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Sithgpawn! When his X-wing reverted to rea space before the countdown timer had reached zero,
Corran Horn knew Thrawn had somehow managed to outguess the New Republic yet one more time.
The Rogues had hel ped create the deception that the New Republic would be going after the Tangrene
Ubiqtorate Base, but Thrawn clearly hadn't taken the bait.

Theman'sincredible. I'd like to meet him, shake his hand. Corran smiled. And then kill him, of course.

Two seconds into redl space and the depth of Thrawn's brilliance became undeniable. The New
Republic's forces had been brought out of hyperspace by two Interdictor cruisers, which even now
Sarted to fade back toward the Imperid lines. Thisleft the New Republic's shipswell shy of the Bilbringi
shipyards and facing an Imperial fleet arrayed for battle. The two Interdictors that had dragged them from
hyperspace were asmall part of alarger force scattered around to make sure the New Republic's ships
were not going to be able to retrest.

"Battledert!" Captain Tycho Celchu'svoice crackled over the comm unit. "TIE Interceptors coming
in-bearing two-nine-three, mark twenty."

Corran keyed his comm unit. "Three Flight, on me. Hold it together and nail some squints.”

The cant-winged Interceptors rolled in and down on the Rogues. Corran kicked his X-wing up oniits
port S-foil and flicked hislasers over to quad-fire mode. While that would dow hisrate of fire, each
burst had abetter chance of killing asquint outright. And there are plenty that need killing here.

Corran nudged his stick right and dropped the crosshairs onto an Interceptor making arun a Admiral
Ackbar's flagship. He hit the firing switch, sending four red laser bolts burning out at the target. They hit
on the starboard side, with two of them piercing the cockpit and the other two vaporizing the strut
supporting the right wing. The bent hexagona wing sheered off in ashower of sparks, while the rest of
the craft started along, lazy spira toward the outer edges of the system.

"Break port, Nine."

Asthe Gand's high-pitched voice poured through the comm unit, Corran snaprolled his X-wing to the
left, and then chopped histhrottle back and hauled hard on the stick to take him into aloop. An

I nterceptor flashed through where he had been, and Ooryl Qyrgg's X-wing camefast onitstall. Qoryl's
lasers blazed in sequence, stippling the Interceptor with red energy darts. One hit each wing, melting
great furrows through them, while the other two lanced through the cockpit right above thetwin ion
engines. The engines themsdavestore free of their support structure and blew out through the front of the
squint, and then exploded in aslver firebal that consumed the rest of the Imperid fighter.

"Thanks, Ten."
"My plessure, Nine."

Whidtler, the green and white R2 unit dotted in behind Corran, hooted, and data started pouring up over
the fighter's main monitor. It told him in exact detail what he was seeing unfold in space around him. The



New Republic's forces had come into the system in the standard conica formation that alowed them to
maximize firepower.

Thrawn had arrayed hisforcesin more of abowl shape, with Interdictor cruisersringing the outer edge,
preventing retreat and promoting containment. The Imperia forces adso gppeared to have very specific
fire missons and were working over the smaller support shipsin Ackbar'sfleet.

Corran shivered. And even if we were to punch through the Imp formation, we'd still have to ded with
the Golan Space Defense Stations protecting the Imperid shipyards. Thrawn, geniusthat he had proved
himself to be, had set a perfect ambush for the New Republic. The Bilbringi shipyardswere crucid to the
Imperid war effort since they were amagjor supplier of ships, and their losswould strike amajor blow
againg Thrawn's effort to destroy the New Republic.

Of course, Thrawn figured that out himself and knew we'd be here. Until Thrawn dithered in from the
Unknown Regions and began his drive to reestablish the Empire, Corran had dlowed himself to believe
the tough battles had aready been won, and all the New Republic had left to do was to mop up the last
of the Imperias. Now it ssemsthe hard battles are here and waiting to be lost.

With aflick of histhumb, Corran evened his shields out fore and aft, and then throttled back up and
dashedin a apair of Interceptors making arun on aNew Republic Assault Frigate. He did his
crosshairs over on thetrailing Interceptor asit began its shdlow glide dong the Frigate's hull. His quad
burst caught most of the port wing, liquefying it in an instant. The molten metal frozein along black tangle
of ribbonlike shardstrailing after the damaged fighter. The pilot juked his ship to the right to escape
Corran, but that flew him straight into a burst from one of the Frigate's turbo-lasers, vaporizing the squint
inan eyeblink.

The lead Interceptor rolled to port and cut down past the curve of the Frigate's hull. Corran caught a
flash of red on one of the Interceptor's wings and nodded. "L ooks like he was once part of the One
Eighty-first Imperial Fighter Group. They used to be feared. Maybe | ought to see why."

Whidtler sounded amournful tone.
"Yes, | know what I'm doing.”
Thedroid blatted harshly at him.

"Yes, I'll be careful. Neither one of uswantsto know what Mirax will do to the survivor if wedie.”
Corran winked at the holograph of hiswife fixed to aside pand in his cockpit, and then rolled his X-wing
and cruised down after the squint. He threaded a path through the turbolaser blasts the Frigate was
pumping out, and then swept past the ship out near its engines

Even before Whistler could hoot awarning, the hiss of lasers splashing themsalves over his aft shields
caught Corran'sfull attention. His secondary monitor showed the Interceptor dropping in on histail. Must
have throttled back and hovered near the engines, waiting. Thisguy isgood.

Pumping more energy into his shields, Corran rolled the X-wing right, up onto the S-foil. He pulled back
on the stick to start aloop and held it for three seconds, and then cut histhrottle back and inverted.
Pulling back harder on the stick, he completed afast loop, and then throttled up through the end of it and
rolled out right.

Ashisfighter's nose came to point at the Interceptor, the Imp pilot rolled his craft and dove away from



Corran. The Corellian pilot started down after him, but cut back to 75 percent of his speed. Ashe
anticipated, the Imp cut his speed aswell, hoping Corran would race past him. Instead Corran triggered
one quick burgt of fire that hit high on the Imp's port wing, burning a black hole through the red stripe. He
then stood on hisright rudder pedal, keeping his guns on the squint, and poured another quad burst of
laserfire into the Interceptor.

All four ruby darts drilled through the port wing, and then stabbed deep into the cockpit. A bright light
flashed through the hole the lasers had opened, and Corran expected the ship to explode, but it didn't.
Instead it began to come apart, with bits and pieces of it whirling away asif the bright flash had
digntegrated dl the rivets and welds used in its manufacture.

Corran looped his X-wing away from the dying squint, but before he could vector in on another
I nterceptor,

he heard Commander Wedge Antilles coming through on the squadron'stactical channdl. "All Rogues,
come about on a heading of one-two-five, mark one-seven. That Golan Space Defense Station is
designated Green One. It'sours.”

"Ours, Commander?' The same surprise Corran fdt in his chest came flooding through Gavin
Darklighter'svoice. "That's a pretty tough target.”

"WEell just have to be tougher than it is, won't we, Sx?' Wedge's reply came loaded with grimirony. "If
we can get into the shipyard, the Imps will have to think about more than just pounding our fleet. Besides,
we have friends coming out. One Hight is on me. Five, you have Two Hight. Nine, you have Three."

"Asordered, Lead." Corran brought hisfighter around on the appropriate heading and locked the target
into hiscomputer. "Estimated time of arriva a missilerangeisforty seconds. Let'smove, Three Hight.”

Ooryl pulled his X-wing up on Corran's starboard wing. Inyri Forge brought Rogue Twelve up on
Corran's port wing and Asyr Sai'lar, in Rogue Eleven, hung back off Inyri's port wing. Corran goosed his
ship abit forward and shifted his attention toward their target, trusting the othersto keep him informed if
Imps were vectoring in on them from behind.

Not likely, though, since they've got plenty to keep them busy. Throughout the bowl into which the New
Republic's fleet moved, massve salvos of energy shot up and down and side to side, filling the areawith
adazzling light show. Corran would have been more than content to watch the turbol aser bursts flow
back and forth, but the fact that they were letha was more than enough to keep him from finding much
beauty in them. Behind the squadron, Y -wings, A-wings, and B-wings mixed it up with Interceptors, TIE
fighters, and Bombers, punctuating the light show with brilliant explosons.

The larger ships, when hit hard, didn't explode as quickly. Instead their fire-blackened bulks drifted
through the battlefield, atmosphere burning off asit leaked out of

broken hulls. Some turbolaser blasts were enough to ped back armor plates and reduce them to floating
metd globulesthat hardened in the vacuum of space. In other places the shots holed the ships through
and through or vaporized things that should have been there, like superstructures or abow.

The Golan Space Defense Station loomed larger. Lights blinked placidly at the various corners, amost
inviting ingpection. Over two kilometerslong, about haf aswide and tall, it bristled with turbolaser
batteries, proton torpedo launchers, and tractor beam stations. It massed more than an Imperia Star
Destroyer and, while it wasn't as heavily armed, the proton torpedo launchers gave it the ability to inflict



serious damagein ahurry. It could easily put down any of the New Republic shipsthat made it through
the Imperid formation.

Corran flicked hisweapons-control over to proton torpedoes and linked fire so two would go with a
sanglepull of histrigger. Whistler brought up the heads-up targeting display and the HUD fixed agreen
box around the space platform. The droid began to beep insstently asit tried to get atarget lock; then
the HUD went red and Whistler's tone became constant.

"Nine has afiring solution, transmitting now. On my mark, Three Flight. Three, two, one, mark!"

All four of the X-wingsfired their proton torpedoes at one time, usng Whistler'stargeting solution to
guidethem. A battle gation like the Golan sported very powerful shields and individudly fired proton
torpedoes would have been 'unable to pierceit. Eight torpedoes coming in at the sametime, aiming for
the same point, would overstress the shidlds, draining them of energy. Thiswould creste acritica time
window in which the shields would be weakened, or would totally fail, and have to be regenerated.

Whistler sounded another long, strong tone. " Three Flight, second salvo. On my mark. Three, two, one,
mark."

Eight more proton torpedoes stresked out from the incoming fighters before the first set had hit. Thefirst
eght

torpedoes detonated againgt the station's top-port shield. The shield itsalf went opague, taking on a
milky-white hue as it attempted to dissipate the torpedoes energy. But sparks shot from the shield
projectors rimming the station's middle and arailing bl of plasma bounced across the hull, scorching
gray pant asit went.

The next eight missiles hit in aragged sequence and exploded brilliantly aong the sation's middle. Flames
vomited into space as a blast opened a hole three decks deep and vented atmosphere. Armor plates
whirled into space, half melted and twisted. Turbolaser batteries split apart, leaving blackened holes and
warped metal where they had once been grafted to the Sation.

Corran juked hisfighter up and away from the station, and then inverted and watched turbolaser fire
shoot beneath his canopy. For ahaf second he thought the Golan's gunners were terribly shaken by the
sguadron's attack, hence their misses, and then he glanced at his rear sensor display. He smiled and
keyed his comm unit. "We softened them up for you..."

"Appreciated, Rogues, now let usdo our jobs."

Two New Republic Assault Frigates, the Tyrant's Bane and Liberty Star, cruised in toward the Golan
gtation. Though each ship was less than athird aslong asthe station, they bristled with fifty laser cannons
and poured tera-joules of coherent light into the Golan. Scarlet bolts lanced through the sation's
collgpsed shields and bubbled up chunks of the meta hull. Stanchions wavered and wilted benegath the
blistering assault. Asthey collapsed, turbolaser batteries sagged and dipped, and then melted into dag.

The troops aboard the Golan fought back vaiantly, but found themselves at a gross disadvantage. Proton
torpedoes exploded, shaking the station. Thetroopsfired in vain at the fighters, and then concentrated
their fire on the Frigates. While the larger ships made for better targets, their intact shields provided them
with protection the station lacked. With each salvo fewer and fewer of the Golan's weapons fired back.
A brilliant flare flashed on the station's port Side, and then it went black.



Power couplings must be down. That half of the sation is dead. Corran keyed his comlink. "Three Hight,
with me, were past the station and in on the shipyard. Now the Imps have to move to catch us.”

Corran tried to force confidence into hisvoice. Racing astarfighter through ashipyard, shooting up
targets of opportunity, would be fairly easy, but he didn't want to kid himself about the chancesthat such
an assault would force the Empire to bresk off its attack on the Rebd fleet. Thrawn might not like what
the Rogues are doing, but he can dedl with uslater, wh'en hel'skilled all the other ships.

Tycho's voice poured through the comm unit. "L ead, Two here. | show the Imperia formation bresking
up.”

"What?' Corran stabbed a button and shifted the display on his primary monitor over to asystem-wide
scan. The Imperia bowl, which had been contracting around the Rebel cone, was beginning to come
gpart. The Stormhawk and the Nemesis were moving to secure an outbound vector for the fleet, while
Thrawn'sflagship, the Chimaera, swung about to discourage pursuit of the fleet's smdler ships.

Disbelief threaded through Wedge's voice. "Be careful, Rogues. Thrawn's got something up hisdeeve.”
Janson laughed lightly. "L ooks like afull-fledged retrest, Lead. They're recovering their fighters.”

Corran studied hisreadout. The Rebel cone began to blossom from the widest end, coming forward to
thetip. The New Republic's ships kept arespectful distance from the Imperia ships and moved to begin
recovery operations. The Imp pull-back left a couple of their own stricken ships still hanging in space.
And it leavesthe Bilbringi shipyardsto us, which Thrawn never would have wanted.

A shiver ran up Corran's spine. "What happened here, Lead?"

"I don't know, Nine." Wedge's voice came through solemn and with ahint of hesitation. "Just got arecal
order from Admira Ackbar. Were to rendezvous with Home One."

"And then helll tel uswhat happened?”

"Could be, Corran, but | doubt it." Wedge's X-wing looped out in front of the other Rogues and began
the trip back toward the fleet. "For now, let'sjust be glad that, for whatever reason, Thrawn discovered
he had better thingsto do, and let's be ready for when he decides to come back at usagain.”

2

Astired ashewas, Wedge Antillesfound it amgjor effort to open his eyeswhen Admira Ackbar
cleared hisvoice. The pilot had been seated in the waiting area outside the Admira's office and hadn't
heard the hatch open. He Started to spring to hisfeet, but tight muscles dowedjiim, only dlowing himto
unfurl hisbody like aheavy flag in aweek breeze.

"Forgive me, Admiral." Wedge sheepishly looked back at where held been sitting. *1 didn't mean to..."
Ackbar's barabels quivered as his mouth opened in an gpproximation of ahuman grin. “No need for
forgiveness. | kept you waiting too long. Reviewing Thrawn'stacticsis fascinating, and other information

aso demanded attention. Thetide of data washed away thetime.”

"Undergandable, Admird." Wedge followed the Mon Cdamari into his office. Aswith any cabinona
starship, space was limited but the large viewports helped dleviate any sense of closeness. A globe of



water hung suspended in the corner in agravity-nullifying field and flashed with arainbow of fish
swimming through it. The water dso contributed to the elevated humidity in the room, but Wedge didn't
mind it too much. After al these years of dedling with the Admird, it doesn't fed that oppressive.

Ackbar waved aflipper-fingered hand at achair before his desk, and then sat with his back to the black
expanse of space. "'l want to commend you and your people on the run at the Golan station. While the
Assault Frigates finished it off, your people put the first cracksin its shell and otherwise hurt it. Y ou
should have your techs get ready to paint a Golan on your fighters.”

Wedge smiled and ran hisfingers back through hisbrown hair. "I'm sure that'll make the Rogues happy.
I'm just pleased you gave us the release to make that run.”

"It was a gamble we needed to make at thetime."

"And it seemed to work." Wedge's brown eyes narrowed. "I can't believe, though, that our assault was
what frightened Thrawn off."

The Mon Caamari sat back and swiveled his chair around to face toward the fish-globe. "It
wasn't-which is not meant to diminish what you and your people did. Part of the delay here was dedling
with coded messages from Wayland."

"Wayland?

"Apparently it isaworld where the Emperor had hidden acloning facility. Thrawn wasusing it to
produce troops. He was aso using a clone of a Jedi Master to help coordinate his military efforts, and
this clone was based on Wayland. Luke and Lelawere there to deal with him. Leiaadso has managed to
establish arapport with the Noghri. They are an alien species the Empire had tricked into serving as
agentsand ns. The Noghri worked for Thrawn, but when they discovered the Imperia deception,
they used one of the Noghri closeto Thrawn to kill him."

Wedge sat forward, the last vestiges of fatigue burned away. "Thrawn, dead? Are you sure?"

Ackbar shrugged uneasily. "Thereisno way of knowing for certain, snce the Noghri n has not
reported back to his superiors. In fact, they assume he was killed trying to escape from the Chimaera.
Whileit ispossible that Thrawn wasjust injured and a subordinate officer issued ordersin his stead,
causing theretreat, the fact isthat the Noghri have been spectacularly successful ns. This

Ruhk had the same sort of accessto Thrawn that Chewbacca hasto Han Solo, and if the Wookiee were
of amind to kill Han, | do not doubt he would succeed.”

The Cordllian pilot exhded dowly as he sank back into the chair. "Thrawn, dead. That pretty much
breaks the back of the Empire's remnants, doesn't it?"

"It certainly hurtsthem, yes. There are till warlords out there-Teradoc, Harssk, Krenndl-and some
ex-Imperias who have gone ferd and are leading pirate bands. There are dso clusters of loya Imperia
systemsthat arefairly salf-sufficient, but they don't seem to be much of athreat to the New Republic. We
will have to continue battling the warlords, and | have no doubt there are more Imperia wegpons of mass
destruction lurking out there to catch uslike ariptide, but we have gotten past a stretch of rough water.”

Wedge blinked, and then shook his head. "It's been eight or nine years now that |'ve been fighting against
the Empire. Thereweretimes| didn't think | was going to live another moment. | don't think | ever let



myself dream | might survive thislong, to seethis sort of victory. Thiswasawaysagod, but now that it's
here..."

Hefdl slent asahost of emotions exploded in his chest. An incredible sensation of relief washed over
him. I'm dive, actudly dive. Pleasure a the number of his comrades who had aso survived followed
quickly onitshedls, chased by the melancholy of remembering those who had died. Biggs, Dack,
Ibtisam, Riv, the Admira's niece Jesmin, Grinder, Castin Donn, Peshk, Jek Parkins-too many, far too

many.
Y et even as memories of the dead tried to weigh him down, his spirits soared. The Rebdlion had actudly
doneit, had actually defeated the Empire and liberated trillions of subjugated people. Oppresson had
been exchanged for hope, misery for freedom. It had been an act of sheer will by so many that alowed
for the Rebdllion's success, and Wedge took greet joy in his contribution to that effort.

Helooked up at Ackbar. "I never redlly dared let mysdlf look beyond the next battle, and now, it seems,
there might truly be an end to the warfare. | don't know what I'll do with mysdlf.”

Ackbar'slip-fringestwitched. "Said like aman contemplating retirement.”

"Retirement?I'm not even thirty."

"Warfare is an occupation from which one can never retire too young, Commander.”

"Good point, Admiral." Wedge smiled. "Maybe | could retire-not immediately, mind you. | literally don't
know what | would do with mysdlf if | did. Maybe write my memoirs or get some education. | dways
wanted to be an architect, and peace could mean alot of building.”

Ackbar nodded. "Find yourself amate, raise asmall schoal of children?”

Wedge wrinkled hisnose. "I don't know about a school of children, but acouple, sure. However, that's
further down theline, | think."

"True." Ackbar turned to face him and rested his forearms on his desk. "Thereisamore immediate
problem | need you to dedl with."

IIYS?I
"l want you to accept immediate promotion to the rank of Generd."
Wedge shook his head. "Hey, | won that Wraith Squadron bet."

"Yes, you did, and very adroitly." Ackbar pressed his handstogether. "Commander, we have played this
shell game, you and I, for years. Y ou don't want a promotion because you don't want to move out of an

X-wing cockpit. | certainly can appreciate your desires. | can sympathize with them, but | also know you
are capable of handling greater respongbilities than you have been. This promotion would address those

respongbilities”
"Address how?I'm a my best planning smal-unit tactical operations.”

"Ah, so the conquest of Thyferrawas asmall-unit tactical operation?”



Wedge hesitated. "Wadll, yes, sort of "

Ackbar shook his head. "'l dlowed you to deflect me with the whole Wraith Squadron concept, and |
vaue you enough to serioudy condder letting you remain in command of afighter unit.”

"Rogue Squadron? Or am | going to have to command afull wing the way Generd Sdm does?'
"Rogue Squadron will be sufficient for now."

The Cordlian arched an eyebrow at hissuperior. "If yourewilling to leave mein charge of Rogue
Squadron, 1 guess| don't need a promotion, and then.”

The Mon~Calamari leaned forward, his eyes haf shut. "But you do, Commander, you need a promotion
and you need one very quickly.”

“Why?

Ackbar sghed. "Because your people in the squadron are refusing their own promotions. They're
following in your wake, which isagrand testament to your leadership and their fedlings for you, but not
redly fair to them at al. Captain Celchu should be at least a Colond-that was the job he was performing
in leading the Rogues while you were with the Wraiths. Hobbie and Janson should be Mgors, Horn
should be a Captain at the very least, Dark-lighter aswell, and the rest of your Rogues should be
something other than Hight Officers”

Wedge sat there, his mouth open ever so dightly. "I never redly gaveit that much thought, | guess.”

"There wasn't that much time for thinking, given al you and the Rogues have been through." Ackbar
gpread hishands. "The liberation of Thyferramadeit difficult for ustoinsst on promotionslest it look as
though we were rewarding you for toppling agovernment. That sort of thing could have encouraged
other unitsto try Smilar actions on other worlds. Y our involvement with the Wraiths further insulated you
because of the bet we had. Then Thrawn arrived and promotions became less important than otherwise.
Now, with histhreat ended, we have old injusticesto take care of ."

"Right. I'm sure the Bothans would like to see Asyr made at least aCaptain.”
"And they would like her back flying for them.”

"Not hard to believe." Wedge shook his head. How could | have been so blind? My people have dl
been great, and certainly more deserving of rank and honors than alot of folks who've been promoted
beyond them. I've been so worried about not |etting the Rebellion down that I've et them down. "I guess
| need to prepare reports so they can be considered for promotion, yes?"

Ackbar punched abutton on the holoprojector pad built into his desk. Aboveit little holographic images
of each of the squadron's pilots burned to life. The Admiral reached up and touched Tycho'simage and it
blossomed into afull datafile. "Emtrey managed to take care of filing routine reports for you, including
performance evaluations and the like. Appending your commentsto each filewould not hurt, especidly if
the reporting officer is Generd Antilles”

Wedge nodded dowly, and then smiled. "How long ago did you figure out that using my people against
me would work? | mean, none of them complained, did they?'



"No, none of them did.” Ackbar's mouth opened in asmile. "Infact, | think they took perverse delight in
their Stuation. Asfor when | knew how to get you to accept this change, it occurred to me during your
timeat Thyferra. You're asloyal to your people asthey areto you."

"Fair enough." Wedge's eyes narrowed. "Now that you've gotten me to agree to the promoation, it'stime
you let mein onwhat eseis happening.”

Ackbar hesitated for amoment, and then bowed his head. "V ery good, Genera. How did you know the
tidewasdill risng?’

"I know you well enough, Admira, to know you wouldn't have pushed me to accept arank unlessit was
important for meto do so. If getting my people to accept rank was the problem, you'd just have metalk
to them. Y ou want meto be aGenerd, and | guess| figurethat if | have rank, it's because I'm going to
need to pull it."

"Excdllent reasoning, which confirms your suitability to what | need you for." The Mon Calamari pressed
his handsflat againgt the desk. "Thrawn's assault redly was

the last effort by a united Empire to destroy the Rebellion. There are, however, many warlordswho hold
sway over collections of star systems. We're going to need to liberate those systems and worlds. Right
now, Rogue Squadron pretty much the only unit in the New Republic with any sort of experience with
that kind of operation.”

"Because of what we learned a Thyferra”
"Exactly."

Wedge nodded. " System liberation will be a (delicate operation. If we go in with too much materiel well
appear to be as nasty "aforce asthe Empire. If we make ahdfhearted effort and are defeated, it will
cogt us lives and undermine our credibility with the New Republic's member states. If wedoiit just right,
we give other warlords something to think about, which might make them more open to peaceful
negotiations”

"You'vedidtilled four hours of Provisiona Council discussions down to the key points. We're going to
have to go after the warlords, and thefirst one hasto fdl in relatively short order.”

"Haste never makes for good warfare." Wedge frowned. "Just picking atarget will be tough. The criteria
for that choice alone will take hours of debate.”

"Already done." Ackbar hit another button on the holoprojector and anew image replaced Tycho's. The
man had close-cropped white hair and piercing blue eyes that seemed to project acold crudty. Below
the image of the man's head and shoulders hung asmaller computer window display showing a prosthetic
right hand. A list of specificationsfor the hand scrolled out below. Y ou've dedlt with this man before.”

"Admira Ddak Krenndl." Wedge fdt the flesh on hisarms pucker. "He ordered TIE fighter attacks on
the civilians on Axxilaand opposed our rescue of Sate Pestage from Ciutric.”

"Y es. He murdered Sate Pestage and took over his holdings-the Ciutric Hegemony. It made him the
leader of a dozen worlds and gave him afair anount of materia resources. He didn't join Thrawn per se,
but seemsto have



given him monetary support. He rules from Ciutric and has afleet of adozen or so capita ships, including
his Reckoning.” Wedge smiled. "Got it dl repaired, did he?' "So it seems.™

"He's been rather quiet-not at al like Teradoc. How can you justify going after him?' Wedge frowned for
amoment, and then barked alittle laugh. "We're going to bring him to justice for Pestage's murder?”

"That, and the murder of Pestage's family. When Krenndl took over, he killed every one of them he could
find. Over ahundred people perished in that purge aone, and there have been other purgesto keep him
in power. Hismurder spreesgive usal the excuse we need to target him.”

"And the fact that he took the holdings of an Imperid officer and converted them to himsaf meansthat by
going after him, were suggesting to anyone el se who might be adventurous out there that what once
belonged to the Empireis ours. Interfere with us and you'll lose everything.”

Ackbar turned his head and stared at Wedge with one big amber eye. "Palitical analysis, Wedge? Had |
known you'd take to being a Genera so easily, 1'd have demanded the promotion sooner.”

"Being aware of politics, Admird, islight-yearsaway from liking it or being good at it. Still, the lessons
concerning Thyferraand how ticklish that all was haven't been lost upon me. Do thingsright, and we
might avoid prolonged battlesin the future." Wedge stood and saluted the Admird. "I guessa Generd
hasto keep the big picturein mind. | get that right and | keep my people dive. No matter what my rank,
that'sthe duty | hold most dear.”

3

Corran Horn hit the canopy release on his X-wing and freed himself of the restraining harness even
before Whistler completed the fighter's shutdown procedure. The pilot pulled off hishemet and set it on
the spacefighter's nose, and then clambered out of the cockpit and jumped down to the hangar deck. He
came up from his crouch quickly and turned toward Whistler. The droid was piping shrilly.

"I know you want down. I'll find atech to do that.”

He turned toward the flight operations center and raised a hand to signd for atech, but awoman dipped
her fingers through his, and then bumped him bodily back a step beneath the X-wing. She covered his
mouth with hersand Corran enfolded her in afierce hug. He clung tightly to her, drinking in the spicy
scent of her hair and perfume as they kissed.

Eventudly, reuctantly, he freed his mouth from hers and looked up into her smoldering brown eyes.
"Damn, | have missed you so much, Mirax. I..."

Shekissed him again. "You're here, I'm here. The missing part isover, my love."
Corran reached ahand up and stroked her cheek, brushing away asingle tear. "Of happiness, | hope.”

"Very much s0." She pulled her face back a couple of centimeters and arched ablack eyebrow at him.
"No tears of joy fromyou?"

He shrugged. "Y ouM have aflood, but it's bad for the pilot image thing, you know?"

Whigtler's harsh blatting from above them stole any need for Mirax to reply.



Shejerked athumb in the droid's direction. "He's right; you pilots take thisimage thing much too
serioudy." Mirax flicked afinger up under hischin. "Then again, guys who weep never have done much
for me"

"Y ou love mefor my gtoic atitude then?"

"No, dear, it'sthelightsaber.”" She swung around on hisleft, dipping her right arm around hiswai<. "Do
you need to report for debriefing, or can | steal you away?"

Corran frowned. "'l think we covered everything on the trip back from Bilbringi."
"So you want to just go home and fdl into bed?"

He shook his head as they threaded their way through the chaos the squadron's return had created. "I got
plenty of rack time on Home One during thetrip.”

"Not the question | asked, husband.”
Corran blinked. "I guess | have been away too long."

"I'm sure Mirax will think of waysfor you to make up for lost time, Lieutenant.” Wedge Antilles smiled
broadly. "I hear sheé'svery inventive."

"Wedge!" Mirax launched hersdf into hisarms and gave him abig hug. "I knew Thrawn wouldn't get
you."

Wedge smiled and brushed Mirax's black hair back off her shoulders. "Well, someone had to keep
Corran dive. | didn't want to have to come back to Coruscant here and tell you held died.”

"Not aworry, not once." Mirax brushed ahand across the rank insignia on the chest of Wedge's orange
flight suit. The round-cornered rectangle contained five dotsin a cross pattern. "A Genera? Oh, Wedge,
your folkswould have been so proud.” Leaning forward, she kissed him on the cheek.

"Thanks." Wedge dipped from her embrace and glanced

down. Hisface reddened dightly, and then helooked up with asmile. "Not redly what | planned for a
life, but I've heard it said that life is what happens while you wait for plansto work."

"I've heard that, too." Mirax stepped back to Corran's side and did the fingers of her right hand through
those of hisleft. "New rank and new responsbilitiesfor you, | guess.”

"True" Wedge frowned and looked around the hangar. "And I'd beremissif | didn't ask how you knew
when to meet us and how you got in here. Thisis supposed to be a secure area.”

Mirax shot Corran ahard glance. "Been giving him suspicion lessons?'
Corran shook hishead. "Not me. And | know the Terriks better than to ask such a question.”

"Good point, Corran." Wedge nodded sheepishly. "1 guess| should be thankful Booster hasn't parked his
Errant Venture here



Mirax laughed. "He would have, but he's not fully trusting the story that Thrawn isgone. Hethinksit'sa
rumor meant to get him to bring his Star Destroyer out of hiding so Thrawn can add it to hisfleet.”

Corran tapped afinger againg hischin. "Booster versus Thrawn. Now there'samatch I'd pay money to
e

"Just wait. Eventualy Booster will decide that hisjumping the EV around produced enough stories of an
Imp-star Deuce running around behind Thrawn's lines that he was the reason Thrawn was distracted
enough to dieat Bilbringi." Wedge smiled broadly. "Five years from now well find we were flying with
the Venture when we took out that Golan station.”

Mirax pressed fingersto Corran's lips and gave him aglare that forestalled any comment about her
father. "To answer your earlier question, Generd Antilles, your arriva was anticipated because Admird
Ackbar requested a party to wel come the squadron back. Emtrey, being efficient and interested in good
vaue, communicated to me the needsfor this celebration.”

Corran gently pulled Mirax'sfingersfrom hislips. "Were having awelcome-home party catered by a
droid?'

Hiswifesmiled. "I gave him achoice: hisbudget or hissdections. Thingswill kick off inyour base
recreation center about eight.”

Wedge nodded. "Y ou making aryshcate?"

"That's my intention. | pretty much have everything | need at home." Mirax glanced a Corran. "Save,
perhaps, an assstant.”

Corran pointed back to where atech was using acraneto pull Whistler out of his green and white
X-wing. "Whigtler will be avallablein just asecond.”

Her grip on his hand tightened. "Not quite the assistant | had in mind."

Corran felt aburst of heat rush up his body, and then his face reddened. He looked over at Wedge. "If
you don't mind, Generd, | guess | have some cooking to do."

Whidler's diligent timing of the baking ryshcate and his promise of aghrill darm when it was done
enabled Corran and Mirax to spend time outside the kitchen of their smal gpartment. The kitchen itsdlf,
while boasting some of the best appliances available, felt as cramped as an X-wing cockpit when all three
of them tried to crowd in there. They retreated to asmall living room, which was built side-by-side with
the smaller of the gpartment's two bedrooms. Mirax used that room as an office for her import-export
business, which meant it remained crammed with al manner of odd things. Corran didn't mind that,
though, since the clutter made it difficult to offer the room to Mirax'sfather asaplaceto stay on hisvigts
to Coruscant.

Mirax had redecorated the master bedroom while Corran was off with Rogue Squadron chasng Grand
Admira Thrawn. Redecorating while awar raged may have seemed frivolous, but Corran could
understand it. He knew Mirax had not been idle during the Thrawn crisis. She had spent agreat dedl of
time rescuing refugees from worlds Thrawn had threstened and running supplies to those who needed

them. When she returned to their apartment in Coruscant, the empty bedroom she had shared with him
emphasized thefact that he wasn't there. By changing it around, by rearranging it into something she



would show me when | returned, she worked toward making afuture as opposed to worrying about an
uncertain present.

Once the baking process had been turned over to Whistler, Mirax gladly and anxioudy showed him dl
the changes she had made. He found the new bed very comfortable, the carpet woven of Ottegan silk
very soft, and the nerf-wool towelsdecidedly greedy in drinking up the water |eft behind after ahot,
steamy gint in the refresher station. Mirax had even made changesin hiswardrobe, having added a
couple of suitsthat were stylishly cut-though the bright colors did seem atad harsh on hiseyes.

Mirax snorted a his protests about the color of the outfit she wanted him to wear. "That vibrant greenin
dacks and tunic, with an ivory banded-collar shirt benesth, that's the style now, Corran. The Empire
made its last attempt to destroy the New Republic. Wearing dour Imperid colors, or the drab sort of
things folks wore when fighting them, is out. Those clothes served to hide one away, but no longer.” "It's
onething to not be hiding away, but another to make yoursdlf atarget.” He smiled as he watched Mirax
settlelittle dangling earringsin her lobes. The jewelry had asivery sheento it, much like the highlight and
accent color of her gown. Corran couldn't quite figure out how the long black dress, which had been cut
low in the front and lower in the back, managed to get silver highlights-perhaps, it uses someweirdly
shaped thread in the weave that reflects from certain angles-but it clearly made Mirax into atarget. "Very
impressvegown.”

"Why, thank you. Y ou got it for mefor our anniversary.” Corran started to speak, and then hesitated and
frowned. He saw Mirax watching him in the mirror, so hejust winced. "1 didn't forget the day, you
know."

"I know. | got the message you sent. | knew thiswas the sort of thing you'd get if you were here, so | just
helped you out." She turned and kissed him on thelips. "Y ou know,

even though we've had to spend afair amount of time gpart, | am very happy to be married to you."

"Asl| amtoyou." Corran stroked the bare flesh over her spine as he kissed her. "The next Imp or
warlord or pirate that decidesto keep us apart is dead, just clean dead.”

"My thoughts exactly, my dear." She kissed his nose, and then turned him and steered him toward the
door. "Perhaps the Rogues should issue acommunique to that effect and peace will reign from now on."

Despite apersond preference for remaining at home with Mirax and getting caught up with her life,
Corran did enjoy the party hiswife had arranged. In the dmost three years he had spent in the squadron,
he had gotten to know hisfellow pilotswell. Hed spent an incredible amount of time with them, usually
under conditions that would most generoudy be described as adverse. They'd al become very close, and
seeing them without the pressure of combeat |et Corran realize just how much he cared for them.

He amiled as he watched Gavin Darklighter dancing with Asyr Sai'lar. Corran remembered Gavin when
he came into the squadron as atall kid, just past that gawky phase but not by much. Hislight brown hair
and brown eyes combined with a soft-gpoken, easygoing persondity that instantly inspired trust and
friendship. Through the years Gavin had matured-with the goatee and mustache he now sported an
externd sign of the growing-up he had done. Thewar transformed him from a desert-world farmboy to
an ace pilot and aman who thinks before he acts.

Asyr Sa'lar, the Bothan fema e with whom Gavin had built arelationship, had aplayful light burning in her
violet eyes. While she might have been described as petite, and her black and white fur did give her a
kittenish appearance, she moved with afluid grace that hinted at alot of power in her frame. Corran



respected her as a pilot and because of choices she had made. She stuck with the squadron in defiance
of thewishes of her Bothan superiors, and she's continued to see Gavin despite disapprova aswall.
Bucking authority,

especidly for aBothan, took serious stedl in the spine, but Asyr had plenty.

Ooryl Qyrgg, Corran'slong-time Gand wingman, came waking over to him, bearing asmall plate
covered with arainbow of long, glistening, protoplasmic strips. He plucked one from the platein a
three-fingered hand, and then delicately sucked it into his mouth, letting his mandibles click shut asit
disappeared. A clear membrane nictitated over Ooryl's compound eyes and the Gand hissed in what
Corran had long ago learned tp recognize as Ooryl's gpproximation of asdlf-satisfied sigh.

"Teadty, arethey?'

"Yes, Corran, very much s0." His mandibles spread apart in the best grin Ooryl could muster. "But an
acquired taste. On Gand there are some races that cannot est these uumlourti-they will actualy dieif they
do. | do not think you would like them.”

Corran patted hisfriend on the gray-green exoskeleton over hisleft shoulder. "Truth betold, I've never
been much for food that rates high on the dimy scale. And risking desth to find out just isn't something |
want to do right now. But, don't et me stop you."

"l have no intention of that, Corran.”
The Corélian pilot shook his head. "There was atime, though, when you would have."
"Ooryl does not quite understand that comment.”

"Looking a Gavin, | wasthinking back to when | joined the squadron. Back then you had not been
made janwuine, so you aways referred to yourself as Ooryl or Qyrgg. Y ou were not so forthright, but
more cautious. Then you grew in your confidence and your skill, and it was- is-great.”

Ooryl gave him asideong glance. "The Ooryl you describe would have probably pointed out that he
learned much from you during histime with the squadron.”

"Probably.”

"1, on the other hand, would not inflate your ego that way." His mouthparts snapped open and closed
sharply. "l am kidding you, yes?'

"l got it, Ooryl. You redly have learned.”

"Yes. | have learned to appreciate my friends.” Ooryl gestured at another couple on the dance floor.
"Captain Celchu remained focused on fighting the Empire despite being under suspicion of being aspy.
Winter remained supportive of him despite the charges the New Republic laid againgt him. Wewere dl
happy when he was proved innocent, but Tycho never showed signs of being bitter.”

"True, hetook hisvindication in stride." Corran looked around the room at the other squadron members.
Hobbie and Janson were off in a corner chatting up a couple of Bothans. Inyri Forge, NawaraVen and
hiswife, Rhysati Y nr-who Corran had seen only occasiondly since she resigned from the squadron to
dart afamily with Nawara-sat at atable listening to an old man tell tales of hisdaysin acockpit. Myn



Donos had joined Wedge in speaking with Generd Salm, while the Quarren female, Lyyr Zatog, and the
mae Issori, Khe-Jeen See, both appeared to be deep in conversation with Koyi Komad, a Twi'lek who
had once served with Rogue Squadron as the chief mechanic.

"Wereadl so different, but united because of our experiencesin the squadron. That we were ableto
come together gives me some hope for the New Republic.”

"Yes, | have hopein that, too." Ooryl durped another uumlourti. "It isgood to see dl of our friends here.”

"True. I'd forgotten we had so many." Corran smiled and nodded at atal, bearded man who worked his
way through the crowd toward him. Corran knew he had met the man in the past, but he couldn't place
him. Then the man raised hisright hand in an abortive wave and Corran saw he was missing the last two
fingersof hisright hand. " Sithspawn!™

Ooryl looked over a Corran. "What?"

"That man, coming toward us, he was a prisoner on the L usankyawith me. He's one of the men who was
missng." Corran started forward, opening hisarms. Complete disbelief dacked hisjaw. "Emperor's
Black Bones, what are you doing here?’

The man stopped and hesitated, the recognition and confidence gone from his eyes and expresson. "l
have amessage for you, Corran Horn." He raised his hands to histemples and winced. "I'm sorry. |
know | know you, but..." Anguish entered hisvoice. "l don't know who | am.”

Corran pulled up short of the man and let hishands drop by his sides. ™Y ou were on the Lusankyawith
me, you served as Generd Jan Dodonnas aide. Y our nameis Urlor Sette.”

"Yes, Urlor Sette.” For the barest of seconds Corran saw relief in the man's brown eyes and fdt it roll off
him in one strong pulse. Then those brown eyesrolled up into his head, and blood began to stream from
his eyes and nose. The man screamed once, sharply, spraying abloody mist from his mouth. His back
bowed and his bones cracked, and then he pitched over backward and lay in adowly expanding pool of
blood as the crowd retrested from him.

Corran kndlt by his side and reached out to feel histhroat for apulse, but stopped because he could see
he wouldn't find one. Though he had never spent much time working with the latent Jedi abilitiesto which
he was heir, he knew beyond a shadow of adoubt the man was dead.

Wedge crouched across the body from him. "What happened?”

Corran shivered. "Urlor Sette was on the Lusankya. He said he had a message for me." Corran reached
up and closed the man's eyes. "'l got it, and given the method of its ddlivery, theré's only one person who
could have sent it."

4

Prince-Admira Delak Krennel strode silently through the darkened hallways of his palace on Ciutric.
Though tall and possessed of a solid build with broad shoulders and narrow waist and hips, Krennel had
aways prided himsdlf on hisability to move quickly and quietly. In hisdays at the Imperid Academy at
Prefsbelt IV he had been an intramural unarmed-combat champion and was pleased that over the years
held kept himsdf infighting trim. | am yet every gram thefighter | wasin those days.



He glanced down at the naked metal congtruct that replaced hisright hand and forearm. Thefingers
flexed and collgpsed into afist noisdessy, with only ahint of areddish glow from deep insgdeto define
the metd plates and pinsthat made up the artificia limb. Actudly, | am even more afighter than | was,
but thisisgood. Today | must be.

He stalked toward his office, his close-cropped hair havi ng been raked into arough semblance of order
with hisfingers. Hiswhite tunic with red trim gtill gaped open and he would have been concerned about
his appearance save for the hour and the fact that he'd been awakened from a sound deep for
momentous news. The abbreviated message, ddlivered by aprotocol droid, had brought him

ingtantly awake and sent him out to his office to confirm what he had heard.

His blue eyes narrowed. He had ahard time believing Grand Admira Thrawn was dead-in fact held not
wanted to believe the news because he had hoped to kill Thrawn himsalf one day. Krennd had been
dispatched by the Imperia Navy to the Unknown Regions and found himsdlf serving under Thrawn. He
had bristled at being ordered about by an aien, and while he did acknowledge that Thrawn was agenius,
Krennel had dso found him fataly flawed.

He recaled how Thrawn would study the artwork of a culture, seeking cluesto how the species thought
and functioned. Thrawn claimed such study provided him with keysthat unlocked the doorway to victory
againg many dien species. Krennd thought it dso inspired in Thrawn acertain respect for these
gpecies-al of which were subhuman-and weekened his ability to be effective. Krennel had shown
Thrawn how ruthless conduct could be even more effective than artistic study, but Thrawn's reaction to
the lesson Krennd taught came al out of proportion to the lesson itself.

Krennd's cheeks il burned when he thought of Thrawn sending him and his ship, Reckoning, back in
the Core worlds. Krenne returned in disgrace and was certain the Emperor himsalf-with whom Thrawn
seemed to have an inordinate amount of influence-would have destroyed Krenndl's career. Luckily for
Krennel, the Emperor died at Endor, alowing Krennd to escape punishment.

"And forever barring me from vindication." Krennel's degp voice carried through the dark corridor even
though he bardly hissed the words. Hismeta hand tightened into afist again. "Forever leaving my
reputetion tainted.”

He had rgjoined the Imperid Navy, ressting hisinitia urge to become awarlord, but within sx months of
the Emperor's degath, circumstances congpired to offer him an opportunity to fashion his own destiny.
Sate Pestage, the Emperor's Grand Vizier, had assumed control of Imperia Center upon the Emperor's
death. Asthe man's position eroded he tried to strike adeal with the New Republic. Pestage had offered
Imperia Center and other key worldsin

return for the promise of hisown well-being and retention of his own holdings. The military tribuna that
replaced Pestage after he fled to Ciutric charged Krennel with bringing Pestage to justice. Krennel came
to Ciutric, found Pestage, and usurped his holdings and authority. He created for himsdlf the post of
Prince-Admira and succeeded in holding the dozen worlds of the Ciutric Hegemony together through the
turbulent times that followed as the New Republic took Imperial Center and even crushed Warlord Zsinj.

Then Thrawn came back. Thrawn claimed authority over Imperia assets upon hisreturn. Krennd had
found it expedient to offer Thrawn some support-munitions, personnel, some basic resources-but he
never acknowledged Thrawn as any sort of superior. Krennel had dreaded the ideathat Thrawn might
come after him and hislittle relm, but he had alowed himself to believe that he could have held hisown
agang Thrawn.



Krennd reached the door to his office and passed his meta hand over the lockplate. He took a step
forward, banging hisright shoulder into the door, but it failed to budge. He ran hishand over the
lockplate again, more dowly thistime, alowing the sensor in the door to pick up the signature from the
circuitry imbedded in the hand.

Again, it did not open.

Krennd snarled and punched a combination into the keypad below the lockplate. Thelock clicked and
Krennel shouldered the door open. He took two steps into the darkened room, and then felt something
cold and dender brush againgt histhroat. He was a haf step further on when it began to congtrict.
Krennd swept hismetal hand up and around, grasping the dender meta filament. He yanked, and the
wire parted, leaving agarland of garrote wire hanging around his neck.

Thelondy, sharp sound of asingle pair of hands applauding echoed loudly through his office. Ignoring its
source, Krennd tiffly legged hisway to his desk and reached for the glowplate switch on thewall. He
hesitated, hisleft hand hovering just above it, and then dowly turned his head in the direction of the

applause.

"If you wanted me deed, the garrote would have gotten me. Will providing us someillumination kill me?*
Silence answered him.

Krennel looked over at hisleft hand and hit the switch. Thetall room's lighting came from abank of glow
pands built in nearly three meters off thefloor. They cast their light up at the domed ceiling, which then
reflected it back down. The whole room, which had been decorated in grays, tans, and browns, glowed
warmly. Krennd et the light build, and then pulled himsdlf up te hisfull height and dowly turned toward
hisvistor. He knew he would make an impression, and given the Situation, that impression would be
important.

And yet, asit turned out, it would be trivia compared to the one made by hisvistor.

He'd not seen her in years-save for disturbing dreams from time to time. Barely shorter than he was, she
wore her long black hair unbound. Two white sidel ocks framed a face that would have made the woman
the toast of any number of planets. Her high forehead, strong jaw, sharp cheekbones, and straight nose
al combined to make her arare beauty, but two other elements spoiled the effect.

One dement was her eyes. The left one smoldered amolten red, asif theiriswere radioactively
bloodshot. The pale blue of the other eye seemed colder than frozen methane, and her stare sent ashiver
down Krennd's spine. She exuded power, and Krenndl found it very seductive, but he aso knew she
would consume him if shefound away to destroy him.

The other thing that spoiled her beauty was a network of raised scars radiating out from asmall puckered
crater below her right temple. Krennel studied her closdly for asecond and thought he saw enough
asymmetry in her face to suppose those scars were asign of massive traumathat had been surgicdly
repaired. He recalled that Rogue Squadron had claimed to have killed her when they ousted her from
Thyferra, but her presencein his office put thelieto that sory.

Krennd dowly removed the twisted garrote wire and

tossed it on the floor between them. ™Y ou had a point you wished to make with this, Y sanne Isard?!



Thewoman amiled coldly. "I could have killed you here, in your office. Y our people would have
awakened tomorrow morning with mein your place. It isimportant that you know | could have taken
over for you intheblink of an eye, so you will believe mewhen | tdll you that doing soisnot my
intention.”

Her words came evenly and camly, and Krenne alowed himself to mull them over before replying. He
searched them for her true agenda, not wanting to accept that she was being truthful with him. The
second | dlow mysdlf to even imagine she does not have another plan working here | am dead. Still,
knowing how perilous ajudgment it was, he couldn't find her deception. Y et.

"Y ou do have a purpose here, and then?"
"The same purpose as always. the preservation of my master's Empire.”

Krennd alowed himsdf to laugh, and then seated himsalf on the edge of his broad desk. ™Y our injuries
might have cost you a painful memory or two: such astheloss of Imperiad Center and the Emperor's
death."

Isard's expression sharpened. "I remember those things very well. | carry the pain of those memoriesin

Y ou have aheart? Krennd kept his expression bland. " Then you must also know the best hope of
reestablishing the Empireis now deed.”

"Redly?Y ou think Thrawn wasthat hope?'
He arched an eyebrow at her. "Y ou don't?'

She pressed her hands together, fingertip-to-fingertip. " Thrawn was brilliant, there was no taking that
away from him. But he lacked the vision he needed. He was stunning when fulfilling the missons held
been given. Y ou and he clashed over conduct in the Unknown Region, out there in the wilds of the
galaxy, but | doubt anyone else could have been as effective as Thrawn at pacifying those areas. And
against the New Republic he proved very adept. But he never quite grasped the ideathat there aretimes
when the use of overwhelming firepower can produce awave of terror which is awegpon with
far-reaching and devadtating effects.”

Krennd's metal hand tightened on the edge of hisdesk. "I had noticed that flaw in his character before.”

"A flaw commonly found in nonhumans." The corner of Isardsmouth lazily curled into agrin. "They seek
to be treated as our equals, whereas we act as their superiors. They hold themselves back from
accessing the tools power gives them, and therefore can never wrest from us the respect we would give
equals. They seek to cloak themsalvesin nohbility, aping al we are and have, yet do not seethat if they
are not resolved to do what it takes to maintain power, they are never fit towiddit.”

Krennd could hear his pulse beginning to pound in hisears. What Isard said, coming in husky, low tones
barely above awhisper, quickened his heart. She'd spoken a credo he'd accepted in his heart when, asa
child, he'd helped hisfather burn aien homes so an agro-combine could turn their land into productive
fields. The way she spoke, the conviction in her voice, the disdain in her words, resonated inside him.
She knew his mind and knew she could bare her heart without fear of rebuke.



Heforced himsdf to exhde dowly through his nose. "' So you agree, and then, that Mon Mothmals
mongrel Republic isan afront to humanity?"

"An‘affront'? Y ou are far too kind to her, Prince- Admira.” Isard began to dowly pace along a curved
path that never brought her closer to him than three meters. "It is an abomination that cannot survive.
During the Thrawn crisis Bothans were set against the Mon Caamari-and these are two of the more
reasonable speciesin the New Republic. There are others who, even now, are beginning to arm
themsalvesin the hopes that someday-next week, next year, in the next decade-they will be ableto
create their own empires, or redress ancient wrongs and renew ancient rivaries.”

Shelaughed adoud. "Can you imagine, Prince-Admira, the discord sown if theidentity of those who
destroyed the

Caamas isever uncovered? Planetary genocideisacrimethat will have everyone howling for blood and
lots of it, especidly since the Caamas have become even more pacifistic, more begtific in the wake of
their near-extermination ageneration ago. There are pressures lurking, building, in the New Republic.
Much energy is being deflected into creating agovernment, but once the structures arein place to dlow
for the exercise and abuse of power, these pressures will flood through it and tear it gpart.”

Krennd brushed hisleft hand over the stubble on hisjaw. "Aduteif not terribly surprising observations,
Isard." He made asnap decision to keep her off-baance. "With such understanding, you could easily see
away to create your own Empire. Wait, you tried that, didn't you? And the Rebels killed you for it?’

Her eyesflashed for asecond, and her right hand brushed itself over her scars. "They tried to kill me.
They did not succeed.”

Krennd noticed her words came without confidence. She doesn't remember how they amost got
her-amnesias no surprise with such massive head trauma. Perhaps she thinks she'slost some of her edge,
which iswhy she'scometo me. "Areyou giving medl thispolitical analysisso | can St back and watch
the gdaxy fdl into legions of civil wars?'

"No, | tell you this S0 you can recognize the opportunity you have to rebuild the Empire and become
Emperor.” She pointed an unwavering finger a him. ™Y ou will recdl | offered you this opportunity before,
but you decided to take Pestage's redlm instead of bringing him to me. | would have made you Emperor,
and now | shdl again.”

The Prince-Admira plucked acomlink from the desk. "Shall we call Mon Mothmanow and tell her to
hand over thereins of power?'

"Not directly, no. Shell hand them to usdl on her own.”
"What do you mean?"'

A brief smileflashed over Isard'sface. "It will not surprise you to learn that sources on Coruscant have
reported to me that you have been the subject of discussonsin the Provisona Council. The Rebelsfed
they need to make an example of an Imperia warlord, but they want to pick one and dedl with himin
such away that they do not so frighten the others that there is no chance of peaceful settlements |ater.

Y ou are going to be their target.”

"Me? That makesno sense.” Krennd frowned. "I've spent the last five years building up defenses,
making sure no one can prey upon my worlds. I'm hardly the easiest target they could pick on.”



"True, but you are the one who murdered the Imperid Grand Vizier and so blatantly profited by your act.
They think if they wage war on you benesth the pretext of bringing you to trid, the other warlords won't
be threatened by what they do to you.”

He crossed hisarms over his chest. "Trangparent politica motivationswon't turn lasers or shield ships.”

Isard nodded dowly. "True, but politics can play aleading rolein how power shiftsin the universe. Think,
for amoment. Asthe New Republic strivesto redress some of theills of the Empire, who will be
discomfitted?"

"Humans. They benefited the most under the Empire, so any movesto create equality will result in greater
stress on their resources. Humans will have to make do with less so diens can have more.™

"Very good. And who, now, possesses and control s these resources that will have to be shared.”

Krenne smiled. "Humansdo. And even the most liberd of them, the most dien-loving among them, the
oneswho want to do the mogt, will fed their nerf is being gored when they are forced to give up more
than they want to in order to help others."

"Exactly. Those who want to preserve their own wed th and power will dow the pace of change, while
those who seek power and wealth will want to accelerateit.” Isard opened her hands. "This providesyou
with an opportunity, Prince-Admird. Y ou declare your Ciutric Hegemony to be human-friendly. Y ou will
provide ahaven for anyone who feels he or sheisbeing abused by the New Republic.

And you will stressthat the Hegemony is open to enterprising individuas of any species-that success here
isbased on individua effort and the merit of one's contribution, not based on genetic makeup. The only
‘entitlement’ you recognize isthe one of al creaturesto be free to make the best life possible for
themsalves and their families™

Krennd dowly nodded. "When the New Republic moves againgt me, it will look asthough the dliens
have enough influence in the Council to use armed force against someone merely protecting the rights of
his own species. That should spike fear among humans and even make some of the other warlords willing
to band together so they won't be made targets.”

"Splendid. And asfor the murder charge, you will point out that you merely did to Pestage what the New
Republic

intended to do al dong. Infact, as| recdl, Pestage fled from the Rebel forces here on Ciutric and sought
sanctuary with you. Could it be hefeared they meant to spirit him away and try him for Imperia crimes?”

The Prince-Admird tapped ametd finger againg hischin. "It could be | recdl him saying something to
that effect before he died.”

"Good, more dissent to be sown."

Krennd watched Isard closdly. " So, you come here, you tell me what the New Republic hasin storefor
me, and you provide me with apolitical program that will thwart them. Why?"

"To preserve what littleisleft of the Empire.”



"You said that before. | believeit, but there must be more. There must be something you want, that you
want for yoursdf."

"Thereis, and you will giveit to me." Isard reached up with her right hand and touched the scarson the
side of her face. "Rogue Squadron managed to defy mein the past and | cannot et that transgression go
unpunished. In the course of what will happen, | will lay atrap for Rogue Squadron and you will give me
the resources | need to destroy them.”

Krennd snorted lightly. "1 have no love for Rogue Squadron, either. Y ou do not ask for much, but your
god may be unattainable. Rogue Squadron has led a charmed life when it comesto traps.”

"That'sdl in the past, Prince-Admiral.” Isard's arctic eye sparkled. "'I've sent them amessage, one that
will confuse and digtract them. It isbait and, asthey follow it, they will moveinto my trap. You'l see,
you'l see I'm right. And, when the time comes, your score with them will be settled aswell.”

