smilar they were
probably brothers, glanced at one another and their expressions brightened. "A new liaison officer?”
asked one.

"That'sright." Laraentered and shut the door.

"Would you please—" said thefirdt.

"Please please please," said the second.

"Tdl uswhat's going on with the ship?'

"Wewerein abattle, weren't we?' said the second. "' could fed the vibrations even down here."

"I fdt them firg."



Laralooked between them. "Y ou two, and the men in the containment chamber, are the most vomitoudy
despicable creatures | think I've ever met.”

The two men looked at one another. ™Y ou haven't even gotten to know usyet,” said thefirt.

From where sheld tucked it into her bealt at her back, she drew her blaster. Both men flinched. "Take me
to the contain-ment chamber,” she said. "Or I'll kill you."

In moments shewasin the largest chamber, four prisoners sanding splayed againgt one blank wall, while
she examined the cages at ground level.

Inside the nearest was an Ewok. "Do you understand Ba-sic?' she asked.

It nodded, its motion quick and very human. Its eyes|ooked like those of an Ewok but possessed an
understanding that was unsettling.

"I'm going to free you and get you off this ship. So you can go home or live where you please. Would
you likethet?'

It nodded.

Oneof themedicssaid, "Zsinj will kill you for this."

"No, he'sgoing to kill me for severa other things." Thelock on the cage was Smple, mechanicd; she
lifted it and the Ewok emerged. The creature looked at the medics and uttered alow, rolling growl.

Then, to Laras discomfiture, it spoke, its voice rising and faling in asingsong that did not belong to any
Badc didect shed ever heard. "l will kill them.”



"No," shesaid. "You will go to each cage. Ask each pris-oner if it will refrain from atacking meif itis
freed. Tl it that | will get them dl off this ship. Then free the oneswho agree.”

The Ewok looked up at her, so obvioudy considering her command and his other optionsthat Lara
could amogt see adtrategic program running behind his eyes. Then he shrugged like ahuman and moved
to the next cage.

Out the forward viewport, Zsinj could seelittle but tumbling asteroids and brilliant flashes of light aslron
Fist's forward guns blasted the largest of them.

The communications officer said, "The shuttles report our explosives packages being planted on
schedule”

"Good."

"And Chains of Justice reports sensor contact with Solo'sfleet, sr."

“Very well."

"And we have areport from the chief engineer."

"Hold on." Zsinj stepped back to his hologram pod in the security foyer directly behind the bridge. " Send
ittome here.”

The face and torso of the chief engineer, whose light build and scrupulous cleanliness belied his
professon, swam into fo- cusintheair. "Sir, weve identified the trouble. The engineering compartments
are swarming with, well, saboteur droids.”

Zsinj gave him alook to suggest the man shouldn't make jokes. "Would you liketo try again?'



"Standard M SE-6 utility droids, sir. They've gone mad or been reprogrammed. With their internd toals,
they're opening access hatches, chewing their way into wire clusters, sending false data, dragging chips

out of their housings. All in the hy-perdrive systems.”

The absurdity of what the man was saying hit Zsinj and he dmost snorted. "And what are you doing
about this?'

"We're, uh, kicking the thingsto pieces with our boots, Warlord. Between the primary and redundant
gystems, were restoring the system to functionality. But when we jump, well need to makeit acareful
one, there won't be any backup sys-temsin case of component failure."

"Understood. How long?’

"Pessmigticdly, an hour. Optimigtically, somewhat less. | don't know how much less.”

"Asmuch lessaspossible, if you please. Out.” Theimage faded.

Zsin] turned to Méelvar. "Very clever. | wish our andysts had anticipated such an approach to sabotage.
We need thinkers like her in my organization, Generd "

"Arewe not going to kill her, then?'

"| sad thinkerslike her. But loyd ones. Her fate will serveto reinforce that loyalty."

The sarfighters of Solo's fleet finished forming up, then broke off by task.

Wedge's task force included four X-wing squadrons, one A-wing, and the Wraiths. They turned toward
Sdaggis Six and legped forward, drifting alittle out from the path taken by Zsinj's group, their intent to
passit by and reach the planet first. Other groups of starfighterswould head straight for the Star
Destroy-ers at the rear of the formation, hoping to get some early licksin, while ill others remained on



dation with Solo's fleet as adefensive screen.

"Group, thisis Leader. When we reach thering, welll break by squads to our assigned task. Rogue and
Wraith Squadronswill head counter-spinward and spread out the width of the ring for reconnai ssance.
Corsair and High Flight Squadrons will do the same spinward. Polearm and Shadow Squadrons will
break by wingpairs and do recon runs on the moons. First pilot to spot Iron Fist gets an extra three-day
leave”

Iron Figt's communications officer announced, " Chains of Justice reports starfighter launch and
deployment from Mon Remonda. X-wingsincoming. Y-wings remaining behind asascreen.”

Zsinj smiled. "Launch dl our squadrons, except the One Eighty-first and the experimentals.” He turned to
Méevar. "While they send their fastest fighters looking for us, we can concentrate ours on them. Mon
Remondaisin for the beating she deserves.”

"Incoming starfighter squadrons from Selaggis Six," the sensor operator said.

Solo nodded. "Bring the Y -wings up front. Let them think that's al we have. Array the rest behind Mon
Remonda." He had four squadrons of Y -wings, two each from Mon Karren and Mon Delindo, plus two
more Y -wing squadrons and a Cloakshape squad off the Battle Dog.

The Y -wingswere good a hammering large targets, and rug- ged enough to sustain alot of damage
from enemy starfighters. But they weren't fast or nimble enough to keep TIE fighters from bypassing them
and hitting atarget like Mon Remonda.

However, thelast ship in Solo's formation, the Imperial Star Destroyer Skyhook, after its capture from
the Empire, never had its complement of Imperid fighters replaced by the New Repub- lic's ubiquitous
Y-wings. Ingtead, it retained its originad comple- ment of six TIE fighter squadrons, crewed mostly by
former Imperid pilotswho'd joined the Alliance over theyears.

The approaching force, nine squadrons of TIE fighters and interceptors, came on in a spread pattern
toward Mon Remonda, ignoring the other shipsin Solo's group. Severa kilometers out from Mon
Remonda, as they reached maximum firing range from the Y -wing squadrons, they opened up with a
salvo of lasers, then broke around the Y -wing force in four groups, leav- ing the dower New Republic
garfightersto turn awkwardly in their wake.



"Open massfire," Solo said. "Forward guns only. Prepare to drop them at my command. Bring up the
TIES"

The cruiser'sforward turbolaser batteries and ion cannonsflashed into life, and Solo could fed vibrations
inthe hedls of hisboots aswave after wave of destructive energy poured out toward the enemy. On his
sensor board, the cluster of TIEswaiting to Mon Remondals stern, colored blue to indicate their friendly
gatus, suddenly legped into motion, haf moving up over the cruiser, haf under her hull.

Off the cruisar's bow, theincoming TIEs began reaching ef- fective fire range. The cruiser throbbed and
vibrated as her shields absorbed concentrated laser fire from a hundred starfighters.

Thefriendly TIES reached Mon Remonda's midway point. Solo said, " Cease massfire. Beginindividua
defensivefire by sensor only—with friendly TIEs out there, they can't rely on vi- suds. Good luck to the
pilots" Then, dl he could do was wait and watch.

He saw acollective waver dong the line of enemy TIEs astheir pilots, momentarily freed from the
digtraction of the turbo- laser barrage, recogni zed that the incoming TIEs were not friendly. Some looped
back the way they'd come. Two red dots vanished ingtantly, destroyed by incoming fire from the
pursu-ing Y -wings. Then the clouds of red and blue targets became hopel essly intermixed.

The turbolasers opened up again, their fire more intermit-tent, their gunnersfiring more discriminately
now that friendly and enemy forces were in such close proximity.

Far ahead, Solo's X-wing reconnai ssance squadrons should be reaching the ring of Selaggis Six about
now. "Comeon, guys,”" he bresthed. "Get mewhat | need, fast."

"Group Leader, thisis Polearm One. | have the Iron Fist." Cap- tain Todra Mayn, once of Commenor,
now a Starfleet Command lifer, had only to glance out her port viewport to see the mighty vessd. "I'm
flying pardld to the center of theinterior rim of the debrisring. Iron Fist isabout forty kilometersdeepin
the ring. She seemsto be blagting herself achannd pardld to the edge. It'sthe turbolaser flashesthat let
me spot her.”



"Polearm One, Group Leader. Good work. Stay in posi- tion and well form up on you.”

Iron Fist didn't dter course in the minutesit took Wedge to form up his group of six squadrons. " Group,
Leader. Any guesses asto her intent?”

"L eader, thisis Shadow One. This sort of ring includes particles much finer and closer thanwe seein
norma asteroid fields. Most of them won't worry ashielded Star Destroyer. But even finger-sized bits
canwreck an X-wing at high speeds. | think he's giving himself asecond set of shields here.”

"Good point,” Wedge said. "But space around the larger as- teroids should be alittle clearer—their
gravity will have drawn in some of the proximate particles. Well take it dow going in and move from
asteroid to agteroid until we're close, an idand-hopping approach. Break by squads, each squad
choosing its own gpproach.” He suited action to words by hedling over to starboard, descending relative
to Iron Figt's orientation, dong theinner rim of the debrisfield. Rogue Squadron formed up be-hind him.

Entering the debris field waslike flying into an odd sand- storm. The asteroid debris was mostly small,
and was suffi-ciently well spaced so that only the larger asteroids interfered with vison. But every few
seconds, forward shields would light up with the impact from atiny asteroid, or Wedge would hear a
metalic clank as something hit hishull. His diagnostics con-tinued to register full etmospheric pressure,

though.

He st his course from large asteroid to large asteroid. Some of them were the size of small moons, the
others merely as large as good-sized houses.

His comm unit crackled. "Group Leader, thisis Wraith One. Wraith Squadron in position to begin
assault run.”

"Wraith One, Leader. Good flying. Stand by until al squad- ronsarein pogtion.”

"Acknowledged.”

Rogue Squadron finished ahalf orbit around one of the larger asteroids and suddenly Iron Figt wasin full
view again— lessthan akilometer below. Other than the bow guns being used to clear a path for her, the



ship'sweapons were not active. A few large asteroids floated between the Rogues and their tar-get,
partidly obscuring Wedge's view.

"Maintain thisorbit,” Wedge said. "Rogue Squadron in position.”

""Shadow Squadron in position.”

"Corsair Squadron in position.”

A minute later, the remaining units had reportedin.

At the end of another quick orbit, Wedge said, "L eader to group. Set Sfoilsto attack position. Begin
your assault runs." He looped away from his orbital path and dove toward the Su-per Star Destroyer.

AsWraith Squadron formed up to begin its assault run, Do-nos suddenly felt uncertain. More than that,
hefdt avashin unredity.

He'd been here before. He knew he had.

The last time held felt thisway—above a moon circling the third planet of solar syslem M2398—hed
witnessed the de-struction of his astromech, Shiner. Then the sense of unredity had claimed him and hed
found himsdf back in the ambush at Gravan Seven, the one that had cost him hissquad ... and his sanity.