5

Wedge Antilles shivered, and he knew it wasn't just because the morgue was kept cool. Beyond the big
trangparisted viewport that separated him from the stainless stedl and tile room where droids performed
autopsies, Wedge saw row upon row of little doors behind which the dead waited for someoneto have
the sad duty of claiming them. Two droids, a Two-Onebee and an Emdee-One, did Urlor Sette's
shrouded form into one of the refrigerated drawers and shut the door with afaintly audible click.

Wedge turned away from the viewport and looked at the other two of the room's occupants. Corran
Horn sat hunched over on achair with his hands covering hisface. Blood droplets stained hisjacket front
and asmall crescent of blood decorated each cuff, aswell as the knee on which he had knelt next to the
body. Corran's reaction to Sette's degth didn't strike Wedge as at all wrong-the death had been shocking
and theloss of afriend was never pleasant.

He dso knew Corran well enough to know there was more to it than just shock. Sette's death is a defeat
for him. Before Thrawn, before we freed Thyferra, Corran gave hisword that he would free the people
who had been imprisoned on the Lusankyawith him. Sette's degth isafailure,

and opens up for him the possibility that he might continueto fail in this quest.

The woman sitting next to Corran rubbed her right hand aong his curved back. She wore her light brown
hair up and had on a cerulean dress with a short black jacket over it. She'd been at the party, too, and
hed immediately taken charge of the Stuation. Wedge marveled at her cam strength in the midst of such
an incident, but that sort of strength was something he had come to expect and admirein lellaWessiri.

"Corran," she said softly, "thereisno way you can accept respongbility for thisman's death. You didnt
kill im."

Corran looked up with red-rimmed eyes. "That's not what the droids said.” He pointed at the small
box-and-wire device that the Emdee-One that had performed the autopsy had deposited on the room's
danlesssted table. "The second | said hisname, | doomed him. | might aswell have put ablaster to his
head and pulled thetrigger.”

"Listen to me, Corran Horn, you know that's nonsense.” ldllas voice devel oped an edge and anger
sparked in her brown eyes. "The person who put that device together, the person who implanted it into
your friend, that person killed him."



Corran's green eyes narrowed. "I know that in my head, Iella, but my heart..." He tapped his chest with a
fist. "My heart il fedsthe guilt. If wed moved fagter to find them and free them, maybe-"

Wedge shook his head. "Listen to yourself, Corran. Y ou know aswell as| do that we've devoted alot
of time and energy to locating the Lusankya prisoners. While | was off with Wraith Squadron, you
Rogues worked hard on that problem. Y ou had Iellaand alot of New Republic Intelligence resources
working with you. You did al you could, the best you could.”

"But wedidn't find them."

"No, you didn't find what, two hundred, maybe three hundred individualsin a galaxy with thousands and
thousands of planetsto each one of them? The New Republic barely communicates with three-quarters

of the Empire's old worlds, and you know aswell as | do that much of those communications are hollow
formalities. When I sard scattered the prisoners, she did so because she knew we wanted them, and she
was sharp enough to take steps to make sure we never found them.”

Wedge frowned. "The secret of where she placed them died when you and Tycho blew up her shuttle at
Thyferra. Y ou didn't know that she'd hidden the prisoners, so you couldn't have anticipated the result.”

Iellanodded in agreement. "And, Corran, there was no way you could have let her live, let her run. That
kind of evil had to be stopped, and you know everyone who was on the L usankya would have agreed
withyou."

Wedgefet alump risein histhroat as she spoke. Iella's husbhand, Diric, had once been a prisoner on the
Lusankya, though no one had known it until after his death. Y sanne Isard had broken Diric and turned
him into one of her agents. She sent him after an Imperid officia who was defecting to the New
Republic, aprisoner Iellawas guarding. Iellahad been forced to kill her own husband. Forced muchin
the same way as Corran was forced to trigger the death of hisfriend.

Corran took Iellas|eft hand in hisown and gave it asqueeze. "Y ou'reright, of course, both of you. |
know that. Still, thisknot in my gut isn't going away until wefind the other prisoners.” Hisvoice sank
dightly. "Or find out what happened to them.”

lellagot up and walked over to the table. She picked up the small box-and-wire device and turned it
over in her hands. "Well, we have agood place to Sart with this. It'sanasty little piece of work, and a
farly specidized one. Mogt of it ismade up of off-the-shelf components, but there are some custom
piecesin here, too. Whoever put it together knew what he was doing.”

Wedge frowned. "1 know that's what killed Sette, but how did it work?”'

Iellaflipped open the box-which was no bigger than a deck of sabacc cards. Insde, Wedge saw a
couple of computer chips, two energy cells, some eectronic components, asmall motor, ameta cylinder
with holesdrilled into it every centimeter or so, and arainbow of wires. lellahit asmdl button, and the
twenty-centimeter-long cylinder flipped upright.

"Prdiminary andysisindicatesthis cylinder housed athin-walled glass capsule that contained two
powerful drugs-well, one was adrug, the other was anaturally occurring venom, but one seldom found in
the quantities used here. The venom ishemotoxic-it actslike acid, eating away at capillary wals, which
caused the hemorrhaging from the eyes, nose, and mouth you saw. The drug spiked Sette's blood
pressure, pumping the toxin through him in seconds. He died of amassive stroke as the toxin ruptured



every blood vessd inhisbrain."
Wedge shifted his shoulders uneasily. "The box was attached to his circulatory system somehow?"

Iella showed him the bottom of the box, right below the bottom of the cylinder. "They used avenous graft
to connect it to his aorta. The second the mix hit his bloodstream, the poison was dl through him."

Corran rose from his chair and came over to lean heavily on the table. "The wires came from anerve
graft-the kind they usein cybernetic replacements. The machine hooked into Urlor's aura nerves, picking
up what he heard. When the chip matched the voiceprint of my saying Urlor's name to the voiceprint it
had stored, the motor turned a gear that spun another one that depressed a plunger down through the
cylinder and pumped the kill-juiceinto him."

Wedge nodded dowly. "Y ou think the voiceprint came from your timein the Lusankya?'

"Maybe. Probably not." Corran shrugged duggishly. "We didn't use names much there. If we used names
we could have provided the Imps with clues to what might be happening. | suspect they got it from any of
avaiety of reports| gave about my timein the Lusankya."

Generd Antillesfdt icetrickle through hisguts. "Those reports are il classified, aren't they?"

"Asnearly as| know."

lellanodded. "They are, which means whoever did this has access to some of our classified materid.
That's not redly asurprise, though, isit?'

Wedge raised an eyebrow. "It isn't?"

"Think about it, Generd. Urlor Sette arrives at a party being thrown in the honor of Rogue Squadron-a
party you didn't know about until this afternoon. Word was not that widespread about it, but whoever it
was managed to get himin."

lellaset the poison injector down. "We have to figure that whoever 1sard entrusted with hiding the
prisonerswasfairly high up in her intelligence operation. While Kirtan Loor'sinformation did turn over to
usagood portion of theintel opsIsard had running on Coruscant, recent events during the Thrawn crisis
showed we didn't get everything, so it's safe to assume we still have secrets legking to the enemy.”
Wedge sighed, and then nodded to her. "Good andysis. | hadn't thought that hard.”

"You're not trained to do analysis, Wedge. Y ou provideintel, or act on plans formulated because of it.

Y ou don't haveto do interp and andlysis." Iellagave him awarm smile. "At least you didn't have to

before you won your decade of dots, Generd."

"Savethe Generd stuff, Idla. I'm gill Wedgeto you.” He glanced down. "At least, | assume such
familiarity isokay."

"Sure." Shewinked a him. "I didn't think you'd let your rank go to your head."
"No, but it looks asif I'll be having to apply my brains more than before.”

"Just in different ways, Wedge." Iellaturned and rested her right hand on Corran'sleft shoulder. "Corran,



you should get out of here. Wedge can take you back home. There's nothing more you can do here. It
will be hours before the

droids come back with their find andysis of the toxin and the device components.”
Wedge nodded. "Be glad to do it, Corran. Y ou look more exhausted than a Hutt-wrestler.”

"Yeah, and | fed like onewho'slost abunch of matches, too." Corran heaved himsalf up from the edge
of thetable. "I don't need transport, though. | want to walk for abit.”

Wedgeinclined his head toward the door. "I could stretch my legs, too."

"No, if it'sthe sameto you, I'd liketo be done." Corran smiled sheepishly. "L ook, you're both very good
friendsand | appreciate your concern, but right now | need to think some things through.”

Wedge started to say something, but adight shake of Iella's head stopped him. He folded hisarms
across his chest. "L ook, you know how to reach me by comlink if you need to talk, find you're lost, want
to tear up a swoop-jockey haunt, you nameit."

"And | don't want to be left out, either, if you're going to be picking on swoopies.” Ielladrew Corran into
ahug. "Go home, get somerest. Well have what you need to know to find out who did this by noon
tomorrow."

"Thanks, lella”" Corran gave her akiss on the cheek, and then turned and threw a hasty salute at Wedge.
"I'll report in tomorrow, Generd."

"Just let Emtrey know where you are and that will befine." Wedge returned the sdlute and gave him a
amile. "I don't imagine Mirax would be dl that pleased with me requiring you to actualy cometo the
base. Good night."

Wedge watched in silence as Corran |eft the examining room, and then he turned and looked at Iella.
"You redly think you'll have enough datato let us start tracking the person behind this by tomorrow?"

"Well have someleads." She tapped the box with afinger. "The common components here arefairly low
tech, which means they were probably manufactured on the world where the device was put together.
Given what it costs to haul manufactured items between planets, low-ticket trinkets like this aren't worth
shipping. The custom components-the chips and the graft wire-might have come from e sewhere, but they
were modified during manufacture. The mods aren't that difficult to do, but they require technical
expertise and suitable facilities. Once we have aworld, we can begin a survey of people and placesthat
could work."

Wedge ran ahand aong the edge of hisjaw. "What about the toxin?"

"Could have been shipped in from elsewhere, milked from creatures that were shipped in, or
manufactured. WEII rule out synthetics firg-they're never quite the same as the naturaly produced stuff.
The easiest thing for usto track would beif it were milked from exotics on a planet where the crestures
are not native. Most worlds require the registering of exotic xenobiologicas, so we can vector in that

way."

"Soundslike alot of work." Wedge shook his head. "Where do we begin?’



llWel?l

"Hey, you said these ten little pips | sport now mean I've got to start using my head in different ways.
Might aswell start now.”

lellawatched him through half-closed eyes, and then dowly smiled. "Wdll, the droids are going to take
time for the analys's, and the computerswill start chunking out lists, cross-indexing them, and probably
come up with a couple thousand likely candidates. When they get that list pared down, and then we go
through it. We refine the parameters of our search, pull up auxiliary data, and narrow the field further.”
"S0, nothing to do until thelist isfinished?"

"Oh my, you clearly haven't done anything in the way of detective work, have you?'

Wedge reddened dightly. "Ah, you and Corran were the ones trained by CorSec, not me."

"And Corran has clearly neglected your training.” Iellacame around the table and dipped her arm through
Wedge's.

"The gart of any good investigation involves hunting up ardiable source of caf-the kind that can keep
you awake through an Ithorian production of a Gamorrean opera.”

"lan't that kind of caf considered a controlled substance within the New Republic?!

She laughed. "1 think someonetried to pass aregulation like that, but the Senate stafferslive on that kind
of caf, so the proposa vanished.”

"Data-card probably just fdll into a pot of the stuff.” Wedge smiled. "Probably improved the taste, too.”

"Well, well haveto seeif we can find aplace that makesits caf hot, strong, and to your liking, and then.
And, once we do that, we buy severd liters, come back here, and go to work."

Wedge nodded and took one last look at the device that killed Urlor Sette. Y ou want to know what
scares me the most about that device and this whole murder?

"Whet?'
"Theway it was done, so boldly and obvioudy, it meanswhoever did it wants us to come after them.”

lellas eyes narrowed. " Caling Rogue Squadron down upon yoursalf would be ruled 'suicide by most
coroners.”

"Right, which meanswhoever did thisthinksthey can handle us, is crazy enough to think they can handle
us, or just has one colossal hate on for us.”

"Not a pretty holograph.” Iellatugged Wedge toward the door. "Let's get that caf. Well save alittleand
when we learn who it iswe're after, well useit to met them clean away.”

6

Corran dipped into his darkened gpartment and let the door close quietly behind him. A couple of lights



blinked, and then asoftly rising tone greeted him.

"It'sme, Whistler. Keep it down.” Corran peeled off hisjacket and dropped it beside the door. "Is Mirax
adeep?’

The R2 unit tootled affirmatively, but aglow pane clicked on in the bedroom. "Corran, isthat you?"

He kept back from the dender bar of light streaming through the narrow crack between doorjamb and
door. "Yes, it'sme. Don't get up, I'll be with you in amoment.”

"Areyou okay? Corran?'

And I'm supposed to be the one with latent Jedi skills. "I'll befine." He pushed open the door to the
bedroom with hisright foot, and then leaned against the jamb with hisleft shoulder. Looking & hiswife as
shelay there on her side, her black hair up, wearing alight blue nightgown, he smiled.

Smiled asmuch ashissplit lip would et him.

Mirax sat bolt upright in bed. "What happened to you?'

"It was nothing.”

"Nothing?Y our lip issplit, your right eyeisamost

swollen shut." She threw back the covers and padded over to the refresher station. Corran heard water
running, and then Mirax returned bearing awet washcloth. Sheraised it to dab at the blood on his chin,
but he caught her hand.

"Mirax, I'll befine." Hetook the washcloth from her and scrubbed away at the blood. "I decided |
needed to get my head clear, so | walked from the morgue. | ran into alittle trouble.”

Mirax planted baled fistson her hips. "A little trouble? Y ou came out of the Lusankyalooking better.”

He snorted alaugh and followed it with asmile that tugged at the splitin hislip. "Wéll, these are more
Lusankya- based injuries. | can't get theimage of Urlor dying like that out of my head. Wedge and Idlla
have dready told meit's not my fault that he died, but the fact that he wasn't free yet isthe reason he
died. | promised to free him, and I'vefailed.”

She canted her head dightly. " So you went looking for trouble and |et someone beat you up?*

Corran brought his chin up. "Troublefound medl by itsdf, I didn't haveto go looking. It wasalittle gang
of kids. A Rodian was leading them. | wasn't paying attention, so they decided to take me."

Mirax took hisright hand in hers and led him over to the edge of the bed. She made him st there, and
then she kndlt at hisfeet and started to unbutton histunic. "1 think | can get the blood out of the shirt.
Where'sthe jacket?"

"By thedoor. Mogt of it, anyway. One of thelittle glitbiters made off with adeeve." Corran pressed the
wet cloth to his swollen right eye. "The Rodian swung a pretty good left. He came up on my right Side
from behind and clouted me. Spun me around, and then he split my lip. Another of them grabbed my
deeve and for asecond, | thought it was al over.”



He shook hishead. "I started to fed sorry for mysdf, and then | saw Urlor lying there in the morgue and |
redlized that asbad as| fdlt, at least | could fedl. | thought of you, and of Jan Dodonna, and the other
Lusankya prisoners,

and whoever it was that sent Urlor here to Coruscant. | realized | had more important things to be doing
than worrying about myself and that's when things began to get a bit weird.”

Mirax tugged Corran's shirt off hisleft arm, and then unbuttoned the right cuff and quickly dipped it past
thewet cloth in hisright hand. "What do you mean?"'

"Well, I'd felt it before, a couple of times, flying with the squadron or when | was with CorSec.
Everything dowed down, | knew what the Rodian was going to do, what the others were going to do. |
could just fed them there. | knew which way to moveto avoid their punches. It felt asif they were
puppets going through a series of highly choreographed moves, and | just dipped in and out between
them. | didn't have to hit anyone or anything. | just got away."

Mirax tossed his shirt to the floor and pulled off hisright boot. " Sounds very Jedi to me."

"Y eah, maybe it was a Force thing. | don't know.” He shrugged. "Doesn't matter, though. What doesis
this: | need to focus on finding Jan Dodonna. Somehow, with Thrawn running loose and everything, it
was easy to get distracted. No longer."

Corran's|eft hand curled down into afist and Mirax quickly took it in her hands. "Corran, | know you're
disappointed in yourself for not having kept your word to General Dodonna about coming back to the
Lusankyato free him, but you have to remember that you did do that. Y our resgnation from Rogue
Squadron iswhat led everyone to go after Y sanne Isard and bring her down. Y ou did get to the
Lusankya, just asyou said you would."

"Sure, but they weren't there.”

"No, they weren't, but | think you need to stop seeing them as complete victims." She reached up and
tapped afinger againgt histemple. "1 remember what you told me about Jan Dodonna, how he followed
you and stopped Derricote from killing you. He was a smart man, and you have to know that he wasfully
capable of interpreting the

move from the Lusankya. Isard's moving him and everyone else out of there told them that you were
succeeding. If you werent, if you weren't going to make good on your promise, Iceheart never would
have moved them. They know that."

She let her hand come down to stroke the left Side of hisface. "If | were ever to go missing, I'd have no
fear. | know you'd turn this galaxy indgde out to find me. Y ou'd do whatever you had to do to find me."

Corran's left eye narrowed. "No question, whatever it took.”

"Jan Dodonnaknows you're aman of your word. He also knows the move will have complicated things,
but he's not going to doubt that you'll keep your promise.”

Helay back on the bed and closed his eyes. The conviction in Mirax's voice pierced the vell of
self-doubt that had sprung from hisfeding that he'd failed Urlor. He knew Wedge and Iellahad been
right in pointing out that the desth was not hisfault, even though his voiceprint had been used asthe



trigger. Even s0, he knew he couldn't duck full respongbility for it, because Urlor had been chosen asa
wegpon to get at him. Had he never escaped from the Lusankya, Urlor never would have been sent to
him. By doing what he had done, Corran had made an enemy, and that enemy clearly felt no
compunction about using whatever tools were at hand to make apoint.

But making apoint and attaining agod are two different things. Using Urlor's degth to taunt him and point
out that held failed to keep his promise was one thing. That couldn't be the only desired result of that
move, however, because it was far too modest an outcome for the expenditure. Clearly the person
wanted to hurt me. To distract me, keep me from focusing, but focusing on what?

"Mirax, seeif thisscansfor you. Killing Urlor at that party, in that way, pretty much guarantees Rogue
Squadron hasits honor bounded up in freeing the prisoners, right?"

Hefélt her lie down on the bed beside him. "Thefirst jump of your course seemswel| plotted.”

"Okay, s0 then it would seem that our enemy expects us to be thinking a bit more with our emotionsthan
our brains. The enemy has made amove, now we will react to it." He opened hisleft eye and turned his
head to look at her. "Urlor is bait for atrap meant to destroy Rogue Squadron.”

"That also seemsto follow.” She pursed her lipsfor amoment. "Y oull have to assume atragp iswaiting
for you no matter what you decide to do. Y ou'll have to plan in some safeguards.”

"So, tdl me, am | just being egotigtica by assuming this enemy wants a piece of me and Rogue
Squadron?"

"Corran, you're apilot who used to be amember of CorSec. Ego getsissued with the uniforms” Mirax
gave himaquick smile. "In this case, though, | don't think you're wrong. Whoever isbehind thisis crud
and evil-and therés alist of ex-Imperia leaders we could run down and find plenty of candidates who fit
that description.”

"This person isn't going to be on that list." Corran frowned. "Were dedling with someone who was close
to Isard, who sees Rogue Squadron as the folks who destroyed Isard. They're focused on retribution. |
don't think they'll win, inthe long run, but | am afraid lots more people will die, asdid Urlor, before

they're stopped.”

Gavin Darklighter swirled the golden Cordlian brandy in the smdl tumbler, and then tossed it off. He felt
asmall bead of brandy leak from the corner of his mouth and work itsway down through his goatee. The
rest of thefiery liquid burned itsway down histhroat, but none of its warmth radiated out to dispel the
chill that had settled over him.

Heidly swiped at the droplet with hisleft hand, and then sighed and shook his head. "The way that man
died tonight, it took me back to when we were helping the victims of the Krytos virus here on Coruscant.
They bled, too, bled and died.”

Asyr Sai'lar nodded mutely from the chair opposite him. After coming back to their apartment from the
party, shed changed into a purple silk dressing gown. Sitting in the blocky chair, she had drawn her feet
up o they disappeared into the robe. Of her body he could only see her white-furred hands and her
head, with the diagona blaze of white fur that ran from her forehead down over her left eye and across
her cheek. Her markings made her somewhat unique among Bothans-as did her atitude.

Gavin sat hisglass down on the arm of hischair. "l guess| was hoping, with Thrawn gone, that things



would begin to settle down. | mean, | know I'm not even twenty years old, but there aretimes | fed
postively ancient.”

Asyr gave him ahdf smile. "Battles and death act as force-multiplierswhen it comesto time. Always
having to be dert and ready to deal with violence wears you down. It's wearing me down, too."

Gavin'shead came up. "Redly?"
"That surprisesyou?'

"WEell, yes, | guessit does" He hesitated a moment, letting his thoughts order themsalves. "Y ou
graduated from the Bothan Martia Academy, so | would have thought you would have training in how to
handle thissort of thing."

Asyr barked alittle laugh. "Gavin, military schools and training are long on teaching you how to destroy
things, but they don't much dedl with the aftermath of that destruction. Everyone assumesthat if youwin
you'l fed good and if you lose you'll be dead, so how you fedl doesn't matter. By the time war beginsto
grind you down, it's pretty much had that same effect on everyone, so the war dows down and stops.”

"Or you get rolled over and killed and your fedlings don't matter."

"Right." Sheturned her head and looked at him with her violet eyes. "Are you saying you want to resign
from the squadron, start afamily, do something else?"

Gavin frowned. "The squadron ismy family, youre my family. | don't want to walk away from that. We
both know that someone is going to have to do something about the guy who died, and Wedge and
Corran will push for it to be Rogue Squadron. | don't want to sound silly, but that death was a shot taken
at us, and showing the person who took it that they were wrong seemsto be the right thing to do.”

"Agread.”

He sat forward in his chair, resting his elbows on hisknees. "Asfor the other stuff, like starting afamily, |
think I'd like that. I'd like to start afamily with you. We could get married, make this permanent, and
bring children into our lives"

Asyr froze for asecond and Gavin feared held somehow insulted her. Bothans were a proud species and
very much tied into complex relaionshipsinvolving kin and clans. Despite having been Asyr's companion
for the past two years and joining her at anumber of socia functions, held yet to meet another
human-Bothan couple. And | know there are plenty of Bothanswho don't like the fact that we've
managed to stay together aslong as we have.

She glanced down at the hem of her gown and picked apiece of lint fromit. "I like theidea of being
married to you, Gavin, but thereés alot to consider. Y ou do know that it isimpossible for usto have
children together.”

Gavin nodded. "Y eah, both friends and enemies have clued meinto that Stuation. Strikes me, though,
that there are plenty of children who need adopting. | mean, we have those two little brotherswho livein
the alley near the squadron's hangar. They're just one example. Adopting would give usachanceto help
heal some of the damage the Empire has done, you know?"

Shelooked up and nodded solemnly. "I agree. Thereis something else you have to know: If we adopt, |



want usto adopt at least one Bothan child.”
"Sure, no problem.”

Asyr held up afurred hand to stop him. "Listen to me, Gavin, because it won't be that easy. Y ou know
we Bothans set great store by our families. Political power

flows from the networks we build up with dliances and everything. My family ssesmeasa
disappointment because, while | have garnered acclaim in service with Rogue Squadron, | have not
presented them with children. Those children would be well loved, but they would also be fodder for
future aliances. I've managed to amass what Bothans recognize as a certain amount of power. I'ma
politica battery in that sense, and my family is disappointed that 1've not provided them with ameansto
bleed some of that power off." ;

"So you're saying that if we adopt a Bothan child, your family will want to exert some control.”

Asyr laughed doud. "How can you have lived with a Bothan for so long and yet be so polite when
referring to our possessveness?”'

Gavin amiled. "Y our possessivenessian't that bad from my perspective. Look, thiswould be our child. |
wouldn't belooking to interfere with the child's assumption of his heritage. | wouldn't want to try to
substitute a human culture for Bothan culture, but | would want to provide some balance. I'd want to
show him that different doesn't mean bad. And I'd hope any other children we adopted-be they human or
Rodian or Ithorian, whatever-would get that same message.”

Asyr blinked and Gavin saw asingle glistening tear roll from her left eye. "How could | have taken you
for an anti-alien bigot when we first met?"

"You didn't know me." He got up out of hischair and crossed over to where she sat, and then knelt
beside her. He reached out and held her |eft hand, stroking the fur. "Look, | know thiswon't be easy, but
| want to try to do something positive for the gdaxy. Sure, flying off, sopping some Grand Admird from
reestablishing the Empireis noble and positive, but the way we rebuild the galaxy isby making lives
better one a atime. We can do this, you and 1. | want to do it with you."

Sheleaned down and kissed him on the forehead, and then rested her chin on the crown of his head.
"You redlize, if the adoption goesthrough, one of uswill haveto leavethe

squadron. It wouldn't befair for both of usto risk our lives and leave some child orphaned again.”

"l know." Gavin let his head rest against her breastbone. " That's a decision we can make down theline.
Neither one of uswantsto leave, | know, but if that's what it takes to make the galaxy better, it'sa
sacrificeI'm willing to make."

7

Corran Horn hated waiting for the go/no go signa for the mission. On the long journey from Coruscant to
Commenor he and the other Rogues had studied the intelligence gathered about their target. He knew it
was less comprehensive than he normally would have preferred, but everyoneinvolved in the operation
agreed that Urlor Setté's arrival at the Rogues party meant their enemy had accessto intelligence sources
within the New Republic, so the operation was running outside norma channels. Theintd they got was
enough to plan the mission, but not enough to guarantee success.



Not that success can ever be guaranteed in amilitary op, and especialy one counting on surpriseto be
effective.

lella and Wedge had managed to trace the materid components of the device that killed Urlor to
Commenor. Wedge had been to the planet before, and many of the other Rogues had trained on a covert
base on Folor, the largest of Commenor's moons. An Imperid raid later hammered the base, but Corran
fdt little nogtalgiafor it. Training there was along time ago. Lifetimes ago.

Tracing the components to Commenor had involved good solid detective work, but locating the Steon
Commenor

where the implantation had happened involved some good fortune. Commenor's medical system
contained afair number of facilities that could have done the implantation, but an analysis of records
failed to turn up anything that suggested the operation had taken place there. Wedge located a couple of
places where some exotic xenobiological creatures had been kept, and as he concentrated on them asa
possible source of the venom that killed Urlor, he noticed that one facility boasted afull veterinary
surgicd suite, complete with droids. That facility had gone out of businessroughly two years earlier,
about the same time Isard had fled to Thyferra. The place had been built in aremote rurd district in
anticipation of further growth, but the collgpse of the Empire had cooled Commenor's economy enough
that such expansion didn't take place.

Thetarget facility, caled "the old Xenovet place” by locds, consisted of afairly modern central building
that served as the main anima hospita. Outlying buildings provided housing for commercia animals
recovering from illness or being kept there for breeding and birthing purposes. One of the Xenovet'sfina
programs was an attempt to start a captive breeding program of exotic animals that were endangered on
other worlds, but the rebuilding of worldsin the wake of the Empire's collapse took precedence over the
rebuilding of creature populations, dooming that effort aswell.

Ontheface of it, the place looked like an easy target. Weather satellite data and other more covert
methods of surveillance indicated no weapons systems in place to defend the site. Utility records
indicated fairly low power and water use for aplace that Sze, suggesting that no more than thirty
individuas lived on the ste-anywhere between athird and a sixth of thetotd prisoners estimated to have
been on the Lusankya. Shipments of supplies camein through loca stores and likewise were not that
extensve. Asnearly astheloca residents knew, the folks at the XV facility were caretakers waiting for
some bankruptcy trustee to find a buyer for the place.

Two problems cropped up to make the target harder

than anyone expected. Thefirst was smply logistical. The Rogues could sweep in, pound the place, and
reduceit to rubble, but that wouldn't do anything for the prisoners being held there. From his CorSec
experience, Corran adso knew that destroying the building would destroy any clues asto who owned it,
who was running it, and where other prisoners might be. The siteitsaf wasavauablelink in the chain
that would take them to al the prisoners.

To get the prisoners out would require acommando strike. The New Republic assigned their two top
unitsto theraid: Team One, led by Colondl Kapp Dendo, a Devaronian who'd worked with the Rogues
in the past, and the Katarn Commandos, led by Captain Page. Page and his people had worked with the
Rogues on their mission to Borleiasto liberate that planet from Imperia hands. Both teams had been
covertly inserted onto Commenor and had worked their way to the district around the XV ste.



The second problem concerning the mission proved more frustrating than any possible defense the
Imperids could have raised. Commenor had declared itself independent of the Empire and the New
Republic, much as Corellia had done. Since Commenor was akey world on trading routes, it was able to
maintain itsindependence by courting each and every palitica faction in the gdaxy. An attack onan
Imperid facility by aNew Republic strike team could create an incident that would cause Commenor's
officiasto bar New Republic trade, impose tiff tariffs, or even cause the planet to align itsdlf with a
warlord like Krenndl.

Lela Organa Solo managed to convince Commenorian officiasthat they should sanction the coming
operation. She pointed out that when Generad Jan Dodonnaretired, he did so to the Commenorian
moon, Brelor-asmall moon the Emperor had given him asareward for his service to the Empire. She
suggested that the Empire's subsequent attempted nation of Dodonnaon Brelor was a violation of
Commenorian law. Allowing the New Republic to rescue him, or comrades of his, from the XV facility
would be a step toward making things right again. Having the New Republic stage the raid would so
insulate Commenor from any Imperia reprisas, which was an aspect of the ded the Commenoriansliked
alot.

Rogue Sguadron's X-wings-painted black for the operation-and astromech droids had been shipped to
Commenor under cover astraining vehiclesfor theloca militia The members of Rogue Squadron arrived
on avariety of commercid transports and al rendezvoused in Munto, the largest city near the XV ste. At
the warehouse that served as ahangar for the X-wings, Wedge ran over abriefing with the latest
intelligence. Then the pilots mounted up and waited.

Wedge's voi ce crackled through the headset built into Corran's helmet. "Rogues, we are good to go.
Light your engines, but keep the Sfoilsin trangt pogition until we are out of Munto.”

"Findly!" Corran turned to glance back at Whigtler. "Now we make good on the promise.”

Whistler warbled encouragingly as Corran brought the engines up. He shunted power to the repul sorlift
coilsand let the X-wing hover there. He retracted the landing gear, and then smiled when the ship didn't
dip at dl. He nudged the throttle forward, and then applied alittle etheric rudder viahis foot pedasand
swung the X-wing's nose around to starboard. Corran trailed out after See's X-wing, and then did his
X-wing more to starboard, swinging wide onto the open ferrocrete dab where another warehouse had
once stood.

All around the Rogues most of Munto lay deeping. Houses had been built up on terraces al around the
valey in which thetown lay, but most of them were dark save for a safety glow panel here and there.
Some airspeeder traffic moved down in the more central part of the valey, and beyond it aroadway
carried landspeeder traffic heading up to the town of Kliffen, but otherwise the city seemed al but dead.

One Hight took off firgt, heading out dowly in avery loose formation. It started off toward the northeast
and then would course correct for the target well beyond prying eyes. Two Hight followed with Wes
Janson in command. Corran smiled as he remembered Wes proudly sporting thetrio of pipsthat marked
his elevation to the rank of Mgor. Corran had asked Wesif held ever thought he'd live long enough to
wear three pips, but before Wes could answer, Hobbie quipped, "He never thought held live long enough
to count to three pips.”

Two Hight headed out to the northwest and Corran brought hisflight dong to the launching point.
"Heading two-seven-five degrees, ten percent power. Let'sfly."

The X-wingstook off easily and headed down into the Munto valley, and then hooked north dong the



roadway. They followed it for acouple of kilometers, and then, when it cut west again for the run to
Kliffen, the X-wings pulled up and flew over theridgeline and out of the valey. They continued on, flying
fairly closeto theroll of theterrain and over another line of hills before they locked their S-foilsinto
attack positions.

Corran glanced at the chronometer built into his command console. "Timeto target isfifteen minutes.”
"Nine, thisis Twelve. I've got trace readings on my tail."
"Whidtler, give me afine-grade sensor scan of our backtrail.”

The droid complied and Corran caught a flash of something moving back there. Whatever it was, it
managed to use terrain features to mask itsdlf fairly well. A shiver ran down Corran's spine. Even though
thismissionisoff al screens back in the New Republic, isit possible weve been betrayed?

Corran keyed his comm unit. "Okay, Rogues, throttle up. We're going to half power and going to bounce
over that ridge. Ten and Eleven keep going to the target. Twelve, we reverse throttle on the other side,
drop to ground, and watch to see what's coming after us. Well burnit if we need to.”

"Asordered, Nine"

The quartet of fighters picked up speed and climbed up the far ridgeline and then over. Corran chopped
histhrust back, and then reversed it and killed his forward momentum. The X-wing began to drop from
the sky, so he cut in his repul sor-lift coils and bounced to astop a meter and ahalf above the ground. He
nudged the fighter over into asmall gully and saw Inyri'sfighter go to ground about twenty metersto his
port side. In the distance he saw Ooryl and Asyr cruising dong and down into a pass that would take
them north.

Then, from back over the ridgdline, came four TIE Interceptors. They screamed past nearly fifteen
meters overheed, correcting to follow the two X-wings into the pass. Corran saw no markings on them,
and the scanner data didn't identify them as hogtile. For dl | know those are abunch of kids out flying
around in surplus Interceptors.

Then one of the Interceptors burned agreen laser bolt through the ar at Ooryl's vanishing X-wing.
| guessthat settlesthat.

Corran immediately dropped his crosshairs on one of the Interceptors and thumbed his weapons-control
over to proton torpedoes. On the heads-up display a green box surrounded the Interceptor, and then it
went yellow. Whistler's piping picked up speed as the droid sought atargeting solution for the torpedo.
When hefindly got it histone became constant and the box went red.

Corran goosed the throttle forward, brought up the fighter's nose, and launched a proton torpedo. The
missile legped up, riding abrilliant blue flame that scorched aFijis tree asit went past. The torpedo
spirded up into the air, and then curled down as the Interceptor tried to evadeit. The pilot's efforts
proved partially successful: Thetorpedo did not hit it, but overshot and exploded when proximity sensors
reported it had missed.

The force of the missile blast crumpled the Interceptor's port wing and tore most of it away from the
stubby stanchion that connected the wing to the ship'sball cockpit. Shrapnel from the missileitsaf blew
through the transparisted viewport. Letha shards of the transparent metal whirled through the cockpit,



stabbing deep into equipment and dicing clean through the pilot. Spinning wildly, the Interceptor dammed
into the ground and exploded in agolden firebdl.

Inyri likewise shot a proton torpedo at one of the Interceptors. Her missile hit dead on target, lancing up
through the bottom of the ball cockpit and out through the starboard side before exploding. The
torpedo'simpact did enough structural damage to the ship that the twin ion engines ripped free and
blasted out through the front of the ship, and then arced down to smash into the ground. The missile's
detonation shredded the rest of the Interceptor, sparking ahot meta rain that started a constellation of
small fires burning across the landscape.

Corran keyed his comm unit. "Rogue Nine to Lead, we have engaged four squints, two down. We may
be compromised.”

"l copy, Nine."

Corran punched histhrottle forward and pulled the X-wing's nose up as the remaining two I nterceptors
turned back around to engage them. He dlowed hisfighter to go vertical, and then he brought it over the
top and rolled out to port. That gave the squints a clean line a his back, so he snapped the X-wing up on
the port Sfoil and pulled back on the stick, taking him out on aturn to the left.

The Interceptors started to adjust their course to come after him and Corran smiled. Behind them, Inyri's
X-wing took to theair at full throttle. In seconds she cruised up behind the trailing Interceptor and laced
it full of coherent light. Red bolts burned through the ion engine shidding, exploding the engines. Tralling
goldfire, the Interceptor somersaulted through the air and finally bounced itsway across the ground,
sowing patches of firein itswake.

The pilot coming in on Corran'stail kept alight hand on the yoke and juked hisfighter around to spoil
Inyri'saim. Corran likewise bounced his X-wing around, making his ship hard to hit. He shunted al shield
power to the aft shields, so whenever one of the Interceptor's bolts did finaly hit, it just struck sparks.

He's good he's very good. The Interceptor should have been at amaneuvering disadvantagein
atmogphere, but even with the low dtitude of the fight and the congtraints of battling in avalley, the
Interceptor proved very agile. | can't exploit my advantage and he's not about to fly straight enough for
Inyri to nall him. Unless.

"Twelve, stay with him, but give him space. Aim high."

"Asordered, Nine."

Corran rolled his X-wing out to port, and then took it down to the deck. He came up on the starboard
S+oail ever so dightly and began along, gentle turn toward the pass heading north. Asthe X-wing lined
up with it, he cut histhrottle back but kept the fighter dipping left and right. Glancing at hisrear sensor
screen, Corran watched as the range between him and the Interceptor began to scroll down. Looking
forward he saw the pass's narrow opening looming closer.

Whidtler tootled awarning.

"Yes, | know how closewe are. Trust me."

At the two-hundred-meter mark, Corran cut thrust to zero, rolled onto the sarboard S-foil, and shunted
full engine power to the repulsorlift: coils. He ssomped on the starboard rudder pedal, swinging the



fighter's aft to the right. In a heartbesat the fighter went from being level and headed north to having its
nose pointed at the sky, itsright Sfoil pointed north, and momentum till carrying it in toward the pass.

Corran dammed the throttle up to full and snap rolled the fighter to the left. The X-wing leaped toward
the sky, with the repulsorlift coils creating a gravity cushion that bounced the fighter back from the rocks
at the mouth of the pass. The fighter rode arocket of thrust toward the stars above.

The Interceptor pilot following him, as Inyri's gun holocam datawould show later, had a split-second
decision to make. At the speed he was traveling he could move into the pass, but that would bracket him
and Inyri would blast him from the sky. His other choice wasto try to execute the same maneuver
Corran had, which he elected to do.

He only had two problems.

He started a second later than Corran had, which, at his speed, brought him closer till to the passs
narrow mouth.

And the Interceptor's design gave it serious yaw problems.

The pilot succeeded in rolling up onto the starboard wing, but as he tried to rudder around to verticd, air
caught on theinside of the port wing. Thiskicked the Interceptor into aflat spin that brought it al the way
around so the front end was pointing back aong the path it had been traveling.

The &ft end dammed into the rocks beside the passs mouth. The Interceptor vanished in ascintillating
ball of sparks, debris, and smoke as the engines exploded. A crumpled bit of the cockpit rolled back
toward the south, trailing smoke, whilefire flashed up the passwal and ignited smdl plants. -

Inyri's X-wing pulled parald with Corran's as herolled out to port and pointed his ship north. *Nicekill,
Nine"

"Not mine, Twelve, you were the one shooting him."
"Hegot himsdf."

"Worksfor me." Corran brought the X-wing back down to the deck. "Let's move, and hope we're not
too late to help out if they need it."

8

"l copy, Nine. Four squints blinded." Wedge Antilles glanced at hisrear sensors. "Gate, do we have
anything else back there?'

Gate, Wedge's R5 astromech droid, swiveled its flowerpot head around, and then tootled negatively. The
scopes showed nothing but the rest of the squadron following him. Wedge glanced at the chronometer on
the command console. "Heads up, Rogues. Estimated time of arriva isthirty seconds. First pass; shoot at
what shoots at us. One Flight will draw fire. Two, you lace them.”

"Asordered, Lead," came Janson'stersereply.

Pulling back on his X-wing's stick, Wedge brought the nose up to crest thelast line of hills between him
and thetarget. The XV facility had been built on asmal risein the heart of awide valey. In the distance



Wedge could see anumber of small communities, and scattered even further around were dimly lit
homesteads in the middle of farmland. The Xenovet compound had been situated equidistant between
client communities, which made the Rogues misson much easier by cutting down the chances of
collateral damage.

Wedge cruised hisfighter down into the valey and began alow run at the site. He beefed up hisforward
shields and directed hisfighter to over fly thelarge barn in the middle of the property. He saw nothing as
he made his pass. Once beyond the barn, he rolled up on his starboard S-ail, cut histhrottle, and pulled
into atight turn.

"Threeistaking fire from the barn."
Janson confirmed the report. "E-web in the loft. Don't have a clean shot.”
Wedge leveled the X-wing and hit somerudder. "Lead isonit.”

As his X-wing came about, he killed the thrust and cut in hisrepulsorlift coils. The X-wing glided down to
twenty meters of dtitude and side dipped l€eft to give Wedge agood look at the pair of soldiers operating
the heavy blagter. Standing in the barn's | oft, firing out of afeed-loading door, they were spraying green
blaster boltsinto the air, occasiondly hitting shields on a passing fighter.

"Infantry weapons never work well on space fighter targets.” Wedge shook his head and swung his
crosshairson their outline. "The reverse is not true.”

The X-wing'slasersfired in sequence, peppering the barn's upper story with coherent light. Bolts burned
through the thin metal walls and lanced out the far sde. Two red energy darts drilled through the heavy
blaster itself, even asthe gunner tried to shift hisaim and shoot back at Wedge. The wegpon exploded,
killing the gunner ingtantly and pitching the other man out of the barn to the ground below.

The man got up and started to limp toward the main building, but he never got very far. From the shadow
of asmaller building ablue ion bolt flashed out and caught him in the chest. He pitched down, and then
two figuresin black converged to check him. Others, looking more like shadows than people, moved
further in. One group closed in on the main building while asmaller knot moved toward the barn.

A smdll explosion flashed &t the door to the barn, and then the doors cartwhed ed aside. Two shadows
moved forward, threw something, and then two more sharp explosionslit the barn'sinterior, casting light
out through windows and the loft. Shadows sprinted into the interior and more blue strobes of ion blast
light filled the darkness.

A smilar series of explosions|it up the main building. Wedge saw afigure climb out of a second-story
window and run aong the terrace. The figure looked over and saw the X-wing, and then raised a blaster
and triggered off two shots. Both of them hissed and sparked against the fighter's forward shield,
prompting asmile from Wedge. "Nice shooting.”

Thefigure ducked down behind the low wall that edged the terrace. Wedge dropped his crosshairs onto
the wall and popped off aquick burst of laserfire. The quartet of shots blasted into the brick and mortar,
chewing great holesin it. He saw his quarry get up and start running, but bricks blown from the wall cut
the figuré'slegs out from under him, and the running man went down hard.

Wedge switched his comm unit over to the ground tactical frequency. "Katarn leader, Rogue leader here.
| have one man down on the main building's second floor."



"Anything left of him, Wedge?'
"Seemsadl in one piece, Page. | was gentle.”

"I copy. I'll send someone up. Kapp reportsthe barnis clear, so the ground situation is stable. I'm calling
inour pick-up crews. Y ou might want to get down here, too."

"Got it. Incoming." Wedge flicked his comm unit back to the squadron's frequency. "Two, I'm going
down there. Assign us some air cover and send Two Flight back to guide the transport in."

"Asordered, Lead."

Wedge guided his X-wing down to the midway point between barn and main building. He set it down
gently and let the X-wing'slanding gear sink abit into the soft soil before popping the hatch and shutting
the fighter down. He doffed his helmet, and then crawled out onto the edge of the cockpit and lesped
down. He headed toward the main building, but aman dressed in black intercepted him.

"l can show you that Stuff later, General." Captain

Page gave Wedge a grim smile and took his elbow to steer him around in the other direction. "Kapp
suggested you'd want to look in the barn firgt."

"I've seen what an X-wing can do to an E-web, thanks."
"I know, but that's not what you'll be looking at."

The two men jogged across the compound to the barn and between the Ithorian and the Sullustan
standing guard at the doorway. A little smoke from smoldering straw filled the air with a sour scent.
Beyond that, Wedge caught awhiff of burned flesh. Someone had tossed aragged blanket over ahuman
outline that Wedge assumed was the E-web gunner.

Once degper into the room, he realized why Kapp Dendo had wanted him to visit the barn first. The
Devaronian, wearing blackened stormtrooper scout armor and a helmet cut to allow hishornsto stick up
through it, crouched beside the skeletd figure of aman. Wedge saw the rest of the commando team
working in stals meant for housing nerfs, freeing the people who had been shackled in the smdll
enclosures. As gently as possible, the commandos were carrying the people to the barn's main floor.

The stench that came from the stals nearly overwhelmed Wedge. These people have been forced to live
intheir own filth. Thewrists of the man near Kapp were raw from where his manacles had cut into his
flesh. The man'slong nails were caked with dirt, aswere the lines on hisface. Bending down, Wedge
thought he saw something moving in the man's gray beard and hair, but he didn't pull back.

A Twi'lek commando standing by awater spigot held up asmal via and swirled it around. The clear
liquid turned blue. " Seems potable.”

Kapp nodded. "Good. Fill me aflask and bring it over here. Get water to the rest of them." He glanced
down at the man before him. ™Y ou'll be okay now."

The man reached out and clutched weskly at Wedge'sflight-suit leg. "Am | dreaming? | know you."



Wedge crouched beside the man and patted his hand. "Could be. Y ou were with the Rebellion?"
"Ground support. They got me at Hoth. | am Lag Mettier."

Wedge frowned. The name sounded familiar, but he couldn't quite placeit. It was possible he knew the
man from Hoth, but the picture that was coming up in his mind was of amuch younger man, blond, with a

booming laugh. "Y ou knew Dack Rdter, right?"

"Dack, | knew Dack." Lag let Kapp ease him into a sitting position and accepted the flask of water the
commando offered.

Kapp looked past him and addressed Wedge. ™Y ou know him?”

"Possibly. If so, hedidnt look likethisat thetime.”

The Devaronian nodded as he looked around at the people moaning and staggering in the barn. "They've
all been sorely used here. I'm guessing they've not been cared for at al in the past couple of days. Maybe

aweek. We had minima res stance.”

Page dropped to his haunches and nodded in agreement. " The main house looks pretty well cleaned out.
We have aforensicsteam coming in to get whatever thereisto begotten.”

Lag lowered the flask, water dripping silver from his beard. "It won't do any good. Shell have seento
thet."

Wedge frowned. "What are you talking about?'

Lag let theflask dowly settleto hislap, asif he wastoo weak to hold it up to hismouth. " She said you'd
eventually find this place, and she wanted to make sure it would be adead end." A gray tongue played
over cracked lips. "They took the others out of here and left us. She wanted you to find us dead. She
told usthat."

Wedge helped Lag raise theflask to hislips again. " This woman you speak of, who is she?"

Lag swalowed, and then shivered. "lceheart.”

Wedge's blood ran cold. "Y sanne Isard was here?’

"A week ago, maybetwo."

"Areyou sure?' Wedge dropped a hand to the man's shoulder. "We killed her on Thyferraamost two
years ago."

"If you did, you didn't do avery good job." Lag cracked asmile. “Shelooked more divethan | do, and a
whole bunch more deedly.”

Prince-Admird Krennd stalked into the darkened cavern of aroom where Isard laired. Krennel knew
that word was not really exact enough, but he couldn't think of Isard asliving within the warrens
described by the various computers and arcane equipment Glow panels hanging down from the roof
barely lit the canyons of fiberplast crates, making negotiation of the labyrinth dl but impossible.



He rounded a corner and found Isard seated in ahuge chair a the heart of asmall arena. Around her,
monitors and holoprojectors danced with countlessimages. Her fingers flashed over keypads built into
the chair's arms. With each keystroke another image changed, or the volume on one vignette rose to
drown out dl the others. She spun in the chair and the images were atered by the wave of her gaze

sweeping past.

She came around to Krennel and stopped. His appearance seemed to surprise her, but then a casua grin
curled her lipsand she drew her legs up, shifting into amore comfortable position in her chair. Her gaze
flicked to the datacard Krennel clutched in hisartificial right hand. "1 see you got my report.”

Anger surged in Krenndl, but he kept it in check. He casudly tossed the datacard into the space between
them, and then clasped his hands behind his back. "I got the report. | have read it. | do not approve of it.
Y ou cannot put your plan into effect.”

Isard snorted allittle laugh, and then punched a button on one of the keypads. The holoprojector to
Krennd's right showed the image of acompound with severd buildings, an X-wing parked amid them,
and anumber of individuas waking back and forth between the main buildings. Thefiguresand the
X-wing were rendered in reds and yellows, and Krenndl assumed he was|looking at an infrared cam
feed.

"Y ou've alowed them to hit your facility on Commenor.”

Isard nodded. "Thisfeed issix hours old. | had expected them to arrive in aweek or so, not quite this
soon. Chances are some of the prisoners| Ieft there are fill alive. Pity, but they were usalessto me
anyway. They know nothing of vaue-nothing beyond what | want them to know.”

Krennd nodded his head once, curtly. "What they know could |ead the New Republic to suspect that
one of my worldsisthe location of more of your L usankya prisoners. That will be enough to bring the
New Republic down on my neck."

"Oh, | expect s0." Isard's smile broadened.

"Thisisunacceptable. | will not tolerate the loss of even oneworld of mine!” Krennd narrowed his eyes.
"Y ou have been here for two weeks, have requisitioned afortune in equipment, have authorized payment
to agentsall over, and so far have only succeeded in losing personnel and turning prisoners over to the
New Republic. Thisisno way to ded with our enemies.”

Isard dowly shook her head. "I would have thought the lesson Grand Admira Thrawn learned so
recently would not have been lost upon you, Prince-Admird."

Thelow, dow delivery of her comment diced through hisanger. "Meaning?'

"Thrawn died because it was inconceivable to him that anyone could defest him. While his string of
victories made this attitude warranted, this belief also hampered him." She pressed her hands together.
"Look at the New Republic. They killed the Emperor. They took Imperia Center. They destroyed
Thrawn. Now they believethey areinvincible. Thefact iswewill defeat them because they havethis
weskness."

Krennel snarled. "I have never believed in lulling an enemy into afase sense of security.”

"Then believethis, Prince-Admira: Y ou will lose aworld to the New Republic.” Isard's voice took on an



icy tone. "l know your strengthsand | know their strengths. Y ou cannot stop them; you can only force
them to expend more resources than they want to take the world. Now theworld | have chosenisa
small one, asimple one, one of no vaue asde from being one bauble in the diadem you wear as
Prince-Admiral. In choosing the battlefield, | can choose how the battle will go, and how we will make
the New Republic pay for their victory."

"You arewrong, Isard." Krenne turned away from the scene on Commenor and met her stare evenly.
"Only by standing up to them in an even fight will | be able to convince them | am too much trouble to
take. | can and shdl do that."

Isard shrugged. "I suspected that might be your reaction, and | have planned accordingly. Y ou will ill
indulge me, however, in our politica pursuits, yes?'

Krennd hesitated for amoment, and then nodded. "Y es. Have your envoy meet with the leaders of the
Alderaanian expatriates. | can see giving them anew home."

"And you would issue astatement of conciliation and apology for the destruction of Alderaan?”

He shifted his shoulders uneasily. "If it were necessary, yes."

"Good. What we shdl do, and then, isthis: We will have our negotiations going on, but we will not
specify aworld. We say we want to learn what the Alderaanians want in aworld, and we will pick one
to match. We will hint that our generosity is an overture for peace between your realm and the New
Republic-perhaps even suggesting that you might like to join the New Republic. Then, when the New
Republic attacks, we will note that the world they take from you would have been the one you were

going to giveto the Alderaanians. This should anger them and weaken their support for the New
Republic. After all, the people who have suffered so much now haveto suffer even more.”

"That ought to work." Krennel nodded dowly, and then gave Isard awry grin. "Y ou are very good a the
politica manipulation of people-amost asgood as| am &t killing them. If you confine yoursdlf to what
you are good at, | will aswell, and our partnership will have along future.”

"I will be happy to limit what | do, Prince-Admird, if you will agreeto arequest.”

"Andthat is?'

"If Rogue Squadron survivesits next encounter with you," she smiled frodtily, "you will leave their
dedtruction entirely in my hands.”

Krennel smiled carefully back. "And if they do not?' "Why then, Prince-Admird, | will just find you
bigger and better targets.”" I1sard bowed her head in his direction.

"If you do manage to kill them, clearly nothing ese will be ableto stop you."

9

Wedge Antilles started to seat himsdlf hdfway down the left side of the lozenge-shaped briefing table
when ared-fleshed Mon Caamari directed him to achair severd places closer to the head of thetable.
"Thiswill befine, Captain Jhemiti. I'll St here.”

TheMon Ca kept hisvoicelow. "Ah, Generd, these seats are for junior officers. Staff officers Sit over



there”
Wedge hesitated for asecond, fedling his cheeks burn with ablush. "Thank you for correcting me."
"Not correcting, Generd, informing."”

Wedge suppressed a shiver as he moved to the chair Captain Jhemiti had pointed to. The Mon Cal
nodded as Wedge did it out from the table. Wedge sested himsalf and scooted the chair forward, and
then stared down at the keypad and monitor, water bottle and glass, comlink holder and persona
datapad recharge jack built into his place at the table. He glanced down at the place where he'd meant to
gt and saw none of that Stuff.

Hmmmm, rank isn't dl bad. He smiled, and then killed the smile as the other senior officers began tofilter
into the room. General Horton Salm took a seat across from Wedge. The bading, mustached pilot gave
him aquick nod, and then turned to speak with the tal, blue-skinned Duros Admira coming to the table
beside him. Wedge himsdf offered ahand to the redheaded woman seating herself on hisleft.

"I'm Wedge Antilles”

"I've heard of you, Generd Antilles, but what Corellian hasn't." She amiled easily & him. "I'm Admira
AretaBdl, dso of Cordlia”

Wedge smiled. "We actudly met on Hoth, didn't we? 'Y ou were the navigator on the trangport Tarrin
flew, the onethat Luke and | took out through the Imp fleet.”

"That'sright, the Duty free." Her blue eyes sparkled. "'I'm surprised you remembered.”

"How could | forget? Y ou plotted agreat course that got us through in a spot the Imps thought no one
could go." He swiveled hischair toward her. "What do they have you flying now?'

"I command the Swift Liberty. It'san old Victory Deuce, but it's functional. We're often paired on ops
with Admird Kir Vanta's Moonshadow."

Wedge glanced at the Duros Admira for amoment, and then back to Areta. "That's an Impstar Deuce,
right?’

The answer came from behind him asahand fell on hisshoulder. "Y es, an Impstar Deuce, the same as
my Freedom.”

Wedge spun around and offered his hand to atall, dender, black-haired man whose goatee had been
grown into afull beard and was now shot with white in stripesleading down from the corners of his
mouth. "Commander Sair Y onka, good to seeyou again.”

"And good to see you aswell. When last we met, | think my ship was till being refitted at SuisVan."

"Right, but Thrawn's mole-minersdidn't get to it, S0 you actualy managed to do somefighting against
Thrawn. You were at Bilbringi, as| recdl.”

"Wewere." Yonkas blue eyes focused a bit distantly for amoment. "The Freedom didn't get hit, but |
lost afreighter that served as asupply ship for me. Had Thrawn not died, | suspect we dl would have
been hit much harder.”



Admira Ackbar passed behind Sdm and Vantai to take his place at the head of thetable. "Thefact is,
Commander Yonka, Thrawn did die. This putsusin avery interesting position. Please, be seated, dl of
you, and | will begin the briefing.”

While Ackbar waited for everyone to be seated, Captain Jhemiti closed the doorsto the briefing room,
activated the antisensor fields, and then dimmed the lights. The Mon Cadamari Admira hit a couple of
buttons on the keypad at the head of the table and Krenndl'simage burned to life above the
holoprojector plate set in the middle of the briefing table.

"Asyou havedl been informed, Prince-Admira Delak Krennd will be the target of a series of

operations. The method by which we go after him isgoing to have to be very skillful. It isnot common
knowledge, but the war againgt Thrawn taxed our military resources rather heavily. We are still more than
capable of maintaining a defensve posture that would make any attack against us punishing, but our
ability to launch offensive operationsislimited. Generd Garm Bel Iblis return to the New Republic has
supplemented our forces and has many of our enemies guessing what we will be doing next. Itisour
hope that while his presence kegps our enemies guessing, this operation against Krennel will convince
them that they do not want to become our next target.”