It was happening again—

He clamped down on hisfedling of desperation. But nei- ther Gravan Seven nor M2398 had had an
agteroid field. Nei-ther resembled the space around him. What was here that threatened to send him
back into astate of collapse?



"Break off, break off! It'san ambush!™

Wedge grimaced. The voice wasthat of Donos. Wedge had been wrong. The pilot's mind had snapped
back to the Gravan system ambush yet again.

"Group Leader, thisisWraith Three." Donoss voice wasin control again. "Please order an abort on the
assault run. Thisisan ambush.”

"Group, abort. Pull back and regroup.” Wedge hauled back on hisyoke, veering away from Iron Fist.
"Wraith Three, this better be good."

Abruptly the Star Destroyer's gun batteries went active, pouring laser blastsinto the asteroid field all
around it. Wedge could see bright flashes as dozens of asteroids detonated. Comm traffic told the story
of the other pilotss conditions. "ThisisHigh Hight Three. I'm hit by debris. Experiencing engine shut-
down." "Shadow Twelveisgone, repedt, isgone! Heran right into achunk of asteroid.”

"Wraith Three, that's two casudties and al we did was bregk off,” Wedge said. "Y ou'd better have a
good reason.” Well out of range of Iron Fist's guns, he put Rogue Squadron into orbit around another
planetoid.

"Yes, gr. | thought | was going crazy for aminute. | distinctly remembered going through this exact raid
once before. | hadn't, really—it was asmulator run back when | wasfirst getting pi- lot training with the
Alliance”

"Go ahead."

"The sm was based on astory, alesson from one of my in- structors. He'd been a'Y -wing pilot. Hisunit
encountered an old Victory-class Star Destroyer in adebrisfield like this one. Took the same kind of
gpproach in, idand-hopping from big asteroid to big asteroid to minimize damage from debris. When they
got close enough, the destroyer opened up—shooting the asteroids they were nearest. The rock debris
superheated and exploded like bombs. It was adisaster for the Y -wing unit. | ran through the smulation
of it severd times. It wasanightmare.”



Wedge thought about it. Their target's barrage had seemed to hit alot of the asteroids near his
garfighters. "Which Victory- class Star Destroyer wasit?"

"lIron Fg, gr. Theorigind one. Zsinj'sfirst command.”

"Good work, Wraith Three. Group, we have anew plan. Squads who fed up to it can ill approach
laterdly, but stay away from any asteroid large enough for them to target and blow up—say, anything half
the size of your vehicle or larger. Therest, drop down into Iron Fist'swake, into the path they've dready
cleared out for us, and strafe her stern. Resume your assault runs.”" He heeled his X-wing over, choosing
apath be-tween asteroids, and began another run, Rogue Squadron fol-lowing close behind.

Deep in the automated processes of 1ron Fist's main computer, awatchdog program, recently activated,
detected the fact that the ship'slaser batteries had recently fired on targetsin anon-drill fashion. A timer
associated with the program started up, counting down from three minutes.

Zsnj offered up aheavy sgh. "The starfighter trap appearsto havefailed,” hetold Mevar. "Bring back
our own starfighters from Mon Remonda. WEel need them.”

"They suffered substantia losses before they understood what they were facing there,” the generd said.
"It be even worse when they have to disengage and run home."

"I know." Dispirited, the warlord looked down at hisfeet, aneutra image that could bring him no bad
news. "I'm getting tired, Melvar. Making mistakes. Not anticipating my oppo-nents movestheway |
should. And I'm going to have to sacri-fice more if I'm to win this engagement. I'm pouring credits on this
problem instead of solving it with ingenuity.” Helooked up at hisgenerd. "Bring them back."

The four medicslay with their limbstied, their mouths gagged, as L ara assembled the humanoids sheld
freed. There were two pachydermal Ortolans, three Ewoks, male and femae Gamorre- ans, three bilars
looking like large children's toys, two knee-high Ranats with suspicious eyes and frequently bared
incisors, one huge, white-furred Talz with four pain-racked eyes, and five wai-high Chadra-Fan whose
earsflicked back and forth be- tween listening to Lara's words and to the struggles of the medics.

"We can get you out on escape pods,” Larasaid. "Unless— can any of you pilot ashuttle?



One of the humanoidsraised apaw.

The Ewok.

Laragtared a him. "Y ou're kidding."

"No," hesaid. "Doctors put mein sm-u-la-tors. Seeif Kolot can learn to fly.”

"And you can."

”YS,"

"Kolot, you can't even reach dl the controls.”

"Warlord had mechanics make me pros-the-tics. For hands and feet—"

"Stop it!" The words emerged from Laraas ashout and she buried her face in her hands. "1 know this

jokedready."

"Joke?'

After amoment, she uncovered her face and kndlt before the Ewok to look at him from his own atitude.
"Kolot, we're the same thing, you and |. Were both lies that eventualy be-came the truth.”

The Ewok shook his head, not comprehending.



"Don't worry. You'll understand someday. Let'sgo.”

Toninwas till in the turbolift, his scomp-link inserted into the lift controls. He uttered ardlieved whistle
when he saw Larareturning safely.

She counted heads as her rescuees entered the turbolift and came up two short. "Where are the
Gamorreans?"

She saw them now, down at the end of the corridor, com-ing toward her at atrot. Asthey got closer
she could see some-thing different about them.

Blood. It was splashed across their chests and dripped from their tusks.

Shelooked &t the viewport into the zoo. She couldn't see much of the containment chamber, certainly
couldn't see where she had |eft the bound medics, but she could see the splash of blood acrossthe inside
of the near corner of the viewport.

She looked at the Gamorreans and could think of nothing to say. How could she protest their actions,
not knowing what was happening behind their eyes, not knowing what the medics had subjected them
to? Asthey entered the turbolift, they regarded her steadily, with no hint of regret or apology in their

eyes.

Her voice emerged in awhisper. "Let'sgo."

Zsinj'sfleet moved out over the broad portion of Selaggiss de- brisring, then turned back toward
Solo's. Two of the ships, the antistarfighter frigate and the bulk cruiser acting asa TIE car-rier, continued
on toward the inner edge of thering. The stream of TIE fightersfleesing Mon Remonda and the
garfight-ers pursuing them caught up with the two smaller ships, passed them by, then doveinto the
debrisring.

"That'swhere they're making their stand,” Solo said. "All right. Bring up Allegiance, Crynyd, Tedevium,
Etherhawk, and Ession Strike to engage and hold Zsinj'sfleet. Therest of our fleet will bounce around
them and head on straight for Iron Fist. Except Warder—keep the medical frigate out of the



en-gagement zone."

Solo'stwo Imperia-class Star Destroyers, one of the frigates, his Marauder-class corvette, and his
Cordlian block-

ade runner surged ahead, a spearpoint aimed a Zsinj's fleet. Solo waited until they were well ahead,
then directed the navi-gator to enter the angled course that would take the three Mon Cal cruisers,
remaining Star Destroyer, and Quasar Fire carrier toward Zsinj himself.

Within Iron Fist's computer system, the three-minute count-down ended.

The program looked for and found the fleet diagnostic data being piped to the ship's bridge—damage
anaysisfrom each shipin Zsinj'sfleet. It was dready assembled in aconve-nient package to be
displayed as aholoimage for Zsinj's use.

The program took the package and encrypted it under a Wraith Squadron communications scheme.
Then it checked Iron Figt's threat board, identified the distant target Mon Re- monda as the chief
designated threat, and broadcast the pack-age to that cruiser as an ordinary data stream.

"Comm transmission from Iron F<, Sr."

"Chewie, your favorite correspondent is caling you again.”

"No, gr," the comm officer said. "It'sadata stream.” Hisvoice indicated confusion. "It's diagnostic data,
ar. For dl the shipsin Zsinj'sfledt. It's being broadcast under arecent Wraith Squadron encryption on
New Republic frequencies.”

Solo looked up at his comm officer, then glanced at Cap- tain Onoma, who regarded him with one eye
turned back toward him. "That would be Notsil again,” Solo said. "Proba-bly. Aredl our ships getting
this deta?"



"No, gr."

"Send it to dl our ships. They'reto usethe datauntil | say otherwise.”

"Ya s'r.u

Solo dlowed himsdf agmile.

Zsinj'scomlink beeped. He brought if up. "Yes?"

"Sir, Engineering. We have the hyperdrive functiond again.”

Zsinj checked his chrono. "Thirty-eight minutes. Excel-lent. Continue with repairs. Perhagps you can get
some of the redundant systems functional and improve the odds that well survive a hyperspace legp.”

"Already onit, gr."

Zsnj pocketed the device. "Put him down for extraleavetime and araisein pay. | approve of
efficency.”

Melvar nodded, but did not look at the warlord. His at- tention was fixed on the holo showing the
damage Iron Fist had sustained and was continuing to suffer. The primary pro- jection showed a series of
wire-frame renderings of the de-stroyer as shown from above; blinking red zones indicated damaged
aress. A secondary list indicated system failures. "We have aradiation leak on Deck Four."

Zsinj grimaced. "l see six radiation lesks." There was atremendous bang from overhead and the bridge
lights momen- tarily dimmed as anearby torpedo strike momentarily over- loaded some ship's systems.
"Ah. Seven, now. Deck Four isthe least of our troubles.”



"Yes, ar. Still, | want to check it out personaly. On ahunch." The general bowed and headed back
toward the bridge exit.

Zsinj followed him but stopped at one of the secondary communications consolesin the security foyer.
He leaned over the shoulder of the man there.

The officer didn't turn, but said, "Our TIEs have returned to Iron Fist. Now making an attack on the
squadrons assault-ing us."

"Good. Isany of the units assaulting us now confirmed as Rogue Squadron?”

The man nodded. "Y es, Sir. Eighty-three percent proba-bility. We haven't cracked their current
transmission scramble code, but based on performance we still get a better than fifty percent probability
that Antillesisleading them.”

"Excdlent." Zanj pulled out hiscomlink again. "Zsinj to Baron Fd."

"Fd here"

"Prepare to launch. Don't worry about defending Iron Fist. WEII give you a course that will take you
within visua range of Rogue Squadron, then you can head out to an engage-ment zone of your own
choosing. Do whatever it takes to draw them avay—far away."

"And then?'

"I'll send a support squadron a couple of minutes later. Be- tween your pilots, your specid systems, and
this support, you should be ableto kill Antilles. Please do s0."

"Warlord, it will be apleasure.”



Zsnj pocketed the device and moved dowly back up to his preferred station on the command walkway.
It wastime, amost time to decide. The next few minuteswould show him whether Solo'sfleet or hisown
would prevail in this battle. In the lat- ter case, he would send Solo yel ping back to Rebel space. . . or,
best of all, kill him. In the former, hewould have to destroy Iron Fi<.

Temporarily, at least.

Solo's Star Destroyer group closed with Zsinj'sforce. Even at this range, Solo could see the needles of
laser light flash be-tween ships engaged in that action.

His sensor operator kept data on the status of all his ships projected as holos up on one of the bridge
viewports. But now those images were smdler than usua, joined by smilar data being broadcast from
Iron Fg.

Solo saw red areas creegping through the engine compart-ments of the data screen labeled Flash Fire.
The captains of his own ships Tedevium and Etherhawk began concentrating their fire on the stern of the
Dreadnaught and the redness spread even faster.