Ackbar opened hishands. "Krennd isnot anidiot, but heisin adifficult postion. He has roughly adozen
capitd ships: amix of Imperid Star Destroyers and Victory-class Destroyers. He has a dozen worldsto
protect. With the Freedom, Swift Liberty, and Moonshadow, we have atask-force that can destroy any
one of hisshipsin arunning battle, and can fight any patrol taskforce he'slikely to put together. If he
concentrates his ships enough to hammer us, we attack the worlds he leaves open.”

The Duros Admira raised afinger. "The force we have is significant, but | wonder if the Lusankyawill be
refitintimeto useit againgt Krennd ?'

Wedge's jaw dropped open. "Y ou've rebuilt the Lusankya?

Ackbar nodded. "We have, and it's gone to Bilbringi for find refits. It won't be ready for the sart of this
operation, but if Krenndl does not fal early, we could employ it against him.”

Wedge closed his mouth and shook his head. He well remembered the toll taken when Rogue Squadron
assembled afleet of shipsto destroy the Lusankya. Because it was a Super Star Destroyer it took alot
of killing and yet an ample amount of ship had been left over. Enough to salvage. Thistimeit can be put
to good use.

Admird Ackbar hit more keys and a spherica representation of Krennel's realm replaced hisimage.
Glowing gold lines that marked trangit routes linked A dozen worlds. Navigationd hazardslike stars,
black holes, and planets tended to make certain pathways much easier to fly and Ciutric, Krennd's
capitd world, served asahub for trade routes with dl the other worlds he claimed as hisown.

"CiutricisKrennd's capitd and, for that reason, iswell defended. It's the most industrialized of hisworlds
and has a shipyard capable of keeping hisfleet in repair. It cannot build new Star Destroyers, though an
expangon project now under way might giveit that capability in ayear or 0."

Another world on the display grew up to displace theimage of therealm. "ThisisLiinade Three. Its
development was begun in the last days of the Old Republic and continued during the Empire. Much of it
isgiven over to agriculturd combines and light industry producing consumer products like comlinks and
caf synthesizers. Thereisnothing about it thet isvital, but taking it away from Krennd would result in



noticeable, though minor, shortages of goodsin the rest of hisreddm.”

Sam nodded. "1t would get his people thinking that the stability he's offering isnot likely to last very
long."

Admird Bdl leaned forward in her chair. "Areyou saying that higher prices on comlinkswill provokea
revolt?'

Sam shook hishead. "Not exactly. Y ou've seen reports coming out of Ciutric. Krennd is offering his
realm as a safe, peaceful, and stable place where anyone is welcome to make a home and prosper.
Taking Liinade Three will make the Hegemony alittle less prosperous and will take away one of hismore
atractiveworlds.”

Wedge reached out and tapped the golden trio of trade routes connected to Liinade's blue-green ball.
The name of each of the worlds to which the routes were connected flashed up in alittle box. "Sure,
Ciutric might seem like anice placeto go, but Vrosynri Eight or Corvis Minor? Before reading the
briefing files on Krennel'sream, | never even heard of them, and what I've read doesn't make them seem
like the sorts of places|'d want to retire to.”

"| agree, Genera Antilles, but once we've cut those worlds off from the main part of the Hegemony, they
will bevulnerable. Thefear of our coming and taking them might provoke revolts that preclude the need
forinvason.”

Ackbar held hishands up. "Y our points are well taken, everyone. The shortageswill be difficult for
Krennd to conced if heis determined to use mass mediato make his people believe Liinade Three has
not falen. Washing away one of hisworldswill provide the biggest shock for his people, while shortages
will become a constant reminder of it."

Sdm brushed ahand over his mustache. " And while Wedge is abit disdainful of Corvis Minor and
Vraosynri Eight, those two worlds have tight trading tiesto Liinade Three. By taking it, we make the two
of them morelikely tofal."

The Duros Admira nodded dowly. "Neither of those worldsis very stable and could be taken with a
small force, if Krennel decides not to defend them.”

Wedge sat back in his chair. "How much do we know about Krennel's intelligence operationsin the New
Republic? | may be overly concerned because of breaches concerning Rogue Squadron...”

Sdm nodded. "If it istruethat Y sanne Isard il lives, she could be activating hidden intelligence agents.
Nothing wedoissafe.”

Ackbar pressed his hands to the tabletop and leaned forward. "Concern for security isimportant. As of
yet, we have no evidence linking this supposed sighting of 1sard with Krennel, but we do know they had
alimited history together concerning Sate Pestage's murder. We would be foolish to suppose they have
no way of communicating with each other, or that they would not be willing to work together for their
mutua benefit. Our operation will be planned with the tightest security we can manage, of course, but we
have to accept that it might be compromised. We will hit hard and establish acceptable |oss parameters
to judge our success or lack thereof."

Ackbar's words sent a shiver down Wedge's spine. Intellectualy, he understood exactly what the
Admira was saying. In any military operation the strategists had to decide how much expenditure of



hardware and supplies and personnel was justified in attaining their goa. With materid and munitions, the
costing could be done on acredit basis. by comparing the industries on the world to be taken with how
much it would cost to get them, they could determine if taking aworld was feasible in an economic sense.
The New Republic would either gain from the operation, or at the very least deny credits and resources
to Krennd, which was aso a positive benefit.

When it came to people, though, cost-accounting didn't work. Acceptable losses were more of a politica
point. Thelossesthe Rebdllion suffered in destroying the first Death Star were hideous, but considered
well worth it when compared to what the Death Star would do to other worlds. The Death Star's threat
meant that any level of sacrifice, any body count, was acceptable, and no one, not even Wedge, doubted
for asecond the wisdom of going after it.

When it cameto Liinade 11, however, there was no visible threat to the New Republic. In fact, Krennel's
opening of hisrealm to anyone who wanted haven made him seem amost benign. Humans would wonder
why the New Republic was spending livesto take aworld that Krennd had al but opened to them.
Nonhumans might wonder why the New Republic was willing to be blinded by so clear adeception. If
nonhumanstook alarger proportion of losses than humans did in the assault and it failed, nonhumans
could even suggest that the New Republic was spending nonhuman lives whilewinking a Krennd and

tacitly supporting him.

For Wedge, any |osses were unacceptable. Held certainly ordered men and women, humans and aiens,
into Stuationswhere their surviva was severdly in doubt, and held gone into those Situations himsdlf on
countless occasions. He never sent anyone into anything where he knew they would die, but he had often
wondered if he would see his people together again at the end of abattle.

Ackbar sat down in hischair. "The New Republic isweary of war, but people, somehow, are never
weary of victory. We sustained considerable losses in the Thrawn campaign: ten percent of our forces
killed, thirty percent wounded-but those are just averages. On the worlds Thrawn actudly hit, the
devastation was significant. Thisoperation will need to be clean and crisp. | believe we can sustain a
thirty percent casuaty rate and still consider the cost justified. | want it to be much lower."

Wedge nodded and called to mind the pilotsin his squadron. A third, gone-one whole flight. Probably
two killed, two wounded. Who can | lose? The new people, Slee and Zatog? Or will it be Hobbie and
Janson? Will their number be up?

Ackbar hit another button on his keypad. "Hooding into your datapadsis the preliminary operationa plan
for the assault on Liinade Three. It callsfor Swift Liberty and Moonshadow to enter a close orbit, while
Freedom remains at the edge of the system. We expect that Krenne will spring any surprises, like
bringing other shipsin from other systems, with theinitial engagement. Which iswhen Freedom will jump
in at apoint where we will have tactical advantage.

"Moonshadow will serve asthe base for Generd Salm's B-wing Assault Group; Swift Liberty will carry
Rogue Squadron. Freedom will be home to the assault shuttleswéll be sending down. Our capita ships
will kill or drive off Krennel's capital ships, and then we deploy ground troops to take key factories,
energy production centers, mass media ddivery centers, and the capital. Once troops are on the ground,
wewill bring in rising tide reinforcements and supplies. | believe pacification of Liinade Three should teke
little more than two weeksiif Krenne does not launch a counterassault.”

Admira Bel chewed on afingernail for amoment, and then nodded. " Sending our ships out on different
patrols, and then having us meet up for the runin at Liinade Three should work to keep our assault
secret, but gathering the reinforcements and keeping them hidden is going to be tough. Krennel hasto



know something isup, and Liinade Threeisone of hismost vulnerable targets.”

"We plan to preoccupy him." Ackbar'slip-fringes twitched as his mouth opened in asmile. "One lesson
we learned about Krennel from the last time Rogue Squadron dedlt with him wasthat he believesin his
own importance. We plan to have Genera Garm Bel Iblis conduct a planetary assault exercise on
Borleias. That world bears aremarkable resemblance to Ciutric in terms of geography, size, atmosphere,
and thelike. The reinforcements well devote to you will be staging there for that operation. Bdl 1bliswill
also make a series of speechesto various groups here on Coruscant and el sewhere that will indicate our
intention of coming after Krenndl, and will suggest that when the head is struck from arancor, the body
diesvery quickly. Krennd will interpret dl that, we think, asacoming strike on Ciutric, and will defend
his capita world appropriatdly.”

Wedge smiled. "And if Krennel rushes shipsfrom Ciutric to defend Liinade Three, Bdl 1blis can dways
hit Ciutric.”

TheMon Cd Admira nodded. "When you have to assume your enemy knows your plans, providing him
two distasteful aternatives often promotes conservative thinking.”

Even as Ackbar spoke, Wedge knew there was something being left unsaid. It occurred to him that if the
New Republic had enough force to be ableto hit Liinade |11 and threaten Ciutric, and then it would need
to gppear to have enough power to hit Ciutric and do exactly what Bel Ibliswould be threatening to do.
Thismeans Bdl Ibliswill be working with afake force at Borleias-skeleton-crewed ships probably
operating with droidsto smulate afull staff.

Well be on our own and in trouble if Krennel has gotten any smarter over the years.

Ackbar opened hishands. "So, if you will al please cal up thefirs file, well begin going through the plan
step by step and see what holes we need to plug so it does not sink without atrace.”
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lellaWessiri sat back in her chair and closed her eyesin spite of the sandpaper fegling of lidsdiding
down over eyebdls. Sherolled her shoulders and let her head droop back a bit. She dowly worked her
head to the right and left, loosening the muscles of her neck, and then took in adeep breeth, held it, and
dowly exhded.

With the next deep breath she caught the scent of hot and strong caf. Her eyes snapped open and she
spun her chair toward the doorway. "Wedge?'

Mirax smiled sheepishly and extended a steaming mug toward her. " Sorry to disappoint you, ldlla, but |
figured you could use thiswhen you called and canceled dinner thisevening.”

"Thanks, | can useit." She accepted the mug from Mirax and inhaled the steam. "Where'd you get this
caf?1 haven't smdled anything this strong since...since | left Cordlia

Mirax stepped in from the doorway and Whistler warbled triumphantly as herolled into ldllas office. His
head turned in acircle, and he stopped and extended toward her asmall bag clutched in his pincer. A
toneran from low to high, and I ella accepted the bag with agracious bow of her head.

Mirax smiled. "Whistler seemsto recall the settings you CorSec folks used on your caf distiller back on
Cordlia | don't dlow him to makeit that strong at home, but | gather he till brewsit that way at the



squadron. | found a caf shop that et him play with the controlsin return for some exotic blends |
managed to get my hands on. Theresult isin your mug.”

lellatook asip, and then set the mug down on the desk. She opened the bag and peeked inside. "And
the padtries, they were your idea Whistler?!

The droid frumpeted triumphantly.

Mirax sighed. "I tried to convince him that something a bit more substantia would be better for you, but
he seemsto think al CorSec officers function on strong caf and foods full of fat and sugar and gluten.”

"Well, it couldn't hurt at the moment." 1ellanarrowed her eyes. "Urn, how did you get in here, anyway?"

Mirax fished a security datacard from the pocket of her nerf-hide jacket. "Genera Cracken and | have
an understanding. He uses me to keep tabs on my father's Errant Venture. | pass on rumorsthat | hear
whiletrading, offer opinions.”

"Cracken doesn't worry too much when your cargo manifests don't actualy square with what arrives?”

"He knows he can trust me not to do anything harmful, and | did have alittle to do with rylca production
on Borleas, soit'san easy detente.” Mirax smiled. "Neither Corran nor my father know of my
arrangement with Cracken, and I'd just as soon keep it that way." She reached out with afoot and
tapped Whistler's barrel body with atoe. "Y ou got that, Whistler?'

The droid warbled emphaticaly.
lellaraised an eyebrow. "Whistler keeping secrets from Corran? How did that happen?’

Mirax winked. "When heretires, Whistler wantsto be the navigator on the Pulsar Skate. We have an
understanding, which is good, because he's been on the Skate enough that he could run it al by himself.
He probably knows more about it and my businessthan | do."

"Whistler used to be that way with our caseloadsin CorSec, too." Iellalaughed out loud. For years
Whigtler had helped Corran fight smugglersin and around Cordlia. And now he wantsto work with
Mirax and her "exotics' trade. Interesting. She pondered this change of heart on Whistler's part, but then
decided it wasn't that radical ashift. If Corran could fal in love with Mirax, there's no reason why
Whistler couldn't do the same.

"Well, | think Whistler will be great at his new career. Hewas wired to be an overachiever.” ldladrank a
bit more of the caf. "Thisisredly good. I'm sorry to have canceled dinner with you, but analyzing the
datafrom the prisoners debriefingsistaking forever.”

Mirax tucked adark strand of hair behind her right ear. "Don't worry about dinner, well do it another
time. Corran got caled back to squadron heedquartersfor briefings anyway. Looks like something bigis
going down."

Iellalooked up at her friend. "So then | cancel and you're dl aone.”

Whistler cheeped.

Mirax patted the droid on the head. "No dight against you, Whistler, but | can't force you to order a



dessert, and then eat hdlf of it."
|dlaoffered up half apastry. "I'll split onewith you.”

"It'saded." Mirax cleared some datacards off the smdll office's other chair and sat down. "Anything to
clarify thereport that Isard isdive?’

lellachewed amouthful of pastry, and then washed the sticky sweetness from her mouth with caf before
answering. "Corran shouldn't havetold you that."

."True. But since he figures she's the one who sent Urlor and murdered him, Corran also figuresI'ma
target, so he wants meto be careful. Giveit up, Ila. Y ou know I'm not going to tell anyone.”

Theintelligence officer Sghed. "Severd prisoners said they saw her and heard her, but they'rein pretty
bad shape. | can't give their identifications too much weight since some of them are in the grips of
dementia. It seems pretty clear that whoever put those people there wanted them to starve to death, and
they were pretty close. If we'd waited another week, wed just have corpses.”

"And dead mentdl no tales”
"Not true. Urlor's body led usto these guys.”
"Do these guyslead you to |sard?"

lellasighed. "Not directly.” She waved ahand at the datapad monitor on her desk. "I've been going over
the reports we al made a the time of Thyferrasliberation and a couple of details don't seem to mesh
wdl."

Mirax licked sugar resdue from her fingers. "Like what?'

"Well, firgt off, I've not been able to find any indication in any record or anecdote or anything that |sard
was cgpable of piloting aLambda-class shuttle. She wasn't a pilot before she went to Thyferra, and no
one there knows anything about her being ableto fly."

Mirax nodded. "That makesit lesslikely that she wasin the shuttle that Tycho blew up. Still, didn't
Corran have sensor readings indicating someone was on board?"

Whidtler tootled positively.

"I've pulled the sensor-trace data records and that'sright. | also noted something else: There were two
comm frequencies being used by the shuttle. Isard conversed with Corran over one, but | don't have any
record of what sort of datawas flowing over the other."

"So you think Isard was having the shuttle flown remotely from Thyferrato make the Roguesthink she
was escaping.” Mirax's brown eyes narrowed. "I it got destroyed, or if it jumped out, either way no one
would belooking for her on Thyferraitself. She smuggles herself out with the Xucphrarefugees and she's
clear."

"Isard certainly would have had the resources to fake documentation that would get her clear.” Iellaheld
the caf mug in her hands and let the warmth bleed into them. "'l very much want to beievethat Tycho's
proton torpedo converted her into free-floating hydrogen, but thislittle kink in the facts that we



overlooked beforeis aproblem.”

"Still, it doesn't mean she'sback in action.” Mirax frowned. "Why would shelay low during the whole
Thravn thing?"

"Isard help an dlien Grand Admiral? | don't think s0." lellatapped astack of datacards on the desk.
"Imperid records concerning Thrawn might aswell not exigt, but | can't believe Isard didn't know about
him and his existence out in the Unknown Regions. She didn't ask him back to help her when shewas
running the Empire, and | can't imagine she wanted to help him reestablish it with him asthe new
Emperor. She probably just crawled into sometiny hole and licked her wounds, hoping Thrawn and the
New Republic would kill each other.”

"Y eah, and she did have some woundsto lick. Shelost Coruscant, she lost Thyferra, and shelost her
own private Super Star Destroyer, Lusankya. Getting away with her life and the location of the prisoners
wasthe only up sidefor her." Mirax leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. "How many more
fecilitieslike the one on Commenor does she have for stashing prisoners?'

lellashook her head. "No way to tdll. In fact, I'm not sure the Xenovet facility was much more than a
blind."

"l don't understand. Y ou found the prisonersthere. Y our forensics team must have found cluesand
everything."

"They did, plenty of evidence of records being destroyed, shallow gravesfor some of the dead,
everything we need to piece together acircumstantial case that points to the prisoners having been therea
while"

Mirax's black hair brushed down past her shoulders as shelifted her head. "The problem is?’

"The problem isthat the evidence would have been perfect had the prisoners al been dead. From them,
however, we have details that make me wonder. For example, they remember huge, long hyperspace
flights, but they werelocked in little cells at the time. According to them, they were bounced from planet
to planet, and they've been in the current facility for years."

"Corran thought he'd been on along space journey taking him from Coruscant to Lusankya, but Isard
just faked it dl dong."

lelanodded emphatically. "Exactly. Using drugs on the prisoners, she could have warped their sense of
time, or even had them totally unconscious as she moved them from one place to another. Aslong as
their cellslooked the same, the staff was the same, and the food was the same, the prisoners would have
no clue where they had been.”

"You'rebasing alot of thison the idea that someone as smart aslsard was doing all this”

"Probably, but what if it'san individua just following Isard'singtructions? Isard would have had to trust
this person implicitly to turn the prisoners over to them.”

"Okay, if not Isard, someone she trusted to do what she told them to do. Someone whao's now making
hisown play at power." Mirax nodded solemnly. " Someone who has Isard's resources and contactsin
the New Republic, giving him the information he needed to plant Urlor Sette here a the party.”



"Exadtly."

"Okay, you're suspicious of the situation at Commenor, but what's the purpose of faking that facility? |
mean the clues from Urlor led there, so we went. The Interceptors might have been an ambush, but a
pretty poor one. What did Isard's agent want to have happen there?”

"I think it was bait." Iellasmiled grimly. "We backtracked the trail to Commenor and therés moretrail to
follow. The bodies pulled from the graves could only have been there a couple of years, but they show
more decay on the bones than we'd expect from the soil in that area.on Commenor. | think they were
buried somewhere s, disinterred, and moved to Commenor. Once we figure out where they came
from, well go to that new world and find more bait.”

"Or atrap."

"Right." She shrugged and sipped her caf. "We get o happy a having broken through the puzzle this
personislaying out for usthat we alow oursalvesto think it was never meant to be broken. Wefigure
we have the upper hand, but were just following thetrail they'velad.”

"Interesting hypothesis. How do you test it?'

lellawinced. "There's the problem. The obvious way to test it isto have teams go back to Commenor
and look around for cluesthat indicate the site was faked. If it isafake, and then there ought to be
redundant cluesthat will point this out. The bodies that | mentioned would have been missed except |
saw them described as being in an "advanced' state of decay. | checked with the forensic tech to find out
what that meant and he walked me throughiit. | checked with the guys who took soil samples, and | was
ableto pull together a picture that looks like the bodies weren't lways there. That was atough way to
get at the fake dataand I'm willing to bet there are easier ones.”

Mirax sat back and crossed her legs at her booted ankles. " Of course, if you send teams back, you'l tip
the enemy to the fact that you've found the deception and will be following it up.”

"Y ou never want the Hutt you're after to know you're following hisdimetrail. Plus, we don't know how
much of our planning and inteligence is getting to the other sde.”

Corran'swife smiled dyly. "Why not just go there 'off duty? Corran said you used to do that back when
you were with CorSec. We can go without telling anyone. They'll never know. If we find something, we
know you'reright, and if we dont, that's astep forward, too."

Iellasipped at the caf and nodded. "1t could work. Wed have to go in very covertly, since the politica
gtudionisabit touchy in the aftermath of theraid.”

Mirax winked at her. "I think | know athing or two about getting into and out of spaceports without
attracting too much officia attention. Y ou can leave those detailsto me. Y ou just get together the gear
you'll need and welll be good to go.”

Iellathought for amoment, and then nodded. "It'll take me about three weeks to clear up things here.”

"Perfect. | can get some vaguely legit business set up on Commenor in that time." Mirax smiled happily.
"It just be you and me on agirls night out.”

"So you're not going to tell Corran?”'



"Wedge and squadron business are what he's focusing on at the moment. | see no reason to distract him."
"He'syour husband.”
Mirax laughed. "He was your partner. Would you handle him differently?'

"Hmmmm, good point." |ellafed adatacard into her datapad. "I'll prep areport and entrust it to Whistler
here. If anything goes amisswith us, he can turn it over to Corran.”

"Itsaplan.”

"And aworkable one, | think." lellaraised her mug of caf in asdute. "If we can confirm that we're being
played, we stand a chance of turning the tables on our enemy, and that's definitely a position | want usto
bein."

11

Corran Horn looked over from his conversation with the Issori pilot, Khe-Jeen See, and smiled at Gavin
Darklighter, who stood next to the table's open seet. "Sure, Gavin, St down. Were just telling stories.”

The Issori's dark green scaled flesh lightened dightly in hue as Gavin off-loaded histray. "We are pleased
to have you join me and Corran."

"I don't want to interrupt, but | did have aquestion for Corran.”
Khe-Jeen waved a hand toward Corran. "Please, ask it."
Corran looked at Gavin and rolled hiseyes. " Sure, what isit?'

Gavin glanced down at hisfood and his voice barely rose above the din in the crowded base
commissary. "Have you ever wanted to be afather?'

The question rocked Corran back in his chair and he noted that Khe-Jeen watched his reaction with the
pureintent of a predator tracking prey. "l haven't thought that much about it. Mirax has said we should
talk about it, but we've been kind of busy with Thrawn and dl. Isthis something you're thinking about?"
Theyounger pilot smiled and nodded. ™'Y ou met my family back on Tatooine."

"Right, lots of brothers, sgters, cousins, and al." Corran fingered around brown biscuit, spinning it ashe
ran hisfinger dong the edge. "Are you getting theitch to have afamily?'

"l think s0, yes."

Corran frowned. "Ah, not meaning to pry here, but are you and Asyr, um, capable of doing that? | mean,
| thought Bothan-human matings didn't work.”

Gavin gave him agoofy grin. "Waéll, the partsline up fine asfar asI'm concerned, but things don't connect
that well on acdlular level, | guess. We want to get married, and then we're going to adopt. Wevefilled
out the preliminary datafiles and we need to gather dl the other stuff they'll want-the officids, | mean.”



"That's great, Gavin." Corran dapped him onthearm. "Y ou'll make agreat father. Y ou're compass onate
and intdligent. Y ou have agreat sense of humor, and you're pretty good at feding out the moods folks
aein.”

"Thanks, Corran, that meansalot."

Khe-Jeen Slee sucked the meat off asmall bone, and then began to crunch cartilage. "We are pleased
for you, Gavin, and your willingness to accept respongbility for younglings not your own. We have noted
anobility about you which isimpressive." The Issori swallowed hard and abig bulge started to work its
way down histhroat. "On Issor, you would never face the choices you do here.”

Gavin looked up, abrown, gooey bean mixture dripping from the spoon he'd raised hafway to his
mouth. "Y ou don't alow adoptions on I ssor?’

"Thereisno need for them." Khe-Jeen nibbled the end off the bone and crushed it between histeeth.
"We lssori are oviparous. The females of the species produce eggs, which are tended and hatch,
provided they have been fertilized. The maes produce a packet of thefertilizing agent..."” The Issori
unzipped his deeveessflight suit and began to dip a clawed hand down toward his abdomen.

Corran reached out and grabbed hisarm. "WEell take your word for it, you don't have to show us."

A clear membrane flashed up over Khe-Jeen's amber eyes. He dowly withdrew hishand, bringing with it
asheaf of holographs. Hewordlesdy selected one, and then handed it to Corran. " Perhaps thiswill
enlighten you."

Corran held the static holograph so Gavin could seeit. The image showed two Issori, one maleand a
smaller, lighter-colored female. He was pouring aliquid from a pitcher onto an egg and she was brushing
theliquid over the egg. To Corran, it looked similar to what held seen chefs do in basting aroast, but he
decided to keep that observation to himsdlf.

Gavin's brown-eyed gaze flicked up. "Y oure the egg?"

"l was, yes. The Issori have a caste-based society. The caste of the egglayer determines the caste into
which the child will be born. The caste of the fertilizer determinesrank within that caste and politica
aliances between the familiesinvolved. Breedings are negotiated, sometimes with eggs or packets
traveling great distancesto be used in afertilization ceremony such asthis. Thisimageis of aWhoon-cha
It isan intra-caste breeding of the nobility, meant to strengthen the standing of two familieswithin the
ruling caste. A Whoon-li would be an inter-caste breeding within one ream involving anoble and amore
common caste. A Vuin-chawould be a breeding between nobles from different relms.”

Corran nodded. "And aVuin-li would be anoble breeding with a common caste from outside the realm.”
Thelssori stiffened. " Such athing would never happen.”

Corran frowned. "Wait, you're telling me that no two Issori from different castes and different nations
would ever breed together? What if they arein love?’

Khe-Jeen dlowed himsdlf alittle laugh. "These displays of emotion that so often rule other sapientsare
taken in perspective by the Issori. We consder love much like arainstorm. It can belight or hard, long or
short, mild or tempestuous. It can dso end. To tiethelife of achild to the mercuria emotional
attachments of its parentsis crud. Families agree on breedings, familiesraise the children. My name, for



example, hasthree dements. Kheindicates| am of asingle breeding which my father'sfamily negotiated.
It isnot hisfamily name, but instead comes from the character of our aphabet that my father'sfamily uses
to mark such aunion. My mother was of the Jeen family. | am known as Seee. Both the Kheand Slee
parts of my name were chosen based on aformulathat alowed the numerical values of the letters of my
name to add up to an auspicious number.”

Corran shot Gavin aglance. " Get your hands on that formulaand you'll have no problems naming the
kids you adopt.”

Khe-Jeen crackled the rest of the bone to splintersin hismouth. "Our point isthis: On Issor there are no
unwanted children, and even those orphaned are the respongbility of the families of those who were bred
to create them."

Corran scratched at hisforehead. "But if eggs and packets can travel, isn't it possible that children are
actualy born after the parents are dead? And isn't it possible that someone could breed arival to aleader
by stedling eggs and packets from people closer to athrone than heis?’

"Indeed, we have often bred using packets of dead heroes or leaders-we have used the eggs of their
gstersor wives or daughters smilarly to preserve the bloodline. The families aways care for these
newborns." The Issori shrugged his broad shoulders. " Asfor unsanctioned breedings, they are known as
vrecje. The closest Basic word is stranger, but it runs deeper since not only do we not know them, but
also afamily has not raised them, so they are not really considered Issori. They are wretched, tortured
crestures and are dain aswild beastsaredain.”

"Having familiesraise kids sounds right by me." Gavin smiled, and then wiped his mouth with anapkin. ™
Asyr has said that family meansalot to the Bothans, and I've agreed that any children we adopt should
have afull understanding of their own culture.”

Corran raised an eyebrow. "Y ou're going to adopt Bothan children?”

"At least one, yes." Gavin reached out and rested his right hand on Corran's|eft forearm. "L ook, after
we're married, alot of people are going to come around asking about Asyr and me, and whether or not
we're suitable for raising kids and everything like that. | want to use you and Mirax asreferences, if that's
okay with you."

Corran raked ahank of dark brown hair out of his eyes, and then nodded, dropping it back down again.
"Sure. I'll runit by Mirax, but I'm sure shelll agree. We'd be happy to help you.”

"Grest, I'll tell Asyr. Shelll be excited.”

"Whereisshe?'

Gavin shrugged his shoulders and chewed amouthful of beans. He glanced around the room, and then
shook his head. "I thought she was going to try to join mefor lunch. She got a message right when our
briefing let out. She said she would try to be back."

Corran glanced at his chronometer and stood. " Speaking of back, we've got fifteen minutes before we're
duein the smulators. I'm going to get come caf, and then find Whistler. Anyone else need caf?'

Khe-Jeen See shook his head once, sharply, asif tearing ahunk of flesh from aninvisible beast. "Our
digestive system istoo refined for your caf. If thereis chocolate, | would take that.”



"Got it. Gavin?"

"I'm good to go, Corran." Gavin fished some credits from his pocket and held them out. "L et me buy for
you two, though. For the help with this adoption thing."

Corran waved the money away. "Saveit, Gavin. When you finaly get kids, there will never be enough of
it. Somehow, though, | think the two of you-and your family-will do just fine"

Borsk Fey'lyaturned dowly from the window looking out over Coruscant. He found Asyr Sa'lar

ganding just ingde the door to his office, with the sunlight streaming past him making the white fur on her
face and hands glow with adazzling intengity. Her violet eyes till had the fire held seen in them years ago,
and her expression had adetermination to it that matched the fire. Good, sheis prepared to fight, which
means sheis prepared to dedl.

"Y ou sent for me, Councilor Fey'lya?'

Borsk opened hishands dowly and let alittle hurt tone play into hisvoice. "Y ou fed the need to be so
formal, Captain Sei'lar? | thought, between us, between Bothans, we could be more familiar.”

Asyr'seyestightened, asdid her fists. "I merely wished you to know that | am aware of where the power
resides, Councilor.”

"l see" Borsk amiled carefully, and then stroked his creamy chin-fur. "Congratul ations on your
promotion, by the way. Well deserved and long overdue. Just like a human to keep your rank artificidly
low."

The black fur rose at the back of Asyr's neck. "Rogue Squadron has never been overly worried about
rank, Councilor. Getting our jobs done has been our paramount concern. The reward of rank has been
more than justified by our actions. In fact, | would say that the New Republic has been quite penuriousin
rewarding heroes such asWedge Antilles."

Very good, Asyr. Borsk nodded and moved from the window toward his desk. Y ou suggest that Antilles
has been insufficiently rewarded, and dlow the implication that we have been smilarly neglectful of the
rest of the Roguesto chastise me. Y ou play the game well.

Borsk waved ahand toward the chair before his desk. "Please, be seated. | want you to be
comfortable.”

Asyr moved forward, but stood behind the chair. "I've been sitting al day during briefings. It feels good
to stretch my muscles, but do not let me stop you. Please, be seated.”

And let you look down upon me? Borsk nodded and sested himsealf in amassive chair. Hetapped a
datacard- the only datacard-on his desk with hisindex finger. He let the sound of hisnail clicking on the
datacard's casing fill the room, and then he scooped up the card into his hand and Sowly turned it over.
"Y ou know whet thisis."

Asyr gtiffened, and then gathered her hands at the small of her back. "I assumeitismy gpplication to
adopt a Bothan orphan.”

"Y ou do know, of course, that a hero of your stature would never be denied such an honor. Thereare



doubtless Bothan families that would gladly give up one of their children to you, knowing their child
would be raised in ahome where power does not trickle, but flows and floods." Borsk tapped the
datacard againgt his muzzle, and then lowered it and smiled. " After the second Degth Star was destroyed
and therole of the Martyrswas reveded, their families were overwhemed with clams that children had
been fathered by the Martyrs. Claiming a piece of the grand Bothan tradition is so important to our
people that we would give our own flesh and blood away so they can be part of it."

Her chin came up. "Then you caled me hereto tell me the gpplication has been approved?”

"No, and you know that is not true." Borsk did the datacard across the desk toward her. "I want you to
withdraw the gpplication.”

"Please, Asyr, you know how impossiblethisis. Y ou areinvolved in aliaison with a human-you want to
marry him. It might add a bit of exotic luster to your image on Bothawui, but the vast mgority of Bothans
consider it something of aperverson. He'sal but furlessand hisfaceis so squashed it's, well, hideous.
That you have found something in him that attracts you, this| can understand, but you cannot alow this
infatuation withhimto lagt."

"It's not an infatuation. We love each other."

Borsk Fey'lyaraised his hands and waved away her declaration. "Infatuation, love, lust, whatever you
call it---it doesn't matter. What mattersisthis. We were prepared to indulge your dalliance, but no more,
Y ou cannot be permitted to marry him and create afamily with him."

"Hisnameis Gavin Darklighter, and he's every bit asmuch ahero as| am.” Asyr's clawed hands came
around and gripped the back of the nerf-hide chair. "1 cannot believe you have the impudence to it there
and tell mewhat | can and cannot do with my life."

"No?' Borsk kept his voice low and even, meeting her hot stare with acold one of hisown. "And | do
not believe you can stand there and have the impudence to totally abrogate your responsibility to your

people.”
"What?'

Borsk spread hisarms, resting his hands flat on the desk. "I have told you before that you have become a
role model for young Bothans. The Martyrs represent what we al hope we could achieve, what we hope
we would be willing to do when caled upon. They are shining examples of what we are at our best. Their
greatest virtue isthat they are dead. They are defined by the moment of their death, and nothing that went
before matters. All their weaknesses, their frailties and vices were washed awvay when the Empire spilled
their blood.

"Y ou, my dear, are different. Y ou have accomplished much and you till live. Y ou provide an ongoing
exampleto our people. When ayoung femae faces adecison, she might ask hersdlf, What would Asyr
Sei'lar do? Y ou defied your parents and entered the Bothan Martial Academy. Y ou've taken up with a
human. Y ou have no interest, gpparently, in bearing children of your own, but are content to raise a
mongrel pack of children salvaged from the ruins of the Empire. Y es, humans certainly seethat as
charitable and enviable, but it is not the Bothan way. By following your example, otherswill destroy the
Bothan way of life"



Asyr shook her head. "No, it isnot fair to put the blame for change on me. Bothan society was repressed
by the Empire and by turning inward, by maintaining our strength we survived that oppression. Now
things are different, change is happening and thereis no way to stop it.”

"l don't want to stop it, Asyr, but | do need to direct it." Borsk paused for a second, lessfor dramatic
effect than for agenuine need to gather histhoughts. If | cannot convince you of your part in the salvation
of the Bothan people, other steps may have to be taken. He admired the stedl in her spine, the energy
blazing from her eyes, but if he could not control her and the direction she took, the disaster he saw
looming on the horizon would swallow the Bothan people.

Desperation fueled ingpiration.

He sghed heavily. "The Empire put forward the ideathat any speciesthat was not human wasinferior.
Humans were held up as the absolute acme of accomplishment. If we were to aspire to greatness, we
had to aspire to be human or more than human. That is amessage we had beaten into us during the
Imperid period. Children of your generation have been raised in aworld where that isthe redlity.
Humans are the measure against which we compare ourselves.

"Now you, aBothan, are ahero who has attained parity with human heroes. They accept you, and you
accept them, and thisis very good. The sameistrue for Ooryl Qyrgg or Chewbacca. Y ou are shining
examples to humans of what nonhumans can do. In this capacity you serve every non-human speciesin
the New Republic very well."

Borsk drew his hands together, rubbing one over the other. ™Y ou, however, have aromantic relationship
with ahuman. The message that sendsis not one of equality. It suggests that, somehow, anonhuman is
not sufficiently worthy of your affections. This relationship was tolerable and manageable when it could
be dismissed asaddliance. Settling down for alife with Gavin Darklighter will confirm what the Empire
has been telling us dl dong: We areinferior to humans, and even our heroes know that, which iswhy
you, Asyr Sei'lar, take as your life companion ahuman.”

"No, that's not right." Asyr shook her head, but the earlier vehemence in her voice had lost something.
"By choosing Gavin, it saysthere are agadaxy of possihilities out there.”

Borsk dowly shook his head and allowed akindly note to enter hisvoice. "Possibilities, yes, but serile
ones, unfruitful ones. Y ouretdling everyone that you would rather turn your back on the family traditions
of the Bothansto marry a human than accept your responsibilitiesin our community. That may not be the
message you intend to send, but that isthe one everyoneis hearing.”

Asyr leaned forward, bending over the back of the chair. "Y ou're telling methat by exercising my
freedom of choice, afreedom | fought for and helped win from the Empire, | will be perpetuating the
Empiresinfluence?'

"It isnot as grave asthat, but essentialy you are correct. Y ou have the misfortune to be a Bothan hero in
atime when we desperately need Bothan heroesto be very Bothan. It'snot fair. It'seven crudl. Butitis
your lot in life, and your responghility to ded withit."

She looked up a him. "What would my future be? What do | have to do to be more Bothan?"

"| have not thought aong thoselines.”

Asyr snarled, curling alip to show someteeth. "Y ou can badger me, you can hurt me, but do not treat



me like some stupid child. The second you saw my gpplication you plotted out the course you would like
my lifeto take. Y ou would have me bresk off my relationship with Gavin and then what? Resign from the
squadron, return to Bothawui to command my own squadron? Then, after atime and suitable
negotiations | would be wed to a nephew of yours? Perhaps ason?"

Borsk narrowed his eyes. "That would be an acceptable course, yes. Y our family is desirous of your
return to our world, and there are many Houses that would wel come you into them."

She nodded. "And the dternative iswhat, to be ostracized, cut off from my people? | would get no
Bothan child to raise, and you would use your power to seeto it that Gavin and | never adopted any
other child?Y ou would make my life miserable becauseif | am unwilling to serve asthe sort of example
you want, you can make me into a negative example that will serve your purpose just as easily.”

Borsk nodded a brief saluteto her. "Y ou are very Bothan at the moment, Asyr. Thisisgood. Y our
choicesare clearly laid out for you."

"Y ou would have me break Gavin'sheart." Asyr hesitated for asecond. ™Y ou'll let our people break mine
forme"

"Better one heart broken than the culture of a people lost forever.”
Asyr graightened up. "1 will need timeto think on this"

"Itisunderstandable.” Borsk Fey'lyasmiled easily. "Rogue Squadron's current mission should redouble
your fame. At its conclusion your decision would be expected.”

She nodded once. "Y ou'll see how truly Bothan | am, Councilor Fey'lya. As power flows are warped
and twisted, just remember it is you who made me remember, and made melive up to my heritage.”

12

Adjusting his blaster belt, Corran Horn sprinted across the Swift Liberty's launch bay and legped hafway
up the ladder connected to his X-wing's cockpit. The X-wing had been repainted the green, black, and
white color scheme it had sported when held been with CorSec. The techs had even dutifully painted on
hiskill markers again and stenciled his name, CAPTAIN CORRAN HORN, onthesde. Helet his
fingers brush over hisrank, and then he climbed into the cockpit and waved at the techs pulling the ladder

avay.
Whidler blatted harshly at him as he pulled on hishelmet.

"Yes, Whidtler, | heard the call, but | was finishing up a message to Mirax in case we don't make it back.
Of course, | figure shelll missyou more than me.”

The droid warbled in avery sdf-satisfactory manner.

"Good to know we'rein agreement.” Corran strapped himself into his seat and hit the switch that lowered
the canopy and locked it into position. He punched the ignition sequence into the command console. The
engines caught on thefirst try, sending a gentle thrum through the fighter.

"Whidtler, set my inertial compensator at point-nine-five gravities and load fleet, squadron, and Three
Hight comm channelsinto switches one through three respectively.” Asthe droid did that, Corran ran



power from the engines into the wegpons system. One by one the X-wing'slasersal came onlineand
began charging. The proton torpedo launcher's computer reported the device was set to go, and the
magazine was |oaded with six torpedoes. The diagnostics screens showed that the X-wing sported an
auxiliary belly tank with enough fue to alow them to fight both in space and down in atmaosphere for an
extended period of time.

| hope this belly tank works better than the one | had on Borleias.
Wedge's voice crackled through Corran's headset. " Good to have you with us, Captain Horn."

"Sorry about that, Genera Antilles. | was recording amessage for my wife and therewas abit of alineto
use the equipment.” Corran looked over at the mission chronometer on the command console. "Weve
gtill got two minutesto reversion. Besides, with General Salm's B-wings out there, we won't be needed at
al”

"Then they'll release usto hit ground targets.” Wedge's voice carried with it ahint of amusement. "The
B-wings are tough and will take alot of damage, but they're fill dower and |ess maneuverable than the
eyebals and squints well be facing. Sdm may only leave crumbs behind, but they're our crumbs.”

"| copy, Rogue Leader." Corran switched his comm unit over to Three Flight's channdl. "Okay, Rogues,
we're under two minutesto reversion. All systems should be green. | don't know exactly what there will
be out therefor usto light up, but whatever it is, | want us shining redly bright.”

Commander Vict Darron strode onto the Direption's bridge and was pleased with the fact that his crew
kept hard at work. When | was Krenndl's executive officer, if the crew didn't immediately favn dl over
him when be appeared, held start working up insubordination charges for the lot of them. Darron knew
any digtraction for acrew on awarship was an invitation to disaster, and disasters are never good on a
warship.

Krennel had given him command of the Imperia Star Destroyer, Mark |1, after its previous commander,
a Captain Rensen, had been executed for failing to raze avillage that had been home to someone who
tried to nate Krennel. Darron immediately set about |ocating those crewmen who Krennel had
cited for being insubordinate and asked for them to be assigned to his ship. He promised Krenndl they
would no longer be aproblem, and Krennel gladly gave them up.

But Krennel also demanded he raze the same village his predecessor had refused to destroy.

Being wdll aware that Krennd's mechanica hand could crush histhroat aseesly asit had Rensen's,
Darron had immediately agreed to carry out the mission. From the second he left Krenndl's presence he
sought for away to preserve hislife without engaging in the wholesale daughter of villagers. Hissearch
took him back over old territory, for every Imperid officer in any position of authority had long since
wrestled with his piece of respongbility for the destruction of Alderaan and the policies of the Empire.

Many smply laid the blame on Grand Moff Tarkin and said, had they been in charge, they never would
have used an inhabited planet as atarget. That, of course, overlooked the fact that the Empire had
created aweapon that could destroy planets, and then built another one after the first was destroyed.
Clearly the Emperor intended to be vaping worlds, and any officer who didn't do something to stop that
madness bore some guilt for it.

Darron himsalf acknowledged that there were crudl and even evil palicies carried out under the Emperor.
Still, he saw the anarchy promulgated by the New Republic as even worse. Hisrolein the galaxy wasto



preserve order and alow peopleto live in peace. He and the Direption's crew were the bulwark behind
which those whom the New Republic's forces would devour could hide.

When Krennd had made himsdlf into awarlord, Darron had followed and brought hisfamily with him.
While Krennd's mental stability-or lack thereof-did bother him, Darron feared more aworld in which his
children would be forced to cohabit with aliens. Such things went againgt the naturd order of life, and he
couldn't consider himsdlf true to hisresponghbilities as afather if hedid not fight againgt such things.

But wholesade murder did not make him comfortable, either, so he found a creative solution to the village
problem. With the Direption in orbit above Liinade 11, Darron took a shuttle down to the village and
addressed the people there. He told them that because an assassin had arisen from their ranks, their
village had to be destroyed. In exquisite detail helaid out how the village would be destroyed, grid
coordinate by grid coordinate. He told them that when he returned to his ship, the assault would begin,
and that it would not end until every building in the whole place had been dagged.

Then he returned to his shuttle, but beforeit lifted off, he discussed his plans with his weapons-officers.
He had them run full checks on their heavy turbolaser batteries, targeting arrays, and planetary survey
data. He demanded that everything be perfect for his demonstration against these people, and when he
was satisfied that all was ready, nearly three hours after he had spoken to the villagers, his shuttle
returned to the Direption.

Thevillage was razed, but no one died in the attack. Darron filed afull report that Krennel had not liked,
but Darron pointed out that the homel ess refugees were taken into other communitieson Liinade 11 and
carried with them their tale of Krennd's swift retribution. The implication was that future rebellion would
bring quick and probably direr attacks. Krennd reluctantly agreed to how the situation had been handled,
but had warned Darron never to fall him again.

At the front of the bridge, Darron looked out at the green-blue, cloud-streaked ball of Liinade Il
pinning below him. To mefalsthe duty of preventing the New Republic from taking thisworld. He
sghed. Liinade I11 was clearly the most viable target for the New Republic. Darron had made a strong
casefor that point to Krennd, but the Prince-Admiral had refused to alot any more troopsto its defense.
At least he gave mefull control of deployment. When they come, well be reedly.

A warning klaxon began to sound, and the blond- haired man spun around. "Lieutenant Hars's, report!™

A small, dender, dark-skinned man looked up from the sensor station. "I have two contacts,
Commander. They came out of hyperspace two klicksto our aft. Looks like an Imperial Star Destroyer
and aVictory-class Destroyer. Broadcast codes make them New Republic. They're deploying fighters,
X-wings, and B-wings."

"Helm, roll usto port and bring us about. Flight Command, have our TIES deploy while were turning so
they can't see them coming. Shidlds, | want full power now." Darron smiled. "The mongrels have arrived,
people. They aren't welcome and we'd best Iet them know that.”

Admird Areta Bell watched the holograph of the Direption roll and begin its turn from her Combat
Command Center deep in the heart of the Swift Liberty. She stood there, arms folded across her chest;
her booted feet firmly planted on the deck, and narrowed her blue eyes. "Helm, give me three-quarters
full, heading zero-seven degrees, mark twenty. Roll me forty-five degrees to starboard.

"Asordered, Admira."



"Guns, give mefiring solutionsfor the starboard guns. Pick apoint and have everything hit it." Sheraised
her left hand to her mouth and gnawed on the flesh of her index finger for amoment. "Flight Control, get
the Rogues out there. Tl them Direption islaunching something while we're blind.”

"Relaying the order now, Admira."

Aretanodded dowly. Given her angle of attack, she'd exchange broadsides with Direption, which would
hurt her ship badly. Still, the way Moonshadow would be coming in meant that the attention paid to Swift
Liberty by Krennd's ship would leave it open to adevastating broadside from Moonshadow. And if
Direption's Captain dedls with Moonshadow, | get to hammer him. Histurning to attack both of us
makes no sense. He should be remaining at range and fighting a delaying action until he can get
reinforcements here.

"Sensors, be sharp. Someone eseis coming in, or something is going to intervene. Watch for dirtside
action, or something popping into our aft."

"Asordered, Admira. Scopes clear at the moment.” " Sing out when they're not.” She stared hard at the
holograph of the unfolding battle. "The only surprises | want here are the ones we bring to the fight.”

Wedge jammed histhrottle forward as the X-wing cleared the Victory-class Destroyer's belly. Herolled
out to port, getting himself well away from Swift Liberty asthe capital ship Started to maneuver in toward
Direption. Further starboard, driving in at a sharper angle but il level, Moonshadow disgorged its
B-wings, which formed up and flew toward the Direption. Already Wedge could see TIE arfightersand
I nterceptors coming up around the enemy Deuce's hull.

Looks like they launched awhole wing. With seventy-two TIESin the battle up against an equa number
of B-wings, it looked like Corran's comment was accurate. Then again, just because B-wings have
shields and TIEs dontt, there's no guarantee our side will prevail.

Wedge opened his comm channd. "Rogues, on me. Come up over the top of Swift Liberty and down on
the squints. They'll be outdistancing the dower TIES. Well pounce, break them up, and then let Salm and
the others pick up our crumbs.”

Herolled his X-wing up onto itsright S-foil, and then pulled back on the stick. He pointed the nose up
over the Swift Liberty's knife-edge, and then inverted as he came over the top. The X-wing flashed over
the capita ship'swhite hull, and then rolled to starboard to bring the Direption into view.

The Hegemony Impstar had aready leveled out to match Moonshadow's profile. Hell accept what Bell's
ship can do just to pound Moonshadow. Wedge shook his head. | don't understand those tactics, which
iswhy I'm better in this cockpit than | will ever be on the bridge of acapita ship.

Wedge nudged his stick around and, with the flick of athumb, switched hiswegpons over to proton
torpedo control. He centered the box on his heads-up display over the distant spark that wasthe lead
I nterceptor speeding toward the B-wings. The box started green, but quickly went yellow and, when
Gate started piping in aconstant tone, the box went red. Wedge pulled the trigger on his stick and
launched a proton torpedo.

Histarget immediately rolled and broke toward the planet. There wasn't much of achance that he could
outrun the torpedo, but Wedge knew what he was trying to do. If the Interceptor pilot could get the
torpedo pointed at Liinade 111, and then break sharply at the last second, the missilewould dam into the
planet's atmosphere and would be reduced to so much space junk.



Three other squints broke off their run on the B-wingsto follow their flight leader, which suggested to
Wedge that the pilots were alot more green than they should be. Switching hisweapons back to lasers
and quading them up; he dropped the aiming reticle over another squint's outline. When the crosshairs
pulsed green, he tightened up on the trigger.

The four laser bolts converged on the Interceptor's starboard wing, dicing down through it. Sparks
exploded from the blaster cannons and the pand disintegrated. The squint flew on, dowly rolling over
and over, functiondly out of the fight.

Asyr's X-wing flashed past Wedge's, so he dropped in behind and starboard of her fighter. Sherolled
onto her port S-foil as she dove at aclimbing Interceptor. The two fighters twisted around, each one's
energy weapons firing above and below the target. Then Asyr's X-wing snap rolled ninety degreesand
clipped off a quad burst before she began to climb up and out of the way.

Her four bolts hit. Two burst through the insde of the starboard wing, mdlting long gashesin it. The other
two pierced the transparisted bubble between the pilot and the vacuum of space. Something burned red
and hot in the cockpit for asecond, and then aroiling gold explosion ripped the dead craft apart.

Wedge rolled out to the right to avoid the explosion and pulled the stick back to his chest. He brought his
X-wing around, ready for another pass up through the Interceptor formation. Liinade |11 loomed above
him for amoment, and then atrio of dagger like shipsfilled hisvision of the sky. All three had moved into
range and cut loose.

Moonshadow's gunners concentrated their fire long Direption's port edge, seeking to destroy the other
ship'swegponry. Heavy turbolasers, heavy turbolaser cannons, and ion beams all played out, splashing
red and blue energy across the Direption's shields. The weapons energy bled into the sphere of the
shidds, nibbling away at it, shrinking it like a balloon with adow leak. Then suddenly the shidlds
collapsed and beams played aong the hull. Turbolaser batteries exploded and hull plates evaporated.
Firejetted into space as shots burned through the hull and consumed the atmosphere within.

Direption's return salvo proved no less deadly to Moonshadow. The Hegemony's gunners concentrated
their fire on severa points, driving energy wedges deep into the shields. Breaches opened and beams
ripped long, jagged scars over Moonshadow's surface. Sensor towers exploded and ion cannons melted
benegth the withering assaullt.

Swift Liberty had siwung down and around benegth Direption on asharply angled course that took the
ship across the Hegemony ship'sline of flight. When the gunners cut loose, half of them pounded on the
prigine ventral shields, while the forward gunners hit bits of the ship left naked after Moonshadow's
assault. The Victory-class Destroyer's weaponry was neither as extensive nor as powerful asthat of the
larger ships, but the turbolasers and double turbol aser batteries till ate away at the Hegemony Deuce.
Liquefied wegpons congealed into metd threads, and at |east one secondary explosion blasted asmall
chunk of Direption into space.

Thejoyful spike that sent Wedge's spirits soaring as he watched the damage inflicted on the enemy
crashed back down as another ship materidized in the system. Smaller and blocky, it gppeared dashing
across Swift Liberty's aft. That's a Dreadnaught. It's not that powerful, but in that close, in Bell's aft, it
can cripple her.

Tycho'svoicefilled the comm channd. "Direption has afriend. Shal we introduce oursalves?'



"Squints and eyebalsfirst, Rogues. The big ships play with the big ships.” Wedge felt aknot tightening in
his stomach. "When it comes to the point where they depend on usfor arescue, weredl in worse shape
than we ever wanted to be."
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Admira Bell stlaggered for a second when the Dreadnaught's attack blasted into Swift Liberty's aft. "Did
their attack breach the shields?!

"Negative, Admird." The Twi'lek sensor officer, Commander TaPkina, looked up from his sensor array.
"Welost gravity for asecond because | had to shunt power to reinforce them."

"Wdl done, Commander.” Bdll flicked long locks of red hair back over her shoulder. "Helm, heading
zero-four-fiveand levd usout.”

The hedmsman looked up, surprise on hisface. "That will leave the Dreadnaught in our aft, Admird."

"Thought occurred to you, too, did it, Lieutenant Cydo? We can weather another of their shots, and we
want them watching us." She gave the man aquick nod. "Do it, now!"

"Asordered, Admira."
"Good. And Guns pour more fireinto the Direption. | want it hurt and hurt now."

Wedge snap rolled his X-wing onto the port S-foils and followed Asyr through a quick split-S maneuver
that let the squints that had been on thelr tails overshoot them. They leveled out again and broke to
starboard, applying rudder to get their noses around, and then cruised in on the Hegemony fighters.
Wedge chopped his throttle back a bit as he made his approach, but Asyr shot ahead and closed fast
with her target.

The Bothan pilot fired off aquad burst of lasers that converged on the squint's cockpit. The scarlet
beams burned the top off the cockpit, instantly liquefying the Quadanium stedl. It condensed into tiny
round pelletsthat sparked off Asyr'sforward shields, but that was as much of athreat asthe Interceptor
posed to her. Fireflared in the engines, and the ship started adow spird down toward Liinade l11.

Wedge settled in on histarget and dropped his aiming reticle over it much too easly. Part of him wanted
the pilot to juke and move the ship, to make the shot tough for him. He redlized ingtantly that hisdesire
did not come because he wanted to prove himself the superior. It'sjust that 1'd rather not daughter some
kid on hisfirst misson.

Wedge immediately pushed that thought aside and tightened up on histrigger. The quad burst of laserfire
drilled the Interceptor in itstwin ion engines. The engine housing began to met, warping out of shape,
which compressed the reaction chamber. The engine exploded with agreat gout of golden flame, jetting
the Interceptor forward. The fire at the squint's aft winked out, snuffed by the vacuum of space, leaving
the fighter to fly on powerledy.

Wedge fdt amoment of remorse for the pilot's death-whether it had come with the engine explosion or
would come from exposure and suffocation as the squint's life-support systemsfailed. He didn't let
himsaf dwell on the enemy'sfate, though. The other pilot had accepted the same risks Wedge did when
he entered a cockpit and flew into combat. Dead is dead, no matter how you go. Wedge's brown eyes
narrowed. And the object of thisexercise for meisto avoid getting dead at al.



Wedge glanced at his sensor scopes, and aside from somefighterstied up in adogfight with the B-wings,
the Rogue Squadron area of operations appeared clear. "Rogue Lead to Flight Control. We are negative
for targets. Do you want us on the Dreadnaught?!

"Negative, Rogue Squadron. Prepare for targeting run on Alphatarget dirtside.”

"I copy, Control." Wedge punched up the squadron'stactical frequency. "Form up on me, we're being
cleared to go to ground.”

"Therés more targets up here, Lead.”
"Redly?' Wedge smiled. "Y ou mean Asyr left afew?
The Bothan's voice came on the comm channel. "1 didn't think | had.”

No, you were on acrusade, Asyr. | wonder why? Wedge shook his head. ""Punch up your ground attack
data. We need to be ready to go as soon asit comestime to ferry troops down."

Tycho asked aquestion. "' Swift Liberty doesn't want hel p with the Dreadnaught?*
"They seemto think they have that Stuation under control, Tycho.”

Even as Wedge made that observation, he looked up through his canopy and saw the capital ship battle
gtill underway. The Direption had begun to come about to starboard, swinging its shieldless port sde
away from Moonshadow. Moonshadow was coming up and turning to port, its port-side batteries firing
againg Direption's aft shields. Red and blue laser and ion cannon fire pumped tergjoules of energy into
the shields, but somehow they stayed up.

Probably shunting energy from the port side shield projectorsinto the aft shields. Wedge watched as
Swift Liberty cut ingde Moonshadow's maneuver and cruised beneath Direption. As Swift Liberty's
gunners got target locks, they blazed away at the larger ship's naked left side, further compounding the
damage done by the M oonshadow's assault.