That engagement was visible through his starboard view-port. Ahead was the glorious color pattern that
was Sdlaggis Six. Below wasthe debrisfield that, from adistance, was just aring, an attractive ornament
for the planet.

"We're above Iron Fist now," the navigator said.

"Very well," Solo said. "Make your course straight for Iron Fist. Bow shields to maximum. Sensors,
relay datato gun- nerson dl asteroidsin our path that could conceivably harm us. All other shipsinthe
group areto line up behind Mon Re-monda. We're going to drill ahole straight to Iron Fist, and were

goinginfad."

Wedge and Tycho whipped across amassive stone ridge on a city-sized asteroid; the instant they knew
the pursuing TIEs had lost sight of them, they decelerated.



Their pursuers came around at full speed, hugging the as-teroid's surface more closely than they had, and
overshot the two X-wings. Wedgefired, saw histwin-linked lasers hammer the Sde of histarget. The
TIE, not penetrated, struggled to re-turn to its origina course, but the blast had sent it tumbling too close
to the asteroid surface. It veered Straight into a hill-sized projection and detonated.

Wedge glanced at Tycho, then at his sensor board. Hiswing- man was intact; the other TIE wasaball
of orange-and-ydlow gases haf akilometer back. The other starfighters of his group were holding up
wdll in spite of the sudden arrival of severd TIE fighter squads—and not al the new arrivaswere
enemies. Some were friendlies off Skyhook.

Wedge |ooped back around toward Iron Fist for another strafing run—or another head-to-head with
TIES.

A new cloud of TIES, two squads of interceptors, rose from the destroyer's belly and veered off into the
agteroid fidd. All wore red horizontal stripes on their solar wing arrays.

Wedge checked their course. It took the interceptors away from Iron Fist, away from Solo's
engagement, toward Selaggis Six's once-occupied moon.

"Leader, Two. | don' likethe sight of that."

"Meether, Two." He switched his comm unit to the group frequency. "Group, thisis Leader. Polearm
One, take command of the group. Rogues, Wraiths, form up on me. We have some- thing to check out.”

Lara pushed open the access hatch just afew centimeters and peered out into the corridor beyond. It
was empty, echoing with aradiation darm, flashing with the red lights appropriate to such adangerous
condition. Opposite the hatch was the door into the hangar bay she wanted.

She stepped out and helped haul Tonin over the hatch lip. "Give us aminute to get the door open,” she
told the nonhu-mans crowded into the access shaft. " Then ook both waysto make sureno oneis
coming, and join us."

They nodded, alittle excited but confident, like aroomful of businessfolk just before an important



mesting. She was left with the unsettling impression that she was leading a horde of humans dressed up
for no particular reason in humanoid suits.

The hangar door opened to their approach. She breathed asigh of rdlief; she and Tonin wouldn't have to
run alengthy by- pass on the door controls. She toggled the control so the door would remain open for
the humanoidsfollowing; despite their human-leve, or genius-leve, intelligence, they might till be sartled
by the suddenness with which ship's doors tended to shoot up into their housings.

Within the hangar, only three vehiclesremained: Laras X-wing, aLambda-class shuttle, and alarger
shuttle of smilar design, an Imperid landing craft. "Well give them thelanding craft,” shetold Tonin. "I'll
get it prepped for launch. Y ou gtill have the file on my X-wing?'

Tonin twesetled an affirmative.

"Openit up, dissble dl transponder systems, and disen- gage whatever e se the file saysthey've doneto
it. | don't want them to be able to detonate it remotely.”

"They won't need to." The voice, cultured and self-assured, came from behind her, from the hangar
corner nearest the door.

Shewhirled. Genera Melvar stood there, ablaster pistal in his hand, and Ensign Gatterweld, looking
surly and betrayed, held ablagster rifle at the ready beside him. Both men moved toward her.

"Y ou had to come back here for your souvenir X-wing," Mevar said. "Perhapsyour only mistakein a
skillful escape attempt. | knew your arriva was pending when you or your droid falsified the radiation
leak for this deck."

Lara saw shadows congregating behind the two men, at the door into the bay. She raised her hands.
"That'swhy the hangar doors were not secured. Y ou were waiting for me."

"Corr&t,"



"Will you bekilling me now?'

"No. That'sthe warlord's prerogative." Médvar looked sad, and Lara had the unsettling feding that the
emotion was genuine. "I do wish you'd been faithful. Y ou could have helped the warlord lock down this
quadrant of the galaxy. He's gener-ous with those he respects. Y ou could have owned aworld."

"l wish | had something witty to say to you," shetold him. "But the thought of helping Zsinj isturning my
gomach."

The humanoids moved forward, a nonhuman mob, the sounds of their passage masked by the dlarm
sounding in the corridor.

"| think—" Mevar stopped, his eyes darting right, where one of the Gamorreans had just moved up
within his periph-erd vison.

He turned, brought the blaster around. The other Gamor- rean, the female, grabbed hisforearm and
dammed him to the hangar's meta floor. Gatterweld spun, panic on hisface—

And then the nonhumans were al over the two men, pounding them, raking claws acrosstheir faces,
biting at limbs and heads and torsos.

"Stopit!" Larayelled.

The humanoids|ooked up at her.

"Just bind them. Leave them. They'll diewhen Iron Fist isdestroyed.”

They looked at each other, then rose from the downed men.



In minutes, she and Tonin had the two vehicles ready for de-parture. She fitted aladder to the sde of
her X-wing. "Y ou're sureyou can fly thisthing."

The Ewok, standing at the base of the shuttle€'s boarding ramp, nodded. He carried the objects he'd
brought with him from the hidden medica facility—four prosthetic extensons, two with articulated hands
at the ends, two with long-toed feet.

Tonin rolled up to her and whistled a question.

She didn't have to know the musica speech of droidsto understand. "No, Tonin. Y ou're going with
them. Y ou have to broadcast dl that datal recorded about Zsinj's projects. The medical data.”

He whistled again, more urgently, shrilly, acomplicated message.

She drew her goggles from her pack, put them on, plugged the trailing wireinto Tonin'ssde.

WHERE ARE YOU GOING?

"I'm going to rgoin my unit.”

YOU SAID THEY HATED YOU. THEY WILL BE YOUR ENEMIES. THE WARLORD'S
FORCES ARE YOUR ENEMIES. YOU'LL DIE IF YOU DO THIS.

"Maybe" she said. "Probably.”

don't.

She stared down into his holocam eye, and suddenly found it, and Tonin's stance, to be as expressive as



any human mannerism. "Oh, Tonin. | haveto. | haveto do thisto bewho | decided | want to be. Do you
understand?’

no. you've aready reprogrammed yoursdlf. that's ENOUGH.

"l wish it were. But an intention isn't anything unlessyou carry it out." She knelt, wrapped her arms
around the droid, gave him a squeeze she knew he could not fedl.

YOU WILL TELL USIFYOU NEED HELP. WEWILL HELP.

"l have my comlink,” shesaid. "I'll tell you." Tearsblurred her vison for thefirst timein days. Sherose,
pulled her gogglesfree of Tonin'sjack, and hurriedly climbed up into her cockpit, unable to face the
droid again.

Tonin wheetled one last, sad sound and rolled toward the landing craft.

17

On Wedge's sensor board, the interceptors of the 181st had a commanding lead; they were already
entering the atmaosphere of the moon, once hometo Selaggiss colony.

Four friendly starfighterstrailed the 181<t, not losing ground to them—Kdl, Elassar, Shdla, and Janson,
flying four of Wraith Squadron’'s own TIE interceptors. The X-wings of Rogue and Wraith Squadrons
trailed by adistance that increased with every minute.

"Wraith Fiveto Leader. They're descending toward the west coast of the primary continent. | think that's
where the colony used to be. Atmospheric conditions not hel pful. Heavy rain, heavy winds."



"Acknowledged, Five. Do not engage. Continue to update us on their progress. Transmit us your sensor
data" Wedge sup- pressed a curse. He preferred the X-wing to every other star-fighter ever made, for
its nearly ideal balance of ruggedness, speed, and firepower, but sometimes—such as now—he devoutly
wished for more speed.

"They're banking toward a set of ruins—the colony, | guess. No sign of lifein the ruins—they're strafing!
There hasto be aliving target down there, Leader. Permission to engage.”

Wedge closed his eyes. Hed dready confirmed that there was no native comm traffic from Selcaron.
Mon Remondals records had reported no survivors from Zsinj's barrage of five months ago. And yet
Zsnj was dedicating hisbest pilot, his best-trained starfighter unit, to pound those ruinsflatter.

It had to be atrap. Had to be. But if it wasnt...

The New Republic wasn't here to protect itself, but to pro-tect innocents. There might be colony
survivors down there. It wasthat Smple.

He opened his eyes again. One second had clicked by on his console chrono. " Permission granted.”

Kell banked and dove toward one of two rearmost pairs of in-terceptors. It was difficult to see them;
the ky was overcadt, arid fierce winds blew sheeting rain dmost horizontally across his path. His heart
hammered—in histhroat, it fet like—and he knew that he might at any moment introduce hislunch to the
indgdeof hishdmet.

Theold fear. It had paralyzed him at the Implacable fight. In the months since, it had never entirely left
him. It might never leave him.

It made him fed like hell. He decided to take it out on the enemy.

The rearmost interceptor of the wingpair held targeted chittered for a split second in histargeting
brackets, then broke to starboard. Its wingmate made a sudden deceleration, seem-ing to blast
backwards past Kell's port side, preparatory to set-ting up for an attack on him—



It exploded, vanishing from his sensor screen. "Good shot, Nine." He banked tighter, trying to Stay indde
histarget's turn radius, but the enemy interceptor's maneuver was sharper than any Kell had ever made.
A moment later the interceptor came up behind him, aquarter klick back. Kdl heard his sensor sys- tem
howl! with the confirmation of hisenemy'stargeting lock on him.

He dove toward the ground—a two-tone surface, gray seasto his port, brown soil to starboard, the
wreckage of pre- fabricated dome buildings where the two colors met. Lasers flashed above him, visible
through histop viewport. He angled over toward the sea, dropping dmost straight toward the shoreline.

Asthe range meter dropped, he felt wind kicking him to port. He struggled with the piloting yoke, heard
the howl of his sensors again, and juked to throw off his pursuer'saim. He was kicked to port again, and
from the sensor'sunmusical com-plaints, thistime it had to have been from alaser graze rather than
atmospheric conditions.

At amere couple of hundred meters from the ocean's sur- face hefired hislasers and hauled back on
the yoke. Thelasers hit the water's surface, boiling it, sending up a column of steam. He flashed through
it, actualy felt the drag of the mist as hisinterceptor hit the column, and banked to port, amaneu-ver so
fast and tight his vison began to gray out.

His pursuer emerged from the column of steam, not bank-ing ingtantly—its pilot had to be taking a
moment to find Kell.

That was the moment he needed. He held histurn, strug-gled against the centrifugal forcestrying to dam
him into the starboard side of his cockpit, and came around behind hisenemy. The TIE vibrated in his
targeting brackets and he fired.

The TIE exploded spectacularly, transformed into the biggest fireba | Kell had ever seen yielded by an
interceptor's detonation, a hundred-meter-diameter ball of destruction. Kell climbed to stay above the
rising cloud of smoke and flame, then shook his head to try to clear hisvison. "Two down," he said,
"Twenty-twoto go."

"Twenty." That was Janson's voice. "But they're changing tactics.”



Kédl looped around, back toward the ruined town, and Elassar fell in beside him.

Aheed, the interceptors of the 181t continued with their low-leve strafing runs againgt the ruins. They
seemed to have no particular target; their aim seemed to be the transformation of the entire set of ruins

into smaler rubble and dust.

Kl saw Janson and Elassar comein from the east, aiming for a pair of interceptors near the ruinss
border. Their targets shied away toward the colony center; two more turned in the direction of Janson
and Elassar for a head-to-head. Janson and Elassar banked toward the newcomers, but those targets,
too, looped away as athird pair maneuvered to engage the Wraiths.

It was adeadly game of keep-away, fliers of the 181t turn- ing to engage the Wraiths just long enough
to get their atten-tion, then breaking away to return to their strafing. As Kell and Elassar neared shore,

two interceptors turned toward them.

"If they come at us," Kell said, "standard head-to-head. If they bank away, don't follow."

"Acknowledged," Elassar said.

Their enemies banked away well before they werein tar-geting range. A new pair angled in from the
north, timing their gpproach so they'd hit Kell and Elassar from the side if the Wraiths continued their

graight-line approach.

"Up," Kdl said, and drew back on hisyoke. Hisintercep- tor rose at a dizzying pace. | don't get it.
They're playing defensively.”

"They'rewaiting," Janson said. "For the rest of the Rogues and Wraiths."

Zsnj watched in mounting disbelief as hisfleet's damage dis-plays grew ever redder. "Méevar," he said.



Captain Velar looked over from his position on the com-mand wa kway. "He's not back from his
errand. Did hiserrand involve ashuttle launch? We have alanding craft taking off from the
persond-vehiclesbay. It ssemsto bein pursuit of an X-wing."

Zsinj shook his head, unconcerned. "Never mind that. Vélar, are they that good? Oh, Sithspit, we just
lost Venom." Red flashes crossed and crisscrossed the display of the Victory-class Star Destroyer likea
flashfire

"They seemto be, ar," the captain said. There wastension in hisvoice, but his expresson was
unwavering. "Mon Re-mondaisamost in position to engage us.”

"Y our opinion?"

The captain gave the sensor holoprojections along look. " Our group isn't going to defeat their secondary
group. They're being pounded to pieces. Solo's main group, which isamaost unhurt, isgoing to hit usin
just aminute. We're damaged, and we don't know the extent to which we may have been further
sabotaged. Eventudly Solo's secondary group will reinforce the main group.” He turned aregretful face
to Zgnj. "Sir, were not going to win thisfight.”

"All ahead full," Zsinj said. "Get us out of the debrisfield. Set your course for Second Degath's position.
Bring in dl starfighters from dl ships—except the 181t and their support— to harass Solo's group.”

"Sir, that will accelerate the damage the rest of our group istaking.”

"You don't think | know that?" Zsinj couldn't keep the venom out of histone. "As soon aswe're free of
the debrisring, issue ordersfor the shipsthat surviveto flee at their discre-tion." He felt something sharp
in hischest, apain that had everything to do with the sudden loss of his reputation for in-falibility on the
batlefidd.

Rogue Squadron and Wraith Squadron broke through the high cloud over into adark world lashed by
rains. They dove toward the colony ruins, breaking by wingpairs, each pair of pilots seeking out
prey—starfightersthat were frailer but far faster than theirs. They saw the enemy interceptors scatter by
pairs, each trying to find an advantageous angle to repel the X-wings's assaullts.



Wedge tried to pick out by eye which of the enemieswas Baron Fel. He needn't have bothered. A pair
of interceptorsrose straight toward him and Tycho.

"Fd, isthat you?'

"Antilles," camethefamiliar voice. "So good to seeyou & last. Again at last.”

"lron Figt isn't doing so well. Y ou can save yoursdlf some trouble by surrendering.”

The interceptors came on straight at them. The range me-ter dropped below two kilometers and the
interceptorsfired. Wedge sidedipped, sending his X-wing into a defensive dance, and pressed hisown
laser'strigger.

Then the TIEs were pat, roaring back the way Wedge and Tycho had come. Oddly, they didn't
immediately loop around to gain an advantageous position on the X-wingsstails. They continued their
run eastward, then looped around south, headed once again toward the coastline.

Wedge and Tycho turned to pursue. The maneuver was made alittle more difficult by aferocious
crosswind that threat- ened to drive them eastward. "Fdl, let's not do this. Y ou've been aRogue. | redly
don't want to kill you."

"Why ever not, Wedge? | don't share any such sentiment about you."

Wedge gritted histeeth. Because you haven't yet told me where my sister is. Tell methat, and | may lose
al compunc-tion about vaping you where you fly.

Kel and Elassar veered in opposite directions, the Devaronian to rejoin Face, his regular wingman. Kell
swung around and came up behind Runt's X-wing.

"We comeback," Runt said.



"Good to be home. Let's get 'em.”

They turned toward anew pair of interceptors. The 181st seemed to have abandoned their defensive,
scurrying tactics; now they seemed eager for runs againgt the Rogues and Wraiths. A pair veered toward
Kdl and Runt, accelerating.

Kél dropped behind Runt, constantly adjusting his posi-tion to keep the X-wing between him and the
oncoming inter-ceptors. As the range closed to nearly two kilometers, he popped up above Runt for a
snap shot againgt the rear interceptor, then dropped below his wingman for sustained fire againgt the lead
TIE. Incoming laser fire hammered againgt Runt'sforward shidds, diffusing to apastel green asit failed to
penetrate.

Kdl'ssustained firefindly tracked on the ball of thein-terceptor. He saw the green of hisown lasers
gtitch the fuse-lage. There was no visible change to the interceptor's exterior, but the lead enemy dropped
on aballistic course toward the ground below. Hiswingman veered off a an angle seemingly impossible
even for aTIE and headed back toward the colony center.

"Hesrunning away," Onomasad.

Beyond the forward viewport, they could see wave after wave of TIE fighters making suicidal runs
against Mon Re-monda. Three had dready come within tens of meters of crash-ing into the cruiser'sSide;
only brilliant gunnery by the turbolaser handlers had prevented collisons. Solo's TIES were helping, but
they were outnumbered by the enemy force, which had been bolstered by squadrons diverted from the
other en-gagement zone.

And Zsinj's choice of a battlefield was proving to be agood one for the warlord. Solo's Y -wings, tough
asthey were, weren't nimble enough to handle the debrisfield at dogfighting speeds—report after report
camein of pilot loss because of an injudicious turn into the path of an asteroid. Between the speed Mon
Remonda had to make to catch up to the destroyer and the necessity of diverting most of the gun
batteriesto anti-starfighter use, the cruiser didn't have enough laser power to clear the path ahead entirely
of agteroids; every few moments, stiones, some the size of R2 units and some the size of X-wings, would
hammer into the cruiser's shields or penetrate and crash into her hull.

Though Mon Karren and Mon Delindo followed in Mon Remonda's wake, Solo knew they had to be



suffering worse. Their shields and hull were not up to Mon Remondals specs.

"We'reinrange," said the sensor officer.

"Bow batteries, openfireon Iron Fis." Solo breathed asigh of relief. At last they werein contact.

The topside stern of the destroyer lit up under Mon Re- monda's barrage. But Iron Fist's own batteries
opened fire and suddenly space before the forward viewport was bright with laser flashes.

Mon Remonda shuddered under impacts againgt her shields.

Ahead, Fel and hiswingman lost speed. Wedge and Tycho rap-idly overtook them. In a moment,
Wedge could see them again, two dots that grew into interceptors blurred by rain and dis- tance. There
was only ocean beneath them, shore amere kilo- meter or two off to starboard.

One of the interceptors dropped behind the other, losing ground rapidly, but maintaining the high-speed
Sde-to-gde maneuvering that was so effective at throwing off a pursuer'saim. Wedge and Tycho
squeezed off ranging shots.

Then theinterceptor decelerated further, right into Wedge's path. Reflex took over, twitching hisyoketo
port so that he veered out of its path.

Tycho veered in skillful mimicry of Wedge's move—right into the interceptor's path.

It should not have been aproblem. At their relative speeds and courses, no collision was possible; he
should have been well clear of theinterceptor. But the decelerating vehicle ex- ploded into a brilliant ball
of fire and debris—and Tycho's X-wing flew straight through the heart of the detonation.

Tycho emerged from the explosion, his X-wing trailing smoke, its Sfoils shuddering. Herapidly lost
ground on Wedge.



"Oneto Two, comein."

There was no answer. Tycho banked to starboard, back toward land.
"Tycho, comein. Areyou dl right?'
His comm unit hissed, then words, partial words, emerged. "... falure ... hold her ... repulsorliftsout ..."

AsWedge watched, Tycho's starboard lower S-foil began to shake more ferocioudly, then to crumple
under air friction. Ahead, the other TIE interceptor began to loop around for a head-to-head.

"Tycho, don't try to hold her together. She'sawreck. Get over land and punch out. Do you
understand?"

"...land ... understood."
The other interceptor roared toward them.

Toward Tycho.

Wedge accel erated forward past hiswingman, laser-straight at the interceptor. "Isthat Fel again, or did
we get lucky?'

"No luck for you, Wedge. Thisisyour last engagement zone."

The interceptor drifted up, firing. Wedge hit histrigger, saw hislasers pass harmlesdy beneath the TIE.



Fd'slasers didn't miss. They chewed into the nose of Ty- cho's X-wing. Fel shot past and began to
bank again.

Wedge saw Tycho's snubfighter shudder and begin to dis- integrate at the nose. The cockpit's cowling
popped up and amoment later Tycho gected, fill half akilometer short of the shore.

"Group, thisis Leader. | need extravehicular pilot rescue at this position. Mark it and get someone here.”
Wedge wres-tled his X-wing around to confront Fel once more.

But the nimbler interceptor settled into position behind him, itslasers opening up, bracketing Wedge.

Wedge st histeeth and flew southward, clearing his head of distractions, letting the sensor board and
targeting brackets become extra eyes.

Fel settled in on histail and would not be shaken free. But the onetime Rogue had no more luck firing
than Wedge did shaking him; burst after burst of laser fire flashed to the lft, the right, beneath the
X-wing as Wedge used every trick he knew to make the man miss,

Another violent crosswind hit Wedge. He didn't struggle againgt it; helet it prope him toward shore, a
sudden move-ment that caught Fel off guard. Then Fel, too, crossed into the wind and was pushed
eastward, farther even than Wedge had been.

Wedge fdlt his spine gtiffen. That wasit. Theinterceptors were lighter than X-wings, with much broader
Cross sections—

He resumed hisorigina course and waited until another crosswind hit him. Asit propelled him
shoreward, he wrenched his yoke that way, turning in the direction he was being shoved, and saw out his
starboard viewport as Fel was victimized by the same wind. Theinterceptor rolled eastward,
momentarily out of control.

Wedge maintained hisloop, was pressed hard into his pi- lot's couch as he came around ...