In Swift Liberty's wake came the Dreadnaught. It continued to target the Victory-class ship's aft shields,
findly collgpsing them. Red-gold turbolaser blasts scored armor around the Swift Liberty's engines, but
Wedge saw no secondary explosions. Even o, that sort of pounding will eat a ship up if it continues.

But continue it won't.

Captain Sair Y onka's Freedom knifed its way from hyperspace and into the battle on a course that drove
it beneath Direption and straight at the Dreadnaught. Y onka's ship had comein perpendicular to
Direption's ked and raked it with shotsfrom al its starboard guns, running from bow to stern asiit

passed. Heavy turbolaser batteries played shots over the Hegemony ship's unprotected port side, burning
great black pitsin the ship'swhite hull. Flames exploded and curled away as superheated atmosphere
blew out through weakened hull plates. |on cannons sent blue lightning skittering and lesping acrossthe
ship's hull, with severd boltsjoining likeivy to grow up over the bridge. In yet more spots more laserfire
burned straight through the hull. Wedge could see space through the stricken ship.

Freedom's port gunners had no intention of being cheated of their chance to wreak havoc on the enemy.
As Freedom drove forward, guns started firing on the Dreadnaught asthey came into range. The sheer



volume of firefilled the smaler ship's shieldswith color and seemed to stop the Dreadnaught in mid-flight.
Then the shields collgpsed and Freedom's precision fire started burrowing in on the Dreadnaught, right
beyond the forward superstructure of the bridge. Hull plates, al twisted and half melted, flew off as
secondary explosions racked the vessel. What started with fire-blackened armor became a glowing metal
pit that drilled deep into the ship'sinterior. Finally one huge explosion shook the ship, and dl thelightsin
the forward section winked out.

Seconds later Wedge watched as the Dreadnaught broke into two at the point of the assault. In the cold
slence of space, the bridge began to drift away from the aft, one piece twisting toward the planet and the
other toward space. Fires burned at the point of the break, but quickly died asthey exhausted the
avallable oxygen.

Direption pulled its nose up and began to make a run deeper into the system. Moonshadow and Swift
Liberty both fired full salvosat it and collapsed both the aft and starboard shields. Outgunned and
aready weakened, Direption didn't stand achance of escaping. Despiteitstroubles, it could il inflict a
great dedl of damage, so Freedom maneuvered into position to dag it if necessary.

Direption's running lights blinked on and off four timesin rgpid succession, and then stayed off. "' Control,
thisis Rogue Leader. What is the status up there?!

"Standing by, Rogue Leader. Looks like Direption's commander may be reasonable. New ordersjust
flashed for you, Rogue Lead. Freedom is deploying troop carriers and assault shuttles. Head to your
assigned ground targets. May the Force be with you.”

Corran nodded and punched up histarget zone. "Three Flight copies, Lead. Were on blue sector.” He
switched over to theflight'stactica frequency. "We're clear to blue sector. Think you can stay with us,
thistime, Eleven?’

Asyr answered in avoice that wasn't quite as subdued as Corran wanted to hear. "I copy, Nine. I'll work
onit."

"Stay sharp down there. We don't know what they have, but it could be decidedly nasty." Corran rolled
out to port and started the atmaospheric insertion. He felt adight bump asthey entered Liinade lll's
amaosphere and he had to keep his hand steady on the controls. Despite the more difficult flying, hefet a
bit of tension flow from him. At least we can bregthe this atmosphere, which makes surviva here more
likely than out in space.

Asthe X-wing broke through cloud cover he saw alush green planet sporead out before him. Three Hight
was coming in over the southern continent, which festured a prominent spine of mountains dusted with
snow running up the west side. Thetarget for Three Hight was a hydroel ectric powerplant that supplied
most of the dectricity for the large city on the plainsto the east of the mountains. The

mission goa wasfor the X-wingsto eiminate any fighter cover around the powerplant and suppress
opposition asashuttle full of commandos came in and secured the place.

Corran caught the flash of sunlight off adender ribbon of water running through a canyon and dropped
down toward it. "This should be the outflow from the dam, right, Whistler?' White water churned through
the canyon and asmall flotilla of boats made its way down through the perilous watercourse.

They have to be freezing down there-there's snow on the ground. What some folksthink of asfun | just
don't understand. He shook his head, and then keyed his comm unit. "Target istwo klicks out. Ten, with



me. Eleven and Tweve, fly high cover.”

Corran brought hisfighter down on the deck and Ooryl's X-wing camein behind him. Corran kicked the
X-wing up on its starboard S-foil and tugged back on the stick to curveto the right, and then rolled back
to port and sailed around to the left. Theinertial compensator's adjustment alowed him to fed thetwists
and turns he put the fighter through and just for a second he fdlt the absol ute joy and freedom flying had
awaysgiven him.

Then he came around a bend and saw the dam.

In the smulations they'd run on this mission the dam had dways been tdl, but seeing the solid edifice of
ferrocrete, with spots where moss had grown aong seep lines, and seeing the greset rush of water pouring
from the duicegates, that he'd not expected. Evergreen trees and bushes grew thickly through the riparian
areadong the riverbanks, but thinned abit up on the hillsdesin the canyon. Everything, save the twin
Atgar 1.4 FD P-tower units built atop the dam, looked peaceful and sedate.

The antivehicular artillery units, with alaser cannon centered in around dish, looked decidedly hodtile,

but they came as no surprise. A single stcormtrooper crewed each wegpon and the Rogues had known
about them going in. Corran tugged back on hisstick a bit and ran histhrottle down as he dropped the
aming reticle over the outline of the leftmost wegpon. "I've got port. Ten, you take starboard.”

"Asordered, Nine."

With theflick of athumb Corran shunted power from hisrear shieldsto hisforward ones. Staggered red
bolts from the P-tower hissed asthey splashed harmlesdy over hisreinforced shields. Corran stroked his
trigger once, sending aquad burst of laserfire to burn through the P-tower, but even before it exploded,
an overwhelming sense of dread pounded him.

Unthinking, he jerked the X-wing stick to the left and saw asmall projectile szzle past him from behind at

an angleinfrom theright. It flew on and impacted to the | eft of the dam. The warhead exploded, spraying
dirty snow and launching atall evergreen into the air. Other trees sagged and fell on the forested hillside.

"Abort, they've got missiles. Ten, pull out.”

Before Corran could punch the throttle forward, something hit hislow port stabilizer and detonated.
Whisgtler's high-pitched shrilling matched the warning buzzersin the cockpit. Corran saw awhole bank of
red lights start to burn amid curls of smoke. Power level indicators showed a quarter of the X-wing's
power lost immediately, and the fighter's nose began to swing around to theright.

Corran stomped on the | eft rudder to stop the flat spin, and then dove toward the river to pick up some
airspeed. Pulling back on the stick, he started a climb, and then inverted and flew toward the smal fire
the other missile had started. Rolling again, he righted his craft and carried it over the canyon'sridge.
"Ten, I've been hit. I've logt port-two engine.”

"Nine, that S-foil isgone.”

"What wasit?"

"Ooryl doesn't know. Ground-launched and didn't scan.”



Corran nodded. "Probably stormies with Merr-Sonn PLX-2Ms."
"A chip shouldn't have taken off an S-fail. Shouldn't have gotten through your shieds."

"| shifted power forward and they caught mein an engine." Another warning light started to burn on his
command console. "Ten, I'mlosing engine coolant and will lose

my other enginesif | don't do something soon. I've got to set down. Y ou've got the flight. Warn Control
about the chips here. There must be something else of value here, too, otherwise they wouldn't have
guarded it that way."

"I copy. WEll fly cover for you until they pull you out.”

"No, get out of here, dl of you. They might have other weapons to take an X-wing down. Leave, but
promise meyoull be back with help.”

"Asfast as Ooryl isable” Thefaint clicking of the Gand's mandible came through the comm channdl.
"May the Force be with you."

"Thanks, I'm going to need it. Nine out.”

Corran rolled the X-wing once to give himsdlf aquick look at the terrain below, and then pushed his
fighter over another ridge about three kilometers away from the dam. He would have liked to have gotten
further away, but the heat indicators on his engines were spiking enough that the computer reported the
numbersin blinking red numbers.

Gotta get down now. "Hang on, Whidtler, thisisn't going to be much fun.”

He picked a spot uphill of arocky outcropping and clipped off a series of laser shots at it. The red bolts
scythed through the underbrush, melted snow, and exploded venerable evergreens. Smoke from asmall
fire obscured the landing zone, but he nosed the craft toward it nonetheless. He shifted power into his
repulsorlift coils, lowered the landing gear, and dowly, awkwardly settled the fighter into place. The &ft
port landing gear ended up planted on the sscump of atree, making the craft list heavily to starboard, but
Corran shut down the engines rather than risk atotal meltdown to shift the X-wing to another position.

A chill settled over Corran as he hit the release on hisrestraining straps. " Think it's over for thisfighter,
Whistler? Welve seen alot of action together.”

The droid mewed weekly.

Corran cracked the cockpit canopy, and then swung himself out and under the cockpit lip. He moved up
to the fuselage and crouched on the back end of the canopy. The chip missile's blast had peppered the
left Sde of thefighter with engine

shrapnd and Whistler had caught achunk in hisleft shoulder joint. Corran reached out to touch it, but
Whidtler squawked sharply at him.

"Okay, okay, | won't touch it. No, | don't want to do more damage.” He shook his head dowly and felt
his stcomach begin to knot up. "I'll get you out of here somehow, Whistler. Not a problem.”

The R2 unit piped bravely.



"Thanks." Corran returned to the cockpit and pulled the smal survivd kit from the compartment beneeath
his seat. He opened it and transferred a couple of spare power-packs for his blaster to the gunbelt pouch
over hisright hip. He stuffed some survival ration barsinto his green flight suit's pockets, though he
thought of them asfairly lethal weapons. If only | could get stormiesto eat them.

Helooked up and was going to share that thought with Whigtler, but he saw the little droid's lights
blinking painfully dowly. Histhroat immediately thickened.

"I will get you out of here, my friend." Corran brandished the lightsaber he pulled from the surviva kit.
"WEell teach these Imp-wannabes that by grounding me they haven't made me switch from hunter to
hunted, just switched the direction I'll be coming a them from.”
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Generd Wedge Antillesleveled his X-wing out and glanced at the range indicator to histarget. Fifty
kilometers, well beonit in no time. | wonder what they've got waiting for usthere.

He punched up ‘theflight'stactica channel. "Okay, Rogues, Three Hight ran into trouble in blue sector.
Ground fire damaged one. They think it was from chip missiles, so keep your shields strong and eyes

open.

Therest of the flight acknowledged his message, and then followed Wedge down onto the deck for the
final run at the Valeyport spaceport facility. Located in ariver valey to the east of the mountainswhere
Corran had gone down, Valey-port was by no meansthe largest city on the continent. In fact, it was
relatively small, but it sat astride the main ground trangportation route through the mountains and likewise
was acommunications nexus. The spaceport facility, while underutilized by locd traffic, was more than
aufficient for bringing in ground troops who would take the planet.

Below him the landscape changed. Forests gave way to vast tracts of tregless land covered by athin
blanket of snow

that et the stubble of harvested grain stalks poke up through it. Houses dotted the landscape and, sinceit
was midmorning, some people were out and about in the fields, directing the droids tending to livestock.
Wedge knew that any of them could use acomlink to dert Valeyport officidsthat fighterswere
incoming, but by the time the report got through, the Rogues would be over their target.

Thecity of Valeyport cameinto view, obscured by abrown haze. A few tall buildings rose above the
haze, but most sprawled within it. The haze covered both sides of the river and spread out onto the plains
above. The spaceport's towers showed up clearly on the northern side of the river, against amountain
backdrop toward the west. Wedge let his X-wing sidedlip to port, and then flashed across theriver and
st hislasersfor anglefire.

Already E-webs and a couple of P-towers started filling the early morning air with sizzling bolts of
coherent light, but tracking an X-wing running in & full throttle proved more difficult than the gunners
would have liked. A stray bolt hissed against Wedge's shields and in return he clipped off acycle of four
shots-one from each of the X-wing's laser cannons-then pulled hisfighter's nose off onto another target.

Hislaserfire tracked bolts acrossicy ferrocrete decking and up the sides of buildings. Misses|eft little
black stains centered on a guttering flame. Hits blew chunks out of the enemy's mounted blasters and
antivehicular weapons. One bolt caught astormtrooper in the chest, ablating hisarmor away inan



eyeblink and continuing on unabated. The man's burning corpse dammed into awall, and then rebounded
and pitched forward over the bacony railing he had tried to take cover behind.

"Lead, I'm getting fire from the west, coming from within those hangars.”

"Onit, Hobbie." Wedge hit some right rudder and chopped back histhrottle, shortening aturn to port. A
line of large hangars formed the western perimeter of the spaceport and the red-gold bolts from apair of

heavy laser

cannons sprayed out at the X-wings. Seeing aline of fire begin to track hisfighter, Wedge goosed the
throttle back to full and began a port spird to get some dtitude.

Out of the hangarstrotted a quartet of AT-ATS, the Imperiad waker units that had wrought so much
havoc at Hoth. They moved quickly, not looking as cumbersome and dow in the light snow asthey had
on Hoth'sicefidds. Back then we were in airgpeeders-undergunned and overmatched. A smile dowly
twisted hislips. Not the case thistime.

"On them, Rogues. The groundpounders are incoming and we need to get rid of the walkers. Be careful.”

"Starting arun on thefirst one." Lyyr Zatog, the Quarren, rolled her X-wing out to port, and then let it
swoop down in aglide that brought it in on adiagona dashing course on thelast of thewalkers. The
machine's head dowly swung to the left to try to track her fighter, but she blasted away at it with her
lasers at point-blank range, and then climbed hard and pulled out to the left, too fast and too tight for the
walker to target her.

Hobbie, her wingman, came in on acrossing path that gave him aclean shot at thetail. Lyyr's shots had
dagged armor on the mechanical beast's flank, but hadn't done any serious damage. Robbie's attack ran
from below the AT-AT's body on up the back, and at least one shot holed the fuel tank. Flaming fluid
streamed down like atail, and then an explosion ripped the walker's back end open. The blast pitched
the walker up into the air and through asomersault that landed it on its back. The massive legs
telescoped down into the body, and then tore free. The walker's armored head dammed into the
snow-covered ground, cracking armor plates, and started leaking smoke.

Tycho growled over the comm channd. "Running on the next one. Decap shot.”
Wedge nodded. "On your tail."

Tycho brought his X-wing down in adive, and then leveled out ten meters. Coming in at shoulder height
on the walker, Tycho banked right to run from tail toward the head, and then snaprolled his ship level and
hit right rudder. The X-wing'stail skidded toward the l€ft, bringing its nosein line with the walker.
Tycho'sfirgt cycle of shots vaporized armor on the walker's body, but the second quartet blasted away

a thejoint of the flexible neck and the body itself.

Wedge marveled at Tycho's soft hand on the X-wing's stick. He followed him into the dive, but rolled out
right and cut histhrottle back. The walker had begun to turn to itsright, so Wedge'sroll put him on a
direct line with the AT-AT's head. He nudged the aiming reticle over the walker's head and pulled the
trigger.

A duttered quartet of bolts hit the walker. Two glanced off, leaving long scars on its forehead, but the
other two pierced the transparisted viewports on the pilot's compartment. Fire exploded back out, and
the walker dowly started to sag forward. Its chin dammed into the ground, and then the body's weight



snapped its neck.
"Easier waysto decap it, Wedge."

Wedge throttled up and banked starboard into aclimb. "Sorry, didn't have time to consult with Ewoksto
find out how they'd handle the Situation.” He glanced down at his chronometer. "No timeto be fancy on
the other two, just swarm them.”

Coming back in and down, Wedge kept his X-wing very low, cruising in a asharp angle. Tipping his
fighter up onto its port S-fail, he banked in toward the walker and switched Over to dud fire. One
double burst missed, but the second caught the walker in the hip. Tycho's shots on the same one hit the
body above the drive motor, and then the two of them climbed out, pulled a haf-loop, inverted, and
dove back down at their target.

"Port rear leg is scraping the ferrocrete, Two."

"| caught thet, Lead." Tycho swooped hisfighter through arun that pumped more hot light into the
waker's hip. Black smoke began to issue from the joint. Wedge's attack followed Tycho'slineand
drilled four more boltsinto theleg.

Superheated metd sprayed out, and the walker began to list badly to theleft. The AT-AT'sleg bent, and
then snapped off at the hip. The forward feet shuffled asthe rear leg fell away, but the walker had aready
been serioudy overbalanced.

Therear end sarted to fdl to the left, spinning the AT-AT around and pulling the front legs from the
ground. Thewaker's body pounded the ferrocrete, pulverizing both it and the armor plates on whichit
landed. Black smoke started to issue from the walker's body, and escape hatches opened up and
stormtroopers began to run, walk, or limp their way away from the broken machine.

Lyyr and Hobbie made short work of the remaining walker. Severa runson it had left thearmor in ruins,
and Hobbie cruised up aong its spine and triggered a quad burst at the head from point-blank range. The
red bolts burned through the neck and dropped the head to the ground. The body, leaking smoke, froze
in place, leaving the soldiers contained insde stranded ten meters from the ferrocrete.

"Nice shot, Hobhie."

"Thanks, Lead." Hobbie sighed. "We could have taken them with four proton torps. Would have been
easer, you know."

"Sure, but what if Krennd showed up with ships and we had to go hunting in the void again." Wedge
shrugged. "Doing it the hard way worked."

Wedge brought his X-wing down and routed power to the repulsorlift coils. He hovered a couple of
meters above the ground and guided the ship over to position it between the burning walkers and the
landing zone for the assault shuttles coming in. The stormtroopers on the snowy ferrocrete dowed and
raised their hands. Those who had escaped with weapons dropped them and afew of the more injured
individuasjust collapsed.

"Lead, | have aquestion for you."

Wedge glanced over a where Tycho hovered his X-wing. "Go ahead, Two."



"Wouldn't the AT-AT assault been more effective if they'd waited to launch it until the shuttles landed?
Wakers are desth on ground troops.”

"True, and stationing the stormies around the spaceport instead of ingde those monsters would have been
better,

t00." Wedge frowned. "These guys might look like stormtroopers, but they certainly aren't thinking that
way."

"And yet Intel said there were crack units here, but if not here, where?"

Wedge's mouth soured. " The sector where Three Hight ran into trouble. Y ou think Krenndl is hiding
something there? Save for the dam, that's a pretty remote area.”

"Where better to hide something you want to remain hidden?'

Thefirst of the assault shuttleslanded and started to disgorge troops. A couple of squads moved forward
to dedl with the captured stormtroopers. The others fanned out, found cover, and established a perimeter
on the ferrocrete. The second shuttle landed its troops closer to the hangars and athird dropped its
troops near the main spaceport facility.

A light blinked on Wedge's communications console. He punched it. "Rogue Leader here."

"Commando One here." Kapp Dendo's voi ce came through strongly. "Thanks for vaping the stalkers. |
wouldn't mind it if you want to strafe the approaches to the spaceport, just in case somelocal militia
decidesto hop ahoverbus here."

"I copy, Commando One. | help you, you help me?’
"What do you need, Wedge?"'
"I have aflier down at the dam in blue sector. Lots more activity there than here.”

"Search and rescue ops are abit down in priority, Lead. I'll seewhat | can do.” A grave tone ran through
Kapp'swords. "How hard did your boy go down?"

"Under control, I'm told." Wedge smiled. "He can probably take care of himsdlf, but if the sormieswe
were expecting to be here are actudly there, for just how long | don't know."

15

| don't likethe looks of thisat al. Corran crouched in some brush overlooking aravine with asmall,
ice-crusted stream-bed at the bottom of it. The ravine showed signs of flooding with seasond runoff, but
had a high-water mark far higher than he would have expected. Just north of his position lay the reason
for the extraordinary high-water mark: A tunnel had been bored through the granite hillside and clearly,
once upon atime, had been used to divert river water around the site of the dam.

The tunnel mouth had been plugged with ferrocrete and two sets of durastedl security doors. Thelarger
pair of doors would admit vehicles, the other was for personnd. Four ssormtroopers stood guard outside
the doors, but had moved from benesth the shadow cast by an outcropping to soak up the direct



morning sun.

Corran ran ahand over hismouth. This hasto be what they were protecting with those chips-and alucky
shot meant they did more than just chip my hull. This place wasn't on any of the survey maps of the area,

which meansit'svery new, or very secret or, worse, both. Getting in there and getting out again is clearly
ajobfor aJedi Knight.

Hefingered the lightsaber clipped to the left Side of hisbelt. Unfortunately, thereisn't one here.

For an ingtant Corran regretted having rejected Luke Skywalker's generous invitation to train to be a Jedi
Knight. Had he accepted it, he could have used Jedi powersto walk right past the stormtroopers without
their noticing. He could use hislightsaber to deflect blaster bolts. He could find out what the facility was
al about and likely neutrdizeit aswell.

That sense of regret died quickly, however, as Corran thought about what he/d have had to give up to
become a Jedi Knight. He admired L uke Skywalker and wished him the best in his quest to reestablish
the Jedi Order, but he a so knew L uke was paying quite a cost. Corran had Mirax to spend the rest of
hislifewith, but Luke had no one. Moreover, the fact that he was needed to solve problemsal over the
gdaxy, and his never-ending quest for information about the Jedi, meant that he had become awanderer.
Hisquest killed any chancefor anorma life, and anormd life wasn't something Corran wanted to
surrender.

My father would probably think meterribly selfish in making that decison. He sighed and blew on his
hands to warm them. He knew Whistler carried with him an encrypted message from Hal Horn about his
Jedi heritage, but he couldn't bring himself to listen to it. He didn't want to be torn between hisfather's
urging him to become a Jedi and hisresponsbilitiesto Mirax and their life together. He wished he had the
courage to face that dilemma, but knowing he didn't, he Sdestepped it entirely.

Widll, I may not beaJedi, but | am aRogue, and figuring out what's going on in thereis going to be
important. Getting in will be atrick, though. Corran backed away from the edge of the ravine and began
to work hisway to the west. He wanted the sun at his back as he moved, and once again was pleased
that he wore adark green flight suit, not the bright orange most of the squadron's other pilotswore. I'd
stand out like aHuitt at an Ewok celebration. Of

course, white stormtrooper armor isn't much better in aforest.

The undergrowth made his passage very dow. Though held been raised in Coronet City on Coréllia, he
wasn't hopelessly unfamiliar with forests and how to move through them. He used the thick-boled treesto
his advantage, and watched out for icy patches of ground that would bring him down. Moving from point
to point, he avoided skylining himsdlf at the crest of ahill, carefully surveyed the next leg of his journey
before moving out, and listened for signs of the enemy, knowing held hear them before he ever saw them.

Crouched in the shadow of a snow-capped falen tree, he scouted hisway along alittle depression that
headed to the southwest. It ran for approximately thirty meters and gradualy doped up into athicket of
thorny zureber bushes. He was|ooking for away around them when two stormtroopers came over the
depression's northern lip. They paused and |ooked around, sweeping the areawith their blaster carbines,
and then one started his way down into the depression.

The lead stormtrooper caught hisleft toe on aroot that had been hidden by snow and pitched forward.
He landed flat on hisface, bounced once, and then rolled to astop at the bottom of the depression. His
blaster carbine flew further south and landed on the depression's south dope. The other stormtrooper



watched his comrade fall, and then came down the dope in ahigh-step gallop that sprayed snow and
frozen leavesinto theair.

The second man bent over his partner and started laughing. The first sormtrooper rolled onto his back.
"Huttspit! If the designer of these hdmets ever had to usethem in thefidd...”

"Very funny. Maybe you should just learn to walk."

"Oh, shut up.” Thefalen man sat up, and then pressed hisright hand against the edge of hishemet.
Corran heard aclick and abuzz from acomlink. "No, Control, no problem. Just had an equipment
falure. I'm going offlineto fix it. Seven Sx One out.”

The standing man cocked his head. "Equipment failure?'
Seven Six One extended his|eft leg and ran hisfoot around in alittle circle. "Twisted the ankle."

"| can usetherest." The second man sat down and removed his hedmet. Thefirst ssormtrooper did the
same. Steam rose from both of their heads as the second one reached for the canteen on his equipment
belt.

Corran'sfirst blue stunbolt dropped the canteen from the stormtrooper's hand. The second one hit the
same man again, tensing his body for asecond, and then dackening it. Two more bolts caught the first
man as he made adive for his blaster carbine. It took a third before he stayed down.

Corran came up over the fallen log and did down into the depression. He quickly crossed to the
stormtroopers and stripped them of their weapons and equipment belts. He aso removed their torso
armor, and then dragged them through the snow to atree at the southern edge of the depression. Hetied
them to the tree with the cord from their equipment belts. Using more of the cord, he fastened one of the
carbines and his own blaster to atree, and then ran cord from the triggers, back around another small
tree, to the stprmies bound feet. He set both blasters for stun and aimed them to catch the menin the
stomach. If they movetheir legs, they get stunned again. Great way to keep them out.

He decided againgt killing them for acouple of very good reasons. First and foremost, he didn't need to
kill them. He knew of other New Republic soldierswho wouldn't have blinked an eye at killing helpless
stormtroopers, but he considered doing that murder. Ashe'd learned in CorSec, no matter how much a
crimina might deservekilling, it wasn't necessarily his placeto pull thetrigger.

Second, and more important, the two downed storm- troopers were intelligence resources. While
forenscs might allow adead man to tell some sort of tale-like Urlor-interrogating live sormieswould be
alot more productive. Since no onein New Republic Intelligence even knew the ingtalation near the dam
existed, he assumed these men

would have awedth of information Genera Cracken would be very grateful for.

Corran stripped hisflight suit down to hiswaist and pulled on one of the stormtrooper'storso armor. He
managed to get the flight suit on over the bulky armor, and zipped the flight suit back up nearly al the
way, but not quickly enough to avoid getting chilled. He knew he looked ridiculous, but having something
that would dow down blaster bolts meant he could live with his embarrassment and laugh about it | ater.

He pulled the comlinks from the sormtroopers helmets. Lowering the volume and input gain on one, he
listened for abit to the chatter going back and forth. He couldn't make much sense of the call signs, but



he heard a number of people reporting on that comm channdl. Station checks seemed to comeon a
regular schedule, but he had no idea when the two guards he'd put down would be seen as missing.

He shut the comlinks off, and then looked at them and smiled. Using alast bit of the stormtroopers cord,
he swapped one of the comlinks end for end, putting the mike near the speaker on each, turned the
volume and gain up to full on both, and then tied them tightly together. With anod he hefted the remaining
blaster carbine, took it off safe, and started north again.

Not the best plan in the world, but one that will work. He got to the edge of the ravine and found himsalf
twenty meters from the doors, at the top of aten-meter-high scree dope from which the snow had long
since melted. The quartet of stormtroopers held have to take out were another ten meters beyond the
doors, putting them afair distance avay asfar asablaster shot went. Not going to be easy at all.

Hetook adeep breath and let it flow out, taking his anxiety with it. In the calm clarity that followed, he
redlized two things. Firdt, by taking down dl the sormtroopers he could and causing as much trouble as
he could, he would cut down the odds of another New Republic soldier getting killed. Second, he knew
it was hisresponsibility to take care of the site. No one else was in position to take care of it-no oneelse
knowsit's even here-and hitting the Imperias before they prepared for any New Republic ground action
wasvitd.

With hisright hand firmly around the blaster carbine's grip, he flicked the comlinks on with hisleft thumb.
Because of the way they'd been tied together, an earsplitting feedback loop immediatdly built and
injected itsdf into the comm channd. The four ssormtroopers below clapped handsto their hemetsand
wrestled to pull them off as Corran ran, did, and |eaped down the scree S ope.

Once he hit the area outside the doors, he sprayed red blaster bolts over the distracted stormtroopers.
Hisfirgt shot took one man through the ssomach, folding him up and pitching him back into a second man.
Another shot spun athird man around, having caught himin ahip. A subsequent shot snapped his head
back. The fourth stormtrooper tried to return fire, but before he could bring his carbine around to target
Corran, ashot to hisleft thigh dropped him to the ground. A fina spray of shotskilled him and dso dew
the stormtrooper who had been knocked to the ground.

Without pausing to check them for signs of life, Corran brought his grandfather's lightsaber to hand and
thumbed the sllvery bladeto life. With one swipe he carved aline down through the man-sized door, and
then kicked it in. He triggered aquick burst of blaster fire through the opening, and then ducked inside
and doveto theright.

A woman in agreen Imperia army uniform had gone down with asmoking holein her uniform over her
stomach. She thrashed, clawing for adropped blaster. Corran shot her twice more, and then rolled onto
his back and dashed hislightsaber around in an arc through the doorway to hisleft. The sllver blade
dashed through the legs of a stormtrooper, toppling the man backward. The stormtrooper's carbine
tracked aline of fire just past Corran's head and up toward the ceiling as hefell.

Corran laid hisown blaster carbine across his somach and triggered off aburst that caught another
stormtrooper in the chest. Thetrio of shotslifted the stormtrooper up and sent him tumbling back over a
desk, scattering a glowlamp and a holoprojector plate.

Corran hit the powerpack release with hisright thumb, dumping the spent duraplast packet to the ground.
L etting the lightsaber rest on the ground for a second, he dapped anew powerpack into the carbine and
rolled to hisknees. He recovered the lightsaber, turned it off, and clipped it again to his belt. Then he got
to hisfeet and moved deeper into the ingtallation.



Totheléft, just beyond the vehicle doors, aramp led down to agarage area. Off the foyer two corridors
led away, one north and one south, going deeper into the facility. From the southern one, off to hisright,
two more stormtroopers came running. Corran'sinitial burst caught the second one on the I eft flank,
punching through histhigh and chest armor. That man dammed againgt the foyer's back wall and bounced
down to the floor.

The lead stormtrooper twisted and dove, extending his right arm toward Corran. The blaster carbine he
was carrying pat hot light. One bolt burned through the flight suit over Corran'sright hip, but the pilot
had aready begun to move to hisown right, so the rest of the stormtrooper's bolts passed wide.

Corran's return fire scythed across the man's mid-section. The armor did agood job of deflecting a
couple of shots and ablating even more, but one drilled in through the gap between codpiece and thigh.
The stormtrooper screamed and clutched at hisleg. Corran stroked the trigger twice more as the man
came up into asitting position, dropping him to hisback forever.

Something hot and hard caught Corran in the left flank, spinning him around. As he came about he saw a
smdlish man in an olive uniform holding a blaster in adouble-handed grip. Corran staggered abit, and
then dropped to his knees and flopped onto his back.

A grin dowly started to spread over the man'sface.

Hewas ddiberately aiming a my back and only caught my flank? Corran groaned aloud. And he only
shot once? Has to be aclerk.

The Lieutenant's expression changed from one of joy to one of wide-eyed horror as Corran sat up. The
Rogue's carbine came around and the burst Corran triggered tracked blasterfire up through the doorway
of the office with the two dead stormtroopers. A trio of boltslifted the clerk from hisfeet and spun his
body back deep into the office.

Corran dowly regained hisfeet and jogged over to the office. He peeked in quickly, didn't get shot, and
then moved in past the dead stormtrooper and clerk. He checked the second stormtrooper to make sure
he waswell and truly dead, and then searched the rest of the office for anyone hiding in desk legwells.

He was done and dumped back against awall for a second. He could have used more of arest, but as
he pressed his back to the wall, the wound complained. Reaching back with hisleft hand, he probed it
and found anice neat hole burned through hisflight suit and the armor about the level of hisfloating ribs.
Luckily for him it had comein a an angle and most of the energy had been ablated by the armor. When
he poked afinger al the way through, it came back wet and red, but the blood hadn't begun to soak his
flight suit, o hewasfairly certain the wound wasn't that serious.

Looking around at the room again, he redized he was standing in what passed for the small ingdlation's
communications and security office. A dozen monitors showed shifting views of locationswithin the
facility and he took heart that only a couple of the monitors showed folks moving around. Those
individuas were not ssormtroopers and looked like technicians working on some sort of research project.

Appropriating a datapad, Corran called up a site map and located one of the labsin the north wing. He
triedto

cal for agenerd security lockdown of the facility, but the computer refused, indicating the user didn't
have the authority to do so. He shifted to another desk-one that looked like it had belonged to the female



Major who had died as he broke in-and repeated the request.
The clanging shut of blast doors echoed through the base.

Corran dipped from the office and stopped at the Mgor's corpse. He pulled the rank cylinder from her
breast pocket, and then headed off through the north corridor. It extended twenty metersinto the rock
and ended in adurasted security door. He pressed the rank cylinder into the locking mechanism and the
door did open.

The assembled workers, dl inlong white coats, barely glanced at him at first. When he produced and
ignited the lightsaber, they paused and looked a him. He got the distinct impression they were more
fascinated by the weapon than they were threatened by it. It's asif they seeit astechnology, pure and
sample, with no regard for what it could possibly do.

Corran dashed the blade to the I eft and bisected a duraplast chair. The clatter of both havestoppling to
the floor seemed to drill some redlity into the techs consciousnesses. They returned their attention to
Corran and he was pleased to note that a number of them were decidedly pale.

"I'm Captain Corran Horn of the New Republic. Either I'm here liberating you or capturing you, your
choice." He smiled quickly. "One note: | hate taking prisoners.”

He nodded toward a holoprojector on atable in the center of the lab. " Show me what you're working on
and you'd be cooperative, which prisoners never are.”

A small blond woman moved to the datapad connected to the holoprojector and started to punchina
request for data. A man moved to stop her, but Corran waved the lightsaber through the air and its hum
seemed to drive the man back. "Cooperative. Y ou want to be very cooperative.”

The woman finished typing her request and an image
flashed to life above the holoprojector pad, just hanging thereinthe air.

"Oh, you have been cooperative with someone, big-time cooperative.” Corran felt his gutstightening into
aknot. "Correct meif I'mwrong, but it looks asif you were going to help someone build himsdf a Deeth
Sa."
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The briefing room felt hot and close to Wedge, even though it dwarfed the X-wing cockpit held ridden in
on hisreturn to Coruscant. Corran had flown on hiswing in a borrowed X-wing and now stood with him
at the far end of the briefing table. Mon Mothma sat stone-faced at its head, with Leia Organa Solo at
her right hand and Borsk Fey'lyaat her left. In the middle of the table a holoprojector displayed a
schematic of a Desth Star.

The New Republic's Chief Councilor looked through the holograph and Wedge felt energy sizzle through
her pale, aquamarine eyes. "1 am certain that General Cracken and your own experience have made it
abundantly clear to you that what you know in this matter is highly classified. Y ou will not spesk of it
outsde this room, neither between yoursalves nor to others.”

Wedge nodded. "Understood.”



"Asordered.”

Corran's voice carried with it the weariness that Wedge felt. The Rogues had brought Kapp Dendo's
Team Onein to secure the lab, and then New Republic Intelligence operatives had pounced oniit,
hustling off the workers and dismantling

the equipment and carting it dl away. In the meantime the Rogues had returned to active duty, engaging in
support missons that |asted another three weeks until no Hegemony hostiles were present on Liinadelll.
Immediately following the planet's conquest and reinforcement, Corran and Wedge had been recaled to
Coruscant.

Borsk Fey'lyas claws scraped aong the table's matte black surface. "It is hard to believe that someone
even as crud as Krennel would resurrect Degth Stars.”

Leiashook her head. "Since we have not found the original shipyard that created the Death Stars, the
possibility that one or more are under construction is something we can't ignore.”

Wedge pointed at the holograph. "Y ou're dso wrong in caling thisa Death Star. It looks like one, but
thisisadecidedly scaled down version. It looks to be inspired by how the Emperor used the Desath Star
at Endor, targeting capitd ships. That was a gross underutilization of its power, but it was very effective.

"What Krennedl was creating here is a system domination weapon. It pops out of hyperspace, cranks up
gravity well generators-that's what those blisters around the center are-and all traffic in or out stops cold.
The planet-splitting beam from the original Desth Star has a so been scaled back and multiple sitesfor it
have been created. Those are al the dimples on the thing. With each of those beams capable of killing a
Super Star Degtroyer, it'sadecidedly letha ship. It dso bristleswith smdler antiship weapons and can
support ahdf-dozen TIE wings, which givesit plenty of defensive capabilities.”

Corran folded hisarms over his chest. "Wevetaken to cdling it a Pulsar Station.”

Mon Mothma camly pressed her handstogether. "Does Krennel have an operational version of the
device?'

Wedge shrugged his shoulders. "Unknown, but unlikely."
The Bothan Councilor's eyes narrowed. "Explain.”
Wedge raised an eyebrow. "I would have thought it

would be obviousto you, Councilor. Creating aship this size would require an incredible amount of
resources. Just the durasted aone would necessitate the mining of aplanetoid and itstota conversion
into metal. The factories needed to turn out the finished pieces don't exist in Krennel's Hegemony-or, as
Captain Horn would point out, we don't know of their existence.”

The Bothan waved ahand gracioudy in Corran's direction. "Would you care to explain?’

Corran shrugged his shoulders. "Data on some of the Hegemony worldsis thinner than the cushionson a
Hutt's reclining platform. Krennd is clamping down on information sources, o getting any dataout is
going to be tough. Some worlds we can eliminate as candidates: Ciutric, for example, isawell-charted
and traveled system. Others, like Corvis Minor, are hardly known at al. The shipyards could be there,
perhaps positioned to always be opposite the main world in orbit, so the sun blocks any sensor readings



of the construction on that world."

Lelasat back, her brows knitted with concentration. " The only way to confirm thiswould be to scout the
sysgems”

"That's the quickest way." Wedge nodded. "We can run a T-Six-Five-R through the system and haveit
pull dl theintd it can gather.”

Leiafrowned. "The X-wing recon version has no wegpons, so such arun would berisky."

Wedge laughed. "I wasn't thinking of taking it in &l alone, even though an accompanied ship will be easier
to spot. Still, we pick the right location to come into the system, make aquick hit, and go, and we might
be unnoticed.”

"Fact is, though, we might need to be noticed." Corran nodded toward the holograph. "The facility we
found was relatively new, with the team there assembled only over thelast couple of months. As nearly
aswe can determine they're not part of a design team per se, but are analyzing the data being produced
by the actud designers. They'retrying to look for flawsin the thing theway you did & Y avin."

The fur rose on the back of Borsk Fey'lyas neck. "l fail to follow the significance of thisinformation.”
"Two main pointsredly. Thefirg isthat we don't have an exhaust port to dump proton torpsinto.”
Corran ticked points off on hisfingers. " Second, their smulated assaults are run againgt the Pulsar in
various stages of construction. Within ayear of construction starts, the hyperdrives should be operationdl.
Two months after that, one of the big beams will work, aswill shields, gravity well generators, and two of
the TIE wing bays."

"Soit can defend itsdlf.”

"Right, but its primary mode of defensewill beto run." Corran opened his hands. "If we can makeit run,
we stop congtruction. We can harry it until suppliesrun out and then takeit at our leisure.”

The Bothan Councilor drew himsdlf up tall in his seet. ™Y ou mean to suggest that a squadron of X-wings
might be enough to scare this Pulsar Station into running?”

Wedge let mock surprise wash across hisface. "Well, we are Rogue Squadron.”

"And weweregoingto let Asyr lead theraid." Corran smiled. "The fact that they've been discovered is
going to make them jittery, epecidly with the New Republic fleet so close by."

"Y ou overestimate the effect of your reputation, | think."

"Maybe, but we might be able to enhance it abunch.”

Mon Mothma sat forward. "What isit you are thinking, Genera ?'

It took Wedge amoment or two to redlize she was speaking to him. "Y ou selected Prince-Admiral
gc;znel asthetarget of our operations because we had the pretense of murder to justify what we're

Fey'lyasnorted. "It's more than pretense. Y ou were there.”



"I was, but that's not my point. Krennel's murder of Pestageisnot clearly an evil. Asyou say, | was
there, and | was tempted to murder him myself. The other warlords out there have seen us destroy Zsinj
because hewas an

aggressor and attacking the New Republic. Our going after Krennel makes us the aggressor, and
something as Smple asthismurder charge doesn't carry with it the mord authority that defending yourself
does."

Wedge |leaned forward on the briefing table, holding himsdf up on hisarms. "Reveding the fact that
Krennd isworking on anew and improved Death Star-style weapon does.”

Fey'lyashook his head. "Impossible. We can't et that newsout."” -
Leiahdd ahand up. "Let Wedgefinish. He has hisreasons, I'm certain.”

"I do, both palitical and practical. Let's start with practica: We're going to have troops hunting for this
thing and it would be utterly immora not to advise them of the threat they face. Moreover, it would be
stupid. If they don't know what they're up againg, they'll get hammered. And the fact isthat no matter
how good our security, once word goes out to the troops, it will spread.

"The key thing here, however, isthat this news could be very divisve and hurt Krennel alot. Tak to
anyone who ever served the Empire and came over to the Rebdllion, and the Death Star resonatesin
their memory. It's the embodiment of evil and, sure, lots of folks died when we blew it up, but lots more
died on Alderaan and no one doubts the evil of the destruction of Alderaan. Even the most Strident
supporter of the Emperor-save perhaps |sard-would alow that destroying a moon could have made the
point just as clearly as Alderaan's death.”

Leiagtared at the projected Pulsar Station image. " The Emperor's construction of asecond Death Star
put alieto the claim that the first one had been Tarkin'sfolly; but the Emperor's death allowed everyone
to shove the blame off onto him. His death absolved their consciences, and they believed that such a
dtation would never appear again.”

Wedge nodded. "Until now. And remember that Krennd has been waging a propagandawar againgt the
New Republic, offering his Hegemony as arefuge for those

we'd mistreat. If we reved this project, folkswho areinclined kindly toward him will reconsider. And the
other warlordswill have to wonder what this station would do to their holdings. If we make this public,
we will forcealot of peopleto ask alot of questions of Krennel."

The Bothan looked to Mon Mothma. "If we reved thisinformation, we could start apanic.” "Councilor
Fey'lyahasapoint." "Reveding the nature of the misson to those who will fight the thing will start news
leaking that could start a panic. Coming from the government, this becomes a security advisory that ought
to generate support for what we're doing against Krennel." Wedge straightened up. "It'simportant that
we get this Pulsar Station now, while it can't do much more than run, and explanations about the Situation
should make that clear.”

Mon Mothmanodded dowly. "Thisisan intriguing Strategy you suggest, Genera Antilles. The Council
shall congider it. Youll likely be on station again in the Hegemony before you learn of our decision.”

"l understand, Chief Councilor Mothma." Wedge gave her asmile. "Aslong asthe information isgoing to



get out, | think we should make it work for us. Make Krennd's alies and the station's people uneasy. It
might even get us the gation without ashot being fired.”

Borsk Fey'lyabarked ashort laugh. "Do you actualy believe that, Generd?"
Wedge shrugged. "No, but | hopeit dl the same.”

Prince-Admird Delak Krennel dowly extended his mechanica index finger, letting it uncurl from hisfigt,
and pointed it at Y sanne Isard as she entered his office. "Thisisyour doing, isit not?"

Isard graced him with the hint of asmile. "I admire the way you keep your rage from your voice. A good
kill to have." Sheturned away from him and looked at the holo-projector unit in the corner of the room.
"Asfor that, no, | had nothing to do withiit."

Krennd shifted hisfinger to point a the projector, and then brought histhumb up to hit one of the buttons
on hisindex finger. The projector's volume came up as Genera Cracken moved into the center of the
image. He smiled briefly as the holocam pulled back to reved asmdler holoprojector and a Desth Star
image behind him. Bitter bile bubbled up into the back of Krenndl'sthroat as Cracken began to spesk.

"One month ago, as New Republic forces liberated the world of Liinade Three, we uncovered a secret
research and devel opment base in which scientists were engaged in studies devoted to creating the next
generation of wegpons based on Degth Star technology..."

Isard turned back and waved her left hand dismissively at Krennd. ™Y ou may shut it off. I've seen it too
many timesin thelast day. | know his boring monologue by heart.”

Krennd's chin came up. "Ah, you were so entranced by al thisthat you could not come when |
summoned you after my first viewing of this message?’

"Hardly." She shrugged effortlesdy and remained standing in the center of hisoffice asif sheowned it. |
was not on Ciutric. | traveled away from here to obtain reports from agents about this lab the New
Republic saysit found."

The Prince-Admira heard something in her voice that sounded like amixture of boredom and disgust.
"'Saysit found? Y ou don't believe the report?*

"You do? Y ou believe this transparent and pathetic charade?' Isard's eyes narrowed with disbdlief.
"Please, Prince-Admird, do not alow yoursdf to sink in my estimation. Thisis an obvious sham, meant
to take in those who are aneuron shy of being able to form a synapse.”

Krennd pounded hismetal fist againgt hisdesk. "It's not ameatter of belief. | know | had no such lab and
no such project under way."

She nodded, dowly crossing her arms over her chest. "I know. Y ou could not have hidden such athing
away fromme."

The Prince-Admira leaned forward, histeeth set inaferd grin. "But you, Y sanne Isard, you could
concedl such

abase from me, couldn't you? Y ou could carry on such researches, couldn't you?'



"Indeed, Prince-Admiral, | could, but the New Republic'sanalysis shows | did not. Certainly, | could
have put that Iab in place, moved those people in, and covered the tracks so you couldn't find them. That
would be child's play, redlly-indeed, such projects were my childhood amusements.” Her eyes focused
distantly and she chuckled for amoment. "That's not what you wanted to hear."

Krenne sat back in hischair. She wasright, that wasn't what he wanted to hear, but it was also what he
expected out of her. He had assumed from the beginning she would have any number of little projects
going on that he would not know about. Hisonly control over her activities came through the resources
he alotted to her. Her budgets, while not tiny, certainly were not overly generous. He expected that she
supplemented what he gave her from other sources, but even doubling or tripling her funds would not
alow for huge projects.

Hesmiled. "Ah, | seeyour point. The New Republic saysthis base wasinvolved in researches, which
you could have financed, but the construction would be beyond your reach.” He held ahand up to
forestdl her protest. "Or, rather, if you had such resources, you would not have dlied yoursdlf with me.”

Isard gave him arespectful nod. "Y our Academy education does you proud. Thisreport by the New
Republic isclearly ahoax designed to provide them the mora high ground inits struggle with you. Y our
championing of freedom and persona choice, aswell as our painting Pestage as an Imperia butcher ona
scaethat cried out for hiseimination, had pretty well eroded support for their war against you. Their
desperation showsin their use of thistactic.”

"So thereis no evidencefor thislab?"

"Thereisaholein the ground where they indicate there should be one, yes. It's gutted, with al useful
materid long Since gone. How long it was there, none of my agents can estimate. The place has been
therefor along time, but

any refitswerefairly recent. One agent remembers having gonefishing in that areatwo years ago and he
saw nothing. None of your resources were used in guarding it and no traces of transactions regarding it
can befound inloca records.”

"Werethey diced out?'

Isard blinked her eyesin an uncharacteristic way that Krennel took asasign of confusion. "It is
conceivable that they were, but acompletely successful codedice job leaves exactly the same trace as no
dicejob at dl. | suppose you could conclude the evidence on this point isinconclusive or incomplete.”

"But you don' think s0?"

"No. | think thisisal a put-up job by the New Republic to get a you." Isard began to pace. "We will
haveto fight this, of course.”

"I have amore immediate concern, which isfighting the New Republic's armed forces.”

|sard's features sharpened and arazor's edge entered her voice. "Be aware of one thing and never forget
it, Prince-Admird: Thiswar againg you isapoalitica war. They have forged this mord imperative to get
at you because they do not have the belly to exert the force they should. Perhaps they cannot-perhaps
Thrawn's assault hurt them more than we can imagine. They are taking things gradualy becausedow is
the only speed they can hit. Our counterassault will involve three stepsthat will cause them to serioudy
re-evauate their chosen course.”



"Three steps?’ Krennd opened his metal hand and ran hisfingers across the indentation hed made when
he pounded hisfist into the desk. "And they are?"

"Firgt, you will issue a statement concerning this charge againgt you. Y ou will be distraught and angry. Do
you remember Wynt Kepporra?'

Krennel closed hiseyesfor asecond and saw the face of an eager young man, head shaved, blue eyes
bright, in a cadet's uniform from the Imperia Academy. "Hewasin my classfrom Prefsbelt Four. We
were in the same company because our last names began with the same letter. | recdl him, vagudy.”

"Wll, now he was your best friend there. He was from Alderaan-thisistrue-and died when the planet
was destroyed. He was home on leave, vigting hisfamily. His desth hurt you terribly, so much so that
you volunteered for service in the Unknown Regions. Later you reconsidered and returned to try to exert
influence to make sure there would be no more Alderaans. For the New Republic to suggest you would
have anything to do with a project that would re-create the weapon that destroyed your friend, well,
those are tactics that are painfully Imperia in nature.”

The Prince-Admiral pursed hislips, and then nodded. "'l can deliver that message.”
"And shed atear?'
"l was afighter at the Academy, not in the Thespian Union like Kepporra.™

"No matter, we will dicein suitably dtered materid.” 1sard turned quickly and paced back the way she
had come. " The second thing we will do isrelease a series of filesthat will show that you do not have the
resources in the Hegemony to build such a project. One of them, the Corvis Minor file, will have been
tampered with."

Krennel smiled. "Ah, yes, your little trgp for Rogue Squadron. Perhaps this new bait will be moreto their
liking."

"Indeed, | hope so0. When they are gone, of course, the New Republic will hit Corvis Minor rather hard.
At tha point, the third step goesinto play. Y ou will attack Liinade Three, hammering their garrison
forces. We will insert insurgents who will undertake a covert war against the New Republic forcesand, if
we are fortunate, will ingpire a popular uprising that will force them to devote more troopsto holding the
place than they ever intended.”

"Their mord judtification is undercut, a storied unit isdead, and | show | have stedl to back the political
integrity

of my realm." Krennel dowly nodded. "It could work. It must work."

Isard smiled very coldly. "It will work. And once you've shown the galaxy that it is possible to oppose
the New Republic, you will be seen asthe Emperor'srightful heir. At that point we will both attain what
we most desre”
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Though Gavin Darklighter's eyes burned with fatigue, the image of Deak Krennd coming in over the
recreation room's holoprojector held his attention and kept him awake. The projector rendered Krennel



three-fourths hisreal height, but because Gavin was seated on a couch next to Asyr, he had to look up at
the man'simage. Krennel had abandoned amilitary uniform and instead had adopted well-made civilian
clothes, but stayed away from the robes long associated with the Emperor's intimates.

"So now | am faced with the onerous task of rebutting the charges Mon Mothma and the New Republic
have made againgt me. To many of you it would be inconceivable that such researches were taking place
on aworld under my control without my knowledge of it." Krennedl's expression remained open, hiseyes
guildess. "I concur, and | tell you that | had no knowledge of these researches. | would point out that the
New Republic has offered no proof that | knew of them and, in fact, has offered no proof that anyone
knew of these researches prior to the New Republic's conquest of Liinade Three."

Gavin frowned. "Whét reason in the galaxy would the New Republic have for faking alab and accusing
you of doing Degth Star research?”

The other pilotsin the rec center nodded in agreement with Gavin's question.
Robbie laughed. "Not like we didn't have better things to do when pacifying the planet.”

"It wasn't that hard, Hobbie." Myn Donos stretched his arms and rolled hiswrists around. "I mean, we
did have some spare time-an hour or two-in which to plan and execute such deception.”

Krennd's flesh and blood hand rose innocently. "'In suggesting the New Republic fabricated this evidence
againg me, | would be asremiss asthey areif | did not offer you proof of their perfidy. Why would they
want to discredit me so? By accusing me of Sate Pestage's murder they've aready provided themselves
with as much judtification as they needed to launch an invasion of my Hegemony. These charges against
me serve only to unite the New Republic by making the Emperor's ghost haunt my activitiesaNew
Republic that apparently was not united behind the attack in the first place. In fact, there was much more
divison inthe New Republic than anyone could have imagined, and that very divison iswhat prompted
thismove."

Krennd's chin came up. "In keeping with my pledge to provide land and shelter and afuture to any

bel eaguered popul ation within the gdlaxy, | have been involved in negotiations with the leadership of the
Alderaanian refugee population. | was prepared to offer them Liinade Three's southern continent-one
known for its pardlesto Alderaan-as ahaven. By fabricating evidence implicating mein furthering the
sort of researchesthat resulted in Alderaan's tragic destruction, the New Republic has scuttled this effort
that would have provided peace for the peoples of Alderaan, and for the peoples of the Hegemony."

Gavin glanced over a Tycho Celchu and watched the other pilot's arms crosstightly over his chest.
"Colond, iswhat he's saying true?'

Tycho shook hishead dowly, asif barely registering the question. "I don't know. | don't pay much
attention to the Alderaanian refugee groups and they leave me done for the most part. They'd seemeas
linked to the New Republic anyway, so if they were negotiating with Krennd, telling me about it would
interfere with their plans”

Krennd bowed his head for amoment. "What pains me the most about the New Republic'stacticsisthat
Mon Mothma has accused me of perpetuating the sort of terror weapons that destroyed Alderaan. She
has painted me as an inhuman monster in doing so and has suggested that those who forget the horror of
Alderaan will again alow such atrocities to be committed.

"The plain fact of the matter isthat | have not forgotten the lessons of Alderaan. Captain Wynt Kepporra



was from Alderaan and went to the Imperial Academy at Prefsbelt Four at the sametimel did. We were
friends, good and close friends. He had returned to Alderaan to see hisfamily and was there when Grand
Moff Tarkin..."

Krennd'svoicefaled him and he brushed away atear with hisleft hand. He set hisface again, and then
nodded and continued. "Wynt was on Alderaan when it was destroyed. I've been to Alderaan. I've been
to the Graveyard and I've left my offeringsto him and hismemory. It wasin hisnamethat | choseto
negotiate with the Alderaanian refugees. It wasin hismemory that | sought asuitable world to give them.
Now, to be accused of such crud duplicity asto be negotiating with them on one hand and scheming to
create a Death Star on the other, well, the Emperor was never so viciousin dedling with his enemies.”

"Besmirch ther reputations, no." Asyr snarled. "Blow up their planet, sure. I'm not certain | like Krennd's
definition of vicious."

Gavin draped an arm around her shoulders and gave her ahug. "Y ou're reading my mind again.”

The Prince-Admira raised hischin. "It isa sad fact that brutdity often begets brutdity. The New
Republic, which initsinfancy desired freedom from oppression for al, now has grown into amonster that
oppresses those who opposeiit, just as the Empire tried to do to them. To the New Republic thereisno
place for neutrality, thereis no chance for othersto find their own path to freedom. This has dways been
my desire. We have been through a savage civil war inthisgadaxy, with itshorrorsal freshin our
memories. Thereis not one of uswho has not looked back and in perfect hindsight suggested that if | had
acted here or there, perhaps, just perhaps, the pain and suffering of billions could have been averted. The
brave act of standing up to tyranny could have smothered it at its birth instead of requiring its execution at
the heighosof its power."

The holocam closed in on Krennd'sface. "The New Republic'styranny isin itsinfancy. Oppose it now
and we need not shed the blood of billions. The people of the Hegemony will fight to preserve our
freedom. Weinvite dl those who pledge themselvesto liberty to make astand and join with us, so the
sacrifices made in overthrowing the Empire will not be tarnished by the rapacious predation of the New
Republic.”

Theimage dowly faded and Gavin found hisflesh puckering. He shook his head, and then frowned.
"Anyone else get the feeling, even for a second, that we're on the wrong end of thiswar?"

"Sure," offered Inyri Forge, "for about aslong asit took me to remember the locals trying to shoot my
X-wing down."

The round-faced Myn Donos raked his fingers through hisblack hair. "I think Krennel would argue that
they werejust trying to defend their planet againgt our attack. \We were the aggressors.”

"And well we should have been." Inyri gestured toward where Krennd had been standing. "If we had not
come here and someone hadn't tried to kill Corran, we would not have found that [ab. A year from now,
or two, Krenndl could show up over Coruscant with his Death Star and cause alot of trouble.”

Myn held up his hands. "Hey, I'm not saying Krenndl isright, but | do think there will be plenty of folks
who will be given cause to wonder."

Asyr shifted from beneath Gavin'sarm and sat forward on the couch. "Humans, you mean, Myn."

"Not necessarily. Take the Bothans, for example." Myn nodded in her direction. "Y ou're a sophisticated



people who have sacrificed much to help the Rebellion. Y ou're politically astute, have colony worlds and
athriving economy. What if an indigenous people of one of those colony worlds decidesit wantsthe
Bothans gone and the New Republic decides to back this independence movement-largely because of a
vote organized among species who don't care for Bothan palitics? Y ou Bothans would immediately be
put into the same Situation some humans might be feding squeezed by right now."

"And there are humans who saw the blacker depths of the Emperor's heart, too. One of the Wraiths
came from Toprawa. The Imps reduced them to puling animals. Folks might wonder why we're not
liberating them instead of fighting over worlds that haven't asked for our help. | mean, | have no more
lovefor Krennd than the rest of you, and | do think he hasto go down, but using the idea of Pestage's
murder asjudtification israther thin."

Gavin shook hishead. "Myn, if | hear you right, you're suggesting that because the New Republic says
onething, and Krennel saysthe exact opposite, most people will wonder if thetruth isn't redly
somewherein the middle?"

"Right. They have cause to wonder who'sright.”

Tycho stood. "It's called the gray fallacy. One person sayswhite, another says black, and outside
observers assume gray isthetruth. The assumption of gray isdoppy, lazy thinking. The fact that one
person takes apogition that is diametrically opposed to the truth does not then skew redlity so thetruthis
no longer thetruth. Thetruth istill the truth.”

He nodded dowly. "Thetruth in this caseissmple: Krennd is an unreconstructed Imperia who has been
shown in the past to have a penchant for cruelty and murder. Weve found alab that indicates he might
be trying to build anew Death Star-type station, and maybe that's asfar asit'sgone. Thefact that we
don't know means we have to keep checking, keep pursuing. Even if Krennd'sright, he didn't have
anything to do with thislab, | don't doubt for an Imperia minute that he'd use such agtation.”

Inyri raised an eyebrow. "Even after what he said about hisfriend from Alderaan?’

Tycho snorted lightly. "1 attended the Academy at Prefsbelt Four well after the two of them. Krennd's
name appeared on afew trophies for unarmed combat. K epporrawas supposed to have been some
engineering whiz. | don't see them being the best of friends, but even assuming they were, it would take
more than atear to make me believe Kepporra's death had that much effect on Krennel."

Inyri folded her arms across her chest. "Do you redly think you can judge what went on in Krennel's
heart based on one holocast?"

"Nope, just going by what | know of him in the past. He strafed a crowd at Axxilaand murdered Pestage
on Ciutric." Tycho's eyes narrowed. "Moretdling, though, isthefact that he didn't leave the Imperid
sarvice until four and ahalf years after the death of hisfriend. Alderaan's destruction caused me to defect
immediately, but you'd expect that because I'm from Alderaan. Otherstook longer to come over, a
month, ayear, acouple of years, but eventudly they did. Krennd remained with the Empire even after
the second Degath Star's destruction and only |eft when he was able to usurp Pestage's Hegemony.
Someone with that track record only caresfor himsdlf."

Gavin let Tycho'swords sink in and in them found atruth. In the whole of histhree and ahaf yearswith
Rogue Squadron, the emphasis had dways been on hel ping others. It didn't matter how difficult the
mission was, they went out and did it because they were making life better for someone, somewhere.
Sacrificing our futures so abunch of other folks had their own futures secured adways seemed likeasolid



bargain. Krennel and people like him never would see it that way because they saw themselves as more
important than anyone else.

Which iswhy we haveto stop him.

Gavin ran hishand down over the fur on Asyr's spine. "I don't know about the rest of you, but it ssemsto
me that Mon Mothmals announcement and Krenndl's answer means that having evidence of this station's
exigenceis going to be very important. | figure we've got a bunch of snoop-and-scoot missionsin our
future

He stood and stretched. "1t's about time for me to run some brush-ups on piloting a T-Six-Five-R, so I'm
heading down to the smcenter. Anyone else wantsto join me, I'd love the company.”
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lelaWessiri shifted the toolbelt on her waist s the hydrospanner banged aong her right thigh instead of
againgt the back of her leg. Thetoolbelt, duraplast helmet, and gray-and-blue striped coveralls completed
adisguise that started with her dyeing her hair jet black and putting in bright blue contact lenses.
Everything worked together perfectly to make it appear asif she were aworker for Commenor
Holocom, which was acommon enough sight to let her pass unnoticed.

Mirax, on the other hand, had colored her hair a bright red and had donned ared business suit with black
blouse benezath it, which attracted alot of stares. She carried adatapad in her left hand and used a stylus
in her right to point lellathisway and that, giving anyone watching the impression that shewas Illas
supervisor making aquality-assurance run with her. The Stuation clearly pleased neither of them, aswas
evidenced by muttering on the part of both parties. Various and sundry sapient characters on the street
gave both of them awide berth.

lellahad wanted to head out to Commenor within three weeks of her conversation with Mirax, but
Corran'sdiscovery on Liinade I11 had given New Republic Intelligence a brand-new focus. She spent the
better part of amonth pouring over data on Krennel's Hegemony worlds, looking for a possible shipyard
for the Pulsar Station. She hadn't been able to pinpoint one, and sincerely doubted one existed, but the
lack of data on some of Krennd'sworlds disturbed her.

Theworld's pacification gave her abit of abreak, so she and Mirax headed out for their misson to
Commenor. Their first stop had been the Errant Venture, the Imperial Star Destroyer Mirax's father had
won from the New Republic for hisrolein the liberation of Thyferra. There Mirax had talked Booster
Terrik into using the ship'sfacilities to manufacture fraudulent documents to get them into Commenor, and
Booster had even managed to find them passage to the world with another ship. lella had reluctantly
agreed with Booster that the Pulsar Skate was too well known a ship to get them onto Commenor
unnoticed.

They entered the lobby of alarge office building and paused at the holodirectory. With the air of abored
executive, Mirax punched up the data for the offices of Wooter, Rimki, and Vass, Attorneysat Law. The
directory noted the offices were on the elghteenth floor and closed for the weekend, but Mirax punched
abutton to summon aturbalift to carry them upward.

"The offices are closed, Supervisor. They're not working on the weekend, as we shouldn't be."

Mirax spitted Iellawith ahard stare and poked her in the shoulder with the stylus. "If you had not
cross-melded two lines, we wouldn't be working on the weekend and they could be."



One member of the janitorid gtaff, a Trandoshan, winced, whiletwo insectoid Verpines just waggled
antennae at each other. Iellatrailed after Mirax rather dgectedly, keeping her eyes cast down at the
ground. Wordlesdy she entered the turbolift and the doors closed behind her.

Mirax ran her hand over the wooden wall panding. " Genuine, not some fiberplast subgtitute. Very stylish
and very expengdve.”

"Easy to do when you're on an Imperia expense account.” lelladowly shook her head. "If Mem Wooter
hadn't decided to get greedy, he could have been in the clear.”

Mirax smiled and curled a scarlet lock of hair behind her left ear. "I thought you were the onetelling my
father that snatching Wooter and swesting facts out of him couldn't be done because we weren't sure he
wasinvolved. | thought you were reserving judgment.”

"Well, | was" lelashrugged uneasily. "Fact is1'm as bad as Corran in resisting suggestions your father
makes."

"No, you're not."

"Okay, maybeI'm not that bad." She laughed lightly. " After spending years hearing horror stories about
him, though, I'm not comfortable doing what he suggests. Thisis especialy true when it comesto the
redlm of crimes againg a person.”

"And what we're going to be doing is different?"

"Crimes againgt property, big difference.” lellahooked her thumbs through her toolbelt asthe lift stopped
and the doors parted. "I tell you, Supervisor, they made unauthorized repairsto their own line that caused
the problem.”

"The problem was unauthorized lum consumption, Splicist.” Mirax led Ielladown the halway to the
double doors with the firm's name emblazoned on them in gold Aurebesh |ettering. She knocked firmly
on the door, and then waited. Under her bresth she commented, "L ooks like aKambis
Ninety-Four-Hundred lock. Not bad.”

"You'rekidding, right?' |ellafished a square packet from atoolbelt pouch. The devicefit negtly inthe
pam of her hand. With aflick of her thumb she turned it on and a dender tab the thickness of akeycard
snapped out on one of the long sides. She flashed it down through the keycard dot once quickly, and
then twice more. On the third try the door clicked open.

Mirax blinked. "How did you?'

lellashrugged. "Whistler could have opened this door.”

"So could I, but folks would have heard the blaster whine."

Idlaushered Mirax into the office foyer and closed the door behind them. "Intel has some interesting
toys. Set it for the lock type, flash through once to blank the current code, a second time to set anew

one, and athird to open the door."

Mirax smiled. "Know where Cracken gets those things?"



"| doubt he'd want you having one."

"Hmmm, and then | guess a brisk trade in them would be out, too." Mirax looked into the office. "Then
again, if thisofficeis any indication, working for the Imps might be far more lucrative.”

ldllacouldn't argue with Mirax there. The office entryway had hafwalls topped with turned wooden
pillarsthat upheld areflective slver ceiling. A massive desk crossed the foyer. Off to the right anumber
of very comfortable-looking chairs surrounded atablein asmal waiting area. Off to the left an open
doorway led back into what, on the blueprints for the office, had been the research center, file room,
utility closets, and small food prep station. Back behind the desk stood three doors to the partners
offices.

lelainclined her head toward the open doorway. "File room first, and then Wooter's office. If thereis
evidence here, welll find it."

In reviewing the evidence collected from the raid on the Xenovet facility, Iellahad redized there was very
little at the actua Site that hadn't been gone over. She stepped back from the physical evidence and
began to examine the environment in which the facility had been located. The presence of the Xenovet
stewasindeed aphysica fact, but the circumstances surrounding its use were not. The prisoners had
sad that they thought they had been in that facility for years, but that conflicted with the history of the Site
according to arearesdents. Or, if the prisoners had been there during that time, the Imps aso ran the
breeding business asacover.

Inwidening her search for details concerning the Xenovet facility, Iellaran acrossalocd attorney named
Mem Wooter. Wooter had made aliving during the Imperid eraby acting as counsd for thieves,
glitbiters, and other lowlifes being prosecuted by Imperia officias. The cases were unremarkable and
Wooter got them assigned to him under the Imperia pretense of having a defense representative for al
prisoners. He seemed good at making dedsfor clients and not pushing things where the Empire's
evidence in the case was especially wesk.

While Wooter's experience had been in minor criminal cases, when Xenovet went into receivership,
Wooter had been appointed atrustee for the firm. He paid the site's expenses out of his own pocket,
looking to recoup hislosses when the site was sold. The bankruptcy records lellahad pulled from
Commenor computers appeared to be very tidy and perfectly in order, which was amarked contrast to
Wooter'sfilingsin crimind cases. Still the bankruptcy court had no problem with him since he made no
unreasonable demands on them and documented al his expenses. The case judge had even made anote
in afileto the effect that if Wooter spent as much asthe site cos, the court might just award him the
property and closethefile.

Mirax flipped on the glow panelsin the file room and looked around at an endless array of shelvesfilled
with datacard boxes. "Well, thiswon't be an easy search.”

"No, but well have plenty of timeto doit." The building's blueprints had been cross-checked againgt
utility records, showing that Wooter's security precautions began and ended with the Kambis 9400. "No
adarms, no surveillance equipment. Werein theclear.”

Mirax frowned as she pulled one box of datacards from ashelf and st it on the long table running down
the center of the rectangular room. "Wooter's certainly a contradiction. Smart enough to have agood
lock, too dumb to have a security system. Smart enough to handle the Xenovet facility for the Imps,
dumb enough to display hiswedlth by taking this sort or office.”



"Makesthings seem kind of obvious, doesn't it?" Iella set her duraplast helmet down on the table. "But
that'swhat brought us here anyway, right?'

"True." Mirax plucked adatacard from the box. "L ook at thisone. It's the Xenovet accounts.”

Iellatook Mirax's datapad from her and dipped the card into it. "Encrypted, but I'll make a copy of the
dataand we can diceit esawhere.”

A shiver shook Mirax. "It'stoo easy. There's something about this| don't like."

lella handed back the datacard and dipped the datapad into her coverdl's left thigh pocket. "Y ou're
beginning to sound like Corran. Don't tell me you have Jedi blood in you, too."

"Worse, my father raised me to be suspicious.”

"Then he didn't do agood enough job." A man standing in the file room doorway dipped a blaster
carbine from beneath hislong nerf-hide coat and leveled it a them. "Y ou'll be coming with us." He
stepped into the room and to the right, alowing them to see another man similarly armed standing in the
officefoyer.

lelladowly raised her hands and Mirax followed suit. Long years of training, first with CorSec and later
with the Rebdllion, told Iellathat to make any sort of move would be suicida. While she knew that going
with the two of them meant the chances of her living through the enounter were dender, in the fileroom
they had no place to run. Shooting us here would be easier than blasting a banthain a turbolift box.

Mirax exited the room first with her hands held high, Iellafollowed close on her hedls and was impressed
that the man coming after her didn't poke her in the back with the muzzle of hisblaster carbine. Doing
that would let me know where the wegpon is, which might give me a chance to knock it out of the way
and attack him. His caution showed he wasn't some streetlurker out to prove how tough he was. HEs a
professional, which means he's not going to panic. That's good.

In the hallway outs de the office two more men joined the first two. They came out of the next office
over-the legend on the door proclaimed them to be accountants. ldlasmiled. "Y ou ran survelllance gear
inthrough air ducts so the power hookups would be billed through the other office, not Wooter's. Nice."

The first man directed them down the hallway to adoorway alowing access to the maintenance lifts.

Mirax nodded. "Very nice. | bet Wooter didn't even know he was being watched. Just like I sard to think
of that sort of thing."

Thelead mail let the comment pass, but one of the others hitched for asecond. The leader caught the
hesitation as quickly aslelladid and stopped. "Y ou two can keep quiet, or we stun you and carry you
out of herein trash bins. Y our choice."

Another of the men summoned the freight lift asthey assembled in thelittle tiled room that looked dl the
more dingy and cheap because of the contrast with the rest of the building. All four of the men weretall
and strongly built-1ella guessed they trained on a high gravity world-but they were different enough that
shedidn't figure them to be clones. They could have passed for ssormtroopers had they been wearing
armor, which made ldlathink they were probably Specid Intelligence operatives, which were just the
sort of people Isard had employed on Coruscant and elsewhere to do her dirty work.



All six of them piled into the freight lift and it descended. The blaster carbines dl retreated insde jackets
for appearance's sake, but 1ellaknew that making any sort of amove in the crowded lift would be insane.
Crossfire might get some of them, but we'd be in the middle of it, which would hurt alot.

The freight lift opened onto afreight dock areaat the rear of the building. The scent of rotting garbage
assaulted lelas nodgtrils, and ahand in the middle of her back propelled her forward. As she stepped
from the turbolift she saw one of the V erpine maintenance workers from the lobby. One of their
kidnappers flashed his carbine at the Verpine and the creature chittered and bowed hisway into aretreat
whilethe othersled Idlaand Mirax out into the dley behind the building.

A trio of whedled trash bins along the right side of the aley narrowed it gppreciably, and apair of
twitching legs sticking up out of the nearest open one brought a smileto severd faces. Beyond thetrash
binsldlasaw apair of black hovercars and assumed they were their destination. The doors on the
hovercars opened and two more individuals exited each vehicle. She looked around and saw another
adley leading off to theleft about hafway down to the vehicles. The main sireet lay behind them, with two
of the kidnappers between her and it. Another street capped the aley back beyond the hovercars.

If they get usinto the hovercars, they can take us wherever they want to, interrogate us, and kill us. As
desperate as she knew the situation to be, there wasn't anything she could do about it. One kidnapper led
the group, followed by Mirax and asecond guard. Iella came next with the last two kidnappers following
her. And in this narrow dley, shooting us down would be easy. Still, if | had adiversion...

They'd moved past the first trash bin when the diversion came. The grubby figure of aman who had been
digging in the bin skipped and capered hisway past them, and then asked each of them for money. "I'm
not aglitbiter, just something to see me by." He tugged on the deeve of thefirst manin line, and then
swept on down, grabbing at Iellasright and. A snarled command from the man behind her brought a
shocked ook to the derdlict's face, and then he backed off, pressing his spine againgt the middle trash
bin.

"Wish | could help," Idlasaid dowly.

"Youwill, kind lady." The man lunged for the last kidnapper in line, damming him acrossthe dley and
into the ferrocrete wall on the other side.

The kidnappers all turned astheir comrade yel ped and the men by the vehicles pointed down the dley
toward them, lellabrought her right hand up and did her index finger onto the trigger of the holdout
blaster the derdlict had dipped her. She shot the third kidnapper in the middle of his back, pitching him
forward into the derdlict and last kidnapper. She spun to shoot the second kidnapper, but Mirax had
aready scythed a booted foot through the man's knee, dropping him to the ground. Iella shot the first
kidnapper in the face, and then grabbed Mirax's hand and sprinted with her toward the hovercars.

The men at the vehicles didn't fire a the running women-whether from surprise or out of fear of hitting
their confederates ldladidn't know and didn't care. She cut into the dley with Mirax and started running
full out. The dley broketo the. right and they raced around the corner, and then stopped.

"Sithgpawn! Dead end." Mirax dapped her hand againgt aferrocrete wall. "Don't have anything to blow a
hole through it on that toolbelt, do you?"

"&x.ry_"



"Never ahusband around with alightsaber when you need one, you know?'

"Y eah, having him or Wedge or al of Rogue Squadron here right now would be rather handy.” Idladid
back behind afiberplast crate and hunkered down. She aimed her blaster twenty meters back at the aley
mouth. "They're going to be coming and they're going to be angry."

"| gathered that might be happening." Mirax shifted another fiberplast crate around and started piling
broken chunks of ferrocrete on the top. Smaller pieces she kept closer at hand.

lellaraised an eyebrow. "Y ou're going to throw ferrocrete at them?"

"Might not work well, but it will make mefed much better.” Mirax shrugged. "Besides, to hear Wedge
tell it, rocks worked for the Ewoks."

"Well, I'd be happy to see abattalion of thosefurry little crittersright now."

Down at thefar end of the dley the white crescent of aface poked itsway around the corner, and then
drew back quickly. The muzzle of ablaster carbine followed and sprayed lethd red energy darts through
the narrow, ferrocrete dley. The bolts|eft guttering flames burning on thewalls.

"I'd rather take you dive," someone called around the corner.

Iellasighted in on the corner, dropped her aim point thirty centimeters, and moved it ameter out. "Don't
expect usto make this easy for you."

"I didn't think that wasin the plan." lellawatched, waiting for them to make amove. A muffled thump
rolled down the aley, but she couldn't place the sound. The stuttered whine of blaster carbines going off
followed, with ahail of red dartstattooing the end of the dley. Two men cameralling and sumbling past
the aley mouth, driven forward and picked apart by concentrated blasterfire. They rolled to astop in the
middle of the dley, their clothes smoldering and their bodies limp, lellaglanced at Mirax. "What's going
on?' Mirax shook her head. "I have no ideg, but | think | likeit."

The two of them remained down behind cover until achittering filled the alley and two blaster-toting
Verpines crouched over the dead men. They poked at one of the bodies, and then waved someone else
aong. They remained over the bodies, looking at Mirax and 1€lla, but they made no move toward them,
nor did they point their weaponsin their direction.

An older man with afringe of white hair on his head and aflowing white mustache ducked his head into
thealey and pulled it back again. "Don't shoot, I'm afriend.”

lellaset her blaster down. "We believe you.”

"Good." The man stepped into the dley, letting his blaster dangle by ashoulder stirap from hisright
shoulder. ™Y ou're both unhurt?*

"Weare." ldlastood and folded her arms across her chest. "Who are you?'
The man smiled. "Baz Korra. Mirax'sfather saved my lifein the mines on Kessdl, and he asked meto

keep an eye on you. When one of my Verpines reported you'd been taken, we moved. Meant to be here
sooner, but we came as fast aswe could.”



lellanodded. Verpineswere able to communicate via

energy waves produced and received by their antennae. They were the perfect speciesfor creating a net
of watchers. "Don't worry, the guy you had in the alley had us covered." She pointed at the holdout
blagter. "He gave me thisand got things moving."

"Someone gave you a holdout blaster?' Korrd's white brows arrowed in at each other. "I had no onein
the aley, no onewith ablaster.”

Mirax frowned. "The derdict, he wasn't yours?'

"Derdict?' Korral looked at his Verpines. Their antennae twitched, and then one shook his head. Korral
looked back at the two women. "The Verpsin the main aley say there's no one there but the guyswho
took you and their friends.”

Mirax looked at lelk. "Remember when | said thiswastoo easy?'
lellanodded.”l do."

"Well, | waswrong." Mirax shivered. "And | don't think | likeit at dl."
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Wedge Antilles waited until the last of Rogue Squadron's pilots sat down, and then nodded to Nawara
Vento lower thelightsin the briefing room. Wedge hit some keys on his datapad and the holoprojector it
had been linked to served up theimage of asolar system. At its heart lay ayellow star; seven planets
orbited it, three outside an asteroid ring that marked the halfway point between the system's outer edges
and the star at its hub.

"Thisisthe Corvis Minor system. The third and fourth planets are inhabited. Thethird isasemi-arid
world with temperate zones at the poles, and the fourth is awater-rich tropicd world. Both produce
some exotic xenobiologica productsthat sall asluxury commodities within the Hegemony and outside,
though al trade outs de the Hegemony flows through Liinade Three or Ciutric. The populations on these
worldsare small and benign. A Victory-class Star Destroyer is on station around the fourth planet. It's
cdled Aspiration, cameinto the Imperial Fleet right after Endor, and joined Krennel when heingtalled
himsdlf asthe Hegemony'sleader.”

Wedge hit another button and the image shifted. The focus moved past the asteroid belt to thefifth

planet. Then it zoomed in, revealing agas giant with a hdf-dozen moonsin orbit. "Thisisthe planet were
concerned with, or, rather, one of its moons. Astronomica data on this section of the system is sketchy at
best, but computer smulations indicate that this moon, Distha, named after the discoverer'swife, may be
hollow. It has haf-standard gravity, abit of an atmosphere, and could be the equivaent of a spacedock.
Itispossblethat Krennd isbuilding his Pulsar Station insideit, or even building the sationinto it.”

Tycho ran ahand over hisjaw. "If the station is actually being built into that moon, the crust will act asfar
more effective armor than the Death Star ever had.”

Hobbie groaned. "How come we never have these su-perweapons that could eliminate aproblem like
thet?"

Wedge smiled. "Because, Hobbie, we rely on pluck, courage, and skill instead of capital expenditure.”



"I guess, and then, that the rumors of araise are not true?”

Wedge joined the othersin laughter, and then cleared histhroat to settle them down. "Our missionis
going to be asmple one. Werre guiding a T-Sx-Five-R into the system. WElI do fly-bys on Distnato
collect what data we can, and then we get back out. Because of the gas giant, the various moons, and the
agteroid bdt, jumping into that areais going to be difficult. We have alimited number of entrance and exit
vectors, and they will change, so we need to work up avariety of exit solutions.”

Corran raised ahand. "Two questions.”
"Go ahead.”
"First, who gets stuck driving the snoopscoot?!

Wedge pointed to the Quarren pilot Sitting next to Tycho. "For those of you who don't know him, thisis
Nrin Vakil. He flew with the Rogues back before most of you joined the squadron. The New Republic
has had him on other dutiesfor awhile, but he's good with the recon ship. Hell be Rogue Alphafor this
run.

Nrin raised a hand and Hobbie reached over to dap him on the shoulder. The other pilots nodded and
murmured hellos. Wedge assumed the others would interrogate Nrin once the briefing was ended. Given
Nrin's penchant for being abit dour, they'll learn that whatever hardships they've faced, they were nothing
compared to the earlier days of the squadron.

"Y our second question, Corran?'
"The Vie around the fourth planet, it's not going to be a problem?”

"Aspiration isn't likely to come off-gtation because of the difficulty of navigating in and out of hyperspace
for that sort of micro-jump. Thrawn may have used that sort of jumping to tactica advantage, but landing
in here would mean the Vie couldn't jump back out to defend the inhabited worlds without some very
difficult maneuvering. Using sub-light drivesto get out there would eliminate the problem, but it would
aso take far longer for trangt than well be in the system. If it doesjump in, we use Distnato shidd us
from itsguns, run to the asteroid belt, and hit an exit vector." "Other questions?”’

Khe-Jeen raised ahand. "No reports of fighters being stationed on Distna?"

"None, but intel isweak on that point.”" Wedge sighed. "L ook, people, we could run into anything out
there, and the smsyou'll be running over the next two dayswill point that out. We're not expecting
heroics, were just there to get some data. Clearly, because were going in with afull squadron instead of
just aflight for cover on the snoop-scoot, we're prepared for trouble. Regardless, thisisarecon mission,
not araid. Well fight what we have to fight and roll on out of there.”

Helooked around the room and let the gravity of hiswords sink in for amoment. "Okay, two daysfrom
now well bein the Corvis Minor system at gpproximately twenty-one hundred hourslocd time. Within
six hours you should be back here, safe and sound.”

Janson laughed. "And in another forty-eight hours well be back a Corvis Minor finishing thejob by
gplashing that Sation.”



"Probably right, Wes, probably right.” Wedge hit akey on his datgpad. "Okay, you al have the briefing
detallsin your datapads. Sims commence in an hour. Let'swork hard at this here, people, so we don't
have to work hard over Distna."

Corran dumped down outside the simulator cockpit and closed his eyes againgt the sting of sweet. This
last run, the squadron'sthird, had been the most grueling. Thefirst re-con run at Distna had showed
minimal e ectromagnetic radiation, but occasiona spikes above norma background readings demanded a
closer look. AsNrin camein on atighter pass, Interceptors and TIEs boiled out of Distnato tangle with
the Rogues. The sm pitted them againgt afull flight group-haf awing, which left them outnumbered three
to one. The faster Interceptors broke runsfor exit vectors and herded the Rogues back toward the
waiting TIEs

He opened his eyes as Gavin grunted and did to the floor. "Nice work there, Corran. Y ou got, what, five
of theeyeba|s?’

"Y eah, but you vaped two squints and let us make a break for it."

Asyr dropped down beside Gavin and rested a hand on histhigh. "Y ou shouldn't have waited around for
me, Gavin. Y ou should have just gotten out when you could.”

The young man shrugged. "The scenario was done, we'd gotten hammered. | had nothing to lose."

Asyr's claws snagged in the orange fabric of Gavin'sflight suit. "Listen to me, Gavin Darklighter, you
cannot treat these smsas games. If my ship isdisabled out there, | don't want you disobeying orders and
hanging around to protect me against impossible odds. If | haveto die, | want to do so knowing that you
continueto live. Y ou have to promise me that's what you'll do.”

The Quarren, Nrin Vakil, approached, his boots clicking againgt thetile. "Do not, Captain Sai'lar, ask of
Captain Darklighter such asacrifice. Do not make him give such an oath."”

Intense pain rolled off Nrin in wavesthat diced through Corran. "V oice of experience, Mgor Vakil ?*

Nrin nodded dowly, his mouth tentacles knotting and unknotting dowly. "When | waswith the squadron
we had another pilot, aMon Caamari, named Ibtisam. She died on Ciutric. Krenne's pilotskilled her. |
killed many of them, but she did not makeit." His shoulders dumped forward a bit, and he leaned against
Corran'ssimulator. "She and |, we had been friends, close friends.”

Nrin crouched, resting hisforearms on his knees, and looked at Asyr. "Had 1btisam demanded of me
such apromise, | would have been destroyed. | could not have left her done, but | would have hated to
violate my promiseto her. In your heart, in al of our hearts, we know what theright thing to dois. We
have to trust each other that we will do it, kegping faith with each other, and with our mission.” Corran
nodded dowly. Even more daunting than the idea of dying wasthe idea of surviving the degth of others.
The desth of afriend dashed the spirit and made it that much harder to continue living and fighting. The
Rebdllion had united everyone in the pursuit of afuture that would be bright for al, but the desths
accumulated aong the way dimmed that future.

"Speaking of the mission, you're a pretty hot hand with the recon ship." Corran patted Nrin on the
shoulder. "Y ou spend alot of time driving these things?'

"Some, but mostly on training exercises.” Nrin looked down at his hands. "After Ciutric | took aleave
from the squadron, to think about things. | realized | couldn't quit the Rebellion since it was too important



acause. | dsoredized that | had no desireto fly in combat anymore. That doesn't mean | didn't, but |
did get atransfer into atraining squadron. Training pilots and then sending them away to die meant |
didn't haveto dedl with the pain of their deaths.” Gavin settled his hand over Asyr's. "But you're back
flying missonsnow.”

"Indeed, | am. The Thrawn threat caused the New Republic to reshuffle their assts...”

"Which landed your asset in acockpit." Corran rolled his head around to loosen his neck muscles. "Isthis
your firgt recent combat mission? Because you sure didnt fly likeitinam.”

"| flew in afew battles againgt Thrawn." The Quarren shrugged. "I don't have the desire for bloodletting
that | once had. | dso know I'm better suited to some missions than others might be. | accept my
respongbility.” "Do you like being back with the Rogues?' Nrin hesitated before he responded to Asyr's
question. "Yes, | think | do. Thereisaproud tradition here and | enjoyed being part of it. Getting a
second chanceto be part of it israre. Now | can view I btisam's death with some perspective, which
alowsmeto ded with the pain moreeasily.”

Corran's eyes narrowed. "And coming back to dedl with Krennel, that hasto be satisfying aswell."

The Quarren's tentacles parted enough to display two needle-sharp fangs. "Y es, that agpect was not lost
upon me." Nrin stood, and then offered Corran his hand and pulled him to hisfeet. "In the old Rogue
Squadron we'd often discuss these runs over amug of lum. Isthat behavior till suitable?' Corran
gretched. "Drinking? Rogues?' Nrin blinked. ""Have things changed that much?' Gavin laughed. "He
meant to ask 'Drinking lum? Nope. Morelomin-ale these days." He climbed to hisfeet and gave Asyr a
hand up. "Lead theway, Mgor, and you'll seethat some Rogue traditions live on very strong.”

Wedge glanced through the numbers hovering above the holoprojector pad. "I don't know, Tycho. |
don't likethe losseswe took in that last run. Five pilotslogt.”

Tycho, who wore hisblack flight suit unzipped to his navel, scratched at histhroat. " They jumped uswith
thirty-six fighters and we blasted twenty-five of them apart. Nicekill ratio, and Nrin's snoopscoot got
away with itsdataintact. | don't like the results of the exercise, but the performance wasn't bad.”

Wedge sat back and tapped a stylus againgt hisright cheekbone. "Y ou're right, we performed better than
acomputer projection would have had us doing; which means we're cgpable of performing the mission
within acceptable parameters for aworst-case scenario.”

""Within acceptable parameters for aworst-case scenario'? Fedling a bit feverish there, Wedge?'

"Would it get this mission scrubbed?”

"Probably not." Tycho frowned. "What's with the phrasing?’

Wedge tossed the stylus at his datapad. "Missons are being evauated on arisk basisto determineif we
go or don't go. We're only alowed casudties within acceptable limitslest folks in the New Republic think
too much blood is being shed for too little gain."

Tycho's jaw dropped open, and then he snapped it shut again. "Urn, for us pilots, the acceptable leve of
blood being shed is zero, right? Especidly if it'sour blood.”

"That'smy thinking, yes. Asnearly as| can tell, losing Rogue Squadron would be anegative for the New



Republic, and I'm certainly in favor of them doing everything to preserve our lives. Baancing our lives,
though, against the discovery of a superwegpon | think is rather short-sghted of them.” He shook his
head. " mean, you and | have survived Death Star runs before, but we had a bit more help than just the
other Rogues.”

"Right, but thisisjust arecon run. Were not being asked to take the thing out, just to seeif it'sthere.”
"And if Janson's prediction is correct, that misson will be next."
"And when was Janson ever right with one of his predictions?’

"Wl | can't argue with you on that point.” Wedge hit acouple more keys on his datapad and the
numbers hovering in the air collgpsed in on themsalves. "There we go, that'sit, and I've just sent
Command confirmation of our orders and mission specs. Unlesswe uncover some serious problemsin
future sms, we're locked in. We pull aquick swing through Corvis Minor, get out again, and await
ordersfrom our masters.”

Tycho stood and stretched. "Back to the smulators, and then?”

"Y eah. That worst-case scenario, | want to runiit again." Wedge nodded solemnly. "1 want to run it until it
becomes Krennel's worst case, not ours.”

The order confirmation memo that Wedge fed into the Rogues computer on Liinade I11 was shoved
through an encryption program and then dropped into the queue for routing through the HoloNet. Once
into the HoloNet, the message traveled gl but instantaneoudy to its desired destination, and then was
decoded and sent on to Admiral Ackbar.

During that process, as the message entered the queue and as it worked its way through the computer
network on Coruscant, copies of it were created and gppended to other information transmissions. They
shot off through the HoloNet to a different destination where the masking messages were discarded and
the Rogues message was decoded, compared to the New Republic's decoded version, and transmitted
to aholoprojector for display.

Shrouded by the shadows of her sanctum, Y sanne Isard sat back and steepled her fingers as she reread
the smple text message glowing green in the air above her holoprojector. "'Corvis Minor, the moon
Distna, 2100 hourslocal, two daystime." Splendid, better than | could have hoped. Now | have Rogue
Squadron exactly where | want them.”
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Mirax waited at the base of the shuttle's gangway and gave Baz Korrad awarm hug. "Thank you for
everything you've donefor us. Getting us out of that bind, and finding me that dedl on those Alderaanian
datuettes. They're exquisite. If you find more, | have anumber of clientswho will take them off your
hands."

"I'll seewhat | can do to get more." Korral smiled broadly, and then looked past her. "Booster, you look
morefit than ever. Running this ship must agree with you."

Mirax's father, who towered over Korrad and out-massed him by being fit rather than fat, boomed a
hearty laugh. Hisleft eye, amechanica replacement, burned red, while his brown eye reflected hisjoy at
welcoming the shuttle to the Errant Venture. "The profit margin agrees with me, though the overhead



does not. Good to see you again, Baz; and you, ldla”

He held hisarmswide open for Mirax, but she poked afinger into his breastbone. "I don't think I'm
taking to you, father.”

Booster winced. "That forma, and that tone? What did | do?"

Mirax narrowed her brown eyes and folded her arms over her chest. Y ou had Baz watching us, that's
what."

Her father looked confused for amoment. "But having the Verpine watch you and report on what was
happening saved you from being taken away and killed."

lellashook her head. "Boogter, just leaveit done.”

"No, just wait aminutethere, Iella. Mirax ismy daughter and | feel some responsibility for her safety.”
Mirax looked at Idla. "He'sfollowing the script, isn't he?”

Booster's head came up and his eyes ditted. " Script? Y ou two discussed how this chat would go?

lellanodded and tried to pull Booster away, deeper into the Imperial Star Destroyer's aft docking space.
"Wedid, and you're following it too closdly for my comfort."

Hedipped hisarm from her grip and posted hisfists on hiships. ™Y ou have a problem with my having
Baz watch you, Mirax?'

She studied her father for amoment, al tall and defiant, and felt years dip away. When shewas achild
he'd been her hero. Hetold great stories and lived large, talking to her of places sheld only visited in
dreams. After her mother died, Booster used to take Mirax with him in the Pulsar Skate on any runsthat
he deemed safe. When she couldn't go with him, heleft her with friends-including Wedge Antilless family
prior to the desth of Wedge'sfolks. Asa child she had worshiped her father and felt safe because he had
been there to take care of her and protect her.

Then Hal Horn caught up with him and Booster was sent to the spice mines of Kessdl for five years.
Though not yet legdly an adult, Mirax took command of the Pulsar Skate and built her own business.
Instead of hauling highly illegd cargoesfor next-to-no profit margin, she specidized in exoticsfor which
people paid agreat dedl. Her father's reputation, and a certain amount of sympathy for his current
Stuation, had given her alegitimacy and entree into the shadowy side of the Empire's economy, but she
quickly made marks for hersalf and earned respect in her own right.

In short, while her father was on Kessdl, she grew up from being his daughter into her own person. But
he never saw that. | don't know if any father would, but | know mine didn't. Even after leaving Kessdl he
hadn't gotten in touch with her, and only a chance meeting a couple of years earlier on Tatooine had
reunited them.

She purposdly kept her voice soft, but she met his hard stare without flinching. ™Y ou're going to want to
think alot about what 1'm going to say, Father, and that means you're going to want to listen, and then
walk away to think. If you don't, you're going to get into adiscussion you won't like and one you will
lose. And you'll lose more than just the argument.”



Boogter did his hands around to the small of his back. He glanced serenely around the Errant Venturée's
bay, nodding to afew people, waiting for the pace of activity to pick up again. He then nodded to his
daughter. "Go ahead."

"I've never had any complaints about having you as my father. Y our getting tossed into the pice mines
didn't bother me. Y our gruff bluster about Corran did grate abit, but | understood. | have been
overjoyed that you've come back into my life, and I'm very proud that you have the Errant Venture and
aremaking it work. I'm proud to be your daughter, but I'm aso more than your daughter.”

Mirax turned back and patted Baz Korrd onthearm. "Y es, having your friend keep an eye out for us
did get usout of trouble. By the same token, for al we know, the presence of his Verpinesin the building
derted the bad guys to something unusua going on. They might have been thinking Baz here was planning
some sort of raid of hisown, so they set atrap and wefdl into it. While he did pull us out of trouble, it
could very well be your meddling that got usinto trouble.

"And, look, | know thisisn't amae-femae thing- though | do know you wouldn't have derted Baz if
Corran were going to Commenor on the same mission we were."

"True enough.” Boogter's expression tightened. "I'd have tipped the enemy he was coming.”
"And bregk my heart? Thank you, Father."

"Mirax, you know | don't mean anything by that..."

"No, Father, you don't see that by making such cracks

you show you don't trust my judgment. Y ou don't trust my choice of husband, and you didn't think Iella
and | could handle ourselves on Commenor.”

Boogter frowned. "But you came herefirst, looking for helpto get in.”

"Right, and if we needed any more help, we would have asked." Mirax took adeep breath, and then let it
outinasigh. "Father, I've grown up. I'll aways be your daughter, but I'm not your little girl. I'll accept
your help when | need it, seek your counsdl when | need it, and even listen to you when | don't, but
Tdon't want you snesking around behind my back to do things that you think need to be done. What
would have happened if Idlaand | spotted Baz's V erpines, decided they were part of the enemy, and
killed them?1f you have concerns about what 1'm doing, let me know, and I'll decide what to do about
them. And if | need you to help me, I'll ask, no problem. Do you understand?’

Booster's face remained ahard mask for amoment and Mirax knew she'd hurt him. Her heart ached and
her scomach collapsed in onitself, but another part of her felt buoyed and free. The only problem with
growing up in someone's shadow isthat when you grow beyond it, everyone but the person casting the
shadow can see how much you have changed. She reached a hand out toward her father and fought to
contral itstrembling.

Boogter cleared histhroat, but kept his hands at the small of hisback. "I can think alittle bit faster than
you probably imagine possible, Mirax, and | do know how to listen. | could tell you what billions of
parents havetold their kids: Y ou'll dways be my child, and I'll awaysworry about you. Thing is, you
know that. How | dedl with it may not always be right, from your point of view. But, in this case, you are
right, | could have gotten you and Baz and Iellain trouble by asking him to do what | did. That won't

heppen again.”



He reached out with hisright hand and took hersintoit. Y ou have grown up, and | know that. I'm proud
of you. Y ou can't know how it pleases me when people come here and identify me as'Mirax Terrik's
father.' It hurtsalittle, sure, and too much of it can beirritating, but I'll get used to it. And it will make me
work harder to earn back my infamy.

"Thing of itis, Mirax, the five years | spent on Kessdl were years| can't get back. Y ou went from being
my little girl to the woman you are now, and | never got achance to get used to that idea. Don't know if |
ever will. Don't know if 1 would ever want to. | figured I'd delay trying until | had no choice. Delay's
over."

Mirax let Boogter draw her into ahug, and she clung to him tightly. She said nothing and took refugein
hiswarmth and familiar scent, and then let the vibrations of hislow chuckle run through her. She rubbed
her hands dong his back, and then dipped from hisarms and looked up a him. "What's so funny?*

"l wasjust thinking that | knew aheck of alot less about parenting than | did smuggling, but did better at
parenting than | would have ever imagined.”

Mirax smiled. "Just like you to take credit for the quality of the cargo when dl you did was haul it
around.”

Booster withdrew, amock look of shock on hisface. "Surly children are never pleasant.”

"That'sdl well and good, Booster, but we have other problemsto dedl with." Iellaheld up adatacard.
"Before we got taken we copied an encrypted file onto this datacard. | need to diceit open and run it
down, now. In addition, we have theidentification cardsfor al the men Baz burned down. We need to
check them to seeif we can determine who they were and who they worked for."

Booster nodded. "Not a problem, we can get started after | treat al of you to dinner here on the
Diamond levd. After al you've been through, you must want something to eet.”

"We're hungry, yes, Father." Mirax nodded, and then moved over beside |ellaand headed toward her
father's office. "We a so have work to do, important work. That datacard will confirm for us whether or
not someone is setting abig trap for Rogue Squadron. No matter how good the med, I'm not interested
in ddaying our work."

Boogter turned, flung hisarmswide, and settled around the shoulders of both women. "No, no indeed,
no delay will be acceptable. Come, ladies, the resources of the Errant Venture are at your disposal, and |
am at your service. Whatever you want or need you shall have, and anyone looking to ambush Wedge
and hisfriendswill have more trouble than they could ever expect.”

Mirax stared at the data readout hovering in the air above the desk |ella had been given. Her father had
provided them asuite of rooms on the level above the Diamond level. 1t was not as opulent as the luxury
level below it, but it was quiet and traffic was redtricted. | didn't even know it existed, but most of the
other times I've been here I've been passing through or with Corran. That her father would keep alevel
hidden from her husband rather amused her.

Thedatadid not. "Okay, let me seeif | haveal of this stuff straight. The financia records from Wooter's
officeindicate that payments were made through financia indtitutionslocated in the Corvis Minor system.”

lellaswept alock of golden brown hair behind an ear. "That'swhat it comes down to. Thefilesyour



father has on this ship-both old Imp intel filesand new stuff that he buys-makeit look like the payments
were part of aninte op, which would make sense. The money was being paid to house prisonersfrom
the Lusankya, so it must have come from some resources |sard had hidden away."

"Okay, I'mwith you there." Mirax pointed at a second set of data. "Now here you've matched dust
sampleslaminated on the identification cards of the men in the dley with traces of minera content from
the bones of the prisoners dug up on Commenor."

"Not exactly. The forensicstech worked up a profile of oil compaosition needed to accomplish the decay
and leave the correct trace e ements on the bones. It matches the dust on the ID cards. Those two
samples aso maich a planetoid in the Corvis Minor system: Distna, amoon orbiting the fifth planet in that
sysem.”

"Which iswhere you think the L usankya prisoners are being housed.”

lellashook her head. "That'swhere | think someone- Isard-wants us to believe they're being housed. |
think they're bait to get Rogue Squadron there and into atrap.”

Mirax stood, achill running through her. "We haveto tel them.”

" tried. | tried the direct route and sending information through New Republic Intelligence. No reply.”
lelahit akey on her datapad, killing the holographic datafeed. "I aso spoke with your father, and that's
why we entered hyperspace.”

Mirax's comlink squawked. "Mirax, thisisyour father. Please join me on the bridge.”
"Onmy way. ldlaiscoming, too."
"Good."

The two of them raced to the turbolift and ascended to the bridge. The lift opened and they stalked out to
join Booster where he stood before the large viewport. Below the catwalk avariety of ship's officers
carried out their duties. Beyond Booster the Errant Venture's bow sailed through awhite tunnel of light.

Booster's expression appeared as grave as Mirax could ever remember seeing it. "Getting into Corvis
Minor around the fifth planet will be difficult for aship our sze. Had we not been coming from
Commenor, the trip would have taken another twelve hours. Asit is, wewill arrive at twenty-two
hundred hourslocd timein a pole-to-pole orbit over the gas giant. My helmsman, Hasdatak, says Distna
will bein our forward arc for fifteen minutesif we do nothing.”

lellaglanced at one of the duty stations down below. "Areal your guns operationa ?'

"Enough are. | have asquadron of uglies and two assault gunboats to keep us safe, and we do have an
exit vector within five minutes of our arriva. I'm not worried.”

/ am. Mirax reached out with both hands, grabbing her father's shoulder and ldllas hand. "The fact that
we got here 0 easily from Commenor, does that suggest even more strongly we're looking at atrap?”

Booster snorted. " Sure, but the sort of trap that would catch asquadron isn't the kind that will get the
Errant Venture."



"Ten secondsto reverson.” The Twi'lek, Hasdatak, twitched hislekku in timewith his countdown.
"Three, two, one..."

The white tunnel shattered into white needles that quickly resolved themsdavesinto stars. Above the ship
appeared the big gray-orange ball that was Corvis Minor V. Lightning played through the cloudsin long
jagged dtrings. Directly ahead lay Distna, adark, rocky ball that |ooked completely devoid of life.

"Sithspawn!" Mirax ssumbled forward to the trans-paristedl viewport and pressed her hands againgt it.
"Weretoo late."

Some pieces spinning fast, othersfloating placidly, debrisfilled the space between the Errant Venture and
Distna. Mirax recognized the blown-out ball cockpits of TIE fighters, and their octagona wings. Melted
and twisted twin hulls of TIE Bombers and fragments of Interceptors canted wings aso hung there.
Among them drifted black-clad bodies, someintact, othersin pieces, of the pilots who had flown those
craft.

She a so spotted the shattered hulks of at least two X-wings, and two bodiesin the orange flight suitsthe
Rogues wore. As she scanned space for other pieces, she saw debrisflarein the distance asit dipped
into the gas giant's atmosphere.

Then one piece of debris dowly tumbled toward the Errant Venture. When she caught sight of it her
knees buckled and she did to the decking. "No, Emperor's Black Bones, no!"

The Sfoil had been painted green, and bore the distinctive markings that |ft little doubt it belonged to
her husband's X-wing.

Shefdt Iellas hands on her shoulders and heard her father's gruff voicefill the bridge.

"Get recovery teams out there, now!" Booster snapped at his crew. "I want every piece of debris, every
bOdy1 every-

thing. If thereésasurvivor he'sworth a hundred thousand credits. Get it al, now. Reports cometo me
done”

Above Mirax's outline, Booster's reflection filled the viewport. "' want to know what happened, who was
respons ble, and then we make them pay.”

21

Ashisnewly repaired X-wing reverted to realspace and the white tunne of light came gpart al around
him, Corran Horn finally recaled the first mention he'd ever seen of the Corvis Minor system. It had
taken him awhile, but hed had good reason to remember thet little detail. Back when escaping from the
Lusankya, he'd found asmall holdout blaster in abox that was supposed to hold the datacards for a
history of the system. | remember thinking then thet if a blaster represented the system's history, it wasn't
avacation spot.

The uneasiness that memory brought him did not drain away. He checked his sensors and found Three
Flight formed up around him. Wedge's One Hight had the lead and Janson's Two Hight had sivung ow
toward Distna. Nrin Vakil's snoopscoot flew to the rear of Two Flight.

The recon X-wing dowly started to play out apair of sensor pods connected to the ship by thick cables.



They gathered up datato be sorted and stored in computer equipment that occupied al the space that
normally would have housed an X-wing's proton torpedo launchers. The recon ship aso did without
lasers because the charging coils leaked enough energy to overpower the sengitive probesthe ship
trailed.

If Nrin getsinto trouble he can jettison the pods and run, but that's about it. Corran keyed his comm unit.
"Nine here. Three Hight in and running. Rear scopes clear.”

"Alphaoperationa. Pods locked in position. Commencing initia run now. Range to target, one thousand
kilometers™

Nrin cruised the snoopscoot past Two Hight and flew it with avery gentle hand on the stick. Corran
marveled at how the Quarren pilot put the ship through gentle turns and dow rollsthat kept the pods
spaced evenly apart. Though the pods were not that large-not much larger than spare fudl pods, in
fact-trailing them out behind the fighter like that created dl sorts of problems by dtering the flight
characterigtics of the X-wing. While fighter jocks considered themsel ves the elite-and Nrin had ample
killsin hishistory quaifying him as such-his adept handling of the recon ship showed how skilled apilot
hetruly was.

"Alphahere, Lead."
"Go ahead, Alpha”

"l am negative for activity from Distnaon first pass” Nrin hesitated for amoment. "'l would like
permission to comein a five hundred klicks. Storm activity in the gas giant may be masking energy
readings from the moon'sinterior.”

Tycho's voice came on the comm channel. "L ead, that close arun will move Alphaand escorts out of
quick escape range.”

"l copy, Two. Nine, please take Three Flight up to guarantee our exit vector.”

"Asordered, Lead.” Corran rolled starboard and pointed his fighter toward the gas giant. "Three Flight,
we're holding the door open.”

A series of double clicks on the comm channd confirmed his pilots understanding of his orders. They
spread out a bit and locked their S-foilsinto attack position. Ooryl remained in Corran's port rear
quarter, while Inyri dropped into Asyr's starboard rear quarter.

"Whistler, get me some readings on the ssorms on that gas giant." As he gave the order Corran tried to
tdl himsdf

it was because the information would be useful upon their return to Corvis Minor to destroy the Pulsar
Station. Thelogic of that explanation faded both in the light of the data Nrin would be collecting and the
fear beginning to trickle into Corran's guts. He stared up at the orange ball streaked with gray and shot
through with lightning, fearing avision of the Pulsar Station rising from the planet's misty depths.

He saw nothing and tried to relax.

Then Whidtler hooted anxioudly.



Corran glanced at his sensors, and then up at the gas giant. Black specs rose”"up through the clouds,
looking for amoment like insects trapped between two panes of transpari-stedl. Though kilometers
distant, he knew what they were: TIE fighters, Interceptors, and Bombers. He keyed his comm unit.
"Lead, | have multiple contacts coming up out of CM-Five. Eyeballs, squints, and dupes, enough for a
squadron of each.”

"I copy, Nine. Weve got contacts coming from Distna. Similar numbers.”

Corran's mouth went dry. Six squadrons! Krennel had deployed afull fighter wing against the Rogues
and their pogitioning meant two things. The first wasthat the whole Pulsar Station lab was nothing more
than bait to lure the Rogues to this place and daughter them. Corran realized such a conclusion wasthe
height of parancia, but that didn't shake his conviction that it was right. Everything hed seen suggested
that Krennd was the sort of commander who would stop at nothing to kill his enemies, and Rogue
Squadron had made an enemy of Krennel long before Corran had ever joinediit.

The second conclusion he came to was that Krennel had sources inside the New Republic that told him
when the Rogue operation was going off. Spies had often plagued Rogue Squadron in the past. Corran
had vaped one, Erig Dlarit, but vaping everyone feeding information to Imperias and warlordswould be
adifficult task. And atask that would take far more time than we have lft to us.

Because of the vast distances in space, the Rogues and their counterparts could see each other long
before they could engage each other. Minutes would pass before they would close to effective fighting
ranges. Having timeto think about what was coming seldom did awarrior any good- and training was
mesant to take over when thought wasn't possible. Y ou're leading Three FHight, Corran. Prep them for
what's coming.

Corran reached out and switched his comm unit to Three FHlight'stactica channel. "Okay, Rogues, thisis
how we do this. Whistler, designate each of the incoming Interceptors with aunique ID humber and
squirt three of them to each of us. Weve got six proton torpedoes and we use them to burn the squints,
got it? We engage them at range and pop them, hard. They'relikely to be abit out in front of the others
becausethey'll be wanting kills."

He glanced a his monitor. "Next wave will be the eyebdls. We blow through them and go after the
dupes. We want to pull the eyeballs away from our exit vector so Wedge and the others can get out, got
it? Wemix it up with the dupes and create alot of targets out there. Call for help when you need it, and
let'sdag them.”

"I copy, Nine." OoryPs voice came through calm and strong.

"Asordered, Nine." Inyri's voice betrayed no anxiety, but came through a bit subdued.

"Targets logged and firing solutions being prepped, Nine." Asyr'sreply carried with it ahint of anger at
the audacity of Krennd plotting the ambush. " After we finish our targets, we help the rest of the
squadron, right?"

"Right, Eleven.” Corran smiled, and then punched up the squadron tactical frequency. "Lead, Nine here.
We're prepped to hold the door open.”

"I copy, Nine. May the Force be with you. We're engaging now."

Corran glanced at hismain monitor. "I copy, Lead. We have contact in two minutes.”



Out in the distance, the flashes of light from the X-wings boiling into a dogfight could be seen asthe
flickerings of debris sparking againgt his shields. He punched up arequest for data on Nrin's snoopscoot
and saw that it had jettisoned its pods. Shields|ooked solid and the changing vector dataon the ship
suggested Nrin was dancing it in and out through the dogfight, offering himself asan usive target for the

enemy.

Whistler begped asthe last fifteen seconds to target scrolled down. Corran dropped hisaiming reticle
over the distant form of an Interceptor and watched the torpedo targeting box turn yellow. Whistler's
beeping increased in intengity and frequency, and then became a solid tone as the box went red. Corran
hit histrigger and launched atorpedo.

Heimmediately punched up his second target I nterceptor, but that ship began juicing fiercely. Hetried to
get alock on thethird, but it bounced around too much aswell. Either they have early warning systems,
or they'rejust being cautious.

Other proton torpedoes streaked out from Three FHlight and headed toward theincoming TIES. Two

I nterceptors winked out of existence, but the rest boiled on undaunted. Corran rolled to port, and then
pulled back on his stick for aclimb that would take him perpendicular to their line of attack. He inverted,
presenting his cockpit canopy to them, and then pulled back on the stick again and rolled onto acourse
that brought him in above their flight plane.

The squints began aclimb to come up after him, so he barrel-rolled to port and cruised down toward
them. He nudged his stick right, boxing one of the Interceptors. The box went red immediately, so
Corran pulled the trigger. The proton torpedo shot out and dammed into the squint at point-blank range.
It pierced the bal cockpit, and then exploded, blasting the Interceptor into amicrofine hail of metd, flesh,
and fabric.

Corran flew straight through the explosion, and then pulled his X-wing up into atight loop. He chopped
histhrottle back to tighten the loop even more, and then targeted hislast squint. The aming reticle went
red and he launched another torpedo. It jetted away on blue flame, and then curved up sharply after the
Interceptor. The pilot twisted away at the last second, but the proximity fuse made the torpedo detonate.

Asfast asthe squint was, it wasn't faster than the torpedo's shrapnel. A meta storm shredded the
starboard solar panels and continued on to hole the cockpit. The ship didn't explode, but it did begin a
dow spird that aimed it toward the gas giant. Its gravity well isso deep it will swalow that ship whole
and pretty much anything e se that's left out here.

An explosion shook Corran's X-wing and heimmediately knew he wasin serioustrouble. One of the
TIE Bombers had nailed him with aconcussion missle. Thefact that he actualy fdt theresdud effects of
the blast meant that hisinertial compensator wasn't functioning right. Hisrear shield aso showed damage,
but before he could shift power around to reinforceit, asquint laced his rear shield with fire, collapsing
the shield and pouring energy into his upper starboard S-foil.

Corran felt aweird vibration and heard a corresponding whine for a haf second before the engine
exploded. The squint'slasarfire had melted part of the centrifuga debris extractor, which threw it out of
balance and ripped it free of its supports. Parts of it sprayed back through the engine, shattering it and
breaking that S-foil clean off. More debris shot out and peppered the starboard side of the fuselage. One
huge chunk dammed into the fighter's transparisted canopy, spalling off fragments. One of them lashed
Corran'sright cheek, cutting him aong the bone, and then the atmospheric pressure within the cockpit
blew the transparisted panel and all debris out into space.



The persona magnetic containment bubble projector each pilot wasissued clicked on immediately,
cocooning Corran in athin layer of bresthable air. Even with afull power charge, Corran knew hed only
have ahour or so of breathable air, and the cold of space would kill him sooner than that. He would have
expected such aredization would fill him with fear, but he found acam inside that surprised him.

And alowed him to act.

He dapped histhrottle down to zero, which stopped the port engines from pushing him around in aflat
spin. Using the etheric rudder he managed to counter the spin. He got himself oriented, with the gas giant
below him and the dogfight above, and then keyed his comm device.