And then, for abrief moment, histargeting brackets went green around Fel's interceptor. Wedge fired
and saw the red flashes of hislasers score the squint's engines.

Fdl'sinterceptor dropped, half out of control, and he banked toward shore. Wedge followed, dert for a
trick. But Fel contin- ued to lose dtitude at adangerous rate and hit the ground in askidding, rolling,
half-controlled crash that congtituted the worst landing Wedge had seenin years.

He circled the downed interceptor and angled in to land.

Corran Horn dove toward histarget interceptor, trying to bring histargeting brackets to bear over it,
hoping for amaximum-distance shot—these enemies were more maneuverable than even he was used to.
Histarget continued sidedipping, dancing around, avoiding the target lock—

He blinked. There was something fundamentaly wrong with histarget. Something that turned his gut
cold.

It wasn't his pilot's skillstdling him this. It was the other, hisdowly improving ability with the Force ...

"Group, thisis Rogue Nine. Be advised. My current target is not aliving being. Repest, not living. | think
itsadroid ship." Hefindly got agreen flicker on his brackets and fired.

Hislasers hit the interceptor's fuselage. The squint deto-nated with far more force than was appropriate
for avehiclewith twin ion engines. The blast was powerful enough to en-gulf histarget's wingmean fifty
meters behind the explosion. That interceptor emerged from thefireball spinning, flaming, out of control,
and smashed through the dready-ruined dome of one of the colony buildings. It exploded, too, but ina
fash-ion that was subdued by comparison.

"Group, Wraith Eight." Piggy'svoice, jarring and mechani- cd. "1 am anidiot. Thisiswhy the wingman
of each pair at the Razor's Kissfight behaved in such asimilar fashion. They have droid pilots. And they
are packed with explosives. A moment while| caculate.”



Corran looped back toward the fight and Ooryl, his wing-man, stayed tight with him.

Piggy's voice came back amoment later. " Observation suggests that each wingpair is one human pilat,
onedroid. In freeflight, the droid fals back to wingman position. The droid units maneuverability
increases as your range to them de-creases. Their performance suggests they are enjoying comput-erized

coordination. They must be transmitting sensor datato the ship handling coordination. Who isthe
Rogues communi-cations specidist?’

"That's me. Rogue Seven.”

"With the permission of the Wraith and Rogue leaders, | offer aplan.”

Corran Horn's voice came back ingtantly. "Go ahead, Wraith Eight.”

Face'sfollowed amoment later. "Let's hear it."

"Rogue Seven and Wraith Six use their comm gear to jam transmissionsin the areafor thirty seconds. In

that time, well either enjoy dramatic improvement in our ability to handle the enemy ... or we're no worse
off than before.”

"Wraith One authorizes," Face said.

"Rogue Nine saysgo," Horn said.

Mon Remonda dropped into the channd Iron Fist had aready blasted through the debris field and began
ganing on the Super Star Destroyer. Still close enough for long-rangefire, the Mon Ca cruiser continued

blagting away & Iron Fist's stern, despite the distraction of TIE fighters making constant assaults against
Mon Remondas bow and bridge.

"Ganing,” Solosad. "Gaining.”



"Detonation ahead!" said the sensor officer.

"lron Ag?"

"No," shesaid. "To starboard of her course. Something on the far side of that planetoid she's passing.”

Solo brought up his visua enhancers to focus on the area she described. She was correct: asteroids
opposite atwo-kilometer-long hunk of rock wereilluminated by some sort of sustained explosion taking
placejust on the far surface of the larger asteroid.

Whatever its cause, the explosion was propulsion aswell as detonation. The two-kilometer rock began
moving dowly toward the channd I€eft in Iron Fist's wake.

"Navigator?' Solo asked.

The Mon Cdamari navigation officer turned an eye toward him. "1t will partialy block the channd. We
must destroy it or passit by."

"Wm)rls?'

Hisweapons officer shook his head. "Too big for our gunsto dismantle before we get there."

Solo offered up arich curse hed learned on the back streets of Corellia. "Navigator, divert our course
around it. Through the debris. Alert the rest of our group what's happening. Zsinj has set up at least one
agteroid, maybe more, with explosives or thrustersto moveit in our path. Stay dert.”

Mon Remonda began a dow maneuver, veering to star- board insde the path of the asteroid. Asthe
bow of the cruiser entered the uncleared portion of the debris field, Solo heard ominous clankings and



fdt trembling under hishedls.

Red lights flashed across more portions of Mon Remondals diagnostics display.

The numbers on the gauge showing the distance between Mon Remondaand Iron Fist dowed their
rapid descent. The numbers stopped and then began climbing.

Mon Remondawas fdling behind.

Laras sensor board had shown the Rogues and Wraiths de- scending into Selcaron's atmosphere, and
the ten strange TIEs she pursued did likewise. She entered the moon's atmosphere at the angle necessary
to keep air friction from burning her dive, then set her S-foilsto atack position.

When she broke through the cloud cover she could see, ahead and bel ow, the unusua fighters split up
by pairs, most heading to the main engagement, four vectoring to the south.

Her sensor board said Rogue One, Rogue Two, and one unfriendly lay in that direction. Then it updated
and only Rogue One and the unfriendly were l€ft.

Shelooped around to the south and dropped nearly to the surface of the water.

Janson hit histrigger and the distant TIE interceptor detonated in abrilliant flash, leaving behind one of
the hundred-meter- diameter fireballs the Rogues and Wraiths were coming to expect. The jamming
technique had been a spectacular success—this unit of droids and humans had been trained to function
under co-ordination and fell to pieces without that benefit. In the first thirty seconds, the Rogues and
Wraiths had reduced the num-ber of interceptors by haf. Then they sustained a one-minute jamming
period . . . and the last of the interceptors had now fallen to Janson.

The communicationsjamming fell away. "Group, Wraith Eight. We have incoming traffic descending
from high dtitude from the east-northeest.”



Janson veered in that direction and climbed. Y es, there were more starfighters coming in.

He gave them asecond look. "What in the world are those?"

Wedge swung hislegs over thelip of his cockpit and did with reckless haste to the ground. He drew his
blaster and moved at afull run across the sand toward Baron Fdl.

Fd, evidently injured, was crawling a agood pace away from his smoking interceptor. Fel wasnot in a
traditiond TIE fighter pilot's gear; the black jumpsuit was standard, but the red featureless mask, gloves,
and boots, and the poisonous ye-low piping on those accouterments were pure Raptor uniform.

Wedge reached him and prodded his boot with histoe. Fel rolled over on hisback. Hisright leg did not
turn the way it should have; Wedge could see it was badly broken benesth the knee.

Wedge aimed his blagter. "Mind answering afew questions?’

"Not at dl." Fdl's voice was muffled. He reached up to pull hishelmet free.

Wedge blinked. The man under hisgun had Fel's height and build, but his blond hair and homely features
were not Fd's. "Who are you?"'

The man offered him apained smile. "My nameis Tetran Cowall.”

"l know that name." Wedge frowned. " Some sort of actor. Face Loran doesn't think much of you."

"That's because heismy inferior in every way," the man said. Hisvoice did not resemble Fel's. It was
higher in pitch, though me odious.

"Y ou used computer voice enhancement to sound like Fel.”



"Very good.”

"WhereisFd?"

The man shrugged. "Y ou should know. Y ou had him last. Where was he when you last saw him?' He
gave Wedge asmirk. "Redly, we have no idea."

"Sothiswasdl aploy.” Wedge felt sudden exhaustion be-gin to eat a him. All these months, hoping that
this man would have some word of hissgter ... and this man turned out to be the wrong one. "Why?'

Cowall dowly put his hands behind his head, a posture of relaxation and contentment that was belied by
the sweat on hisface and the odd angle at which hisright leg lay. "Wéll, you, ac- tudly. Scuttlebutt had it
that Fel had deserted you and that you'd taken it rather personally. Had arranged for him to be looked
for since then. The warlord decided that his reappear-ance would be amystery you just had to solve. He
put together anew One Eighty-first. Half with human pilots, haf with fly-ing bombsthat could sidie up
next to you and detonate— making hash of the famous Wedge Antilles despite your overly vaunted
ills”

"So your only job wasto lure me out and kill me."

Cowdl amiled. "And it worked."

"Not exactly."

Cowall pointed eastward. Wedge sidestepped to be sure he could keep the actor under his gun while he
looked.

In the distance, two or three kilometers off, TIE fighters, their outlines unusud, were looping around
from east to south, obvioudy intending to turn northward near or at the shordine.



"TIE Raptors," Cowadll said. "New design, niceto fly. They'll be on usin afew seconds. And you can't
get into theair by then. Y ou're dead, Wedge Antilles.”

For aquarter second, Wedge debated shooting the man, then sheathed the blaster and made a sprint for
his X-wing. He heard the actor laugh behind him.

Cowall wasright, of course. He could hear the distant shriek of the TIES. They'd be in firing position
about thetime he was diding into his cockpit.

He reached his X-wing, legped up to swing himsdlf in, dropped into hischair.

There were threeincoming TIEs, and they were of atype held never seen before. They had the standard
TIE bal cockpit, but lacked wing pylons. Instead, four trapezoida wings, smaller than half the sze of a
regular TIE fighter'swings, protruded from the cockpit at even intervals. They rolled to port to line up
aong the Sraight section of beach and came on, their engines shrill, a second from firing.

Then Wedge saw something blue flash over his head from behind and the center TIE exploded. The
other two broke left and right, momentarily abandoning their run.

Wedge finished shutting his canopy and got his X-wing up on repulsorlifts. He had his S-foilslocked into
attack position before he'd drifted ten meters forward.

Another X-wing flashed by mere meters overhead. It was painted in the darker gray of Wraith
Squadron and had no astro-mech. Wedge put power to acceleration and checked his sensor board. The
X-wing wasn't returning atransponder sgnd.

The X-wing looped in pursuit of one of the dien-looking TIEs, climbing in itswake. Wedge turned in the
direction of the other, coaxing his X-wing up to speed. "Lara, isthat you?"

"Sorry | waslate." She was banking hard, trying to get her X-wing around at an angle that could fireon
her target. "Had to hit one of these weird TIEsthat wastrying to strafe a downed Rogue.”



"Tycho—ishe—"

"He's under cover now. Hopping mad, | think."

"When you come around north, you may get crosswinds. Hell get them worse. They may blow him
back across your path. Hold tight." Wedge turned after histarget TIE Raptor, saw that the unusual
vehicle was now looping around to get behind Lara. "I owe you one," he said.

"l oweyou," shesad. "l—there!"

The Raptor pilot hit abad patch of crosswind and was tumbled eastward. Larafired, her lasers creasing
therear of the TIE.

A plume of smoke emerged from her target. The starfighter dropped tumbling into the seg, hitting with
enough force to turn anything within it into something resembling jdly.

But the last Raptor dropped in behind Laraand began stitching her rear with laser fire. Wedge put all
discretionary energy into acceleration, hurtling toward the engagement.

The TIE Raptor fired again. Thiswas no laser—aconcus- son missile detonated just below Laras
X-wing. Wedge saw her stern legp up, and then the X-wing was tumbling, unaero-dynamic, dinging
componentsin al directions asit dropped.

"Punch out, punch out,” Wedge said, but had no time to watch. He turned after the TIE Raptor.