"Nineishit, two engines gone. | have power, so if you bring someonein front of me, I'll shoot them.”
No one acknowledged his cdl, but he knew all of them had more important thingsto do. Asdoll.
"Whigtler, are you okay back there?!

Thedroid blatted harshly.

"No, | didn't think they would have gotten you. Keegp meinformed if. | have more misslescoming. I'm
shifting power to shieldsnow.” A glance a his monitors showed the shields greening up nicely, which
meant he could survive two or three more runs by a squint before it took him down. It wasn't much, but it
was much better than being dead outright.

He reached beneath his command chair and pulled out asmall metd box. He unlatched it and, from a
compartment built into the lid, pulled out athick duraplast panel. He brushed away the last traces of
trangparisted from the broken pand, and then did the duraplast pand into place. It rattled around a bit,
but atube of sedlant from the same kit provided a bead of foam that hardened to hold the pandl in place.

Corran closed the box and returned it to its place beneath the seat. | don't think those repairs were ever
supposed to be managed in combat, but I've got nothing else to do at the moment. The duraplast panel
was nowhere near as strong as the transparisted one it replaced, but it was only meant to hold asingle
amaospherein and make the cockpit airtight. It would never ded with laserfire aswell asthe
trangparisted! would, but having atmosphere and heat was an immediate concern for Corran.

"Whigtler, give me more atmosphere and push the heat.”

When life-support indicators rose enough, Corran turned off the magcon device. Hesat hit him solidly, but
aj shiver ran through hisbody anyway. "Two enginesgone! I'm dead.”

Whidtler's keening tone diced through his sdlf-pity.

Corran glanced at his monitor and smiled. "Y ou'reright, | fill have torps and some lasers. Might be
dead, but | can adso be anasty corpse. Get me areadout on the battle." The data dump Whistler
provided stunned Corran. Three Flight had faced thirty-six TIEs, but that number had aready been pared
down to twenty-one. Corran had three confirmed kills. The same went for Ooryl and Inyri had four. Asyr
had accounted for five and even as he studied the data, another one was toted up as akill.

Corran ruddered the X-wing around to find her. Her X-wing flashed through the dogfight with apair of
TIEs hot on her tail. She had the X-wing dancing up and down and side to Side, letting their lasersdash



green boltswide. In the distance some of the bolts hit other TIEs, and somewhere along her line of flight
an eyebd| or dupe would catch her quad laserfire. Asyr wasflying as held never seen her fly before.

Asyr's X-wing broke hard to port, and then immediately rolled up onto its starboard S-foil and cut back
along theway it had come. A roll back to port brought her ship back on the tails of the TIEs that had
been following her arid managed to overshoot her as she pulled the tight turns. A quartet of red laser
bolts burned through one eyebdl, letting loose a seething golden cloud of energy that devoured the ship.

A little rudder reoriented her ship and let her blast her second TIE. The shots evaporated the fighter's
starboard solar pandl. It began arall that took it high and out toward the gas giant. Asyr made no attempt
tofollow it or fire again. Sherolled right and started a climb right back into the fight.

Which was when her X-wing collided with adupe. At the speeds the two shipswere traveling, there was
no chance for avoidance. The shiddsin front of the X-wing sparked asthey hit the dupe first, crumpling
the starboard solar pand. They drove it back againgt the ball cockpit, and shattered the transparisteel
viewport. At that point the X-wing's forward shield flashed opaquely, and then imploded.

The X-wing's nose stabbed into the dupe's cockpit and lodged deeply. The dender fighter's nose
snapped off about ameter in front of the cockpit. Unspent proton torpedoes spilled out asthe aft end of
the fighter tumbled up and away from the Bomber. The broken Imp craft continued itsflight toward the
gas giant, whilethe remains of Asyr'srapidly disntegrating X-wing launched themselves up and away
from the planet.

"Asyr, do you copy?' Corran dided up the gain on his comm unit. "Asyr, repest, do you copy?"

He got no-reply from her, but another message blared loud through fiis comm channel. "Rogues,
Interloper and Stranger squadrons are friendlies. Don't make us defend ourselves.”

"What in the shadows of Coruscant?' Corran looked down at his main monitor. It showed a dozen new
contacts, which appeared as red specs on his monitor, indicating they were using Imperia ID codes. He
selected one of them as atarget and an image of the ship presented itself on his screen.

Thefighter had a TIE's ball cockpit and an Interceptor's canted wings, but al in avery unusua
configuration. The wings had been turned so they canted out, not in asthey did on the Interceptor. There
were also three of the wings, one mounted above the cockpit and the other two at anglesthat alowed
them to cover low port and starboard. More important, the sensors indicated the ships were sporting
shields and had enough power output to support hyper-space drives.

Whoever the new arrivals were, they fell on the remains of Krennd's pilots with avengeance. Three
Hight had dl but evened the odds for the new fighters, which Corran choose to designate as "trips' for
their triplewings. Thetrips|et off avolley of proton torpedoes that savaged the remaining Bombers, and
then they swoaoped in on the eyebdls. Quad burgts of green lasers melted TTEs ruthlesdy. Within five
minutes of their intervention, the trips had destroyed al of Krennel'sforces.

Rogue Squadron regrouped on the exit vector, with Cor-ran's ship limping along. Wedge's voicefilled
the comm channel. "I gppreciate the fact that you saved us, and I'm willing to accompany you out of here.
| even understand the need for comm silence, but | can't leave without seeing to the pilotswho are
extra-vehicular."

"Generd Antilles, | understand your protest and have logged it." Colonel Vessery, the commander of
what had been identified as two squadrons of TIE Defenders, spokein strong, even tones. "We've made



runs looking for survivors, but we find no traces. We have to leave now. Krennel will be sending
reinforcements and you're in no shape to survive another fight."

The comm channel remained dead for amoment, and then Wedge replied, hisvoice weary. "Y ou'reright.
It'sjust..."

"I know, Generd. It's aways been said you were an honorable man." Vessery's voice carried
compassion withit. "Eight and Twelve, if you will tractor your charges, we can head home."

A little shudder ran through Corran'sfighter. A Defender latched on to his ship with atractor beam and
would accelerate him to the appropriate speed to make the jump to lightspeed. On only two engines
Corran's ship wouldn't have made it, though those engines were enough to power his hyperdrive. He
daved hisnavigation to that of Interloper Eight.

It'sjust aswell. | don't think | want to be flying right now. He sat back and shivered. Three Hight had
lost Asyr, but the rest of the squadron lost three other pilots. Khe-Jeen Slee had been thefirst to die,
followed by Lyyr Zatoq and then Wes Janson. Corran had a hard time believing Janson was dead, but a
concussion missile had blown the back off hisfighter and Ieft hisbody floating in space. All three of the
pilots had been people he thought of asfriends, but already his memories of them were beginning to fade.

Corran punched up One Hight'stactica channd. "Lead, isit safe to be going with these guys?'

"I don't know, Nine. They invited usto travel, but they could compe it, too." Wedge sighed. "Still, they
came dong at theright time to keep us aive. Whoever they work for doesn't want us dead.”

"Ya,"

"Good point, Nine." Wedge grunted a chuckle out. "L et's hope we're in better shape to deal with them
when they changetheir minds."

22

Prince-Admira Delak Krennd reveled in the pain evident on Mon Mothmasface. The New Republic's
leader stood only ameter and ahalf tall in holo and was being rebroad-cast to him by Isard, but he could
gtill see how much the woman ached as she spoke. Theinterviewing journdist's question had clearly
caught her off guard, but the answer she gave spoke to her quick wits and the depth of her personal
knowledge.

"The question asked wasiif the rumors of the destruction of Rogue Squadron in the Hegemony Thesater
are correct. Asyou know, we are prosecuting awar against Delak Krennel and his Hegemony and any
comments about ongoing operations stand to jeopardize personnel involved in those operations. I'm
certain that none of us here would like to cost the brave men and women of Rogue Squadron their lives,
nor put into jeopardy the lives of anyone supporting them in their missons.

"Warfare, asal of usknow, is seldom aclean businesswith crisp, clear results. Rogue Squadron and its
leader, Generd Antilles, arewdll aware of thisfact. Pending further investigation al | amwilling to say is
that Rogue Squadron was involved in amission that resulted in an unforeseen set of circumstances. |
know you all hope for the best for these brave fighters, and we will provide updates asinformation is
forthcoming.”

Mon Mothmas figure froze and the holocam on the other side of the connection panned up to frame



Isard's head and shoulders. "There you have it, Prince-Admiral. Rogue Squadron is no more."

Krennel nodded dowly. Two days previoudy Isard had given him word that Rogue Squadron was about
tofal into her trap. Information from Corvis Minor had indicated that there was an engagement and no
word was received from the Hegemony fighter wing that had been hidden in the Distna area to spring the
trap. Observers on the Aspiration had little to report and only after Krennel insisted had they sent a
shuttle out to the area of the battle. The shuttle found virtualy nothing in the way of debrisand the
Aspiration did report, well after the fact, that another Imperial Star Destroyer had visited the battleground
before they sent their shuttle out. The Captain said he had assumed the Star Destroyer was one of
Krennd's on amission connected with the ambush, so he had done nothing to hail it or interfere withit.

"S0, Isard, you do not find it disturbing that we have heard nothing from the fighters you had Stationed at
Digne?'

The dender woman stroked her sharp chin with ahand, and then trailed her fingers down her throat. "A
matter of concern, yes. Their silence, and the fact we could find no trace of any ships at the ambush Site,
means the mystery Destroyer likely scooped up whatever there was left over. What | find intriguing about
that isvery smple: Aside from the New Republic, the only people running around with Imperid Star
Destroyers are other warlords, a pirate or two, and Booster Terrik. Terrik has ason-in-law in the
sguadron. Since no other warlord or pirate has claimed to have smashed Rogue Squadron, | assume
Terrik did the recovery. Anything he learned he would have passed to the New Republic. Sncethe
Rogues faced afoe that outnumbered them six to one, the surviva of any of the Rogues would have been
broadcast immediately.”

"S0 you are suggesting that no news from the New Republic indicates that your ambush waswholly
successful?!

"I think that conclusion iswarranted.”
"Wheat of the pilots of ourswho survived?'

Isard shrugged. "I would guess there were fewer survivorsthan either of uswould careto imagine. While
your Hegemony troops have heart and a desire to protect their homeworlds, their level of trainingis
hardly up to Imperia standards. Those who did survive probably found themselves under the guns of the
Errant Venture and chose to surrender. Terrik probably promised them freedom and money in return for
their shipsand stories.”

"When you find them, have them dain.” Krennd rose from the command chair in hisready room on the
Reckoning and stared out the viewport at the black expanse studded with arainbow of stars. "Theloss
of Sx squadrons of fightersis annoying, even if they did destroy Rogue Squadron. Replacing them will
not be easy."

"Y our fighters, or Rogue Squadron?”
"My fighters

Isard amiled. "Actudly, you will find that replacing them might not be so difficult. Thrawn showed thet the
New Republic was not invulnerable, and you are proving that they are not as mighty as once had been
believed. We have dready begun to get inquiries-careful, guarded inquiries-from avariety of groupswho
redize the Empire iswaning and cannot bring themsalves to support the warlords. Y our battle against the
New Republic ssemsto them to bethelast chanceto preserve life asthey knew it."



KrennePs head came up. "Have you had word from Pellaeon?”
"None, my lord, but he will come around. Soon. After your victory."

"Indeed, after my victory." Krennel chuckled. "I expect you to keep digging into the New Republic's
affairsand determine if Rogue Squadron istruly gone or not.”

"l shal, Prince-Admira.” Isard nodded dowly. "I suspect, however, what you accomplish now will
occupy more of their time and consderation.”

"It shdl." Krennd waved ahand dismissvely & her. "Krennel out.”

Isard'simage faded, but not before amomentary flash of anger arced through her eyes. Krennd knew
that dismissing her would anger her, but he wanted her distracted. When she cameto him origindly, she
said her agenda was the destruction of Rogue Squadron. That had been accomplished, which left her
needing anew god. He expected it would be supplanting him. Knowing that, he wanted her to be angry
enough to plan avicious downfdl for him--which hewould prevent by diminating her the moment she
outlived her ussfulness.

Krennd did have to admit she had been very useful. Isard had an understanding of politicsthat he did not
possess. Theideaof negotiating with the homeless pacifists of Alder-aan had been enough to turn his
stomach, but the pressure they put on the New Republic when the world he said he had been intending to
giveturned out to be Liinade 111 had been terrific. A variety of sources suggested that a second series of
attacks had been delayed by the internecine squabbling within the Provisional Council.

Likewise her handling of the Pulsar Station controversy had been masterful. It sowed distrust between
the government and the people. The loss of Rogue Squadron--and Krennel had no doubt that the
journalist who asked the question about them was on Isard's payroll--would further undermine the New
Republic'swar effort. Isard had been very effectivein fighting the New Republic on the politica front.

Some may seewar as palitical action carried to the extreme, but | know thereisadifference. Krennel
turned to watch the Interdictor Cruiser binder drift up dongside hisImperid Star Destroyer Reckoning.
Warfareisadifferent beast, where power isdisplayed in its raw and naked form and thereis no running
or hiding from it. In politics one seeks to bend another to hiswill. In war the object isto shatter another
completely, so neither he nor hiswill offers further resstance.

"Warfareiswhat | do best.” Krennd pulled acomlink from his pocket. " Communications get me Captain
Phulik of the Binder."

"Asordered, Prince-Admird."
Phulik's holograph flashed to life. "At your service, Prince-Admird."

Krennd looked down at the image of the portly man. "It istime for you to power up your gravity wells,
Captain Phulik. Y our gunnerswill concentrate on vectors five and six. Wewill cover therest.”

"Gunnery solutions are dready locked in, Prince-Admira. My people await your command to fire.”
Phulik looked off cam for amoment. " Gravity wells coming up, now."

A dight tremor ran through the Reckoning as the Inter-dictor's gravity wells powered up. Their power



was sufficient to momentarily override theinertia compensators built into the larger ship. With al four
gravity wellsonline, the Binder now projected a hyperspace mass shadow roughly equivaent to a
good-sized planet. Any ships moving through hyperspace in the areawould automaticaly revert to
real space, since the aternative was to smash into whatever was creating the shadow.

Interdictor cruisers often accompanied larger ships on missions because they prevented enemy shipsfrom
escaping into hyperspace. Any course laid through hyperspace had to avoid gravitic anomalies, so transit
routes were plotted out with precision and, depending upon where bodies werein their orbits around a
dtar, asystem could be wide open, or only have anarrowly defined route through it. The advantages of
flying through or near systems cameif a ship suffered damage, since out in deep space the chance of
being rescued was dender. An Interdictor's presence in a system changed the system profile, requiring
new escape routes to be plotted and shipsto head far enough away from the Interdictor to escape its
gravity well and makeit into hyperspace.

Krennd was not interested in the escape of shipsin the system, but with the trangit through it. The routes
that connected Liinade 111 with worlds outside the Hegemony were few in number. The system in which
he waited sat astride one of the routesand didn't even rate aname: Imperial surveyors had only
Sesignated it M2934738. Whileit did not provide the most direct path from the New Republic to
Liinade 11, it did alow for aquicker trangt than many of the other routes.

The only problem the New Republic had with taking Liinade 11 wasin supplying it and the troopsoniit.
Even before hodtilities had ceased, New Republic supply ships began ferrying in avariety of necessities,
from medicine to munitions, spare parts to food. The New Republic clearly intended to use Liinade 11 as
agtaging areafor further operationsin the Hegemony, so the buildup continued.

Continued until now. Isard had been correct in noting that avictory against the New Republic would
Creste even more opposition to the war against the Hegemony. A direct assault on Liinade 111 would
prove very cogtly in men and materids. Cutting the supply lineto Liinade 11 would weaken the garrison
and provide him hisvictory, S0, usng information from Isard's sources within the New Republic, Krennel
laid hisambush.

The New Republic supply convoy came out of hyperspacein the middle of M2934738. It consisted of a
dozen freighters, a Nebulon-B-class Frigate, and two Corellian Corvettes. The two smaller warships
drove hard toward the Reckoning, their double turbolaser cannons blazing away, but the Imperia Star
Destroyer Mark I1's shidlds and hull j absorbed the damage without significant difficulty. The Nebulon-B
Frigate made arun at the Interdictor, with the freighters scattering in its wake.

Krennd'sforward gunners targeted the lead Corvette, aship called Pride of Selonia. Heavy turbolaser
fire crushed the ship's forward shields, and then burned tattered, black furrows along the ship's hull.
Debris and bodies vented into space, expelled by flaming gouts of superheated atmosphere. Heavy
turbolaser cannons scattered shots over the bridge and back aong the ship's spine, destroying its
communications array. In oneterrible swift salvo, the Pride of Seloniawent from being awarship crewed
by braveindividuadsto afloating charnd ship trailing webs of congedled metd.

The Frigate Intrepid fired its turbolaser batteries and laser cannons at Binder, but the Interdictor's shields
deflected their fury. Instead of firing back at the Intrepid, Binder's gunners shot at two freighters, each
one making arun toward one of the exit vectorsthe Interdictor had been told to control. Quad laser
cannon firelinked the Interdictor to the fleeing freighters with a stream of red-gold bolts. The laserfire
pierced the freighters shields and burned through them, leaving each ship aburning hulk floating in an

escape lane.



Another salvo melted the front haf of the second Corvette, leaving it to tumble out into space. The
Reckoning'sion cannonslaced fleaing freighters with blue boltsthat sank each in alightning storm.
Shieldsimploded and components exploded, rendering the small supply ships helpless. Escape pods
burst forth from their hulls and Krennel chuckled. Either we pick them up or they die out here. Thereis
no escape for them.

Intrepid again fired on Binder, and with its second salvo managed to punch through ashield and score the
Interdictor's hull. Krennd immediately flicked his comlink on. "Gunners, thisis Prince-Admira Krennel.
Break Intre-pid's back.”

The Reckoning's turbolaser fire concentrated itsalf on the Frigate's dender neck, which connected the
bridge with the aft drive portion of the ship. Red-gold energy lances stabbed through the shields and
drilled degp into the ship's structure. Hull plates bubbled up into vapor and drifted away while energy
bolts disintegrated bulkheads and deck. Crewmembers caught at the point of assault exploded into
flames and died before they were even aware of their danger.

All the energy being poured into Intrepid gnawed at the durasted support structures, weakening them
and making some run like ice under aweding torch. The drive portion of the ship still pushed the massive
craft forward, causing the ship's narrow hull to buckle and begin to telescope. More structures gave way,
alowing the drive portion to sheer off the bottom of the neck, which started to pitch the bridge portion
higher. The bridge began along, lazy somersault and-like aflower spilling pollen-escape pods erupted
from it and flew away.

Krennd watched and nodded, and then even allowed himsdlf asmile. Grand Admira Thrawn had aways
maintained that studying the art of apeople would give aningght into how to dea with them. What
Krennel saw floating in system M2934738 appeared to him to be art, and he very much enjoyed the fact
that he had created it. How better to be the artist than to be the one studying the art.

Heflicked his comlink over to achannel that would address the Reckoning's crew. "Thisis
Prince-Admird Krennel. Y ou have al done very well today. | want recovery crews out there to pick up
the freighters we have disabled and bring their suppliesto us." He hesitated for amoment, mulling a point
over, and then decided to addressit in away he thought Isard would approve of. "l want shuttlesto go
out to see to the escape pods. Inform the people in them that we are fighting the New Republic, not
them. We will take them aboard and return them to the New Republic, asking only their parole. Aslong
asthey agree not to fly or fight for the New Republic for the duration of its war with the Hegemony, they
will be freeto go. Otherwise we will treet them as prisoners of war and house them in accord with al
civilized regulations concerning such prisoners. Krennd out."

Hedlowed himsdlf asmile, and imagined the praise Isard would hegp upon him for hisdecison
concerning the prisoners. She may know politics, but | am learning. When | know enough, | will no
longer need her. That day will come sooner than she can imagine, to her regret and my grest joy.
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Wedge Antilleswas glad Colond Vessery remained silent as they waked through the interloper's base,
Wedge didn't know where they were and respected V essery's being tight-lipped about their location.
The base |ooked raively new and decidedly Imperid; with personnel being dmost entirely human,
mostly mae, and outfitted with Imperid uniforms.

Broak Vessery could have stepped from arecruiting poster. He stood a bit taler than Wedge, with black
hair that was beginning to lighten at the temples and sharp, noble features. His grip was firm when they



met face-to-face for thefirst time and shook hands. He chose hiswords carefully, it seemed to Wedge,
and had a nervous habit of picking al-but-invisble pieces of lint from the deeves of hisblack jumpsuit.

Wedge walked beside him and redlized that he ought to be drinking in more of the basg's details. The
two squadrons that had come to rescue the Rogues had more TIE Defendersin them than Wedge
thought had ever been manufactured. He wouldn't have been surprised to find out that the base belonged
to High Admira Teradoc or even had been set up by Grand Admira Thrawn. And if that's the case, |
should be gathering dl sorts of intelligence here.

The industrious portion of hismind couldn't shift the weight of hisemotions and the numbness hefdt
ingde. Hed lost four pilotsin the Distnaambush. While part of him acknowledged that surviva rate was
miracul ous considering the odds they faced, the pilots resisted becoming statistics. Lyyr and Slee had
been relatively new to the squadron, but the fact that he identified them by their first names meant they'd
gotten past the defenses he usually raised againg getting to know new pilots.

Asyr'sloss sent achill through him. Hed liked her and admired how she had defied the Bothan hierarchy
in continuing her membership in the squadron and her relationship with Gavin. Asyr never compromised
or backed down from afight. Her spirit and determination had aways pushed everyone in the squadron
to perform at their highest level. The pride that the Bothansfelt in her exploits meant Borsk Fey'lyaand
other politicians | eft the squadron largely done.

Wes Janson's desth-Wedge couldn't even begin to think about it without feding an invisible hand squeeze
his heart. Hed known Wes for what seemed like forever. They'd been through everything together since
just after Y avin to when the squadron had been re-formed. After the overthrow of Isard's regime on
Thyferra, Janson had joined Wedge in running Wraith Squadron, and then had stuck with him during the
Thrawn criss. Though Janson's sense of humor rankled from time to time, Wedge would have given his
right arm to have Janson pop up with aquick "Y ub, yub, Commander.”

Vessery looked over a Wedge. "1 don't wish to intrude on your thoughts, but | have two thingsto say to
you."

Wedge sniffed and blinked. "Please, Colond.”

"Firg, | wish my people and | had gotten there sooner. | count the deaths of your people asfailureson
my part. Traveling through hyperspace seldom alows one to get split-second rescuesright, but | should
have. If | had trimmed some margins on some of the courses, weld have been there on time.”

Vessery's voice came low and sincere, bringing asolemn nod from Wedge. "Thank you, Colond. Y ou
couldn't know exactly when they would strike, soit's not your fault. The fact that you did arrive means
we lived, and for that I'll be eternally grateful .

"You aretoo kind, General." Vessery paused before adoor. "The second thing | would like to say to you
isthis: The person you'l meet in hereisresponsiblefor our arriva. Without "orders originating from this
office, Rogue Squadron would be dead. Try to remember that.”

Wedge frowned. ™Y ou shouldn't believe Imperia propaganda, Colondl. New Republic officers can be
very grateful and gracious.”

"Good." Vessery punched acode into the keypad on the lockplate and the door did open. He waved
Wedge into the darkened room. "After you."



Wedge entered the darkness boldly, striding ahead for the full length of the patch of light streamingin
through the door. When the door closed and cut off the illumination, he stopped and clasped his hands at
the small of hisback. He heard the scrape of Vessery's boots on the floor as the other pilot joined him.

Thelightsin the room came dowly up, infusing an orange glow into the wooden strips that formed the
walls, floor, and ceiling of the ova room. The woods had been fitted together with such precison and
artistry that the growth rings and grain formed exquisite patternsin which the casua observer could easily
become lost. Cabinets built into the walls were faced with great dabs of golden brown wood festuring
wonderful grain markingsinto and out of which thewall designsflowed. While everything remained Satic,
the eye was drawn through an intricate tracery of lines that made the room seem dive.

The desk across from the door had likewise been fashioned of heavily patterned wood and seemed as if
it had grown up out of the floor. The back of the chair behind it rose above the head of the person seated
init and matched the wood designs of the wall. It took Wedge a moment to recognize who he was
looking at, and then that redlization tightened his guts and threatened to drop him to his knees.

He couldn't remember ever having seen her in the flesh, but her image had been burned into hisbrain
during the years after Endor. She still wore the scarlet uniform that had been her trademark, though her
hair had gone completely white and her face and figure had thickened dightly. She was till a handsome
woman, but had dipped beyond middle age toward becoming amatron.

Any thought that she might have softened was banished by her eyes. One, abright, icy blue, reminded
him of the coldest day on Hoth, when ice screamed and cracked. The other, afiery red, burned into him,
searing his spirit. Hed thought her dead at Thyferra and even though the Commenor prisoners had said
they'd seen her, held refused to believe she lived until he saw her now.

Wedge's brown eyes narrowed. "Generd Wedge Antillesreporting.”

Y sanne Isard stood dowly behind her desk. ™Y ou know who | am. It isinteresting that we have not met
before, you and I, having been foes for so long. | expected you to betaler.”

"| expected you to be dead.”
She nodded. "Defiant, | likethat. It makesyou an interesting enemy and, | trust, amore interesting dly."

Wedge blinked. "Me, an aly? After what you did with the prisoners on Commenor, leaving them to
garve likethat?' Heturned to Colond Vessery. "Y ou can take me away from here now."

Isard raised her hand. "If you will indulge me, Generd, | will explain agreat many thingsto you. Y ou owe
me at least that much, since | sent Colond Vessary to save you.”

That remark brought Wedge's chin up. "After dl you have done, the debt | fed to you for saving usis il
very smdl.”

"Of this| have no doubt.” Isard leaned forward on her desk. "After | had taken control of Thyferraand
you began your campaign to oust me, | redlized that if you succeeded, | wished to rob you of the goal
you truly sought: the prisoners from my Lusankya. | decided to scatter them. Thiswasamisson | felt |
could entrust to no one-it was one | wanted to handle mysdif, but | was needed on Thyferra. What | did
was activate a clone of myself, lead her to believe she was me, and charge her with the task of scattering
the Lusankya prisoners. When she returned to Thyferrawith her task complete, | had her killed-or so |

thought.”



Isard's face hardened as scorn entered her voice. ™Y our assault on Thyferra meant the job was not
completed and the clone survived. How and why she was not recognized asme, | have no idea, but she
believes shetruly isme. She spent the time during the Thrawn crisis gathering the Lusankya prisoners
back up and now has them ensconced on Ciutric.”

Wedge shook his head. "Explain the prisoners on Commenor."

"Bait, for atrap.” Isard shook her head. " She wanted to lure Rogue Squadron to Distha so you could be
ambushed, but she did apoor job of layering her cluesinto the Site. She wastrying to be too smart and
too clever. Mirax Terrik and lellaWessiri returned to Commenor and discovered the clues sheld |eft
there, but you were dready in the Hegemony and involved in thewar againgt Krennd, so the Lusankya
rescue became of secondary importance. She never saw that.”

"But we went to Distna because of the Pulsar Station problem.”

Isard smiled and Wedge decided that her smile was not a pleasant thing to see. "Y es, and Krenndl's
protestations of innocence sounded genuine because they were. The lab you discovered on Liinade
Three was one | had constructed there. | wanted you to go to Distna because | wanted Colonel Vessery
to help you defeat Krennel's people. Without rendering that sort of direct aid to you, you never would
believethat | could beyour aly."

"| don't believeit now." Wedge's eyes became dits. "Y ou could have sent an embassy to the New
Republicif you sought an dliance.

She snorted alaugh. "They'd no more have believed it than you do, but you aready know things that
point to my sincerity.”

"Such asmy ability to build the lab on Liinade Three. That means| have thoroughly compromised
Krennd's security. How? My cloneis using the procedures and codes | would have used. In this same
way | knew she wanted to ambush you at Distna, so | arranged for you to be saved. Asfar asthe New
Republic and Krenndl are concerned, however, both forces wiped each other out. This meansno one
knowsyou are dive, which is something | dso desired.”

Wedge thought for amoment. Isard's point about having compromised Krennel's security wasright, and
she had sent Vessery and his people to spoil the clone's ambush. Granted, Isard got usthere, too, with
the Pulsar Station decoy, but the clone's clues would have been found and led ustherein any event. Isard
had put together an elaborate charade that had Rogue Squadron dead, and therefore, she had an ulterior
motiveinmind.

"What isit you want, Isard?"

She sghed heavily and let her head dump forward. "My battle with you, my ouster from Thyferra, and
even Thrawn's unsuccessful campaign to reestablish the Empire has shown me that the cause | held dear
isdead. Thisdoes not mean | like the New Republic or consider it an improvement over the Empire. |
just no longer havethe will to opposeit. | want peace. | want to beleft done.”

She heaved her torso up and opened her arms. " After escaping Thyferral made my way to this place,
one of many hidden facilitieswithin the Empire. A Generd Arnothian wasin charge here. Thisfacility is



capable of producing TIE Defenders, and Arnothian saw himself asawarlord in training. He refused to
relinquish control of the station to me, so he was dedlt with. | watched events unfold throughout the
Thrawn crisis but chose not to intervene. | realized this place could be abase from which | could
continue acampaign of terror againgt the New Republic, but to do so would be to sully the commitment
to the Empire made by Colonedl Vessery and his men.

"| redlized that for usto be sanctioned by the New Republic, | would have to offer them agrand prize,
and offer it in amanner that would not cost them alot of blood. | decided that prize would be Delak
Krennd and his Hegemony. | decided | would put into position the forces that would alow the New
Republic to take Ciutric and shatter his power, and | decided Rogue Squadron would be the key to that
operation.”

Wedge frowned. "I don't understand.”

"Youwill." Isard smiled and touched a button on a datapad on her desk. An image of aman with ameta
prosthesis covering theright side of hisface, replacing that eye, and an artificid right forearm and hand
burned to lifein the middle of the room. ™Y ou will recall your posing as Colondl AntarRoat?"

A trickle of ice ran through Wedge's guts. "'l assumed the Roat identity when dipping onto Coruscant to
liberateit.”

"I have taken the liberty of updating Roat's profileto reflect hisbeing in charge of an experimenta
unit-two full flights-of TIE Defenders. Y ou are in the process of negotiating aded with Krennel that will
bring your forcein as part of histroops. Y ou are one of many Imperias offering their servicesto him.
You'l be ableto dip into Ciutric and wreak havoc there. What you did on Imperia Center to freeit, you
cando on Ciutric."

Wedge ran ahand over hisstubbly chin. "Y oull give us Krennel to get the New Republic to leave you
aone?’

"I do not expect public renhabilitation, just aquiet retirement.” Isard smiled coldly. "Asfor why Krennel,
you know aswell as| do that he defied my ordersin the Pestage matter. | aso want my clone diminated.
One of meisenough.”

"I heartily concur.”

"| thought you might." I1sard opened her hands. ™Y ou and your people will begin training in Defenders
immediately. Wewill work up aplan of attack that will involve aNew Republic fleet. When the attack is
s, you will communicate with the New Republic to let them know when to strike. We can't
communicate with them too early because my clone still has some intelligence resourcesin the New
Republic. If thereisaleak, the mission will be doomed.”

Wedge nodded, and then looked up. "'If we refuse to help you?'
Isard arched an eyebrow a him. "Refuse?"

Vessary cleared histhroat. "If you refuse, Generd, and then my menwill go into Ciutric in your place.
Krennd will fal, but not quite so bloodlesdy. He hasto." The Imperial pilot rested a hand on Wedge's
shoulder. "Despite our differences, you and | are united in the knowledge that Krennd is a scourge on the
Hegemony's people. He must be dedlt with, and with your help, his disposition will bring other warlords
inline"



Wedge felt ashiver run down hisspine. | know | can't trust you, Isard, but | dso know that if | don't go
aong with your plan, you can kill me and my people, and no onewill know you're out here until too late.
| don't know what your planis, but | know you have one, and that, for now, is enough.

He nodded dowly. "I hate to think you and | are of like mind in anything, Isard, but the desireto see
Krennd taken down seemsto qudify. Rogue Squadron is at your disposal. Let's get sarted.”

24

Corran Horn rested ahand on Gavin Darklighter's shoulder, noticing how the dark green of hisown flight
suit contrasted with the bright orange of Gavin's. He felt the younger man stiffen, so he gave Gavin's
shoulder asqueeze and dowly lowered himsdf to a pot on the concussion missile storage crate. 1 hope
you don't mind my gtting here, Gavin.”

The younger pilot looked at him with red-rimmed brown eyes. "I'd redlly rather be alone.”

"I know you would, Gavin, whichiswhy I'm gtting here." Corran'sleft hand dipped from Gavin'sright
shoulder and patted the man's knee. "I remember, back when we werefirst on Coruscant, you cameto
me to ask me about Asyr and if things could work between you. Y ou wanted some perspective then, and
you heed some perspective now."

"No, Corran, what | need now isgrieving."

"I know." The bleak painin Gavin's voice stabbed deep into Corran's heart and threatened to reopen the
wound |eft there by his own father's death. No, now's not the time for salf-pity. "L ook, Gavin, therésal
kinds of tritethings | could tell you. | could tell you that I've been where you are, when my father died. |
could tell you the same things that folks told me at that time, that | had to buck up | had to be tough,
because that's what my father would have wanted of me. And you and | both know, that's what Asyr
would have wanted of you."

Gavin sniffed and glanced over at him. "Y ou'reright. That's pretty trite and doesn't help at all.”

Corran nodded and glanced around the hangar areaiinto which the surviving Rogues had been
conducted. The Siteitself gppeared to be vintage Imperial-the Rogues had been in enough captured
facilitiesto know the architecturd style. The main difference here wasthat Imperialswerein full force,
and three squadrons of TIE Defendersfilled the launching racks above the scattered X-wings. The R2
and R5 units milled about together, while the pilots had broken up into small groups, each one dedling
with theloss of his comrades and wondering what news Generd Antilleswould bring on hisreturn.

"I know that, Gavin, which iswhy I'm going to share something with you that I've not shared with another
living being-except |ella. Even Mirax doesn't know this." Hetook a deep breath and hesitated until Gavin
nodded dightly. "Y ou've heard how my father died, but not my mother. In CorSec, given what my father
and | were doing for aliving, we figured that we were more likely to die than she ever was, but she went
first. It was astupid landspeeder accident. A truck was blocking the other lane, some lum-dumb
whipped around it and smashed head-on into her. It busted her up badly, too badly for bactato help.

"My father and | arrived at the hospital asfast aswe could, and we were allowed to visit her. We'd been
told she had no chance; thered just been too much damage. She knew that, but she lay therein bed just
talking to us about what we'd be doing the next week and month. She wasn't regretting the fact that she'd
not be there with us, but pretty much letting us know that she would be, in our memoriesand in our



hearts. The whole time she was dying, shejust went on living. And when shefindly closed her eyes, it
came as asurprise to everyone, her included.”

Corran brushed a hand across hisface, smearing tears away to nothingness. "Understand this, Gavin, the
pain you're feding right now, it never redly goes away. It will dways be there, and you can find it
whenever you want to, but, in time, the amount it dominates your lifewill shrink. It will becomeasmal
part of the memories you'll have of Asyr, and the good memorieswill dominate. Y ou can't see that now,
and telling you this now doesn't mean much, but you need to hear it to know the sphere of painyourein

isn't inescgpable.” -

Gavin rested his head on his hands, with the hed's of his pams grinding into his eye sockets. "It wasin the
squadron that thefirst person | actualy knew died: Lujayne Forge."

"l remember.”
"And | remember wondering if | could have saved her. | wonder the same thing about Asyr.”

"You're not done. But let metdl you, Asyr was wondering what she could do to save us. Shewas
meagnificent out there, Gavin, flying beyond hersdf." Corran rubbed hisleft hand over Gavin'sback. "All
of us knew we were in ahopeless situation, but she understood it and rejected it. It was as though she
stopped being aflesh and blood pilot and became flight and fight and death dl rolled into one. We didn't
fail her, nor she us, but some obscure rule of the universe broke her ship and grounded her back in
readlity. She wastruly stellar and, after that performance, | don't know that there was any way for her to
return to just being mortd.”

Gavin sghed and sat back, raising his face toward the dim ceiling of the cavernousroom. "That'sit,
though, now, isn't it? She's no longer morta. Shejoins my cousin Biggs and Lujayne Forge and Wes
Janson and Dack and the others on the Rogue Squadron roll of the dead. The Bothans will have another
Martyr to celebrate.”

Corran's eyes narrowed. "And you're afraid that they'll take her away from you, right? Y ou're afraid the
Asyr you knew will be forgotten as she's memoridized?’

Gavin'slips were pressed together tightly, his goatee bristling. Hislarynx bobbed up and down once, and
then he nodded, splashing tears down his cheeks. Hisvoicefailed him ashefirst tried to spesk. He
rubbed histhroat, and then nodded. "1 think | knew her better than anyone and that, with me, in private
moments, she could relax. She didn't have to be a Bothan hero. She didn't have to be a pilot. She could
just be herself. When we talked about getting married, adopting kids, she camedive.”

Hisvoicetralled off and Corran sensed aflash of anger like lightning run through Gavin. "What isit,
Gavin?'

Hefrowned. "She met with Borsk Fey'lya She didn't tell me what happened, but | think he tried to make
trouble for her about adopting. | think she may have fought aswell as she did a Distnain the hopes that
no one, not Fey'lya, not anyone, could deny a hero of her stature what she wanted. She would have
gotten her way, but now she's dead, so the point ismoot.”

"Maybe your chance to adopt kids with her isgone, but remember what was behind that whole plan: the
fact that you'd make great parents. I'm not going to tell you that you owe it to her to continue on and
prove her right, but you can bet the Emperor's Black Bonesthat I'd rather see you teaching a child right
from wrong than any of abillion ex-Imp bureaucrats.”



"Maybeit'saplan for the future.” Gavin shook hishead dowly. "Admitting therésafuture a dl isthe
tough part right now. | don't redlly careand | hurt enough that if thereisn't one, it'sdl the sameto me.”

A fearful bleating from Whistler and the droid's sudden appearance as he raced around from behind
Corran stopped the pilot's response to hisfriend. "What's the matter?”

Clattering after the droid came an Imperia tech with arestraining bolt and awelding rod. "Gotta put a
restraining bolt on him. All droids get them.”

Corran shot to hisfeet. "I can tel you where you can affix that restraining bolt, Huttpuss-for-brains.

The tech raised ahand and two armor-clad stormtroopers came jogging over, blastersin hand. "Y ou
want to get out of the way, Captain Horn."

"You've noideawhat | want." Corran dropped a hand to the lightsaber hanging at hisleft hip. "You're
putting arestraining bolt on Whistler over my dead body."

The tech raised an eyebrow. "Over your stunned body, perhaps. | have my orders.”

"Back off, Captain Horn." Wedge Antilles entered the hangar area and headed toward the confrontation,
drawing the rest of the squadron in hiswake. "L et's not make things more complicated than they need to
mll

Corran turned to Wedge, and was pleased to notice that Gavin had risen.to his feet and was shielding
Whistler with his own body. "Generd, they want to put arestraining bolt on Whistler."

Wedge nodded solemnly. "I know, al our droids get them, even Gate." He held up ahand to forestall
comment. "The Stuation hereis complicated, but it'sworking in our favor. We're going to be trained to
fly these Defenders, and then welll be given aback door into Krenndl's capital. We're dead right now
and if we can gay that way--asfar as Krennel is concerned--until we're ready to strike, he will fall and
fal hard. What that means, though, isthat our droids have to be stored away for thetime being.”

Tycho arched an eyebrow. "Hostages?'

Wedge shook his head. "Just more variables than can be controlled right now. They'll be locked away,
safe, out of trouble.”

Corran frowned. "l don't likeit, but if you say that'sthe way it hasto be..." He walked over to thetech
and snatched the restraining bolt and welding rod from the man's hands, and then dropped to one kneein
front of Whidtler. "Sorry to do this, pa, but it's not thefirst time. Y ou'll get through it.”

He pressed the bolt to the droid's chest panel, and then turned to the tech. "Okay with you?"

"A littleto theleft.”

Corran made the adjustment, and then used the welding rod to fix the bolt in place with ashower of
sparks.

The tech pointed aremote at Whistler, hit abutton, and the droid shut down. Another button and
Whistler was back on, moaning mournfully.



Corran rose in one swift motion and gently tapped the tech under the chin with his dormant lightsaber.
"Hey, just because you have the power, don't abuseit.”

Wedge laid hishand on Corran's forearm. "Put it away, Captain. The tech here will take good care of dl
the droids, won't you?"'

"Lock 'em up snug and tight." He glanced at Corran. "l may not understand your attachment to the
droids, but I'll respect it. We aren't dl heartless mongters.”

"Good." Corran smiled coldly and tapped the man on his chest with the lightsaber. " Something happens
to Whistler and you will be. Y ou have my promise on that.”

Borsk Fey'lyawas not accustomed to being kept waiting, but he understood Booster Terrik's game and
decided to humor him. The Bothan Councilor had never before been on the Errant Venture, and he
occupied histime studying the ship. He recaled hisire when Genera Cracken reported that an intact
though largely disarmed Imperiad Star Destroyer had been turned over to a smuggler who had served five
yearson Kessdl. Theideathat a private citizen-an outlaw even-could bully the government into tolerating
his possession of awar engine seemed the first Sgn of impending anarchy. Fey'lyawanted to demote
Cracken for hisfailure to secure the Errant Venture for the New Republic, but the rest of the Council
disagreed.

Hed let memory of the ship dip from hismind until the Thrawn crisis. Fey'lyahad advocated the
immediate nationdization of the ship, but New Republic Intelligence had ahard time locating it. Through
Terrik's daughter, the Council had been informed that Booster would welcome the ship's rearming and
his own commissioning as an Admira. That idea had been rgjected outright. Fey'lya got a degree of
satisfaction when Cracken suggested lesking intelligence that would have Thrawn looking over his
shoulder for the Errant Venture, but Terrik'sfailure to raly to the cause of the New Republic il
infuriated him.

And now | am here, but now | have the measure of the man, and amission for which heiswell suited. A
quick message from the Errant Venture had aerted the Council to Rogue Squadron's destruction. Terrik
had returned immediately to Coruscant from Distna, bringing with him the debris which was dl that was
left of Rogue Squadron and those who had killed them. The ship also brought back a sole survivor: Wes
Janson, and the body of one other pilot, the Quarren, Lyyr Zatog. Save for ship scraps, there was no
trace of anyone else.

Fey'lyalooked out over the docking bay at the variety of ships occupying deck space. Asdefrom his
own Lambda-class shuttle, with two Bothan warriors standing guard at the base of the gangway, the
ships present all could easily have been described as sdvage. While Fey'lyawasfairly certain the Errant
Venture's aft docking bay was reserved for customers who patronized the Diamond deck, the level of
deterioration in the forward bay marked how difficult it wasfor Terrik to keep his ship operational. At
least one of the turbolifts didn't work, and severa of the winchesthat lifted smal shipsinto storage racks
were frozen. Terrik's dream of a ship that would pay for itsdf clearly had become anightmare.

"Welcome, Councilor Fey'lya. How good of you to grace my humble ship with your presence.”" Booster
appeared in the doorway of an office on the main deck and waved Fey'lyaintoitsdim interior. "How
may | be of serviceto you?'

Fey'lyaflicked afinger toward his shuttle in a subtle gesture meant to tell his bodyguardsto stay where
they were. He strode past Booster and into the interior of asmall office choked with datacards, cargo



crates, enough parts to congtruct a haf-dozen droids, and sufficient personal wegponsto hold off an
Imperia boarding team. The cloying scent of human habitation caused Fey'lyato wrinkle his nose, but he
sat in the one chair that had been cleared of debris.

Fey'lyawaited for Booster to take his place behind his desk, but the smuggler vexed him by perching
himsealf on the corner of his desk and folding hisarms over his chest. The Bothan smoothed the fur at the
back of his head, and then glanced up at the man'sface. "I have come to thank you for bringing back to
Coruscant as much of Asyr Sal'lar's ship asyou did. The images recovered from her bat-tleroms have
confirmed her great kill and bravery inthis, her find fight. Bothans everywhere will take pridein what
shedid."

Booster nodded solemnly. "'Pears she even scraped a TIE or two off my daughter's dead husband.”

Fey'lyanoted that Boogter did not refer to Corran Horn as his"son-in-law™ and catalogued that fact
away for possible use. "Her devotion to her squadron-mates was quite clear, likewise her devotion to the
highest of Bothan ideals. Sheis an example to the younger generation.”

"Indeed, appears you have another Martyr to hold up.”
"It isapity you were unable to recover her body."

Booster leaned back, pressing his hands behind him againgt the surface of the desk. "When we got there

| sent recovery teams out. We found Captain Janson till dive- just barely. Got him into bacta. All the
bacta on Thyferrawouldn't have helped the Quarren. Y our Asyr and therest, | suspect they burned up in
the gas giant. Kind of fitting for Rogue pilots-blaze of glory and dl.”

"True, but this presents something of aproblem because | had adifferent glory in mind for one of them.”
Fey'lyashifted in his chair and studied the talons on hisleft hand. "I was wondering if you had considered
going back to look for more bodies.”

The eyebrow above Booster's mechanical eye shot up. "Go back into awar zone to a system guarded by

aship better armed than this, to look for bodies that |ong since have been sucked into agas giant? 1've no
reason to do that."

"But your daughter's husband-"

Boogter's voice dropped into abass growl. "He's dead and I'm helping her ded with that.”

"And | want to help the Bothan people dedl with their grief, too." Fey'lyalooked up. "The Bothan people
hold dear the memory of the Martyrs, but the Imperia troops who killed them also destroyed their
bodies. The monument on Bothawui isempty and, because of that, it isdiminished somewhat. | wish to
see Asyr interred there, and | am willing to cover the costs of an expedition to find her. | redly think, if
you went back, you would find Asyr's body."

Boogter frowned. "Did you misswhat | said? It's not there."

"And | think you missed what | said. | need abody asasymbol." Fey'lyasmiled. "I think amanwho isas
resourceful asyou could find a suitable body, and you would be well rewarded for*that search.”

Boogter's mouth dowly opened as he sat forward. "Y ou think | could just find a Bothan body out there?”



"I have the utmost respect for your ability to get things done discreetly.”
"Evenif it meant the death of aBothan?"

"There are bandits and others whose lives will cometo no useful end. This could redeem them." The
Bothan smiled. "1 would be most generous and grateful. Y ou would find my gratitude very useful.”

"Perhaps | would." Booster did from the desk and peered past Fey'lyafor a second, and then snatched
him up by the front of histunic and hauled him out of hischair. The Councilor struck a Booster'sarms
and felt the chair go tumbling behind him. As surprised as hewas, it took him amoment to remember his
claws could open the man's armsin seconds.

Boogter dammed Fey'lyainto a bulkhead with tooth-rattling force. All reason evaporated from Fey'lyas
brain as stars exploded before his eyes. The man hammered him into thewall again, and then drove his
forehead into the Bothan's sendtive snout. Fey'lyaraised his handsto protect his nose, and then felt a
heavy fist pound his stomach. Air whoofed from him and he wanted to vomit.

The dim closeness of the office vanished as the man carried him out to the docking bay and tossed him to
the deck. Booster towered over him, hisfists doubled, and Fey'lya shrank back, pulling himself aong the
decking for amoment. Then he remembered who he was. He stopped, but still flinched as Booster
feinted with afig.

Boogter straightened up and posted hisfistson hiships. "I don't know how your Bothan Martyrs got their
hands on Death Star plans, but I'll bet it wasn't by asking othersto do their wet work for them. It's pretty
evident you don't think highly of me, my species, or my ship. | won't say | can't be bought, but | can't be
bought by the likes of you."

Helowered hisvoice. "How you could even dream of sedling some glitbiter away in Asyr'stomb, | don't
know."

Borsk Fey'lyafet the hot lash of the man'swords and almogt, for ananosecond, let shame ruffle the fur
on the back of hishead. | never had Asyr's compliance with my wishes, and | would have had it from the
grave. It would have been for the glory of Bothans. Could that be wrong? 'Y et before he could frame an
answer, his bodyguards arrived at his side and were heping him up. His embarrassment a needing their
ad swdlowed any shame he might have felt.

Borsk coughed and rubbed at hisnose. "Y ou have misunderstood...”
Booster waved away hiswords. "Oh, | understood you. Y ou didn't understand me. When | smack
someone into a bulkhead and toss him on the deck; that's me saying he should get his carcass off my

ship. The other things, the head butt and the ssomach punch, that was just because | don't like you.”

"Then our businessis concluded." Borsk Fey'lyafreed hisarmsfrom his bodyguards gripsand
graightened histunic. "I shal not forget this, Booster Terrik.”

"Never did think you were stupid enough to let thislesson get away from you.” Booster pointed at his
shuttle. "Get off my ship, now!"

Booster watched as the shuttle descended from the Errant Venture's belly and unfolded itswings. " That
was anasty piece of business."



"That's oneway of describing it." lellaWessiri's hedl's clicked against the decking as she walked over to
him. "Borsk Fey'lyais not the sort of enemy 1'd want to make."

"I've madeworse."

"Haveyou?' She shook her head. "Fey'lyasthe kind who will go after you, after your friends, after your
friends friends. He knows you know Karrde, so any of Karrde's associates will be on hisenemieslis.
Through Corran anyone connected with CorSec will be an enemy.”

Boogter smiled. "And the downside to that is?'

"Y ou don't mean that."

"For the most part you'reright.” Booster frowned. "How is she?'

"Last bacta treatment now. Mirax iswith her. Should be there for another two hours."

Boogter sghed. "No improvement in her memory?'

"Of the events at Distna, no. Everything ese, including her last meeting with Fey'lya, that'sdl fine" Idla
shrugged. " She's not going to be very helpful in letting us know what happened at Distna, but when we
figureit out and go after the folks responsible, shell be ready to go with us.”

"And willing to do her own wet work.” Booster watched Fey'lyas shuttle become adim speck. "It'sa
gart, and | bet there will be plenty of wet work by the time we're done.”

25

Corran Horn saw the Imperid flight instructor vectoring in on him as he entered the smulation chamber,
but he didn't dow or dter his course. He sngpped the comlink into place insgde the TIE pilot's helmet and
headed toward where the rest of the Rogues stood, dressed in black flight suits. Only Tycho looked
natural init-mainly because held dways worn black and still had his Rebd baitle tabs sewn on the flight
uit.

That big, bright Coruscant oneredlly hasto gall the Imps.

Theflight ingtructor planted himsdlf in front of Corran. "Y ou'll do well to be on time, Captain Horn."
Corran shrugged, sweeping alanky lock of brown hair out of hiseyes. "I knew what timeit was."

"And you weren't here because?”

He lifted the hemet and showed the comlink to the instructor. "1 was checking out my equipment.”

Theingructor's eyes narrowed to brown dits. "There is nothing wrong with the comlinks in those hel mets.
They'redl preset to the training frequency. Y ou had no causeto adjust it.”

Corran leaned forward, leaving his nose barely three centimeters from the instructor's nose. Y sanne
Isard is running your operation, which means| have every reason | need to check out every little detail of
what's going on here. Got it?' He'd discovered, among other things, that the comlinks had restricted
power so they couldn't get much outside the Imperial compound. Hewasfairly certain that thefolksin



the surrounding city redlly didn't have any ideawhat was going on there, and that they were discouraged
from paying too much attention.

Theingructor lifted his head and sniffed the air officioudy. "Y our suspicions are unwarranted, given the
objective of your mission and ours. We're prepping you to be an Imperia squadron that will get in past
Krennd's defenses. We're giving you the most advanced starfighter in the galaxy to do so. The secret of
your death is being maintained so Krennel will relax hisguard. Do anything to upset that delicate balance
and you could destroy the last best chance at ending Krennel'sreign of terror over the Hegemony.”

"I'll remember that." Corran winked at the man, and then stepped around him. "L et's see what these
thingshave"

Theingtructor's voice rose, but Corran didn't turn around to look at him. ™Y our attitude, Captain Horn, is
not redly conduciveto learning.”

Corran shrugged, and then turned and dropped into a crouch beside Gavin. "Go on."

Thelmp sighed. "Thisfirst exercise will beasmple one. You'll find the Senar Fleet Sysems TIE
Defender isthe fastest, best-equipped starfighter in the galaxy. Unlike other TIE designs, it incorporates
shields, which provide the pilot with an improved survivd profile. It has four lasersthat can befired
sngly, linked, or quadded, aswell astwo ion cannons. It carries eight concussion missiles or proton
torpedoes depending upon mission profile, and has atractor-5 beam. It isvery fast and highly
maneuverable, both in spacej and atmosphere. Findly, it has hyperspace drive, which dlowsthe ship to
accomplish deep space missions without requiring alarger ship to deliver it to the target.”

Corran shifted his shoulders uneasily while Hobbie coughed into his hand. Had the Imperid's managed to
deliver the TIE Defendersin sufficient quantities before the Emperor's death, the Rebel lion could have
foundered. The shields done would have alowed pilotsto survive errors and learn from their mistakes,
which would have made the Imperial Navy'sfighter corps much deedlier. Whileit still took agood pilot
to get afighter through combat in one piece, pilots only got good if they didn't die; and the Defender
would keep alot more of them dive.

The insgtructor pointed aremote toward the dozen ball cockpit simulators and pressed a button. The
round egress hatches on the tops hissed open and rose dowly. "Get into your fighters, sed up your flight
suits, and initiate the engine start sequence. Once everyoneisready to go, well begin.”

Corran climbed up on the cockpit. He pulled the hatch closed behind him, locked it down, and flipped
the safety switches on the explosive release bolts. Dropping down onto the seet, he strapped himsdif in,
and then pulled on hishelmet and sealed it againgt the flight suit's high collar. He connected the hosesto
the environmenta control unit he wore on his chest, and then stuck out histongue and activated the
comlink viaatongue switch.

"Red Nine online with communications." Corran shook his head. He didn't like the Rogues having to shift
away from the Rogue designator. Wedge hadn't liked it, either, which iswhy hed chosen Red. Ashed
explained out of earshot of the Imps, Red Squadron had been the designation for the group that
destroyed the first Death Star, and that made the choice a bit more palatable to Corran.

He shrugged. WEll just have to use the Red designator asinspiration, | guess. Corran punched up the
ignition sequence and got console lights showing his engines were both running at 100 percent efficiency.
He hit two other “buttons that shunted energy into the shields and energy weapons. He brought his
heads-up display to life, and then reached out with his gloved hands and took hold of the fighter's



controls.

Aswith other TIES, the Defender worked with awhed and yoke control system. Pulling back and
pushing forward would make the fighter climb and dive respectively, just asthe X-wing stick would do
the same on that fighter. To get the ship to bank and turn, however, the pilot twisted the blocky pandl
mounted to the top of the yoke. Aswith alandspeeder's controls, turning to the left would send the ship
left and vice versa. The grips on either end of the pand had trigger switchesto fire weapons, and
between them lay an array of buttons and switches that controlled the throttle, weapon selection, target
acquisition, data streaming to the primary monitor, and avariety of lesser functions. Each was manipulate
with aflick of athumb, and though Cor-ran preferred the X-wing's stick, he didn't find this system that
tough to work with.

Rudder pedals contracted and expanded maneuvering planes that vectored engine thrust, swinging the
fighter'stail around for quick course aterations. This contributed to the fighter's added maneuverability,
which, along with the shields, would make the ship very hard to kill.

"Red Nineisgood to go." He glanced low left at the auxiliary monitor showing the status of his shields,
and then up at the lines of lights representing his weapons. Dead center in the weapons display bar was
two countersindicating he was carrying eight concusson missiles. Thisisalot of firepower for a
fighter-more than enough to fight a B-wing to a standdtill.

Theingructor'svoicefilled hishemet. "The missonissmple: Y ou will engage your hyperdrive on your
current heading and drop out of hyperspace in thirty seconds. Y ou will find asmal space station and
some freighter traffic around it. Approach the freighter and station closaly enough to scan their cargoes.
Expect possible Reb...pirate activitiesin the area and dedl with them aswarranted.”

"Red Lead copies. Hyperdrive on my mark. Three, | two, one, mark."

The computer-generated display in the fighter's various viewpoints became a shifting tunnel of light.
Corran began to yawn and lifted his hand to cover it, but his bounced off his helmet. He growled mildly.
Having to these helmets is reason enough for any Imp pilot to come over to the Rebellion.

He watched the chronometer on hismain display trickle down to zero, and then his ship reverted to
realspace. A gpace station with three wedge-shaped platforms grafted at regular anglesto the middle of
itslong central spindle came into view. He dropped his crosshairson it and called up a sensor scan. The
computer designated it Y ag-prime and achill ran through Corran. It'sthe station a Y ag'Dhul, the one we
used as our basefor ending Isard's rule of Thyferra. Some one here is being very cute.

Corran brushed his right thumb over atargeting selection switch, toggling hisway through the variety of
shipsin the system. One freighter came up asthe Pulsar Skate, another asthe Last Chance, and yet
another asthe Millennium Falcon. They even have the Star's Delight here, the freighter that took me of f
Gargi and brought meto the Rebellion. Isard'stossing up here dl the freighters | mentioned in my
Lusankya interrogations, reminding me how much she'd gotten out of me.

He keyed his comlink. "They're playing some games with us, Lead. Not a problem for me, but we need
to stay sharp.”

"My thoughts, too, Nine." Wedge's voice faded for amoment. "Five, take Two Hight and head dong
two-four mark two-seven-three to check the two bulk freighters, and then take arun by the station.”

"Asordered, Lead." Tycho's voice crackled aong the comm frequency. "Two Hight on me."



Corranrolled histrip to starboard, and then leveled out and swooped in behind Tycho'sfighter. Inyri
brought Red Six up on Tycho's port side and Ooryl dropped Seven &ft right of Corran'sfighter. Nrin
cruised Eight into a high cover pogition to the formation's aft. Their course brought them in below the
Falcon and sensors reported it was hauling droids and weapons. Corran snorted, half expecting Isard to
havefilled theimaginary freighter's hold with spice.

Next came the Pulsar Skate, but sensors showed it as carrying passengers. Neither of the freighters
reacted in any way to the fighter fly-by, but Corran kept watching them on his aft scope. If the shields
come up, they could be the backstop for an ambush. He ruddered hisfighter around to starboard,
following the course correction Tycho made to bring theflight in on along loop toward the station. Way
out to port he could see flashes of One Hight lining up to do the samething.

"Six has readings of ships powering up in the Sation.”
"Saven confirms. Profileisthat of Defenders”

Corran frowned as adozen TIE Defenders came up out of the station. A red light began blinking on his
HUD, indicating that something had atarget lock on him, and then a second burned to et him know a
missile had been launched a him. "Nine hasincoming missiles.”

"Evasve, dl, now!"

Tycho'sfighter rolled hard to port, while Corran went starboard. He hesitated for a second, and then
began to thumb hisway through the various threets in the system. He found the missile heading hisway
and turned his ship until it was coming straight in at histall. He watched its range scroll down on the main
display, and when it hit ahundred meters, he snaprolled to port, inverting hisfighter, and then he dove for
asecond.

The missile shot past and its momentum took it well beyond his ship. Reversing hisroll, Corran brought
the Defender's nose back up and targeted the missile. He ruddered his ship around, keeping hisfighter
facing the missile asit cruised through the arc that would bring it back on target to him. When it oriented
on him again, he hit thetrigger under hisright index finger. Two pairs of green laser bolts hissed out. The
second pair hit the missile, melting it. The propd-lant combusted into abig ball of flame, and an explosion
by the warhead a second later snuffed it.

Something inside of Corran kind of gave way as he glanced at his scopes. The Y ag'Dhul station bristled
with turbolaser batteries and wasfilling the space around it with lots of cohesivelight. A dozen enemy
trips twisted and spun through the system, while the Rogues scattered via evasive maneuvers. Part of him
redlized it was only an exercise, and the fact that the Imps would ambush them just to show the cocky
Rebe s how good they were didn't surprise him. He even allowed as how, in their boots, he'd have
serioudy contemplated the same thing. It probably was good for both groups of pilots.

Another part of him disagreed though. For these Imps, this smulator battle was redemption and
judtification. If they could best the Rogues, and then the Empire for which they worked, the Empire that
had been their mentor and provider, that Empire suddenly had been lost only because they had not been
employed inits defense. The frustration they felt at not having been present at Endor could be erased. In
their minds the Emperor could have lived, his Empire could have continued, and Coruscant would never
havefdlen, if only they had been there to defeat the Rebels, to defeat Rogue Squadron.

But they weren't there. Corran snorted angrily. Time to show them why it was just aswell they weren't.



Hitting switches on his control pand, he flipped his wegpons over to concussion missiles and doubled
them up. Then he dided histhrottle back to two-thirds of maximum. By hitting another switch, he shunted
the energy stored in the energy weapon capacitors into the engines, bringing his speed back up to the
maximum the fighter could do while fully recharging wegpons and shidds. Rolling to port and starting to
climb, he oriented himsdf toward a pair of tripsthat were cruising in on Ooryl'sfighter. The Gand had his
Defender dancing, making it tough for the Impsto do more than hit him with grazing shots.

"Seven, thisisNine. Move to two-four-oh mark ten, now. Break port on my mark."

A double-click came back on the frequency to let him know Ooryl heard the order and would comply.
The Defender leveled out and started off on the vector Corran had indicated. The Imps made course
corrections to keep coming on Ooryl'stail. Corran pointed his Defender at an intercept point, and then
kicked thethrottlein at full.

His speed climbed, as did his closure rate with the two trips following Ooryl. " Seven, mark."

Ooryl's Defender rolled hard to port and the Imp tripstrailed after him like hatchlings after amother
mynock. They cruised right across Corran's crosshairs and histarget acquisition system gave him ahard
lock fast, since held closed to point-blank range faster than the Imps expected. He hit histrigger, drilling
two concussion missilesinto thefirgt trip, and then ruddered around and launched two more at the
second one.

Thefirg pair of missleshit the Defender's aft shield smultaneoudy and collapsed it, only expending half
the energy released by"their detonations. The rest of the burning plasmaball they created melted away
the top fin and took with it the top of the cockpit. It aso fused thrust louvers, whirling the Defender into a
Spin that sent it back toward the Y ag'Dhul station.

The next pair of missiles hit their target in sequence. Thefirst missile blast took down the aft shield, while
the second missile flew straight into one of the two ion engines. lon thrust flared into asiiver-white cone,

and then the missile's explosion blew the cockpit's forward viewport out. The Defender ripped itself into
huge pieces and Corran flew through the middle of the dying explosion.

He nodded grimly. Given the Defenders warning systemsfor target locks, any long-distance shotswould
give his prey the same chance to destroy the missile or begin to evade that he would have. Only by
refusing to aim at them until the last second could he take them by surprise. The only true surprise he had
to work with was the enemy'sfailure to redlize that he could manufacture strategies that would work with
their equipment aswell asthey could, if not better.

Two of the enemy Defenders vectored in on his aft, so herolled to starboard and began aweaving runin
at the space station. Green laser bolts flashed past him from the rear, while curling lines of red boltsrose
toward him from the station. Course correcting abit to the right, he raced in at the station's centra spire.
Hisflight path set him up to run abit starboard of it, and on his rear scope he saw the Defenders split to
pursue him as he came around.

Ashe camein tight he chopped histhrottle back, and then activated the Defender's tractor beam. It
latched hold of the space gtation, but since it massed far more than the star-fighter, it didn't go anywhere.
Instead the tractor beam acted like aline that shortened the arc of Corran'sturn. The pilot flicked the
beam off again, and then throttled up and hauled back on the yoke to climb.

HisHUD went red as his crosshairs swept over one of the Defenders coming after him. He launched



another pair of concussion missiles, which drilled into the trip and ripped it gpart. Then the missile-lock
warning light flashed on hisdisplay, prompting him to invert and dive. The concusson missile that had
been coming at him shot past, but his dive carried him straight into aturbolaser salvo from the gtation.

The smulator screens went black, and then the egress hatch's emergency rel ease triggers snapped back
into the safe position and the hatch opened. Corran pulled off his helmet, released hisrestraining belts,
and hauled himself up out of the smulator. Sweat poured down his face and stung his eyes. He licked salt
from hislipsand sat perched on the hatch, luxuriating in the cool ar of the smulator chamber.

Looking around he saw some of the Rogues chatting with Imperid pilots. That surprised him, but ashe
watched the men and women weave their hands through smple pantomimes of the battles they'd fought,
he began to smile. They ambushed us, but they ended up being as surprised as we were by it. Toward
the back of the room he saw Wedge and the Imperia leader, Colond Vessery, smiling as they conversed
closly.

Corran nodded dowly. Both leaders had clearly seen that their pilots would be suspicious and defensive,
ready to take offense at whatever the other group might say or do; yet both groups needed to work
together. Thislittle exercise pointed out that each Side had good pilots, and that the pilots had morein
common than they might have otherwise expected. Mutua respect will bring us closer faster, and let us
compete as equals. That's good.

He swung hislegs up over the edge of the hatch, and did down to the deck. He stumbled as he landed,
but an Imperid pilot helped steedy him. "Thanks."

"Not aproblem.” The Imp smiled at him. ™Y ou were the guy who tractored the station?"
"Guilty ascharged.”

The Imp nodded. "Very impressve. I'll haveto keep my eye onyou.”

Corran laughed lightly. "Use both of them. | am aRogue, after dl.”

26

Whisgtler'slights popped on and the little R2 droid began surveying the room in which he found himsaif.
Asde from the light he produced, he detected no other source of light energy. His scan did revea power
conduits, computer cable conduits, and afairly large system of air ductwork behind the walls. Theroom
had only one door, which appeared to be quite dense, and he found no therma bleed-through from any
living creatures standing guard neer it or againgt thewall.

All of this datafiltered into asmple program that assessed his Situation and made available different
optionsfor hisfuture actions. In the past the program had recommended returning to a dormant state,
with lights off, monitoring local comm frequenciesfor any communication from Corran. He had beenin
that passive wait state from the moment the Imperias had placed him in the room with the rest of Rogue
Squadron's astromech droids. Corran had managed to communicate with him viacomlink and gave
Whidtler access to the scramble codes the Imperials used, aswell asaway to tap the comm traffic during
the training sessions they went through.

Corran had aso informed him of the Rogues status.

The circumstances they found themsalvesin wereindeed darming. Whistler's awareness of thisfact was



based on hisanalysis of Corran's speech patterns and the signs of stressin his voice. He catalogued those
sgnsof anxiety dong with the key words that seemed to trigger them: Isard [status dive], Imperid Base
[secret], TIE Defenders [secret], and mission [secret, dangerous].

Whistler began a passive scan of comlink frequencies. He catalogued the vocabulary being used on each,
and then ran a correlation between them. First he determined that the Rogues and their Imperial
counterparts were running yet another smulation that pitted theriva pilots againgt each other. Over the
past two weeks this sort of training mission had become common. On the other frequencies he began
picking up comments that indicated Corran's hunch about the base had been correct. The pilot had
guessed that in such asmadl facility, with no serious thregtsto ded with, watching the smulator battles
between the Rogues and the Imps would attract alot of attention. Whistler's correlations indicated
voyeur traffic on 65 percent of the loca frequencies and, moreimportantly, 85 percent of the security
frequencies.

That percentage flipped abit in aprogram. A line of code caled up Whistler's evasion and escape
programming. Such programming was not common in an astromech droid, but few astromech droids had
been refitted for work in the Corellian Security Force. Not only had his preparation for that work
equipped him with specid circuitry that allowed for surveillance and andysi's, escape and evasion, and an
array of code-dicing programs, but it had even shifted internal components around such that when a
restraining bolt was fastened to himi it did little more than communicate the result of commands sent by a
remote. When the Imperia tech had used the remote on him, Whistler feigned shutting down and starting
up again. More than once criminals had assumed a security droid was disabled by arestraining bolt and
had learned to regret that assumption.

Regardless of the fact that the cylindrical device afixed to historso did nothing to restrain him, Whistler
rolled over to the corner of ashelving unit, lodged the cylinder next to the edge, and quickly spun his
body. The restraining bolt snapped off and clattered to the floor.

Whigtler dlowed himsdf alow, bardly audible whistle. Whirling his head about he spotted Gate and
rolled over to the red and white R5 astromech. Whistler reached out with his pincer arm, sent ablue
trickle of energy over the restraining bolt on Gate's torso, and then pulled it free.

Gate's lights flashed on and the droid began to shudder, bouncing from foot to foot.

Whistler tootled a him to calm down, and then quickly answered the taler droid's inquiries about
location and status. Whistler reassured him that the mission they were being sent on had official sanction.
Hedso informed Gate of the highly risky nature of their mission with alow tone.

Gate countered sharply that his microprocessing time was too va ugble to waste andyzing meaningless
odds. Inthefind analyss, he suggested, they were droids who had been entrusted with a mission and
they would accomplish it. All non-vita calculationswould only waste time and power.

Whistler hooted happily and rolled over to the large air intake vent mounted in the wall. He brought out
his cutting attachment and diced through one of the screws holding it in place. Gate joined him, cutting the
grate free. Whistler dowly backed away, letting the grate lean into the room, and then he caught hold of
one edge with his pincer and pulled it away from the dark cavity beyond.

Gate entered the ductwork with no difficulty at al. The maintenance and construction droids used to
create and repair the environmenta system in the base were dightly taller and decidedly broader than the
astromech droids. Gate caught hold of the other edge of the grate, alowing Whistler to come around to
the opening. The smdler droid took hold of the grate and pulled it into place, while Gate extended his



pincer and crimped ductwork around the edge of the grate to hold it in place.

The astromech droids rolled into the ducts and paused at an intersection. Whistler extended his
communications probe and jabbed it into a communications port. The metal ductwork distorted comm
frequencies enough that the repair droids regularly hooked into the base's communications and computer
system for position updates, repair requests, and other data. During histime passively surveying the
comm frequencies on the base, Whistler had picked up enough transmissions from repair droids coming
online and hooking into the communications network that he easily mimicked one and got into the system
in nanoseconds.

Firg he calibrated hisinterna clock with loca and Imperid standard times. Second he diced hisway into
the local spaceport scheduling and control system to download a complete schedule of arrivasand
departuresfor the next week. He found severd shipsthat were leaving within the next day, most of which
could easily find spacefor apair of astromech droids. The spaceport computer System even provided a
link to anumber of cargo brokers. Oncein their systems, he could obtain passage for himself and Gate.

Paying for their passage faced him with a quandary. Corran had explained that I sard wanted Rogue
Squadron to seem dead. If Krennel was unaware of their continued surviva, they could be used against
him. The very fact that Rogue Squadron had been ambushed a Distnaindicated that Krenndl had some
intelligence resourcesin the New Republic, and the intervention of 1sard's forces meant she had
intelligence sources within Krennel's Hegemony-and possibly within the New Republic aswell. Paying for
the passage from the various accounts Corran held-accounts Whistler could embezzle from without too
much trouble since he knew dl the relevant passwords and numbers- might suggest Corran lived. That
word would get back to Krennel and Isard, placing the Roguesin danger from whatever Isard's angry
reaction might be.

From his communications with the Pulsar Skate's computer, Whistler had drawn alist of accounts that
Mirax maintained for her business dedlings. Using one of them seemed most effective, Snce she often
authorized shipments between points so she could pick them up at some waystation. Still, unauthorized
use of one of her accountswould likely attract too much attention and might suggest to her that the
Rogues had survived. While Whigtler had no evidence to suggest Mirax was anything but smart, her
reaction in absence of solid evidence might aso jeopardize things.

The Skate had yielded yet older accounts, onesthat Mirax had not tapped in along time. All the data
concerning them indicated Booster Terrik had established them well before held been sentenced to
Kessdl, and had not been touched since. Whistler analyzed the account activity and balances, and picked
one of them to finance their escape.

Whistler ran through a quick threat andlysis of their escape route, cross-correlating reports of crimes,
percentages of Jawas and Ugnaughtsin theloca populations, and the fluctuating resale prices on droids
along the course to their destination. Most of the risks seemed minor but there were acouple of points
wherethe potentid for interference seemed high. That assessment clicked in another piece of program
that sent off a message setting up arendezvous with someone who would be able to get them past the
dangerous part of their journey and to their find destination.

If he showed up.
Whistler went over the text of the message again, edited it more closdly, and sent it.

Hewould show up.



Whistler quickly established their primary connections, and then created four separate and dternate
routes to get where they needed to go. With a high-frequency series of squeals and whistles meant to
register abovetheleve of human hearing, he communicated full detailsto Gate. Then the two of them
rolled off together to the maintenance egress hatch near the atmaospheric control plant at the rear of the
building. Onceit grew dark outside, they'd escape the base and world, to get Rogue Squadron the help it
was sure to need.
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Corran Horn wiped the sweat from hisface and let historso sag forward over the padded bar of the
abdomind muscle weight machine. Though only driving sixty-five kilos on one gravity per repetition, the
weight added up, and his sore scomach muscles were beginning to burn. Something about the dull pain
fdt good, asif it werereminding him hewas dive.

"Hat abdominals? | suppose your wife likes them?”

Corran's head snapped around. Y sanne Isard, clad in askintight workout uniform that covered her from
kneesto elbow and throat, stood in the doorway. Black stripes running down the sides of thearms,
flanks, and legs of the red bodystocking matched the fingerless black gloves she wore. She clung to each
end of the black towel she had looped around her neck, making her appear amost casud, asif their
meeting in the base weight room had been by accident.

Nothing she doesis by accident. The pilot narrowed his eyes. ™Y ou want something?”

Isard shrugged and moved into the room to seat hersdlf at aleg-curl machine. "I thought | would tell you
that your latest attempt to get amessage out to your wife hasfailed. Using her designator code asthe
origin code for amessage destined to be rglected by our system was an interesting idea, but an old one.
Our systems here are quite secure.”

"So far, you mean." Corran gritted histeeth and curled his body forward, hoisting the machine's weight
with his somach muscles. He forced himself to breathe with each repetition, focusing on the burning
sensation in hismusclesand using it to drive Isard from hismind.

Shewaited until hefinished. "Y our persstence isadmirable, asisthe passion you expressfor your wifein
the messages.”

"Enjoyed them, did you?' He shook his head, spraying sweeat around the room. "I'll continue to send
them.”

"Why?Y ou know I'll intercept them dl.”

"Niceto know you'll have something to do with your time." Corran unwrapped his body from the
machine and dowly stood. "Asfor why, it'sbecause | love her and | know shell be hurt thinking I'm
dead.”

Isard raised an eyebrow. "Y ou'll be reunited with her once you've destroyed Krenndl.”

"So that's what, another month of pain? No good." Corran frowned at her. "Haven't you ever loved
anyone?'

The question seemed to catch her off-guard and Corran felt awave of surpriseroll off her. Once again



Corran regretted not having gone with Luke Skywalker to train himsalf to be a Jedi, because he could
have used that moment of vulnerability to open her up. | could find out what she'sredly planning and
prevent her from accomplishing it.

Isard brushed her hands down the tops of her thighs. "I have loved, yes, but | trusted that he would know
if I lived or died."

"That's asking alot. No one can possibly know..." He stopped in mid-sentence as he recalled arumor
about her. "The Emperor? Y ou loved the Emperor?”

"Captain Horn, the surprise in your voiceis hardly appropriate. Isit any surprise that | would find mysalf
attracted to the brightest star in the galaxy? | was raised on Imperia Center; | came of age during
Papatinestime. He was immensdy charismatic. He could look you in the eyes and touch the person you
were. Helived for his dream of astable galaxy.” Her voice took on an edge. "And he died for it."

"l hope you're not expecting an gpology.”

"From you for that? No." Isard set the weight machine for forty kilos, and then began bending her legs,
lifting the weight. Her voice remained even though the sirain began to flush her skin. ™Y ou do owe mean

gpology, though.”

"Oh, really? For what?* Corran folded his arms across his chest. "Not the destruction of Lusankya, |
hope, because I'm not at al sorry about that.”

"No, no, not that." Isard finished the last rep and smiled up at him. "Actualy I'm pleased the ship isgone.
Until you escaped fromiit, the ship had been pristine, even virgind. Y our escape...violated it and soiled it.
Whilel used it to escape Imperid Center, | had little to do with it after that. | couldn't think of itin the
sameway. In many ways| wasglad it died.”

"So werewe." He shook his head. "I've heard from Wedge how you scattered the other prisoners, which
answers one of the two questions | had concerning the ship.”

"And the other was?'
"How you got it buried beneath the surface of Coruscant?’

Her nose wrinkled with his use of the pre- and post-Imperia namefor theworld, but it took a moment or
two beyond that for her to provide her response. "1 wish | knew. | know where and when Lusankyawas
created, and | know when it was given to me, so | have narrowed down the possible dates for its
insertion into the world, but even asdirector of Imperid Intelligence | could find no clue asto how the
insertion happened.”

"But it had to have taken hundreds of construction droids and weeks of time. A project that size could
not have gone unnoticed.”

"I would agree, unless...the Forceis something | do not understand and cannot touch, but the Emperor
could. Isit possible he drew the ship down and buried it using the Force? | suppose. Isit possiblethat he
merely stretched his mind out and prevented anyone from noticing the ship's descent? Also possible” She
shook her head. "All I know isthat the Emperor confided its location to me at roughly the sametimeits
Sster ship, the Executor, became operationd .



A chill ran down Corran's spine. Even unschooled as he was in the Force, held managed to blank the
mind of astormtrooper looking for him. If the Emperor could manage to do that for billions of people, the
miracle of the Rebdlion isthat it succeeded at dl.

"So, the Emperor never redly reckoned with the threat the Rebellion represented to him, did he?!

She began pumping her legs again. "'l dways thought you were more trouble than he did. He exerted
great energies suppressing the internecine warfare between speciesin the Empire. He underestimated his
enemy. This makes him much like you, Corran Horn."

"Me?How doesthat follow?'

"The gpology you owe me. It'sfor underestimating me." Isard gave him asmilethat puckered hisflesh.
"Y ou thought you'd killed me, but you hadn't. Y ou didn't push, you didn't pursue. | had thought you
would have been more diligent than that. Y our father certainly would have been.”

Corran stiffened, and then spitted her with aharsh glare. "What you know of my father you stripped from
my brain when you had me on Lusankya. I'm not going to let you use my own memories againg me."

"Oh, it'snot your memories I'm using, but my own.” Her smiletightened dightly as she began athird set
of repetitions. "I met your father once. Spent some time with him. He was most annoying and prevented
me from accomplishing my misson.”

"Likefather, likeson."

"Indeed." Isard crawled out of the weight machine and stood dightly taler than Corran. "The annoyance
factor with you is getting to be too much. | want you to stop trying to send messages out of here. Y oulll
jeopardizethe misson.”

Corran shook his head, and then walked over to atriceps extension machine and sat down. He glanced
over a her. "You don't fool me, Isard. Y ou don't fal in love with someone like the Emperor because you
liketheway helaughs or the cute dimpleshe has. Y ou fdl in love with him because you fed akinship to
him. Y ou wanted what he wanted, which was power; and that lust for power won't go away. Just the
way you brought us here and keep us here reflects your need for control. Y ou have agod and everything
esewill besubordinatetoit.”

She dabbed with her towel at adroplet of sweeat running down from her Ieft temple. "Generd Antilles
knowswhat | want. He knows what the price for my cooperation is. What | want from you is your
cooperation so that | have my best chance at success.”

"Andif | don't agree?’

Her eyes narrowed. "1 know, Corran Horn, you are capable of fierce loves and loydlties. If you persstin
sending messages out, | will have your astromech taken gpart, and | will scatter those parts further than
my clone ever scattered the Lusankya prisoners. With athousand years and athousand Jedi you would
not be ableto reconstruct Whidtler. Hisfateisin your hands."

Corran let hisjaw drop open to cover his surprise. Her bald-faced threat to Whistler didn't surprise him.
He'd considered the droids hostages from the second the restraining bolts had been placed on them.

What her threat did mean, however, was that no one had noticed Whistler was missing yet. Asnearly as
Corran could determine the droid had vanished aweek previoudy, which meant hewasfairly well dong



on themission Corran had given him.

He scrubbed his hands over hisface, and then hung his head. "Y ou know, the only problem with you is
that while you might have loved, you never were loved back. Y ou know how much your threat hurts, but
only because you've seen such threets hurt others. Y ou don't know firsthand the pain you'reinflicting.”

"I don't have a problem with being saved that sort of pain.”

"No, | don't suppose you do." Corran looked up at her and met her bicolored stare openly. ™Y ou know,
thered pity inthat isthis: Y ou adso don't know that the best balm for that pain ishaving afriend, atrue
friend, someone you can trust no matter what. But, | imagine, to you that sort of blind trustissmply a
tool that can be used against someone.”

"Very effectively, too."

"I'm sure." Corran reach back behind his head for the weight bar. "Well, the one thing | trust about you is
that you'll be trueto your nature. And that nature, Madam Director, iswhat will kill you inthe end.”

Wedge Antillesraked his fingers through his brown beard. He didn't think the beard made him look any
different, and hismenta image of himsdlf till hadn't adjusted to include it. Even so, it changed the outline
of hisjaw enough to fuzz recognition and, combined with the prosthetic he'd wear to become Antar Roat
again, it should enable him to get past any security screening Krennd put him through.

Colond Vessary looked over at him from across the holoprojector's sector map of Ciutric. "Do you have
reservations about this plan?"

Wedge shrugged. "Same | have about every plan beforeit goes off. We get dipped into Ciutric asan
Imperid unit looking for sanctuary. Wefit in, and then | send out amessage that getsto you and in twelve
hours you show up with the commandos well need to break open the prison holding the Lusankya
prisoners. At the same time the New Republic shows up with afleet that will pound Krennel and liberate
Ciutric. A lot of things can go wrong there."

Vessery amiled. "True enough, but most of them comein dong the lines of command and contral. With
the Director controlling communi cations and making sure messages go where they're meant to go,
everyone should show up ontime. Y our flight missons arefairly straightforward. Oneflight will diminate
the shields over Ciutric whilethe other neutrdizes the defensive positions around the prison. Both units
will then suppress ground defenses and air support. Asyou have seen in the smulations, the Defenders
arewel| suited to these tasks and more than capable of standing up to the punishment.”

"Nice machines. | still prefer my X-wing, but I'll teke atrip in apinch.”

"Flying onein combat will convince you." Vessery looked over at the doorway asaslhouettefilled it.
"Comein, Mgor. ThisisGenerd Antilles, Mgor Telik. Mgor Tdik will be leading the commandos on
the operation.”

Wedge took the dender man in with aglance. His high cheekbones and sharp nose gave hisface an
angular cast. Dark brows, which matched the close-cropped hair on his head, shadowed deep brown
eyes. Not terribly muscled, Telik took Wedge's proffered hand and shook it with asurprisingly strong

orip.

"Glad to have you with us, Mgor."



"My pleasure, Generd." Heturned to Vessary. "I've studied and annotated the plan for hitting the prison.
| like the basic setup, but I've got afew changesin mind. | don't want to lock them in until | canrun
through asm with my people, but | think they will streamline the operation and minimize casudties.™

Vessery nodded. "That's to be desired.”

Telik turned back toward Wedge. "1 would have preferred to bein on the planning from the start, but |
was on Commenor and have only recently returned. While | wasthere | saw two acquaintances of yours.
Mirax Terrik and "dlaWessri."

Wedge blinked. "What were they doing on Commenor?"'
"Following up on the leads planted by Krenndl's people to lure Rogue Squadron to Distna.”

"Interesting.” Wedge scratched at histhroat. Hed noticed that Telik had referred to "Krennd's people'
and not "Isard's clone" asthe one who had been planting those clues. Either he didn't know, or didn't feel
he could pass that information on to Wedge if he did. Wedge expected no lessin the way of
informationa security by Isard's people, which was why the whole mention of Commenor struck him as
odd.

Tdik amiled. "The Wessiri woman impressed me agrest dedl. Shewasin adifficult Stuation and |
managed to dip her ablaster, which she used to affect her escape. Terrik went with her and, later, | saw
they were fine. Not but one out of adozen people could have done what she did.”

"For aslong as I've known her, she's been very good." Wedge pasted a smile on hisface. Therewas no
way Tdik would have mentioned hisrun to Commenor, hishaving helped Iellaand Mirax, and their
escape, if Is-ard had not told him to do so. Hearing what he'd heard certainly put Wedge in Telik's debt,
which would help inspire the sort of trust that would make the mission work more smoothly.

By the same token, I've just been told that hard has aline on two friends of mine. If things do not go the
way shewantsthem to go, Iellaand Mirax could bekilled, or worse. The sorry plight of the Lusankya
prisoners had not escaped Wedge's mind. Just because Isard wants meto trust Telik isn't areason not to
trust him, but | will guard againgt problems, somehow.

Wedge sighed. "Well, well be going back and forth over these plansfor along while, | guess, sincewe
don't have someone as good as ldlla hereto tell us how to fix them. It strikes me that the only remaining
part of the plan to put into placeisfor meto record amessage for Admiral Ackbar that will get himto
bring aNew Republic fleet with him to destroy Krenndl."

Vessery nodded. " Two messages, actualy. One will outline the plan and prepare the New Republic to

move. The second will contain the order for them to go. Moving forces around agalaxy seldom alows
for split-second timing-as we have dl learned-but it can be closdly smulated and well haveto settle for
that.”

"Worked when we took Coruscant.” Wedge suppressed asmile. "Well, let us cook up the text of the
first message I'll send, so the Director can approve it. Then we can set about ending Delak Krenndl's

longreign.”
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Whistler dodged around workers stacking crates on binary load lifters and shot down the ramp from the
Worldhopper's cargo hold. The captain, an older man with two twin sonswho crewed for him, glanced
in hisdirection but did nothing to stop him. Rennik had been paid to get Whistler and Gate to Oradin, on
the planet Brentaal, and no further. HE done his job and turned his attention back to adjudicating a
dispute between his sons.

Whistler whirled his head around and piped acal to Gate to join him. The R5 droid whistled back
mournfully, and then dowly rolled down the ramp. His previoudy pristine red and white exterior was
stippled with aseries of black and brown burn marks. More galling than that, however, Gate had been
fitted with aconical scrap-metal cap that trailed along ribbon of bright blue fabric. A few spot welds held
itin place and, despite their best efforts; neither droid had been able to free Gate from the cap.

Whidtler fixed hisvisud lens on the Rennik brothers and digitized their exact likenesses. He had no
program in place a the moment to exact revenge for what they had done to Gate, but when time alowed
he would pull up one of the many practical joke programs held picked up a CorSec and in histime with
the squadron, and implement it with the Rennik twins asthe target.

He communicated hisintention to Gate.
Gate replied that it would be suitable for the two boys to be made targets.

Whidtler agreed. To relieve the boredom of the trip, the two boys had welded the cap to Gate's head,
and then used powered-down blastersto try to shoot the ribbon that trailed after Gate as the droid
ducked and dodged through the cargo hold. The ribbon quickly proved to be too tough atarget for them,
s0 they settled for shooting the droid. The number of crates being unloaded from the ship bearing burn
marks gave testimony to how bad the brothers were a marksmanship, but in the confines of the hold
Gate couldn't dodge forever.

Whigtler swiveled his head around, taking in afull view of the hangar area where the Worldhopper had
landed. Oradin boasted an Imperial-class spaceport, but the World-hopper had put down at one of the
older portions of it. The center of the landing bay areawas open to the night sky and, once ships touched
down, asmadl tractor beam in each unloading bay would pull the ship into itsown little niche. A dozen
ships could be serviced at this one area, making it ahive of activity.

For aliving creature, the chaos might have been overwheming, but Whistler remained focused. Large
holographic projectorsfilled the air with al sorts of advertisementsfor everything from upscae resorts
like the Grand Oradin Hotel to placesthat offered tiny coffinlike spacesfor deep. Restaurants displayed
endless assortments of dishes, dl glistening, some still moving, to temp spacerstired of prepackaged fare.
Machineslarge and small darted about, shifting crates from ship to ship, or ship to storage, with customs
officials and trangt agentsall screaming at each other in loud voices. All manner of crestures and droids
wandered around, some with clear intent, others moving furtively-causing Whidtler to classfy them as
possible threats. Everything else he ignored because none of it was important to accomplishing his
mission.

He asked Gate to keegp watch on some of the threats, and then moved over to a communi cations station
and inserted his probe into the appropriate jack. He entered the MESTOP system with ease and fed into
it the communi cations address held fabricated for any messages. The "Messagesto Spacers’ system took
alittlewnhileto retrieve the single message that had been sent to him whilein trangt, and the message itself
conssted of nothing more than aroom number a the Grand Oradin Hotel and a span of dates.

Whistler confirmed that the present date was within the span and hooted with joy. He spun hishead



around to let Gate know they werein timeto make their next leg of thetrip, but only managed to get out
alow moan. Gate echoed the tone and dowly rolled back toward Whistler.

In knots of two and three, some Ugnaughts dowly sauntered toward them. The little creatures avoided
looking at them directly, but some carried restraining bolts and others the flash-wel ders needed to fix
them to the droids. Lurking further back, ahooded Twi'lek flicked lekku impatiently at the Ugnaughts,
encouraging them to be bolder.

Whistler hooted at Gate and the larger droid brought out his pincer. Blue sparks arced between the
forks, widening the Ugnaughts eyes. They dowed their gpproach, which drew the Twi'lek in close
enough for Whistler to get agood look at hisface.

In seconds, using codes he'd employed many times with CorSec, Whistler diced into the Spaceport
Security Authority. He married the Twi'lek'simage to afugitive warrant template, added charges of
smuggling, davery, and severd other unsavory crimes, tacked on areward of 25,000 credits, and
pumped it into the system. He flipped a bit that noted the suspect was armed and extremely dangerous
and amoment later the Twi'lek'simage burned to lifein the air over the hangar, accompanied by the
blaring of adozen loud sirens.

The Twi'lek, the Ugnaughts, and just about everyone else in the hangar looked upward. The Twi'lek's
lekku twitched furioudy and he began to run in the direction of the Worldhopper. The Rennik twins
immediately shouted at him and, with blastersin hand started scattering shotsin his generd direction.
People screamed and ran, more blaster-fire erupted, and scarlet energy boltsfilled the air.

Into the maelstrom Whistler charged, with Gate a his side, ribbon snapping and popping. Rolling at full
gpeed they blasted into atrio of Ugnaughts, toppling them and sending their tools flying. Other Ugnaughts
gave chase, but an errant burst of blasterfire cut one down and sent the rest diving for ferrocrete.

Howling like wounded banthasin the Jundland Wastes, the droids cut to the left and into asmal corridor.
Whistler took the turn abit wide and crashed into the wall, with sparkstrailing from hisright flank.
Spinning his head about he saw the smear of green paint he left behind on the wal, but two blaster bolts
burned into it, leaving guttering little firesto consumeit. Cutting to the left to see past Gate and his ribbon,
Whistler just missed toppling acustoms officia. The droids raced past her, ignoring her calsto stop, and
sped out into the shadowy Oradin Streets.

Finding the Grand Oradin Hotel did not present much of a problem for the droids. A quick scan of the
facade reveded hints of old lettering that had once graced the building. The owners had smply replaced
theword "Imperid™ with theword "Oradin” to reflect the planet's changing loydlties. Insde the [obby the
Aurebesh letter ISk Hill appeared in decorations, but al the new signs had the Osk for Oradinin the
appropriate place.

The main turbolifts steadfastly refused to admit two unescorted droids, informing Whistler that the hotel
had standards. Whistler matched Gate's sulking tone, and then headed off around the corner and through
adoor marked STAFF ONLY . At the rear of the main liftslay the freight lift, which was quite happy to
help the droids out. It turned out that the freight lift's main processing unit had once operated one of the
passenger turbolifts until it had been replaced during an upgrade cycle. The lift indicated its processor had
been deemed too "Old Republic” to work during the Imperid regime.

Whidtler and Gate patiently exchanged glances as the turbolift went on about the variousindividuas hed
lifted and lowered during histime. Thelift roseto the fourteenth floor and opened dowly, spinning out a
tale of the battle for Brentaal that Gate actually wanted to hear, Snceit involved Wedge, but from atime



well before Gate flew with him. Whistler suggested they could get the download on their return trip and
thelift promised them asmooth ride.

The droids rolled down the hallway to the room 1428. Whistler played out a series of tones meant to
announce them, but the door did not open. He tried again, but the door remained closed. Gate rolled
forward and played the tones out, too, getting aresult neither of them expected.

Behind them, the door to 1429 opened. Whistler swiveled his head about and |ooked up at the
dark-haired man staring down at him. The man stroked his goatee, and then smiled dowly. "Well, | knew
Boogter hadn't sent that message to me, but | didn't expect adroid, much lesstwo.”

"Y ou should be careful, Karrde, they could be bait for atrap.”

Taon Karrde glanced back into the room and tossed the datapad held been holding to the man standing
there. "They didn't scan for explosives or wegpons, though that hat 1ooks somewhat lethal .

Gate moaned.
Whidtler turned his body around and projected a message identifying himsdif.

Karrde squatted down to read it. "Whistler, yes, the droid partnered with Booster's son-in-law. Now
that's curious, since you've both been reported dead at Distna. What isit | can do for you?”

Whistler spelled out hisrequest.

"Take you to Boogter's Errant Venture?' He turned in the doorway and looked at the other man. "Mind if
we take aside trip on our way to picking up your ship, Aves?’

"I've waited thislong for my own command, Karrde, another week or so won't hurt.” The man smiled
broadly. "Besides, seeing Booster and the Venture isalways amusing.”

Whistler hooted and flashed another messageinthe air.

Karrde laughed and patted Whistler on the head as he straightened up. "Y es, Whistler, | do demand
payment for my services. | suspect there are things you can tell methat will more than pay for your
passage. If you negotiate with me aswell asyou negotiated your way here, I'm certain welll reach adeal
that will work for al concerned.”

Waiting beside her father for the Skipray Blastboat to cometo rest on the deck of the Errant Venture's
forward landing bay, Mirax wished she could be anywhere e se. Just thinking about meeting Talon
Karrde again took her back to the time when they'd worked together closely to bring Y sanne Isard
down. And thinking of those times made her remember when Corran asked her to marry him, and her
father's reaction when he discovered they were married.

Those memoriesripped open the wound in her spirit caused by Corran's death. In it she found echoes of
the pain she'd felt when Corran was believed to have died on Corus-cant, but that pain seemed dull and
distant. She redlized that part of the reason she fdlt things more keenly now was because previoudy
Wedge had helped her through the trouble, but he was gone, too. Wedge's death also hurt Iellaand
conjured up for her the pain of having lost her husband, Diric, on Coruscant.

The fact that the Errant Venture had visited Distna and found evidence of Rogue Squadron's demise



madeit impossibleto beieve they had not al died. When Corran went missing on Coruscant, the lack of
abody meant she hadn't fully accepted his death as being red. While they found no body at Distna, they
had found part of his X-wing, and some of the battleroms recovered from other ships showed Corran's
fighter had been hit and out of the battle fairly early on. He would have been helplessto defend himsdif.

Shelooked over at her father asthe Blastboat's gangway extended itself and Booster started forward. "'l
really don't want to be here, Father."

"I know, Mirax, but Karrde requested your presence.” Her father reached out with hisright hand and
drew her in under hisarm. "Karrde might not be as smart as hethinks heis, but he'snot acruel man. If
he wanted you here, it's not to hurt you."

She sighed and wrapped her left arm around her father's waist asthey walked toward the ship. Booster
had aways bristled around Corran and found fault with him, but since his desth Booster had been very
kind and understanding. She was certain he would never admit to liking Corran, but he clearly
understood how important Corran had been to her and refrained from disparaging him in front of her
sncether discovery a Distna.

She smiled. Part of hisdesire to avenge Rogue Squadron doubtlessy comes from hislove for Wedge,

but I'll bet he wants to take a piece out of whoever killed Corran for having deprived him of something he
planned to do himself someday. She looked up at her father, and then laid her head against his chest as
he looked down at her. "Thank you."

Booster gave her shoulder a squeeze, and then brought his arm up over her head and extended it to
Tadon Karrde. "Y ou'relooking smug as aways, Karrde."

"I'm pleased to see you again, too, Booster." Karrde smoothed his mustache with hisleft hand. ™Y ou
remember my associate, Aves?

Booster shook the other man's hand. "Thisisthe one you're turning the Last Resort over to?
Congratulations on getting that command, Captain Aves.”

Aves blinked with surprise, and then looked over at Karrde. "I'm getting the Last Resort? How come
Booster knew before | did? Either our security isdipping..."

"Or I'mjust asbrilliant asever." Booster beamed and Mirax found his smileinfectious. "I deduced it,
actudly."

Karrde arched an eyebrow at Booster. ""Deduced it? This sounds very good.”

"It wassimple, redly. You'l recall that because you're now 'retired, | suggested obtaining the services of
some of your people and ships.”

Avesfrowned. Y ou were going to sell him the Last Resort?”
"l only wanted to lease it from Karrde, provide him some retirement income.”
Karrdelaughed. "As| recall, you don't have any money."

Boogter's head came up. "I'm not as liquid right now as | would like to be, but that is beside the point.
Karrde told methe Last Resort was not available, but that the new commander might consider some sort



of an arrangement. That'swhy you brought Aves here, isnt it, Karrde?'

"Oh, you thought?' Karrde shook his head. "It'sthe right answer for al the wrong reasons. Thisiswhat
makes you dangerous, Booster."

Mirax'sfather nodded. "Don't forget it."

"Not likely." Karrde reached out and took Mirax's right hand in both of his. "'l actualy cameto seeyou. |
would never intrude on your grief, but | think | have some good news for you."

Mirax rested her left hand on top of hisand smiled. "Thank you."

Karrde freed ahand and waved back at the Blastboat's hatchway. Mirax heard a triumphant squed, and
then tore her hands from Karrde's and ran up the gangway. Dropping to her knees, she wrapped her
arms around Whigtler's cylindrica body. She clung tightly to the droid, feding the breeze caused by his
dome spinning around.

She eased her hug open, and then sat back on her haunches. "Whistler, you're okay!" Another droid
behind him hooted and she smiled at him, too. "Gate, you've survived"

Karrde rested ahand on her shoulder. "Both of them are brimming with data, but afair amount of
operationd secrecy isinvolved here. We might want to moveto your father's office.”

"Good idea" Mirax stood and walked down the gangplank with Whistler. She kept her hand on his
dome, relishing the coldness of hismetd flesh. Even without word of Corran's surviva, she knew he
lived. If he were dead, Whistler would have been destroyed dong with him. If hewereinjured, Whistler
never would have left him. The only way Whistler could be hereisif Corran sent him, which means
Corran'sdive. Same thing goes for Wedge and Gate, so | have to imagine that most of Rogue Squadron
survived and iselsewhere.

The two droids, Booster, Aves, Karrde, and Mirax crowded into Booster's small office. Booster took
the chair behind the desk, leaving Aves and Karrde to shift debris from other chairsto the floor. Booster
did the holoprojector plate on his desk toward the forward edge and Whistler approached it with his
datgjack extended. Y et before he could plug himsdf in, alight on the projector's comlink console blinked
and Boogter hit it.

"Booster here, this better be good.”

lella's head and shoulders appeared above the device. "Very good, Boogter. | just had a message from
Generd Cracken. He wants us on Coruscant asfast as possible. He didn't say much, but | gather he has
news about Wedge. | can't believeit, but | gather Wedge and the others might be dive.”

Booster smiled. "1 think you can believeit, Idla. Come down to my office and you'll have more proof
than you ever needed.”

29

Generd Airen Cracken pointed the remote at the holo-projector set up in the center of the New
Republic Ruling Council's private briefing room. The Councilors tables made a three-sided square and
the projector had been set up at the open end of the formation. It had been oriented toward Chief
Councilor Mon Mothma, so when Wedge Antillessimage appeared, it looked straight at her.



"Admira Ackbar, General Cracken, you have my sincere welcome. | gpologize for any shock you fed at
seeing me again. | am alive and on the day | recorded this message, Sienar Fleet Systems stock hit
sixty-seven and seven-eighths on the Coruscant market, with twenty-three billion shares traded.

"Rogue Squadron survived the bettle at Distnathrough the intervention of agroup that has as much
reason to hate Krennd aswe do. They have offered their aid in destroying him and his Hegemony.
Toward this end they have been training Rogue Squadron for amisson that will leave Ciutric open for
conquest and allow usto rescue the Lusankya prisoners, including General Jan Dodonna. When Rogue
Squadronisin place, you will be sent another message. Y ou will have ten hours from that point to deliver
afleet to Ciutric. Details on Krennd's defenses are appended to this message.

"| regret there isno way for you to reply to thismessage. Y ou'll have four weeksto gather your fleet at
the staging areaand, within aweek after that, the order to go will be given. If you do not come, | have no
doubt that Rogue Squadron will truly die. | mention that not as motivation, but asfact. Sncewe are
aready believed dead, you may not want to confuse issues by announcing our survival just to let people
know weve died again.”

Wedge raised hisright hand and touched it to hisbrow in asalute. "I look forward to speaking with both
of you on Ciutric. Antillesout.”

Theimage faded to the Rogue Squadron crest, and then Cracken used the remote to shut off the
projector. He raised a hand as the Council members began to speak among themselves and quieted
them. "That message came in three days ago, and was recorded four days before that. The delay in
bringing it to your attention is my responsibility because | wanted my best peopleto look it over and they
were unavailable until yesterday. They concur that, despite the beard, the speaker isWedge Antilles.”

Mon Mothma pressed her hands together and rested her forearms on the table before her. "Did the
datafiles shed any more light on who ese might have survived Disna?”

"It is clear from thefilesthat Wedge thinks Janson ismissing. Their fileaso ligss Asyr Sa'lar, Lyyr Zatoq,
and Khe-Jeen See as missing in action--none of them were listed asbeing dead. Everyonedseisalive,
but only one person'simmediate family has been notified of the squadron’'s survival. | would not have let
anyone know, save for the fact that Corran Horn's wife was one of the people | used to verify the
message was from Wedge Antilles”

Leia Organa Solo nodded. "Understandable, Generdl. It looked to be Wedge to me, too. How do we
know he was not under duress ddlivering this message?”

"Indeed, it could be bait for atrap.” Sian Tew, the Sullustan Councilor, looked around at the others.
"Krennd could have taken himin and be using himto trap our flegt.”

Ackbar waved awebbed hand to dismiss that notion. "First, we have a code system in place to provide
warningsif one of our peopleis being forced under duressto make amessage, and Genera Antilles used
none of the code words that would have derted usto trouble. More importantly, the plan appended to
the message callsfor afleet of sufficient force to smash Krennd's fleet. We have not employed such a
large force againgt Krennd so far because we could not be certain we would catch him in one place. If
we deployed that force against him and he struck outside the Hegemony, he would serioudy damage the
peoples belief in our ahility to free worlds of tyranny.”

"As he continues to do by ambushing supply fleets headed for Liinade Three?' Borsk Fey'lyastroked the



creamy fur on histhroat. "That concerns me less, however, than the fact that Antillesis coyly silent about
theidentity of theindividuals who rescued Rogue Squadron at Distna. | would bet they are old-line
Imperid in nature.”

Cracken frowned a the Bothan Councilor. "Why would you suppose that, Councilor?'

"Do you not find it curiousthat out of the thirteen X-wing pilotsflying that day, the three confirmed kills
we have were nonhuman? Over three-quarters of those rescued were human. It strikes me that the
Imperid biasisa play here.”

Ackbar shook hishead. "Ridiculous.”

Cracken said nothing, and hoped he kept his surprise at Fey'lyals comments hidden. When Iellahad
arrived at Coruscant, she asked Cracken to cometo the Errant Venture and there revealed to him
Whidtler's evidence of Y sanne Isard's surviva and leadership of the group that was helping Rogue
Squadron. The way the ambush at Distna had been set up certainly proved that the real 1sard had
intelligence assetsin the New Republic till, and the fact that she'd not been mentioned by Wedge meant
shewanted her rolein things hidden. Since her help diminating Krennel could be the basisfor an
amnesty, keeping her identity hidden seemed like agood ploy; but Cracken had sparred with her for too
many yearsto let himsdf underestimate her or her penchant for duplicity.

Lelaglanced over at the Bothan. "I would remind my learned colleague that the Hegemony
worlds-despite Krennd's attempts to make them into a haven for humans-are only fifty-six percent
human in population, and severd worlds have a strong nonhuman mgority.”

"Who are ruled by a human minority, yes, Leia, | recal thoseworldswell." Fey'lyalooked around the
room at the other members of the Council. "I believe we have an unsavory Situation here. | suspect very
strongly that Krennd's subordinates are using Rogue Squadron to stage an uprising that will unseat
Krennd, and they expect usto put them in his place. While they will say they arejoining the New
Republic, the redity of human oppression in the Hegemony will not be changed. | think we should reject
this plan because of the obligationsit will placeonus.”

Ackbar stood to disagree. "With al due respect, Councilor, | believe you are dreading a poor harvest
and thefirst dgae cloud has yet to appear. The plan appended to the message is decidedly sound and |
seemuch of Generd An-tillessdirection init. Thiswill be a stunning opportunity to smash Krenndl. Even
if he wereto escape, we would gtill possess Ciutric, which isthe political and economic hub of the
Hegemony. We have dways known agtrike a Ciutric would shatter the Hegemony, and hereisaplan
that will dlow ustodoit.”

"That isdl well and good, Admiral Ackbar, but it still says nothing about the shadowy partnersin this
enterprise.” Fey'lyastood and opened hisarms. "What do we do if we discover that Grand Moff Tarkin
didn't die on the Death Star, but has been lurking, waiting for this opportunity to ask for sanctuary? What
do we do when he asksto be repaid for hisrolein this conquest of Ciutric? What if Genera Derricote,
the architect of the Krytosvirus, isnot dead, but instead is behind this move? Do we welcome him?
Perhapsthisis Thrawn's ploy, or even one masterminded by Y sanne Isard. Don't look so surprised,
Admird, | have my sourcesthat have told me what your Lusankya prisoners from Commenor have told
you. No matter how beneficia their contribution to the New Republic isin this operation, could we
reward them?'

Mon Mothmaraised ahand. "If you will permit me, | must say that Councilor Fey'lyaraises some
interesting points. The question of when and how someone who has worked for the Empire may make a



trangtion from enemy to friend is one we have not sufficiently addressed. We have accepted peoplelike
Generd Dodonnaand General Madine without question. Even after the Emperor's death, we dlowed
Imperias who had seen thefolly of their allegiance come over to uswithout penalty. Generd Garm Bel
Iblis presents a different sort of example, one of someone who, while he was one of the Rebellion's
founders, left usfor awhile because of differences with how things were being done. In choosing to
rgjoin us at an important moment, he contributed greetly to the New Republic's survival. We've accepted
him, but there have been those who have grumbled over that fact.”

Borsk Fey'lyasmiled, bowed his head toward Mon Mothma, and seated himself.

She continued. "These questions, however important, redly havelittle bearing on theissue a hand. We
started awar with the Hegemony and, so far, have failed to achieve a satisfactory outcome. Wedge
Antilles offers us a perfectly good plan that will alow usto end this conflict quickly. Theonly reason | can
seefor rgectingitisif it isunmilitarily sound. Admiral Ackbar saysit isnot, and we have trusted his
judgment beforein smilar matters. | see no reason to doubt him now."

Ackbar lowered himsdlf to hischair. "l believe | can assemble the taskforce required to take the world
within the two weeks. Wewill be ready to go then."

Sian Tew'slarge ears curled forward. "Y ou should take the full month. If you do, if the reports from the
Bilbringi shipyards are correct, the Lusankyawill be operationa. | would think adding a Super Star
Destroyer'sfirepower to any taskforce would be worth the delay.”

"The Lusankyawill take longer to be combat ready. We have not finished training acrew, and severa
more shakedown runswill be needed before the techsturn it over to acrew that can fight from her.”
Admira Ackbar's barabelstwitched. "Still, your point about firepower isagood one. To be on the safe
sde | will bring in more shipsthan caled for, to provide me with areaction force in case Krennel finds
new alies”

Cracken pointed afinger and swung it around to include everyone in the room. "The most important point
concerning this operation is smple: No word of it may leave this room. We suspect Krennel has some
intelligence assets within the government here-ex-Imperials, gpeciesist crazies, whomever. If any word of
thislesks, the whole operation will fail horribly.”

Mon Mothmanodded solemnly. "I'm certain al the Council members understand this. No lesk of this
affair will come from Coruscant.”

Ackbar stood again. "Then, if | may have your leave, we have planning to do.”
Outside the chamber, Ackbar rested a heavy hand on Cracken's shoulder. "Did | cover it well?

"Yes, Admird, better than most of my operativeswould have." Cracken smiled. The message from
Wedge Antilles had come in two forms. One, which they had played for the Council, specified five
weeks before an attack. The other, which they kept secret, chopped two weeks off the staging time. The
inevitable leak from Coruscant would have Krennd waiting for an attack that would take place two
weeks after they'd dready smashed hisfleet. Cracken had no redl love for deceiving his bosses, but if a
deception would protect the warriors who would die because of leaks, he had no problem lying as much

as necessary.

"Better than your operatives? | find that hard to believe." Ackbar led the way between two guardsinto
Cracken's office suitein the Imperia Palace. They passed through his antechamber, into his office, and



into the totally secure briefing room beyond it. Cracken closed the door behind them and Ackbar seated
himsdf a the briefing table,

Cracken smiled and took his place at the head of thetable. "Admird, | believe you know these people.
lelaWes-gri wasan investigator at the Celchu trid, Mirax Terrik you've met, and thisis her father,
Booger."

The Mon Ca nodded his head. "I know of Booster only by reputation, and quite the reputation it is.”
Booster nodded to Ackbar. "It's so good to be loved.”

Airen Cracken posted his arms on the end of the table to hold himsalf up. "Okay, thisisthe Stuation. The
Council has given usthe go-ahead to run with Wedge's plan. We've not told them that the red Y sanne
Isard isdive. They've discovered Y sanne Isard is supposedly working for Kren-nel, but they don't
believe it and we're not about to tell them she'saclone. The only source we have for thered Isard's
surviva isWhistler, which is good enough for me. News about |sard's surviva can't leave thisroom.”

Mirax leaned forward. "lan't having the Council think Isard isworking for Krennel as dangerous asletting
them know thered Isard isdive?'

"No, because any rumor of Isard working for Krenndl that gets back to the genuine Isard will just
confirm how good her intelligence sources are. If she knows that we know she's dive, however, shell
vanish and welll never find her until she wantsto befound, and | don't likethat ideaat al." Cracken
sghed. "L ook, you're three of the shrewdest people in the galaxy, with accessto intelligence resources |
don't have. Y ou're aready in on the secret here, and expanding the circle of knowledgeis not going to be
agood thing, so you'reit. The game hereisthis: If Isard is offering us Krenndl, it's because she's after
something bigger. | want to know what it isand | want to make sure she doesn't get it. That's your job.

Y ou haveto figure it out without letting anyone know what you're doing, and have to stop her.”

Boogter laughed. "Isthat al?"

Cracken snarled. "Y ou have two weeksin which to do it. Maybe less. If she discovers Whistler and
Gate are gone, she may bolt."

Booster smiled. "Records will show the two droids were destroyed on Brentaal .”

"Nicework, Booster, but thisis Isard we're talking about. If anyone will see through that deception, she
will." Cracken straightened up and folded hisarms over hischest. ™Y ou've got to see through her
deception and, for al our sakes, | hope your first guessis your best guess, because we won't get another
ghot at her."

30

Wedge Antilles looked at the datapad in hisleft hand and nodded when an ALL CLEAR message
flashed acrossiit. He unplugged the smadl surveillance device detection scanner from it and tossed the
wandlike item to Corran. The ex-CorSec officer wound the cord around the wand and dlipped it into his
pocket. Wedge hoped held be able to dip it back into the base's security office before it was noted as
missing. And | hope thismeeting is over before security comesin to see why the bugs Corran deactivated
aren't working.

Helooked around at the other eight pilots gathered with him in the smal briefing room. "1 don't know



how much time well have before someoneis sent to look in on us, but were clear for the moment. |
know you've been briefed on the plan and we've run some very good Ssmsof it, but I'm sensing some
anxiety. Tdl mewhat'sgoing on.”

Down in the front row, Gavin leaned forward in his chair and rested his elbows on hisknees. "We're
taking al therisk on thisrun. We go in first; were there for aweek before the attack comes. We have a
lot of exposure, and | can't help but fed that Isard might just betray usto Krenndl."