That pilot tried an immediate roll to port, diving toward the water, afrantic effort to shake Wedge from
histail. Wedge flicked histargeting brackets back and forth but was unable to get alock.



So hefired directly over the TIE Raptor's hull, immedi-ately above itstop viewport.

The pilot dodged out of reflex.

Straight down.

The leading edges of its odd wings dipped into the surf. The TIE rolled forward, its wings breaking free
and being flung into the air with more speed and violence than anything com-ing off Laras X-wing.

Wedge looped around, looking for Lara.

Hefound her X-wing fifty meters offshore. It was atwisted, broken thing, dowly rolling over fromits
belly ontoitsside.

He cruised over it at adow rate of speed, running on re-pulsorlifts, and looked into the cockpit. Then he
shook his head and banked back toward Tycho and the colony.

"On my command,” Piggy said, "Wraith Nine and Ten, begin straight-line flight but maintain evasve
maneuvering. Rogue Three and Four, climb at athirty-degree angle, target their pur-suit, and fire. Ready
... now."

Two kilometers below him, Shallaand Janson discontinued their efforts to get around behind the unusua
TIEs pursuing them. They acceerated into straightforward flight toward the west. Their pursuit
accd erated, swinging into firing position behind them.

A kilometer below that, Pedna Scotian and Hobbie Kli-vian rose toward the engagement now passing
above them. Piggy could tell the exact moment they acquired targeting locks: both pursuing TIES
suddenly wobbled in flight astheir pilots were derted to the danger they werein.

But it wastoo late. Both Rogues fired. Hobbi€'s lasers sheared through the lower portion of one TIE's
forward viewport and continued cycling againgt thet target. A moment later, Piggy saw hislasersemerge



from abovethe TIE'sengines. The TIE hur-tled forward balisticaly for haf akilometer, then detonated.

Scotian's lasers missed the second TIE. It veered abruptly upward. Shallaand Janson looped around in
tight maneuvers and gave pursuit.

Piggy turned away from that engagement, looked again at the swirling colored dots on his sensor board.
Flight vectors, acceleration rates, probabilities ran through his mind like un-regul ated data streams. He
saw the blip designated Rogue One returning. That would begin to figure into his calculationsin two
minutes. He saw another blip, yellow for unknown, de-scend from low lunar orbit toward Wedge's
earlier engagement zone. He dismissed it. It wouldn't factor into his equations un-til it came closer to his
current engagement zone.

His comm system lit up, indicating reception of arecorded message. He glanced at the data portion of
the screen. It was alengthy message, flagged aslow priority, going to dl vehicles on New Republic
frequencies. He dismissed it from hismind.

Numbers and formulae clicked into place in hismind. "Wraith Seven, two targetswill be crossing over
your space from the east in Sx-point-four seconds.” Dia, her fuzid thrust engines mafunctioning, was
now running on repulsorlifts only; Face had directed her to stay under cover, and she now hovered within
ahalf-ruined colony dome, ableto swivel her gunstoward any one of three large holesin the dome.
"Wraith Five, please make your course due east and come up to full speed. Y ou should pull two of the
new intruders. . . yes, you have." Kell veered as Piggy had requested, momentarily abandoning his
dower-moving wingman, and both new TIEsthat had been lin-ing up for arun on Wraiths Five and Six
opted to pursue him. Kell blasted across Dids position and the lead TIE pursuing him was suddenly
illuminated from the dome, painted and then penetrated by Diadslasers. It rolled, a deceptively pretty
cork-screw, and then hit rubble that had once been a duracrete street.

Piggy started to speak again, then saw Kdl's TIE intercep- tor vector back at a sharp angle toward
Runt's position. Kell and Runt closed on one another as though they planned a head-to-head, but when
Runt fired, it was Kdt's pursuit he hit. The unusua TIE fired, too, its concusson missleflashing past Kell
and hitting aruined wall, before Runt's lasers punched through the TIE's hull. It became, to Piggy'seye, a
tiny, pretty ball of red, yellow, and orange.

Piggy sat back and nodded to himself, satisfied. He loved math.

"We'rein open space, Warlord," the captain announced.



Zsinj offered him atight, unhappy smile. "Make your course directly toward Second Desgth. Instruct
Second Degth to deploy the Nightcloak in achannedl long enough for us to make a hyperspace jump
from. And to finish this masguerade, I'm going to have to stand by in ashuttle. Thefleet isin your capable
hands."
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In his shuttle bay, Zsnj and his pilot found his personal shut- tle unharmed, but Mdvar and Gatterweld
were therein much lessintact condition. Both men weretied, bleeding, unconscious.

He clucked over them but didn't delay. Time was pressing. He called in amedical team ashe and his
pilot prepared the shuttle for flight.

"lIron Fist isoutbound,” Onomasaid. "And as much asthe de- brisfield isdelaying us, we're not going to
be ableto catch her."

Solo looked at the damage diagnostics projections, which showed an ever-mounting damage tota for
Iron Fist. "Keep the starfighters on her. There's achance they can crack her open before she can jump.
See, concentrate there on the for-ward top shield projector and the starboard engines. Both sys-tems are
fatering like mad. Her hyperdrive is damaged, too. There's got to be achanceit will faill when activated.”

Mon Remonda's own damage total s were mounting, too. Numerous asteroid impacts had reduced her
shields, battered her bow hull in severa places, even vented atmosphere from portions of the bow near
the ked. And Iron Figt's starfighter screen had been insanein its prosecution of Mon Remonda.

But suddenly the enemy starfighterswere running, fleeing in the wake of Iron Figt.

Solo sat, his muscles knotting, uncertainty burning at his gut. It didn't matter that he and hisforce had just
destroyed or captured the rest of Zsinj's group. It didn't matter that they'd survived each trap Zsinj had
s, each ploy he had initiated. Nor did it matter that they'd sent Iron Fist fleeing for the sec-ond timein
the mighty destroyer's career.



The only thing that mattered, the only acceptable out- come, was Iron Fist's capture or destruction.

More data crawled across his personal screen. Rogue Squadron and Wraith Squadron were returning
from Selcaron. They were requesting shuttlesfor pilot rescue and enemy pi-lot capture. Rogue One was
among the pilots returning. Solo breathed asigh of relief. He had few enough friends. Win or lose, he
didn't want to lose any morein this engagement.

Tetengo Noor, Polearm Nine, finished another pass across Iron Fist. Hed dumped more laser fire
across the great ship's bow. Turbolasers and ion cannons had failed to touch his A-wing. Now he
banked around for another run. His wingman was dead; most of the friendly starfighters within sight were
Y -wingsand even TIE fighters.

Sdaggis Six was growing smal behind him and histarget. But Mon Remondawas coming on strong. His
home was chas-

ing him. He got lined up for another run and dove toward the destroyer, his lasers stitching destruction
across her hull.

Halfway across, he sensed something wrong to his port, toward the ship's bow. He glanced that way,
saw nothing be-yond the bow.

Nothing. No stars. No starfighters. Blackness, an immense sea of blackness. It so jarred him that he
ceased fire, ceased ma- neuvering until anear missfrom an Iron Fist turbolaser jolted him out of his
urprise.

Iron Fist's bow entered the darkness and disappeared. The blackness rolled across the ship's hull and
swallowed Tetengo Noor.

All the stars disappeared, but he could still seelron Figt'slights, sill seethe glows of fire from friendly
and enemy gar- fighters. He shook off his gpprehension and banked for another run at his colossal
enemy. "Polearm Nineto Mon Remonda. Something odd isgoing on here.”



He heard nothing but the aarmed comm chatter of other pilots near him.

Sensor datawas strange. It showed new blips where none had been amoment ago. There were now
two capita shipsin hisnear vicinity. Iron Fist, immediately to his stern, and some-thing about athird of
Iron Fist'ssze—dtill larger than any Im-perid Star Destroyer—well below Zsinj's flagship. In addition,
there were four stationary objects arrayed in a square back the way he'd come, and four more, smilarly
arrayed, kilometers ahead along Iron Fist's outbound course.

Helooped around to get alook at the new capital ship. "Polearm Nine to Mon Remonda, comein. |
think Iron Fist has additiona support up here.”

Only gatic answered him.

Zsinj stayed on his comlink while his pilot did the work. His shuttle lifted off, moved smoothly out into
the eerie darkness now surrounding Iron Fist, and headed off at a course perpen-dicular to the Super
Star Destroyer's. "Captain Vdlar, report.”

"Thirty secondsto hyperspace entry. I've transmitted the countdown to Second Desath.”

"Second Degth, report.”

"Y es, warlord. Our detonation islinked to the countdown. Countdown plus two seconds. Weve aready
abandoned ship. Our crew ison the landing craft and we've launched.”

"Well, get clear of here or you'll be nothing but adim memory and apension bonus." Zsinj turned to his
pilot. "That sandsfor us, too."

The taciturn pilot nodded and brought the shuttle up to speed. A few moments later, the stars returned
as though they'd been switched back on by some cosmic being.

Zsinj checked his sensors. There was nothing behind him, no trace of Iron Fist, Second Degth, or the



darfighters battling around them.

"No, no, no," Solo said. "She can't have jJumped. We'd have seen the sensor signs of hyperspace entry.”

The sensor officer offered him afacefull of confusion. "No, sir. But shesgone. It's strange. Severa
minutes ago, we thought we detected a ship out there at that position; her sen-sor echo wasn't anything
we could identify, and she vanished dmost immediately. Now Iron Fist goes out there and van-ishes,
too—and all the starfighters on her, ours and theirs. We're not even getting comm traffic from them. We

do have an odd visud."

"Bringit up."

The visud enhancer brought up ahologram of—nothing- ness. A black square blotting out the stars

directly ahead of Mon Remonda, on the exact path Iron Fist took, many kilome- ters ahead. Three
shuttles were outbound from the anomaly. Severa Y -wings from Mon Remonda approached it at

cautious speeds.

"What isthat?"'

The sensor operator shook her head. "It's not on any sen-sors but visual. It's not like anything I've ever

seen.

Captain Ve lar stared out the forward viewport and tried to keep all emotion out of hisface.
It was hard. He had to focus all that energy on histask.

Hewasasoldier. He awaysdid hisduty.

Thistime, hisduty, as defined by the warlord, demanded that he be party to the murder of dozens of his

own pilots.



"Captain,” called the comm officer, "the sarfighter group leader isasking if it'stimeto bring the TIEsin."

“Tdl himoneminute," Vdlar said. "Then well open up the bay and transmit gpproach channeswhere
they won't be chopped to pieces by our own batteries.”
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A moment later, another officer called, "Ten seconds to hyperspace.”

"Very well." Vdlar closed his eyes. He would not bear the sight of the eyes of the bridge crew. They
knew why al the pi- lots were being sacrificed—so Iron Fist would not be delayed in her jump to safety.
So the intermixed wreckage of friendly and enemy starfighters would convince Han Solo that Iron Fist
and her starfighter screen were destroyed.

Tetengo Noor brought in his A-wing close to the misshapen capital ship.

It was not illuminated and was firing no weapons. He switched on forward lights as he cruised over it.

He saw an engine pod, abridge pod, along spar connect-ing them, and three kilometers of vehicle
wreckage between bow and stern.

One piece of wreckage was instantly recognizable. Thetri- angular point of a Star Destroyer's bow. On
it were painted thewordsiron figt.

Apprehension saized him—not fear for himsdlf, but fear for hismission, hisfleet's misson. Heturned
back toward Mon Remonda and accelerated.

Behind him, the utter blackness became pure, burning brightness. For amoment, asit swept forward
across him, he thought he felt hest.



As Solo and his bridge crew watched, flame gouted out from the center of the blackness, then spread to

engulf it entirely. The approaching Y -wings veered away. Metd debris, brilliantly glowing, hurtled from
the center of the explosion. In moments, the bright ball of explosive gas faded—and the blackness, too,

was gone, the stars beyond it restored.

The sensor operator blinked. "We had signs of a hyper-space entry just before the explosion, sir.”

"Find out,” Solo said. "Find out if it was Iron Fist or that phantom ship.”

IIY&, s'r.ll

A moment later, the communications officer rocked back in his chair asif dapped. He turned to Solo.
"Sir, | have atrans-misson from one of our Y-wings. The pilot thinks you ought to seethisright away."

"Putitup.”

The enhanced starfield wavered. The stars changed, and much of the view was replaced by atumbling
piece of debris, an enormoustriangle of metal trailing cables and metd spars. Por-tions of the debris il

glowed from the heat of the exploson.

Painted on the side of thetriangle, rotating into and out of sight as the debris spun, were the wordsiron

fid.
Captain Onomajoined him. "That is her bow."

"Yes" Solo let out abreath and fdlt five months of pres- sure and frustration begin to leave him. If he
could breathe like that for awhile, expelling the nightmare of this command one lungful & atime, he could

someday become areal human again.



He moved back to his control chair and sat heavily. All acrossthe bridge, officers began gpplauding,
offering hand-shakes, exchanging embraces.

"Comm, let me addressthe flegt."

"Reedy, Sr."

"Thisis Generd Solo. Iron Figt isdestroyed. WEell tell you more as we know more." He gestured for the
comm officer to cease the transmission. " Sensors, Communi cations, what about our pilots who were
closeto her?

The sensor officer shook her head. "They were awfully near to the explosion. Unless they move under
their own power, we won't be able to distinguish them from debris.”

"I haveatransmisson froma -wing pilot," the comm of-ficer said. "He'sinjured, coming in on one
engine. Hewas just emerging from the darknessfield when Iron Fist blew. He was pretty disoriented
while he wasin the darknessfield. He saw a second capital ship on sensors; it must have been the one
that made hyperspace. He thinks most of our starfighters are gone, sir."

Solo closed hiseyes.

Maybe, just maybe, those were the last beings he would ever have to order to their degths.

"Incoming message, sir. From one of those outbound shut- tles. He saysit's Warlord Zsin)."

"Of course," Solo murmured. "He wouldn't stay aboard Iron Fist and let himsalf be blown up. Not even
if I asked him nicely.” Heraised hishead. "Chewie, you took the last one. Comejoin mefor thisone."

Chewbaccamoved in to stand behind Solo. "Put it on," Solo said.



Zsinj'simage, againgt the background of a Lambda shuttle cockpit, appeared both on Solo's private
screen and as a holo-projection over the bridge's main viewport.

There was no humor remaining to Zsinj's expression. Sweeat darkened parts of hiswhite uniform. His
mustachios drooped in what might have been, under other circumstances, acomical fashion. "I've
sgnded you to offer congratulations,” the war-lord said. Hisvoice waslow, pained. "Y ou redize you

have cost me very dearly.”

Han summoned up the energy to give him amocking smile. "1 don't have much to offer youin
compensation. Maybe | could let you kissmy Wookiee."

Chewbacca grumbled, anoise of dissent.

The color rosein Zsinj's face and he spoke again—words Solo did not know, each few syllables
sounding different in character and pitch than the ones before. The rant went on for nearly aminute, and
Solo was glad they routinely recorded bridge communications—he wanted one of the 3PO unitsto
trandate thismultilingual compostion of profanity for him. One blast in the Rodian language he
understood quite well; it described Han Solo's chemical composition in afashion that would make any

Rodian's blood boail.
Then Zsnj sagged, dl energy seemingly having fled him. "Generd,” he said, "wewill meet again.”

"I'msurewewill." Solologt hissmile. "Zsnj, I'm not arich man. Not redly an ambitious man. Maybe
you should take that into account. It means that you can never cost me as much as|'ve cost you. Never.”

Zsinj regarded him soberly for amoment. Then his holo-image faded.

" Shuttle's made the launch to hyperspace,” reported the sensor operator.

Solo nodded. Then he looked up at Chewbacca. "We got him. He's not dead, but hisfleet isa shambles
and hisfinancia empireis coming to pieces. He may never recover.”



Chewierumbled areply.

"No, | never redly would have asked you to kisshim."

With the colors of hyperspace flowing past the forward view-port, Sign of safety that wasfindly his,
Zsnj turned to hispi-lot. "What did you think of my performance?’

The man looked at him blankly. "I supposeit was pretty good, Sir.”

"Y ou obvioudy have no gppreciation of the theater, dear boy. Oh, well. In afew minutes, well
rendezvous with Iron Fist and head on to Rancor Base, where you won't be called upon to provide
artigtic criticism you're not qudified to offer." He heaved asigh.

18

Dr. Gast lay on her bed in the tiny chamber that was her cell, bored, and watched the same holodrama
for the third timein asmany days. It was called High Winds, and told the story of performing
wire-walkers, madmen who stretched fibra-ropes between the skyscrapers of Coruscant and then tried
to walk across for the entertainment of others. It was atragedy, of course; any such account, made by
Imperid holomakers, of such nontraditiona and independent behavior aways ended in sadness and
death.

There was amurmur of voices from outside, her guard talking to someone, and then there was aknock
at her door.

She paused the holo. Actor Tetran Cowall froze in mid- dip, his plunge to desth delayed for afew
moments, his expres- son wide-eyed and hopeless. "Comein,” she said.

NawaraVen entered, sared a her impassvey. "Y ou'll launch tomorrow in the shuttle Narrafor
Coruscant. Nobody wants you to arrive with Solo'sfleet." He tossed a packet tied together with cord at



her feet. "Y our new identity,” he said. "Maharg Tulis, home decorator from Alderaan. It will stand up to
any scrutiny, New Republic or Imperid.”

She didn't reach for the packet. "That's an ugly name.”

"To accompany an ugly spirit.”

"And my money?'

"I'll give you one more chance on the money. Tell me you don't want it, that you're donating it back to
the New Republic causeto save lives. That could be your very first step in return- ing from what you've
become.”

"I'll take the money, thanks."

"Asyou wish. | won't ever again try to protect you from yoursdlf." He offered her atoothy smile. "We
have to send out a holocomm request for your money. How would you prefer your credits—New
Republic or Imperid?'

"Imperid, of course. What did you think?"

"Imperid itis. Assoon asthey arrive, you'l be off to Coruscant.”

"I need abodyguard! I'll be carrying haf amillion credits. It wouldn't do to let me be robbed. That
would reflect badly on your New Republic.”

The Twi'lek nodded. "Y ou're absolutely right. I'll be your bodyguard until we get to Coruscant. Once
we're there, you can hire oneto your liking and book your own passage to whatever world you like."



"Wdl ... | supposeyoull do."

Ven took a step back and shut the door.

Gast grabbed the identity packet, plucked the string free, and examined the documents, shoving the
datacardsin her termind one by one. Anidentity card. A fasified persond history—born on Alderaan, a
traveler among Outer Rim worlds since her home planet's destruction eight years before. A permit
permitting her to carry alarge sum of money, up to ahaf million New Republic credits or the equivaent.
Member-shipsin various decorators guilds—Imperid, New Republic, various unaigned planets.

She sat back, satisfied. One or two more days, and she'd berid of Zsinj, rid of the Rebdls, rid of this
whole busnessforever.

Wedge looked over the fighter pilots of Mon Remonda. The Rogues and Wraiths were present in nearly
full strength; he had lost only one pilot from those squadrons yesterday, and had lost her only temporarily.
A few survivors from Polearm and Nova Squadrons, pilots who had been knocked out of bat-tle minutes
before Iron Fist detonated, were also present.

Thiswasthe last time the four squadrons were ever likely to be assembled thisway. The pilots stared at
him, their expres- sionstired, solemn, battered, triumphant.

In spite of the high casudlty toll, it had been a successful engagement. Iron Fist was gone.

"Well start with pilot updates,” he said. " Sadly, dl the Novaand Polearm pilots missing at the Site of
Iron Fist'slast stand remain listed as missing in action and presumed dead. But our injured Rogue, Asyr
Sei'lar, isout of danger, and the medics say she will suffer no permanent effects of her exposure.

"Mogt of the Rogues and Wraiths received a communica: tion from an unknown craft as we were
departing Selcaron. It turned out to be alengthy message and data package from Lara Notsil, recorded
before her desth. It included many de-tails about Zsinj's brainwashing project that should allow
In-telligence to dismantle Zsinj's operation on Coruscant. We probably won't have to worry again about
the kind of circum-stances that |ed to the deaths of Td'diraand Nuro Tudin." He spared aglance at
Horn and Tyria. Both had been sobered by the mention of the pilots they'd been forced to kill, but
Wedge could see no uncertainty in their expressions. Horn had dways known whom to blame for his
squadmeate's death. Tyria had apparently begun to understand the same thing.



"Many commendationswill be resulting from our recent actions,” Wedge continued. "WEell get to them
later. | think | first ought to let you know that Fleet Command and Star-fighter Command seemto bein
agreement—that you all have seen enough carrier duty for awhile. Squadron transfersarein order and
will be coming through in the next day or two. Rogue Squadron can expect to see some planet-based
duty, at least for awhile. Polearm and Nova Squadrons will be returning to Coru-scant so they can be
rebuilt.”

Face's hand shot up. "And the Wraiths? We're till on Mon Remonda}

"Not exactly. For you, | have good news, bad news, and news you'll haveto interpret for yourselves.
Face, I'm obliged to inform you that your captaincy has stuck. It's Captain Lo-ran from now on."

The pilots closest to Face trested him to backdgps. Diatickled him, causing him to shy away from her
until he could pin her hands. He turned back to Wedge, his expression seri-ous. "And the good news?”'

"The bad newsisthat as of today, Wraith Squadron has been decommissioned as an X-wing unit.”

Face rel eased Dias hands and dropped back in his seat, looking as stunned asif Kell had just
gde-kicked himinthe head. "What? Sir?"

Wedge heard intakes of breath from severa pilots, not just from Wraiths. "It's not quite what it sounds
like. It seems you've done too good a job, accomplishing abroad set of ob-jectives, few of which have
anything to do with the perceived strengths of an X-wing unit. Y ou've made quite an impression on
General Cracken, the head of Intelligence. As of now, Wraith Squadron has been recommissioned as an
Intelligence unit. Commandos, insurgents, pilots—it will do whatever the Stua-tion warrants. With,
unfortunatdly, less celebrity than even thelittle an X-wing unit typicaly receives.” He offered them an
expression of gpology. "Obvioudy, the government won't just yank you out of Starfighter Command and
giveyou like pres-ents to another branch of the service. But al you haveto do is say yes and your
transfer to the new Wraith Squadron will be accepted ingtantly—and with thanks. General Cracken
offers his personal wishesthat you do accept transfer, and that you stay together as ateam.”

"I'm coming back to Rogue Squadron,” said Janson. " That was the dedl.”



Wedge smiled a him. "Wes, the Wraiths don't want you anyway.

"That'sright,” Elassar said. '-Y ou're unlucky."

Diasad, "l hate how seriousheisall thetime."

Runt said, "We don't like the way he chews hisfood."

Shdlasad, "But well misshisrear end.”

Janson grinned as he took it, and accepted handshakes from the Wraiths and Rogues around him.

"Those Wraiths who do not intend to accept General Crack-

en'soffer can tell me more privately than Wes here,” Wedge said. " And regardless of where you choose
to go, drop by the pilotss lounge this evening for one last drink together. Y ou can cele- brate where
you've been and where you're going.

"Now, for those commendations. Flight Officer Dorset Konnair, step forward..."

Face leaned againgt the pilot lounge bar and felt the brandy ease itsway down histhroat, warming him
fromwithin.

There was dso warmth from without. The lounge wasfilled with pilots and friends—and tonight, with the
mechan-ics, other technical gaffers, and astromechsthat had supported the starfighter squadrons. The
heet of so many bodies raised the temperature in the lounge to alevel no Mon Calamari would want to
bear for long.



It was the end. Tomorrow, his profession would be differ- ent, and his surroundings would be changed,
and so much of what hed known for so long would be left behind.

"How isthe voting running?' Wedge asked him.

"WEell be staying together," Face said. "Not everybody hastaked to me yet, but most of the Wraithswill
be Intelli- gence Wraiths tomorrow."

Wedge nodded. "I think that's the right choice. | thought the New Republic needed a unit like the
Wraiths. Now others have bought in aswell."

"Does that mean Admiral Ackbar haslet you off the hook?Y ou don't have to accept the generdship?”

Wedge smiled. "I had a congratulatory message from him this morning. 'Even | wanted you to win," he
sad. 'How could | vote againgt a starfighter unit proving itsworth?"

"Good point.”

Donos moved through the crowd to stand before them. He extended his hand to Face.

Facetook it. "Y ou've dready congratulated me."

"And now I'm leaving you."

" Staying with Starfighter Command 7'

"Yes. Fyingiswhat | want to do." Donos gave a hepless shrug.



Face grinned. "And staying with X-wings, too?'

"l hope so. | put in my request for transfer to any X-wing unit with openings.”

"Ah," Wedge said. "'l forgot to mention. Y our approva for transfer camein earlier today. You havea
new unit."

"Reglly?Which one?"

"Rogue Squadron.”

Donostook a haf-step back. "Y ou're kidding."

"No, no, no." Wedge shook his head. "Kidding sounds like this. The next candidate's name is Kettch,
and he'san Ewok.' See the difference?!

Donoss mouth worked for amoment. Findly he said, "Thank you, Sir."

"Y ou're welcome. Go talk to your new squadmates. Maybe you could manage to be allittle less distant
with them than you were with the old ones"

Donos managed asmile. "Yes, | guess| could usethe practice.”

The descent to Coruscant's surface was uneventful, but Dr. Gast, seeing the former Imperia throneworld
for thefirg timein years, wasthrilled by every moment, by every glimpse the shuttle's viewports afforded
her of the world's soaring buildings and rain- filled skies.

Nawara Ven, beside her—far too close for her peace of mind, but that, too, would soon



change—obvioudy did not share her enthusiasm for the world's attractions. He sat ignor-ing her, stonily
facing forward throughout the landing. And that, too, gave her alittle thrill of victory: to discommode the
subhuman who had offered her so much grief wassmply lovely.

An hour later, she and the Twi'lek neared the head of the customs entry line. It was one of many such
linesin acavernous hall that was broken, mazelike, by transparisted barriers de-signed to keep arrivals
from entering Coruscant unexamined and untaxed.

"Where do you go from here?' Ven asked her.

"I'm not fool enough to tell you,” she said. "Y ou can be sureit's somewhere well away from Rebel
space. Somewhere far from bad-smelling, bad-tempered Twi'leks. Somewhere or-derly, where the
cutting edge of medical research isadmired and respected.”

Ven nodded sagely. "Wl then, | know exactly where you're going."

"No, you don't."

"“I'll bet you half amillion credits| can namethe planet.”

She offered him ascowl. Then the man ahead of her in line moved past the customs station. She swung
her two bags atop the examination table.

The customs worker, an aging human man, quickly ran ascanner across her bags, then opened the first
and probed through the few garments and persona possessions that made up most of what she retained
of her former life.

Then he opened her other bag and froze. He looked up at her, astonishment in hiseyes. "What's this?’

"Money." She handed him adatacard. "Here's my finan-cid record. It condtitutes authorization to travel
with alarge sum such asthis”



"It'snot the sum." Hislook suggested that she was avic-tim of sun-madness. "These are Imperid
credits”

"Yes, of course”

"And bringing them into Coruscant is an act of smuggling." His hands shoved the currency around in her
bag.

NawaraVen leaned in close. "Actudly, by Coruscant law, bringing in that many Imperid credits can
only befor purposes of sedition. That's afar more serious charge than merdly smuggling. You'll be
gpending at least alifetimein prison on Coruscant.”

The customs officia snapped hisfingers and waved. Secu- rity officers gpproached.

Gast turned on Ven. "Y ou set me up.”

He looked down at her impassively. "No, | let you do ex-actly asyou wanted. | also saved your life. I'd
say I'vetreated you rather well.”

She spat a him. A gooey mass hit his cheek and clung there.

He brought out a handkerchief of fine cloth, wiped the sputum away, and discarded it, as though the
substance were poison, ruining the cloth forevermore.

Then strong hands gripped Dr. Cast's arms and she was yanked away.

Han Solo and Wedge Antilles sat in the cockpit of the Millen- nium Falsehood, their feet up on the
control boards. All lightsin the ship and in the bay were off, including the strip around the magcon field,



s0 they had an unimpeded view of the color-ful swirl of hyperspace beyond.

"What are you going to do with her?' Wedge asked.

"Hmmm?" Solo gtirred, histrain of thought broken. *Do with who?"

"With the Falsehood.”

"Well, technicaly, | can't do anything with her,” Solo said. " She belongs to the New Republic. But if they
listen to me— which they will—I'll recommend they put her up in amuseum. Asanear replicaof the
Falcon. That way nobody isever likely to bother me anymore about donating the old girl."

"Whichold girl?'

"Y ou know what | mean."

The comm unit crackled into life, startling both men. "Bridge to Generd Solo."

Solo thumbed the system to two-way transmission. "Solo here.”

"Communications here, sir. We have agtuation.”

"Go ahead."

"A while back you ordered my gtation to run al incoming messages through a voice-analysis program.
So you could be notified immediately if LaraNotsi| contacted you again.”



"That'sright.”

"No one thought to end the program after her death. Well, just before we made our last jump, we
received arecorded mes- sage. Let me patch it through to you, sir.”

"Hold on." Solo activated the bridge lights and powered up the Fal sehood's cockpit termina screen.
"Reedy torecaive.”

Thetermind glowed into life. A data screen popped up, announcing the details of the message's origin
and route before arriving on Mon Remonda. Its origin was Cordllig; it was orig- inally transmitted one
day before; itsintended recipient was Myn Donos, New Republic Starfighter Command. The data
shrank and moved over into the left margin, to be replaced by afull-holo message.

The woman it showed had long red hair artfully draped in abraid over her shoulder. She was rather
delicate of features, with an uncertain smile on her lips. "Hello, Myn," she said. "It's been awhile since
we've seen one another.”

Solo and Wedge looked at one another. "That's LaraNot-sil," Solo said.

Wedge glanced over at the data stream. "No, it's someone named Kirney Slane."

"Y ou're not even surprised.” Solo glared a him, suspicion on hisface.

"I'm back on Corellianow," the redhead said, "after afew years of knocking around the galaxy."

"Years?' Solo asked. "Morelikeafew days."

"Pretty good Corellian accent,” Wedge said.



"| don't bdievethis" Solo sad.

"And | know, after the way we parted company, you may not want to see me again. But | had to find
out if therewas any sort of chancefor us. | think I'm finally ready and ableto giveit atry again." There
was hope in the woman's expression, and acceptance. "I'll be here, at the address given in the message
header, for the next few weeks. I'm trying to drum up traffic for my new shuttle business. | have aship, a
Sentinel-class landing craft | obtained used. | have a copilot you really need to meet and an astromech
you dready know. Contact me, vist me—do whatever you fed you haveto. I'll accept whatever you
decide”

The screen faded.

"Stand by, Communications.” Solo shut off the cockpit microphone and gave Wedge an accusing look.
"Y ou said, when you overflew her X-wing, that you saw no sign she'd gected.”

"That'sright." Wedge stretched lazily. " There was no au-tomated comm signdl indicating an gection.”

"Of course, that could have been damaged in combat, or she could have disabled it."

"Sure, sure. Anyway, asthe X-wing wasrolling over and snking as| flew over her, | couldn't see
whether the pilot's chair was il inthere.”

"Commander Square Corners himsdlf, showing astreak of duplicity. Lying by omission. | can't believe
it

"Maybe, ultimately, | believein happy endings,” Wedge said. "I can hope for them, anyway. Besides,
with Wraith Squad-ron on one side of me and Han Solo on the other, how can | keep from being
infected with duplicity?'

"Good point." Solo considered. " She could come back. What she did as an Imperid agent is nothing
compared to what she did for us."



Wedge shook hishead. "I think the way you do, but the law doesn't. In her fase identity, she swore an
oath to the New Republic, then transmitted classified datato the Empire during atime of war. That's
treason. The only lega outcome for her would be the death sentence. Regardless of what she did for us.
Regardless of the fact that she's not remotely the same person who served the Empire and Admiral
Trigit"

"You'reright." Solo reactivated the comm unit. "Com-munications, you have afase reading. The
sender's vocal smi-larity to LaraNots| isacoincidence. She's dead. Understood?”

"Uh, gr, our correlation is something like ninety-nine-point- nine-nine-seven—"

"Tel you what. I'll send Chewbacca up there and have him explain to you what | just said.”

"No, §ir, not necessary. | understand.”

"Forward the message to Lieutenant Donos and then erase dll other ship's copies of the message.
Nothing goesinto archives. Understood?"

"Fully, gr."

"Solo out." Herose. "Come on, welve got an hour before arrival a Coruscant. I'll buy you adrink.”

“I'l let you."

Asthey waked down the Fal sehood's oading ramp, Solo threw an arm over Wedge's shoulders.
"Cordlianto Cordlian, you know what the grest thing about being agenerd is?'

"No, what?"'



"Inlots of circumstances, you can pretty much do what- ever you want." With hisfree hand, Solo
reached over and gave Wedge's hair athorough mussing.

Wedge batted his hand away. "Hey, stop it."

"No. | don't haveto. Hey, you should try thisgenera thing. Youd likeit."

"I don't think s0."

"I'm going to send a message to Ackbar and tell him just what anatural you arefor that rank."

"Generd, I'mwarningyou ..."
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