Wedge nodded. "Of course, if she wanted us dead, she could have killed us at Distha, or at any time
she'shad us here. She could have even brought usto Krennd as prisoners.”

"But by having usinserted into Ciutric, she shows Krennd the weaknessin his security setup.” Inyri
Forgefingered her lower lip for a second. "Revedling that breach to him could reinforce the idea that
Krennd needs her.”

Tycho disagreed from his position by the square room's only door. "Allying hersaf with Krennel would
put her in aninferior postion. If we pull this off, if she'singtrumenta in taking Krennd down and freeing
the Lusankya prisoners, shell put the New Republic's government in adifficult pogition. They will bein
her debt, but she's the one who had the Krytos virus crested. How sheis dedlt with could create major
human-nonhuman fracturesin the New Republic.”

"| agree with Tycho, but | think that political pressure angleistoo dow for her.” Corran sat back, tugging
absently at one end of the long mustache held grown as part of hisdisguise. "I think we can al agree that
she's going to back-stab us somehow, right?”

Wedge saw everyone's head bob in agreement with Corran's question. " Okay, so now we haveto figure
out how shelll doit."

Myn Donosraised ahand. "L ook, | don't have the same history with her that the rest of you do, but from
al I've heard | get theimpression she'svery pragmatic.”

"Keegp going, Myn."

"Okay, s0 if she's pragmatic, it Strikes me that she's going to use the group that beat her--Rogue
Squadron--to hurt Krennel badly. Y ou did it before on Axxilaand Ciutric, so you can do it one more
time, putting an end to him. This suggeststo me that whatever shelll do to us, shelll do after we take
Krennel down."

Wedge fdt achill run down his spine. "Or shelll do it before we take him down, but have it take effect
after we've succeeded.”

Gavin frowned. "I'm not sure| follow that."

"Remember the mess she made with the Krytos virus?' Wedge, feding weary, rubbed his eyeswith his
left hand.

" She gets someoneinto the facility where the L usankya prisoners are being held and infects them with a
deadly virusthat takes along time to manifest: amonth, ayear, maybelonger. All of them will be heroes;
al of them will be paraded around through the upper crust of the New Republic. All at once thisdisease
wipes out the New Republic's leadership, leaving the nation in turmoil while apublic hedth crisislooms.
Isard and an alliance of ex-Imperials step in to restore order, offering a cure for the disease. She blames



theinitid infection on her clone, comesin as a hero to save the day, and suddenly she's back in power.”

Theroom fell silent asthe pilots pondered Wedge's scenario. The surprised expressions and pale faces
reflected the horror Wedge fdlt in hisgut. What amazed him the most was that no one offered adenia of
the plot he'd described. We dl know, firsthand, that she's capable of such cruelty.

Corran spokefirdt. "The nagtiest part of your scenario isthat it would also kill off the Lusankya prisoners.
When she and | spoke, she said she was glad the L usankya had been destroyed at Thyferra because
after | escaped fromiit, it had been soiled. The prisoners were part of that desecration and | think she
would have killed them if she had been in control of them. She doen't like keeping reminders of her
fallurearound with her."

Wedge nodded. "That's agood point. Tycho?"

"| think we all agree she's more than capable of doing what you're suggesting. | o think there are
smpler ways of causing ustrouble. Perhaps the defenses for the prison are tougher than we imagine, so
the guardswill have achanceto kill al the prisoners. That would make usdl fed horrible, and likely get
Two Hight killed in its attempt to neutrdize the defenses.”

"Okay, o we run smsin which we toughen up the opposition.” The General |ooked around the room.
"What ="

Nrinraised ahand. "I think it will be important for usto have a plan to quarantine the prisonersto prevent
the disease from spreading. We need to let them know they're at risk. They'll need to spesk with
someone they know and trust, which means Tycho or Corran.”

Corran shook hishead. "Ah, um, thelast time | waswith them, | let them know that Tycho was atraitor.
| canroll inand talk to them.”

"Ah, Corran, General Dodonna knows me, too." Wedge smiled. "Well both record messagesto him and
everyone will carry adatacard with the messages on them. If we go down, the messages till get in.”

A knock at the door ended the discussion. Tycho opened the door and admitted Colonel Vessery.
"Sorry to disturb you."

"Just debriefing after asim run. We want to make some changes-a worst-case scenario thing. We want
to see how bad it can get."

Vessery nodded. "Good idea, but you'll haveto hurry. Negotiationsare final. Y ou'll be going into Ciutric
two days from now. Krennel believesyou'll be hyperspacing for acouple of daysto get there, but thetrip
will only take six hours or so. Once you'rein place, you send the gppropriate message and set thingsin
motion.”

"Thank you, Colond. Well beready.”

"I'm sureyou will." Vessery hesitated. "'I've enjoyed working with you all. | believe you have asaying for
timeslikethis: May the Force be with you. | really do hopeitis. If you succeed, if we succeed, we can
al gohomeagan.”

Popping out of hyperspace near Ciutric, Wedge tried to match his memory of the system with what he
saw now. He got no sense of recognition, of having been there before, but that struck him asjust aswell.



On Ciutric Rogue Squadron had lost one of its most beloved pilots, 1btisam. Remem-Joering brought a
lump to histhroat, which he swvalowed againg.

He keyed his comm unit. "How are you doing, Eight?*

Nrin's voice came back even, but abit tight. "I am fine, Colond Roat." Hiswords reveaed none of the
pain he had to be feding. He had been closer to 1btisam than anyone €l se had--a fact made remarkable
because of the traditiond rivalries between the Quarren and the Mon Calamari. Her death had crushed
Nrin emotionally and, after aleave of absence, he had accepted atransfer from Rogue Squadronto a
training squadron.

"Good to hear, Eight." Wedge flipped the comm unit over to the Spaceport Authority channel held been
given. "Thisis Colond Antar Roat with Requiem Squadron. We are nine shipsin tptal and wish landing
clearance.”

"Ciutric Spaceport Authority here. Y ou will be switched to military control. Destination beacon at
one-three-nine-three-eight coming on now. Please tune your autolanding function to that frequency and
initiate autolanding programs.”

"Asordered, Ciutric. Executing now." Wedge punched ared button with hisleft thumb and felt the
control buck abit as the Defender's computer controlslocked on to the beacon and began to use the
datait was sending to plot the entry and landing speed and vectors. Wedge relaxed his grip on the yoke,
but didn't let it go entirdly. He had apilot's distrust of mechanica flying systems, and since he was running
into a hostile environment, he wanted to take full control of the ship if anything started to go wrong.

Of course, the disguise he was wearing did make flying abit more awkward. When he had assumed the
Roat identity to get onto Imperial Center, the head prosthetic had been an extensive affair that covered
theright side of hisface, from forehead to cheek and back over hisear. A piece of it had wrapped down
over hisjaw and pressed againgt hisvoice box. Because Roat had been bound for Imperia Center for
recondtructive surgery, the prosthetic had been modified and minimized to be ameta device that built up
his right eye socket, with athin line of metal that led down to the blinking device that pressed againgt his
larynx and dtered the sound of hisvoice. The eye construct unbalanced his face enough that, coupled
with the beard, he looked nothing like the various images the Empire had circulated of Wedge Antilles.

Hishelmet hid the facia modifications, but hisflight suit did not hide the other change. Hisright hand
ended in ablocky construct that featured only two thick fingers and athumb. It whirred and clicked as
Wedge moved the hand around. The device dowed his hand movements somewhat, but it had a cutout
switch that he could usein combat to let him have full use of his hand.

Asannoying asdl thisstuff is, it'smuch better than flying with an Ewok puppet in my lgp. That
recollection tightened Wedge's gut. He'd been forced to fly disguised as an Ewok pilot because of one of
Wes Janson's practica jokes. Weswill be sorely missed.

Despite his misgivings about turning control of hisfighter over to Krennd's people, the automatic beacon
brought the Defenders down without incident. Military control informed the pilots that they would haveto
land their own fighters and designated landing spots for each of them. Wedge offered histhanks. Letting
his pilotsland their own craft marked the respect the military controllers had for pilots.

Wedge was impressed to see Krennd waiting with other staff officersto greet his people. Wedge st his
Defender down with agentle hand, shut down al systems, and popped open the egress hatch. He
thanked the tech rolling up astaircase for him, and when on the deck, doffed his helmet and handed it to



the tech. He stepped to the front of hisfighter, and then looked to hisleft, down the row of pilots. When
they'd all taken their places, he took one step forward and saluted Krennel.

The Prince-Admira returned the salute, and then stepped away from his advisors and approached
Wedge. "Colond Roat, | am most pleased you have chosen to bring your squadron of Defendersto me.
Youwill beagrest asset to the Hegemony."

The modulator on Wedge's throat injected abuzz into hisvoice. "It is our pleasureto find the sngle man
with the courage to keep the spark of the Empire dive."

"Walk with me, Colonél. Introduce meto your me... people.”

Wedge fdl into step with Krennel. He introduced him to Gavin, Hobbie, and Myn as One Hight. Krennel
spoke with each, but never offered hisright hand to them. Since it was a prosthetic, thisdid not surprise
Wedge at dl. Krennd instead patted them on the shoulders with his flesh-and-blood hand, gracing each
with asmile and anod of the head.

Wedge had to admit Krennel was good. The diplay suggested Krennel took it as a personal compliment
that the pilots had come over to join his Hegemony. He made a persona connection with each of them
and Wedge had no doubt Krenne would remember and use the details he learned about themin
subsequent conversations, when or if he ever saw them again. He does have a certain charisma, which
explainshow he has gotten thisfar.

Krennel dowed as hereached Two Flight. First in order were Tycho and Inyri. Both had dyed their hair
abright red and they looked enough aike to be brother and sister, which was exactly how Wedge
introduced them. "Prince-Admird, thisisMgor Teekon Pass and hissigter, Inyon. Whileit isunusud to
have afemae pilot in asquadron, Requiem's mission required the best pilots we could find. Inyon tested
out very highly, so | brought her into the program. It isadecision | have not had causeto regret.”

"Indeed?’ Krennd's smile diminished only dightly. "I shal ook forward to ademonstration of her
prowess. A pleasure to meet you both."

They moved on down thelineto Ooryl. "Thisisthe Gand Zukvir. HeisaFindsman, much like his
kinsman Zuckuss, who worked for Lord Vader. The Findsman's kill in afighter is superior to most men,
and hisloydty isabsolute”

"Fascinating.”" Krennd pointed toward Nrin with hismeta hand. "And here we have a Quarren.”
"Captain Notha Dab, yes." Wedge smiled as much as his prosthetic dlowed him to. "Dab has been
tirdessin histraining and, while we were considering joining your Hegemony, he was your grestest
proponent.”

"Redly?' Krennd lifted hischin. "And why wasthat, Captain Dab?"

Nrin'sfacid tentacles curled up to reved two needle-sharp fangs. "Can't kill Mon Casinthe New
Republic, Prince-Admird. Y ou will give methe best opportunity to do that.”

A cold smile blossomed on Krennd'sface. "Y ou'll get that chance, Captain Dab, very soon, I'm certain.”
The Prince-Admird turned to Wedge. "I commend your employment of interspeciesrivariesto fue your
people's desresto fight."



"So nice of you to notice, Prince-Admiral.” Wedge led him on to where Corran stood. In addition to
growing the mustache, Corran had dyed his hair jet black. His pae skin and green eyes made for asharp
contrast that made him abit difficult for Wedge to recognize. "Thisis Captain Pyr Hand. Heis better
known among us asKlick."

"Klick, asin dang for kilometer?"

Corran nodded.

"And why isthat?"

Corran blinked his eyes once, dowly. "I'm adead shot at that range, Prince-Admira.”

"Excdlent.” Krennd turned from the line and led Wedge with him toward his knot of advisors. "Well,
Colond Roat, your people impress me, for the most part. I'm pleased to have you with us."

"Thank you, Prince-Admird." Wedge gave the man aquick smile. "I think you'll find we add adimension
to your defenses you haven't even redlized you lacked until now."

31

lellaWessiri glanced over to where Booster Terrik lay deeping in the corner of the briefing room, and
then smiled a Mirax. "Nice thing about Booster's snoring isthat it'slikely to knock out any listening
devices the scanners have missed.”

"I'd begrudge him the deep, but he's been redlly good at thinking like Isard." Mirax rested her chin on
both hands. "Of course, redlizing my father can smulate a coldblooded mass murderer so well isn't very
reassuring. If we have kids, I'm not sure how often welll Iet them stay with their grandfather.”

Iellahid ayawn behind ahand. "1 know | should pressyou on this'kids thing, but I'm too tired. It's not
that | don't care.”

"Good. I've got 'Aunt ldlla first on the list for free baby-sitting services."”

The briefing room doorway opened and |ella caught the scent of caf before General Cracken could make
it dl theway into the room. He brought with him atray containing four large, seaming mugsand did it
onto the table. "Thought you could use some caf at thishour of the night.”

"We could use some of what Booster's getting, redlly.”
"ldldsright, but I'll settlefor half my father's caf at thispoint.”

Cracken seated himself and passed out the beverages. "Please, drink up. | wanted to tell you that I'm
very pleased and grateful for your work. Hmmm, just aswell Booster's adeep for that part. Admiral
Ackbar and | have gone over your various scenarios and agree that severd are highly probable. Were
focusing in on those that involve the prisoners.”

Mirax lowered her mug and jerked her head toward her father's deeping form. "Those were largely
Booster's work. He concocted what he called Isard's 'Hierarchy of Hatred,' then figured out what she
could do to maximize damage to her enemies. Something as Ssmple as denying ground support to liberate
the prison would result in the desths of the prisoners, arough time for the Rogues and ground-based



defenses that would make the New Republic'sfight against Krennel much closer. Everyone gets hurt: the
prisoners, the Rogues, Krennd, and the New Republic. Just the kind of mischief sheld love."

"We're taking precautions that should cover dl of those eventualities. No guarantees, but well be doing
our best." Cracken sat back in his chair, wrapping his hands around the caf mug. "The other scenariaos,
ones based on her repesting the Krytos virus Stuation, are frightening aswell. We're mobilizing assets
that can help us detect, isolate, and cure anyone who isinfected, but for al we know Ciutricisjust going
to be one big sick world. It'snot at al what we want to deal with, but we can't discount that possibility
ether."

lellashook her head. "It doesn't seem like we've come up with much for two weeks worth of work, but
we've gone over every filethat mentions her, al the rumors about her that we've heard over the years,
and even had Booster trying to think like her. | know we've worked hard, but | can't help fed that we've
missed something.”

Mirax reached across the table to squeeze Iélla's hand. "Isard isjust one big ocean of evil. No real way
to know if we've found al the currents running deep there.”

lellaarched an eyebrow at Mirax. "Weredlly have been spesking alot with Admira Ackbar, haven't
we?'

"Yeah, it'll be months before | stop using ocean andogies.”

"Well, you'll get your chance to begin recovering soon. Admiral Ackbar and | leave for the primary
staging areaiin four hours." Cracken fished insde histunic and withdrew two datacards. He did one to
Mirax and the other to ldlla. "Because you won't be ableto talk to us, | want you to have these."
Iellapicked "up the datacard and turned it over. It looked entirely norma, save for platinum triangles at
each of the corners. Sheflipped it front again, and then held it up between her |eft thumb and forefinger.
"This contains ultra-clearance codes?’

Cracken nodded solemnly. "Army, Navy, Inteligence, Governmental from the Republic level on down to
major municipa levels, and many corporate levels aswell. It aso has codesthat will alow you to access
five million credits- each. Based on the authorization in the card, you can go anywhere and do anything
you need to do. If you think of something, no matter how wild, and you need to take stepsto stop Isard,
thiswill dlow you to take them.”

Boogter rolled over onto his back. "Good, we can use it to buy more guns for my ship.”

"That's why you don't have one of the cards, Booster."

The smuggler stretched. "The New Republic has no sense of gratitude at dl."

"Go back to deep, Father.” Mirax dipped her card into a pocket. "I take it you want usto keep working
onthisuntil Isard isfound or gives hersdf up?'

"That'sit. Do whatever you haveto do. If you have to break laws, try to be discreet, and if you haveto
kill anyone, well, try not to raze any planets.”

Mirax blinked. "Y ou're serious about this."



"Very." Cracken finished his caf and stood. "May the Force be with you.”

lellawatched him |leave the room, and then looked again at the card in her hands. "They're putting alot of
trust in us. They'regiving usalot of respongbility. We cant fail."

"Wewon't." Mirax got up, walked over to where her father lay, and gently nudged his ribs with her toe.
"Wake up, old man, time to sart working again. Come up with something brilliant.”

Booster smiled as he sat up. He stretched again, and then walked around and usurped Cracken's place
a thetable. "Okay, ladies, we've examined Isard's history of atrocities. We've gone through her
Hierarchy of Hate. There's only onething left for usto look at. We have to examine her dream ladder.”

Iella shook her head and bolted another dug of caf. "I must be dreaming mysdlf, because that made no
sense. Her 'dream ladder'?”

Mirax held ahand up. "1 think | know where hel's going with this. Care to open the help filesfor us?'

"Itssamplicity itsdf, ladies" Booster hefted the remaining full mug in asdute. "Welook at her sense of
greed. If control of the galaxy is her goa, we know where shell get when she scalesthat ladder. Starting
from the top, and then, we go down; rung by rung, looking at how shelll have to plan her ascent.
Eventualy well work down to the lowest rung she has access to right now, and that's where welll have
her."

lellaexhded dowly. "That will take forever and we have, a best, aweek."

Boogter flicked afinger againgt her card. "L et's order more caf then. If you're right that we missed
something before, thisisthe way well find it. And when we do, well spill Y sanne Isard and her dreams
into ablack hole shell never escape.”

Wedge Antilles kept his gloved right hand on histhigh, benegth the level of the table at Shine Astara, one
of the premiere restaurantsin Ciutric's capital, Daplona. Wedge redlized the place would require his best
behavior, sincethefirst word of the name was pronounced "sheen” with an Imperid lilt that required the
speaker to press histeeth together as he said it. Given that 1've already sent the message that will bring
Admira Ackbar and Isard's people down on thisworld inside aweek, being on my best behavior isthe
least | can do for my host.

K eeping teeth clenched together that way did makeit easier to sneer, atrait that hishost, Colond Lorrir,
had perfected. Lorrir struck Wedge as being an Imperid's Imperid. Tall, dender, angular, and very
proper, Lorrir dmost seemed to have been put together from akit. The fact that he only had awhite
fringe of hair on his head indicated thiswasn't true, snce afull head of black hair would have made him
the perfect image of an officer. Lorrir made up for that defect by being very demanding, which meant
working with him had been tough for Wedge.

But shooting him down in sm wasn't that tough. Wedge suppressed asmile.
Colone Lorrir nodded in hisdirection. "Y ou are to be congratul ated, Colonel, for how well your troops
aretrained. Y ou are very formidable in combat." He looked around at the others gathered at the table. "If

you can believeit, Colonel Roat even shot me down.”

The other dinner guests gasped in astonishment, and then looked a Wedge. "How ever did you manage
that?' asked one officer's plump wife,



"Colond Lorrir istoo kind. He made shooting him down very difficult." Wedge nodded to hishogt. His
reliance on Sdedipping to evade afollowing ship made me sure he was luring meinto atrap. | wasfar
too cautious because he'sjust not that great apilot. "Colond, you clearly have superior flying skills. You
have many combat kills under your bdlt, | imagine."

Lorrir's baldhead glowed golden in the restaurant's muted light. "Y es, well, before | wastransferred to

the Prince-Admird's ship Reckoning, | spent sometimein the One Eighty-first Imperid Fighter Group.
That was back when Baron Pel wasin command. | was a mere Lieutenant, but a Lieutenant in that unit
wasthe equa of aMgor in any other."

Wedge tuned the man out as awaiter came over with two bottles of wine. "Since | am having the braised
nerf, I'll have the green, if you don't mind.”

The waiter hesitated and Wedge quickly caught the curling of Lorrir'slip into a sneer.

"Of course, | meant | would prefer the emerald.” Wedge shook his head. "Back where | came from the
wait-beasts were hardly discerning enough to understand the proper termsfor wine. They would even
opt for aruby when consuming fish, if you canimagineit.”

The voice modulator erased the dightly mocking tone in Wedge's words, though he had serious doubts
that the two Hegemony officers or their wiveswould have caught them. Krenndl's staff seemed to be
largdly filled with courtiers whose ahility to please the Prince-Admira outshone their ahility to fight or
properly administer aunit. He had no doubt that they followed ordersto the letter, which made them
perfect for Krennd's purposes, but dulled the sort of initiative that would have made them athrest to the
Rogue operation.

Lorrirswife, Kandise, patted Wedge's left hand. "Now don't you be worried about that sort of thing
anymore, Colond Roat. The Hegemony isabastion of Imperid culture, so you are safe here”

"Y ou aretoo kind, Madam Lorrir." Wedge gave her aquick smile, and then focused on her husband.
"Y ou weretelling of your time with the One Eighty-first. Y ou were with them a Brentad 7

"I was" Lorrir sniffed mightily, and then sipped some of the dark red wine the waiter had poured for him.
"We would have held the world against the Rebel s save for one man's betrayal .

"Admira Lon Isoto.”

Wedge's comment blanketed the table in silence. Lorrir set hiswine glass down carefully and clasped his
hands together. Kandise laid her left hand on hisright forearm, but he shook it off irritably. Lorrir's dark
eyes narrowed and the man clearly struggled to keep from exploding.

"Colond Roat, | shall assume that because you have long been involved in researches and devel opments
that have kept you outside the mainstream of the Empire that you have said what you said. Y our
ignorance of the true factswill shied you a thistime from my wrath, but understand that | will not alow
you to dander the name of one of the finest military minds the Empire ever had.”

Wedge went cold. Rogue Squadron had been part of the Rebel operation that took Brentaal 1V from the
Empire. Admira Lon Isoto had been given command of the world and failed utterly to do anything that
would protect it. He alowed the Rebel s to take the moon and, from there, stage and land on Brentadl.
The only serious opposition had come from Pel's 1814t.



"| gpologize, Colond, for angering you. | assumed...but that assumption waswrong. Who wasit that
betrayed us on Brentad 7'

"BaronPd."

"What?' Wedge made no attempt to cover his surprise. "l find that hard to believe. Not to question your
integrity, but | understood that Pel had fought hard at Brentadl ."

"Oh, hedid, fought hard enough to lure usinto atragp.” Lorrir's voice dripped with contempt. "Y ou
probably are unaware that after welost Brentaal Four, Pel went over to the Rebellion. Hejoined Rogue
Squadron. Clearly Brentaa Four wasthe price he paid for clemency in their eyes.”

Wedge nodded. "Ah, | see. After Pel's defection, the Empire had begun a disinformation campaign that
clearly vilified Pel and dlevated I soto to the leve of ahero. By doing that they shielded others from facing
the dilemma Pdl had, and prevented them from making the same choice he did. He saw the Empire was
evil and rgected it, but these others, they remain willfully blind.

He spped some of hisemerald wine and relished the hints of berry flavor inthe vintage. "'l also
understood Rogue Squadron was there at Brentaal Four.”

"Y es, the squadron that cannot die.” Lorrir laughed and his companionsjoined him. "Rogue Squadron is
the biggest fraud perpetrated by the Rebels on their sick adherents. That squadron is congtantly being
rebuilt because they die so easily. Wekilled eight or nine at Brentad, and would have gotten the rest of
them had they not run off. We shredded the Y -wings they should have been protecting, destroying an
entire wing of them. That engagement aone, around Oradin, would have made me an ace had | not
aready been one, of course.”

"Fascinating.” Wedge frowned for amoment. "I did think, however, that some Rogue Squadron
members had been around for awhile.”

"Indeed, and you can expect them back again. Antilles, Janson, Celchu-they will show up asanucleus
for theunit.”

"But they're dead. Didn't you destroy them at Distna?'

"The Rebels claim they never found bodies. Part of the ploy to bring them back again.” Lorrir lowered his
voice. "Clones"

"Oh my." Wedge shivered. "I never would have thought they would do something like that.”

"No, nor does anyone else. That'sthe pity of it, really, so many people being mided by such a dishonest
group.” Lorrir shook his head, and then raised hisglass. "A toast: to atime when such lieswill diethe
degth they deserve, and the truth will shineforth.”

"I'll drink to that." Wedge touched his glassto the others. " And may that day come sooner than we might
dareto hope."
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Colond Vessary entered the dimly lit briefing room with his helmet under hisleft arm. He started to



sketch asaute, but neither Mgor Telik nor Y sanne Isard looked up at him. Instead they intently studied
the small holograph of a man's head and shoulders.

The holographic figure spoke in hushed tones. " Ack-bar's fleet left here ten standard minutes ago on an
outbound course that will bring him to Ciutric. Ship list gppended.”

Telik stood back and smiled. "The message was sent two hours ago, which means Ackbar has eight
hoursto hit histarget. We only need Six to get to ours.”

Isard nodded solemnly, and then turned toward Vessery. "Colondl, | know you developed some
affection for the Rogues while you trained them.”

The cold tone of her voice sent a chill through VVessery, but he met her gaze openly. "1 did. They arefine
pilots. I havelittle doubt they will acquit their portions of the operation admirably. My fedingsand
respect for them aside, Madam Director, my pilotsand | stand ready to execute our orders aswell."

"I had no doubt of that, Colond." Isard pursed her lipsfor asecond. "I have dlowed amessage to reach
Krennedl that indicated another attempt to reinforce Liinade Threeisbeing madein two days. That will
keep Krennd at Ciutric in preparation for another ambush. He may even call in additiona troops and
ships, which would trandate into a surprise for Ackbar. 1t will be aglorious battle over Ciutric, | believe."

Tdik shrugged. "We would not have time to watch much of it anyway."

"No, indeed you wouldn', soit'sjust aswell you won't be there." She laughed, but Vessery heard no
mirthinitat al. "In rushing out to destroy Krennel, Ackbar has stripped the defenses from the greatest
prize of dl. Comewith me, men, and in Sx hourswe will bein apostion of power that will make the
New Republic trembleitsdf to pieces.”

Prince-Admiral Krennel smiled predatorily as he listened to Isard's report. " Another convoy? How rich.
How can they afford to be sending so many freighters on these very dangerous missons?'

|sard stalked the shadows at the fringes of his office. "I am not certain they can continue to do o,
Prince-Admira.” Krennd looked up from hisdesk. "Explain." She stopped pacing and faced him. "The
primary problem with afree society of the sort the New Republic representsitself to beisthat agreat
dedl of information is available on any and dl subjects, save those they wish to keep secret. The fact
remains, however, that agreat ded of the publicly available information does touch on the secret. For
example, in the past, when freighters have been diverted from their norma commercid dutiesto haul
supplies, commodity prices on worldsthat are experiencing adeay in shipping tend to rise and fall
depending upon their import and export status. Factories that produce the sorts of materials a convoy
likethat will carry haveto hire new workers, or offer overtime pay, al of which isdatathat isnoted in
stock advisories. These and dozens of other indicators like them can be corrdlated to amilitary
operation. The plain fact isthat I've not seen such indicators rise in the pattern set by the previous
convoys."

"No movement a dl?'

"l didn't say that." Isard frowned. "There are movements, but they hint more a another planetary
invasion. It has been aquiet buildup and would have been unnoticed save for downward fluctuationsin
entertainment sectors of the economy that are tied to military bases from which the troops are drawn. As
wdll an inordinate number of ships are being reported as being 'on maneuvers, which usualy presages
action.”



"And thisinformation about aconvoy, it was leaked to you through a previoudy reliable source?’

"Y es, though no report goes unverified." She pressed her hands together and rested her chin on her
fingertips. "Thisiswhy | have noted the problemsto you."

"| gathered that, thank you. | suspect, if we check the course of that convoy, thereisredly only one good
spot for an ambush, and we would have been hit there ourselves. Two days, isit, when they expected to
hit us?'

"Two days, yes."

"Good." Krennel stood and punched a button on his desktop comm unit. " Captain, have my shuttle
standing by, | will be heading up to the Reckoning. Issuerecall ordersfor dl crew onleave. That recall
gppliesto Binder aswell. Have Captain Phulik meet me on Reckoning. Krenndl out.”

Isard nodded her head at him. ™Y ou'll be striking somewhere in the New Republic.”

"l will. Once on Reckoning | will call for Emperor's Wisdom and Decisive to join me here to stage our
raid. They should get herein four hours or so. From here we will be ready to launch the boldest raid yet,
onethat will show the New Republic asthe sham it truly is. Eighteen short hours after we leave here, they
will learn thefally of attacking me."

Isard's eyes glistened. "Eighteen hours. Y ou'll strike at Coruscant?”
"Yes. It'salesson the New Republic has never learned.”

Krennd gave Isard athin-lipped smile. "To kill an enemy, the quickest method is dwaysto strike at the

Corran Horn had actudly gotten to like some of the pilotsin Krennd's employ. The nicest were the guys
drawn from the Hegemony itself. They seemed interested in defending their homes from encroachment by
the New Republic, and Corran had to respect that. Still, their motivation wasn't the main reason Corran
liked them.

Helooked down at his sabacc hand and stifled a smile. These guys from the Hegemony must be the
worst sabacc players've ever met. The stack of credit chitsin front of him dwarfed the piles before the
other three men playing. Better yet, he had the ace of flasks down on the table, in the interferencefield,
and the flux had shifted the two cardsin his hand into the ace of coins and the court card endurance,
which was worth negative 8. Since each ace was worth 15, thisleft his hand with atotal of 22, which
was only one shy of the 23 total to win.

A grizzled older pilot looked at him. ™Y our bet, Klick."

Corran did his other two cards facedown on top of the ace of flasks. "I'm locked. I'll bet two hundred
credits”

Two of the pilots tossed their handsiin, but the older man squinted at his cards, and then tossed two gold
credit chits onto the hand pot pile. "I call.”

"Twenty-two." Corran dowly flipped his cards over so the others could read them. "Can you best it?'



"No." The older man snarled. "Emperor's Black Bones, you are the luckiest cardplayer I've ever met.”

"Not luck, skill." Corran glanced at the sabacc tabl€e's data readout. It indicated the pot contained 2,500
credits, 250 of which he skimmed off and fed into the sabacc pot, which currently stood at 15,000
credits. A two-card 23- which was known as a pure sabacc-or another three-card combination of 0, 2,
and 3-theidiot's array-would win that pot and end the game. "My dedl, | believe.”

Corran gathered the cards and reached up to feed them into the LeisureMech RH7 Cardshark
deder-droid. The deder-droid, which hung down from the celling shuffled the cards, and then extended
its body so its manipulator arms could drop a card before each player. It swiveled around noiselessly and
the twin stun pikes, which most players called "cheater prods’ remained retracted. After a second circuit,
the cylindrical body withdrew into its base. Itswithdrawal triggered the flux, shifting the value of the
cards.

Corran reached for his cards, but before he could get them off the table, asiren begantoriseand fall in
tone and volume. Y ellow lights began burning over every doorway. The other playersimmediately
looked up, scooped up their winnings, and then turned away from the table.

"What's going on?"

The old man shrugged. "Report to your ship." He gestured at aholographic imaging Setion at the far end
of the hangar. "If it'slike before, the Prince-Admira will tell uswhat'sgoing on.”

"What about the pot?'
"We give sabacc potsto the Survivor's Fund. Y ou have a problem with that?"
"Not me." Corran stuffed hiswinningsinto the pockets of hisflight suit. "Get going; I'm right behind you."

They ran from the ready room and Corran split off to the right where the whole Defender squadron had
been assembled in the back of the hangar. He found the rest of the Rogues aready there, with Hobbie
and Myn rubbing deep-sand from their eyes, and Tycho rubbing hiswet hair dry with atowd from a
refresher station. The only person he couldn't find was Wedge.

Theimaging gation at the other end of the hangar filled with bright light that resolved itsdf down into the
face of Prince-Admira Krennd. "Greetings loyd warriors of the Hegemony. | would apologize for
summoning you so abruptly, but thisisacal to war and one | imagine you will relish. Our enemies have
made amistake and have provided us an opportunity that is quite rare. With one blow we can end the
tyranny of the New Republic and send their shattered forces scurrying home.”

Corran glanced over a Tycho, and then tapped the chronometer on hisleft wrist. By my count, we've
got acouple of hours yet before hard's people and the New Republic get here. "Any guesses?’

Tycho shook hishead. "Too soon for guesses™ Krennel smiled magnificently. "All squadronswill be
getting their assgnments. Y ou will be on board your gppointed ships asfast as possble, and then we will
depart to fulfill our destiny."

33

"Colond Roat!" Lorrir's voice echoed through the nearly empty hangar. "Why aren't your peoplein the



aryga?'

Wedge spun on hishedl and hooked his thumbs through the blaster belt he wore outside hisflight suit. "
believe, Colond Lorrir, we had an understanding about that. My Defenders are equipped with
hyperdrive; we don't need to be loaded on the Reckoning or any other ship to reach our destination. If
we are to be loaded in the launching racks, it makes sense for usto be the last in and thefirst to be
launched because of our capabilities and, you noted yourself, that the loadmasters on the capital shipsare
gtill reviewing procedures for our shipsto be loaded.”

Lorrir'sfacetightened into ascowl. "That isno excuse for you to still be herein the hangar.”

"But, Colond, your Interceptor isgill here." Wedge held ahand up. " Perhaps we should be discussing
thisin an office, away from the troops?'

The Hegemony officer nodded. With his helmet under hisarm, he led Wedge off to asmal officewitha

sngle, rectangular window astall asthe door built into the wall sideit. The legend on the door
proclaimed it to be the operations room.

Onceingde, Lorrir perched himsalf on the desk and shook his head. " This cannot be tolerated, Colondl
Roat."

Wedge closed the door, and then dialed down the opacity of the window, taking it al the way to black.
"No, Colond, | expect it cannot.”

"Y ou have been given your orders and | expect you to follow them.”

Wedge nodded solemnly and looked at his chronometer for asecond. "1 am following orders, Colond.”
He tugged the gloved congtruct off hisright hand, and then flexed hisfigt.

"What are you doing?" Lorrir blinked with surprise. "What is going on here?!

"Y ou remember you told me about Brentaal the other night at dinner. Y ou told me how the Empire had
been betrayed by Baron Pdl?"

llYall

Wedge reached up and pulled off the prosthetic over his eye, and then pedled the piece off histhroat.
"Ah, much better. And you recal mentioning that you'd killed plenty of Rogue Squadron memberson
Brentad, and that Wedge Antilleswould be back.”

The man's voice quaked. "Y -yes?'

"Y ou wereright. I'm Wedge Antilles. I'm back."

The couple of secondsit took for Wedge's ssatement to blossom with dl itsimport in Lorrir'sbrain
proved to be about a second longer than it took for Wedge to draw his blaster and shoot the Hegemony
officer. The blue stunbolt hit Lorrir dead center in the chest, pitching him backward over the desk. His

helmet clattered against the floor and ameta chair skidded back beneath him and bounced off the room's
rear wall.

Wedge bolstered the blaster and pulled the desk back. He stooped down, found astrong pulsein



Lorrir's neck, and then yanked Lorrir'sright glove free of his hand. Wedge did the glove on and picked
up Lorrir'shelmet. "1 need amask for amoment, so I'll keep this. Y ou won't be able to go up without it,
but then | won't have to shoot you down again. Seep well.”

Donning the helmet, Wedge dipped from the office, locked the door, and closed it behind him. He
walked sedately over to the rest of the Rogues, and then waggled hisfingers at them.

Tycho looked surprised. "Things didn't go well?"

"Lorrir developed anew sense of irony. He found my revelations stunning.” Wedge pointed to the
Defenders. "Get in, get these things going. Fly in formation to the southern shield projector facility. Weve
got ten minutes for incoming and | want us ready to go.”

Everyone split to their machines and Wedge climbed into his. He brought the power up, and then locked
the restraining strapsin place. Asthe Defender cycled power to systems, his communications console it
up with positive check-insfrom the rest of the squadron. The fleet frequency button flashed, so he
punched it.

"Colond Roat here.”
"Thisis Reckoning Hight Control. When are your people going to report for loading?'

"I understood we were to head up after Colond Lorrir. His Interceptor is till here. Do you want meto
findhim?'

"Negative, Colond, just get your people airborne and headed thisway. Someone elsewill ded with
Lorrir."

"Asordered, Control. On our way."

The clone of Y sanne Isard did not redlize she was aclone. She was possessed of dl the origind's
memories, her entirelife history up to apoint just prior to the Lusankya's escape from Imperia Center.
Along with these memories came the original's attitudes, which included a hedlthy dose of skeptica
contempt for things mysticd, including the Force.

Y et, despite those prejudices, something struck her as very wrong about the message she'd gotten from
Krennel. He asked her to dispatch someoneto find Colone Lorrir.

She would have sent a subordinate, but she actually wanted to locate Lorrir for hersalf and pass on the
message of Kren-nel's displeasure. In Lorrir she had seen agrasping man who was abrasive with his
inferiors, and fawningly obsequious with his betters. Because she stiood outside the military establishment,
he had treated her with cautious courtesy, which she knew would be stripped away and replaced with
subservience once he knew how much power she commanded.

She reached the hangar in no time and saw Lorrir's Interceptor sill Sitting on the ferrocrete deck. She
knew it was his because he'd painted red stripes on each wing, just asthe 181st used to do. She thought
it apity that aman'slife should be so paltry that he had to cling to a hideous defeat as the high point of his
exigence.

The clone cdled atech over and asked if held seen Lorrir. The man pointed toward the closed
operations room door. She walked over to it, tried the handle, and found it was locked. Glancing &t her



chronometer, she mentally calculated the security override code for that quarter hour, punched it into the
keypad, and entered the office.

She took immediate notice of the ozone stink in the air which, combined with Lorrir's body lying on the
floor, told her the man had been stunned with ablaster. She squatted down and batted one of Lorrir's
feet asde, and then pulled ablack glove from beneath it. The glove only had two fingers and had been
fitted with metal partsto make it appear to be a prosthetic replacement.

"Colond Roat." If Roat's hand was not been genuine and then neither was he. This meant he and his
group of Defenders had been inserted into Ciutric, but for what purpose? They could do no good on
Ciutric, shereasoned, unless...

Throughout the building and the entire city of Daplona, Srens began to squed with a pulsating message of
warning. Red lights strobed and out in the hangar techs began scurrying around.

She dapped Lorrir to wakefulness, and then hauled him to hisfeet. "Come with me, | need you."
"Madam Director!" The man blinked hiseyesin surprise. "It was atraitor, it was..."

"Yes, yes, no timefor that. Y ou're under my command now.”

"What?" Lorrir straightened up and smoothed the breast of hisflight suit. "I'm apilot.”

"So you are, and now you'll beflying for me."

"For you? Why?'

"Ligten to the Sirens, fool." The clone smiled and nodded asdute toward the sky. "Thereisamilitary
operation planned. It's coming here. They don't care about Krennd; they're after me and my prisoners.
Well have to see they end up very disappointed.”

The primary monitor on Wedge's Defender flashed brightly for amoment asimage after image of ships
rilled the screen in rapid sequence. He caught aglimpse of aMon Caamari Cruiser on the scanner
screen, and then an Imperia Star Destroyer Mark 11, which matched the Reckoning in firepower. After
that came three Nebulon-B Frigates, a half-dozen Cordlian Corvettes, and a couple of fast little
freighters. That's pretty much the taskforce description sent Admiral Ackbar, and it would have been
more than sufficient for taking on Reckoning and Binder.

The problem wasthat Krennd had caled in Emperor's Wisdom and Decisive, giving the Hegemony
forces ahideous edge in firepower. The Victory-class Star Destroyer Emperor's Wisdom had
elghty-concussion missile launch tubes on it. Any single savo could bring down the Mon Ca cruiser's
shields, leaving it open for raking fire from the ship's energy wegpons. Decisve and Reckoning both
could pound on Emancipator-an Impstar Deuce the New Republic had captured at Endor. Whileit could
severdly damage any of the opposing ships, it would be lost.

Wedge shivered, and then punched up the squadron frequency, "Y ou've al seen the scans, Rogues. It's
not going to be pleasant. One Flight, we take out the shield generators down here, and then we go to the
spaceport and heist afreighter big enough to get the prisoners out of here. Two Hight, as planned, you
neutralize prison defenses.”

"Asordered, Lead. How do we take the prison? | didn't see Telik's commandos or Vessery'sfightersin



themix.”
"I don't know, Tycho. | hopethey'rejust late. First thingsfirst, and then we do whatever we haveto do.”
"Onit, Lead. Two Fight on me. May the Force be with dl of us."

Wedge rolled his Defender up onto the port side and pedled off toward the south. As heleveled out,
Hobbie appeared on his starboard wing, Gavin and Myn on his port. The Defender cockpit gave hima
great view of the cityscape over which they flew. Bulbous tan buildings dternated with green beltsand
parks, thetdl skyscrapers of the municipa center giving way to smdler resdentid buildings and individud
homes. Out beyond the residential areas he saw the massive edifices of the factory district and right in the
middlelay the shield generation fecility.

"Three and Four, you have the towers on the east, Two, take the ones on the west. I'm going straight in.”
Wedge thumbed his wegpons-sel ector to concussion missiles. He set them for linked fire, and then
settled his crosshairs on the centra dome. Hisrangefinder put him two kilometers out, with distance
fdling avay fad.

Theion cannons mounted on towers around the facility had been cranked skyward. They pulsed out
massive blue bolts that shot upward at the invading flet, pouring out through momentary gaps opened in
the shields by fire-control computers. Below them, on the same towers, turbo-laser cannons traversed
their muzzles across the landscape. Three sets of four cannons had been stacked at twenty, forty, and
sixty meters on the towers, with theion cannons at the top. Bristling with weapons, the towers made
formidable targets.

But targets nonetheless. Myn and Gavin let fly with the concussion missiles. Four incandescent rockets
shot out at the eastern towers. Myn's hit a second before Gavin's, since Gavin'straveled a bit further, but
al four were on target. They nailed the lowest gunnery station, demolishing the turbolaser cannonsin a
brilliant flash of light and hegt. The force of the explosion expanded outward and up, jetting superheated
plasmaup through the next gunnery station. The ferrocrete dabs forming the intervening section buckled,
and then burst outward. The tops of the towers wavered, and then began atortured fdl to the ground. To
the west the first tower Hobbie targeted likewise crumbled in flame and smoke.

Wedge's targeting reticle went red, so he pulled the trigger and sent two concussion missilesflying toward
the shield generator. The pink missiles bored through the ferrocrete dome, and then detonated. Twin
gouts of argent fire shot back out of the holes the missiles had made. The fire expanded and linked them
into asingle, larger hole, and then proceeded to gnaw up into the dome until it collgpsed in on itself.
Windows and doors on the shield facility blew out and flaming debris rode a shockwave out to be
scattered over the well-manicured landscape.

"Bresk port, Lead.”

Wedge immediately rolled his craft |eft and saw anion bolt the Sze of asmal freighter Szzle past. The
only intact tower'sion cannon had tracked him on his approach and had dmost gotten him. Before he
could gpply some rudder and correct for an attack run, Gavin and Myn camein on astrafing run that
pumped apair of quaded-up laser burstsinto the ion cannon.

The cannon exploded like an overripe fruit hit with agaffi stick. A huge chunk of itsarmored shell fell
away likearind and collgpsed a corner of the burning shield facility. Secondary explosionsin the facility
itsdf pitched the armor off onto shrubbery, which ignited when the hot meta touched it.



Wedge punched up asensor scan just to confirm that the southern quadrant shield over Daplonawas
down. The city now lay open for Telik's commandos. If they ever get here.

He keyed his comlink. "Lead to Five, we're clear here What's your status?’

"Busy, Lead, and could use some help. The guys on the ground won't go away, and I've got a dozen
TIEsinbound our position." Tycho hesitated for amoment. "Better get here fagt, or there may be no
reason to come at dl."

A

Admird Ackbar, on the bridge of the Mon Calamari cruiser Home One, glanced with one eye at the
holographic display of the near-space sector, and with the other looked out the viewport at the array of
ships Krennel had brought to the fight. Only the unconscious twitching of his barabels betrayed his
surprise. From the depths always comes amazement.

"Weapons, shields up and concentrate al fire on Reckoning. Fighter Command, deploy the A-wings and
have them try to pick off the misslesthat will beincoming from the Vie. After that, they'refreeto go after
the TIEsand Interceptors.”

"Asordered, Admira."
"Helm, reverse course. Start pulling us back out on our exit vector.”
"Yes, Admird."

Ackbar looked a the small brown Sullustan serving as his communications officer. "Lieutenant Quiv, tell
Emancipator to withdraw, but concentrate fire on Reckoning. Tell Peacemaker, Pride ofEiattu, and
Thunderchild to go after the Vie. Relay those same ordersto al the Corvettes. | want an orderly
withdrawal. Krennel hasto know we didn't expect this much strength here.”

The Sullustan cheebled his assent and relayed the orders.

The smdler shipsin thetaskforce dl curled out and around from the two main ships and drove hard at
the Emperor's Wisdom. Ackbar knew that the Nebulon-B Frigates and the half-dozen Corvettes couldn't
do that much damageto their target, but he wanted the Vic's gunners, especialy those manning the
concussion missile launchers, to have alot of targetsto dedl with.

The Corvetteslaced into the Viefirgt, taking care to comein at high and low anglesthat forced the
Hegemony gunnersto crank their wegponsto their highest attitude or lowest depression to get off agood
shot. The Mantooine, Dantooine, and Ryloth dashed in over the top of Emperor's Wisdom, pumping
double turbolaser cannon fireinto the dorsal shield. The shield glowed pink for amoment, and then
began to tear apart like an algae cloud ripped by fast currents.

The Frigates exploited the gap opened in the shield, hammering the Vie with fire from their turbol aser
batteries and laser cannons. Red-gold energy bolts splashed over thelarger ship's hull, vaporizing armor
and occasionally exploding aweapons platform. Despite the fury of their attack, and of the Chandrilla,
Mrlsst, and Sullust in taking down the port shield, the real damage done to Emperor's Wisdom was
minimd, leaving the ship more than capable of inflicting serious damage on the New Republic taskforce.

Ackbar's attention shifted as Reckoning and Decisive split and began to move forward, their daggerish



prowsjutting toward the retreeting fleet. Decisve camein high and off to port, leaving Emancipator
between it and Home One. Reckoning hung back ever so dightly, but sought to insert itself between the
two New Republic ships. Binder remained behind the both of them, and clouds of fighters swirled and
broke like schools of fish in the void around the larger ships.

"Wespons reporting positive wegpon locks on Reckoning, Admiral.”
Ackbar nodded to hisweapons officer. "Fire at will, Lieutenant Colton. Make them al count.”

Corran banked his Defender to starboard, and then ruddered around to port to line up for hisrun on the
prison. He unlinked lasers, letting them fire in sequence, and then swooped low and leveled out barely
five meters above the wall held been assigned. Hisfinger tightened on the trigger, pulsing out verdant
energy darts. Hewalked thefire straight down the wall, exploding E-webs, igniting stormtroopers, and
sending faster men legping fifteen metersto the ground.

He held his ship on target on the northeast tower and sent two bolts boiling into the guardpost on top of
it. The sguare little building exploded into abal of flame, scattering men and equipment. Tugging back on
the yoke, he brought the trip up through the fireball, banked to starboard, and started along loop around
the prison's south end. "Nine here. North wall is clear, northeast tower isgone.” "I copy, Nine. Wall
defenses seem to be down.” "Six here, | seealot of activity on the ground. Stormies and guards.”

Corrari glanced down &t the prison. He saw alot of armored individuals milling around in the open area
on the western edge of the rectangular compound. The main building ran from north to south, but
between it and the southern wall were three smaler buildings, which seemed to house plenty of guards.
All four corner towers leaked black smoke, and the ruins of heavy blaster emplacements and E-webs on
thewalls burned, but without troops on the ground, there was nothing to prevent the guards from entering
the main building and daughtering the prisoners.

| promised Jan Dodonna l'd see him and the others freed. I've dready failed Urlor. I'm not failing them.
"Five, set up strafing runs on the guards. Scatter them. I'm goingin.”

"Nine, you can't."

"Colond, | haveto. Isard's people are late or aren't coming. Someone'sgot to goin.”

Tycho remained silent for amoment. "Okay, take Ooryl and Nrin with you."

"I'll take Ooryl. Nrin will be more useful up in the sky."

"Y ou haven't seen himin afirefight, Nine. Heswith you. Go!™

"Thanks, Five"

Pulling back on hisfighter's yoke, he brought the Defender back around to the north wall. Swooping
down to two meters above the ground, he ruddered around until the trip faced the towering metal doors
inthe front wall and locked his tractor beam on them. He reversed thrust, and then pulsed the throttle to
full. The doors bent in the middle and meta screamed asthe hingesripped loose. The doorsflew at his
ship until he cut the tractor beam, and then they rolled across the ground, knocking over streetlamps,

pulverizing ferrocrete walkways and curbs, and finaly coming to rest on top of a couple of landspeeders
that promptly exploded as the grest weight compressed their fuel tanks.



Corran set the Defender down and switched the ship into a passworded standby mode. Freeing himself
from hisrestraining belts, heleft his command chair, and then pulled up the seet, exposing the small
storage compartment. He pulled out ablaster carbine and abdlt of powerpacksfor it, which he looped
over his chest from right shoulder to left hip. He dso pulled out afire extinguisher canigter, which he
flipped over. He unscrewed the bottom and tipped it upright so his grandfather's lightsaber did out. He
clipped that to his blaster belt at the smdl of his back, and then opened the fighter's egress hatch. He
poked the blaster carbine out first, and then pulled himsalf out of the fighter's cockpit.

He did down the ship's hull and landed in acrouch. Ooryl and Nrin had landed to hisleft and looked
over a him. He scanned the line of thewall for sgns of life, saw none, and sprinted forward. He
crouched again in the shadow of one of the doors for another 1ook, and then darted forward again. He
wove a zigzag course to the prison wall, and then waited with hisback againgt it, just to the western edge
of the doorway.

Ooryl and Nrin joined him. Ooryl carried the standard issue blaster and carbine, but Nrin hefted ablaster
rifle and a spare belt of powerpacks.

"You didn't havethat in your ship, did you?'

The Quarren shook his head and then pointed the gun'slong barrel at asmoldering corpse on the
greensward between them and their ships. ™Y ou got him on your strafing run. | just appropriated things he
no longer needs.”

Corran nodded, and then took a peek around the corner. He drew his head back just intime asaflurry
of blagter bolts chewed into the wal near him. Opening his mouth, he activated the comlink built into his
helmet. "Five, you can comein & any time."

"Copy that, Nine. Keep your heads down."
Ooryl pointed to the north. "There."

Corran crouched as the Defender came screaming in. He saw blaster bolts streak up into the sky and
spark off the fighter's forward shields, but they were mere dropletsin comparison with the torrent of
energy coming back toward the ground. Through the thick fabric of hisflight suit Corran could fed the
heat pouring off the Defender's shots. Theroar of the fighter's passing thundered through his chest.

AsTycho's ship flew over thewall, thetrio roseto their feet. They ducked again, quickly, asInyri's
fighter shot past and came up in ahigh loop to finish her south-to-north run. Keeping low, Corran looked
around the corner, and then waved the others on with him.

The main gateway had afence-enclosed walkway that led to the main building. Looking to theright,
Corran saw the western yard where stormtroopers and guards had been gathering. Thick smoke drifted
over it, but not so thick that he couldn't see burning bodies and figures crawling across the ground toward
fallen comrades or parts of themsalves that they'd lost. Screams of pain echoed within the yard, but a
rising chorus of angry shouts started to eclipse them.

With the shouts came a scattering of blaster bolts. Corran swept his carbine over the yard, firing from the
hip. Red bolts pierced the fog, pitching men over backward. Sprinting forward, he dropped an empty
powerpack and dapped in anew one, and then resumed firing. Hegemony troopers tracked their fire
after him, spattering him with hot meta from the deteriorating fence.



Ooryl came running after him, keeping his blaster covering the eastern flank. Nrin advanced ten meters
into the walkway-athird of the way to the main building-then scythed fire back and forth over the yard.
His bolts spun men around, twirling them to the dirt. Their wegpons flew as they went down. Other men
snapped forward as bolts burned tunnel s from stomach to spine. With the blaster's backlight burnishing
red highlights onto his black helmet and flight suit, the Quarren seemed the antithesis of the scormtroopers
intheir white armor. Remorsdlesdy and deliberately Nrin fired until the enemy resistancedribbled to a
few sporadic shots, and then he jogged forward and took up a sheltered position at the base of the steps
to the main building.

Corran dashed up the steps and pulled hislightsaber from hisbelt with hisleft hand. He thumbed it to life,
letting its Silver glow banish the shadows, and then stroked it down either side of the front door. Hot
meta glowing red on each side, the door fell forward, and then surfed down the stepsto strike sparks on
the ferrocrete walkway.

Corran darted into the smoky foyer, dropping to one knee. He tracked the blaster across the opening,
and thenraised it as Ooryl camein and took up asimilar position on the left side of the door. Corran
glanced quickly behind him to make sure there was no office a his back.

Nrin entered the building, doffed hishelmet, and clipped the comlink from it to the throat of hisflight suit.
"Whereto from here?'

Ooryl pointed at alarge painted diagram of the building on the wal. "Blueleve is supposed to be the
isolation block. The Lusankya prisoners would be there, | would think. There sesemsto be only one
gtairwdl alowing access up there.”

"Makes sense for security reasons prisoners get loose, only one way out of their hole. Besides, | liketo
dart at the top anyway." Corran snapped off hislightsaber, clipped it to hisbelt again, and led the way
off to theright, to the stairwell that occupied the northwest corner of the building. "Eight flights up and
werethere”

The stairwell had been built tightly, with each flight covering half the distance to the next floor. At the top
of one an immediate right-angle turn would lead to the next flight. The metal underside of more steps
formed the roof of each flight and awall ran down between flights, preventing someone on one course
from seeing what was on the next.

The steps themsalves had been floored with cheap brown duraplast tiles that were already worn,

chipped, and cracking from constant use. The walls themsalves were covered with aglossy beigetile with
amatching tan mortar. Corran had visited many prisons during histime with CorSec, and he recognized
the decor and knew the materials had not been chosen for their aesthetic effect. The fact wasthat they
could smply be hosed down to remove bloodstains. And 1'd bet that more than one prisoner has dipped
and falen down aflight or two here.

Because they didn't know if they were waking into trouble or not, they crept up the stairsdowly. At
each floor landing they paused and checked the doorway, but found no onewaiting for them. Findly,
after five agonizing minutes, they reached the top floor and entered a smdl containment area.

Theisolation cdllsthemsalvesran in two long blocks down the center of the fourth floor, oriented north to
south. On the east and west sides two spacious galeries, easily five meters wide, separated the back
walls of the cdllsfrom thetal, trand ucent windows aong the exterior walls. A wal of heavy durasted
bars separated the containment areafrom the cells and galleries, but alowed Corran to see everything on



the fourth floor very clearly.

And it allowed the guards who had overturned a desk and were using it for cover to see Corran. They
opened fire from the western galery, which drove him to the floor. Herolled to hisright, reaching the
doorway to the stairs. Nrin and Ooryl grabbed him and dragged him onto the landing. He looked up at
them. "Good news isthat there's only four of them. Bad newsisthat they have cover and thereésameta
bar wall between us and them."

Nrin shrugged. "Use the lightsaber to dash it open.” "Oh, I'd loveto, but I'd be shot to pieceswhile
getting there." Corran hesitated for amoment, and then bounced the hedl of hisleft hand off hishemet's
forehead. "SometimesI'm anidiot."

Ooryl's helmeted head canted to the Side. " Sometimes?”

Corran gave hiswingman a contemptuous sneer, but being hidden by the helmet drained it of its effect.
"Nrin, give meyour blagter rifle”

The Quarren handed it over. Corran took it, ignited the lightsaber, and laid it pardld to the blaster rifle's
barrd. Hewaked over to the wal near the door and pressed the muzzle to the wall. He then did the
lightsaber forward until itstip poked through the wall on the far side. He retracted it to about a centimeter
ghy of the surface, and then held it tight against the barrd.

Nrin and Ooryl both ducked down the stairs as Corran brought the weapon around and stabbed it into
the wall on the south sde of the stairwell's landing. Because he was using therifle barrel asaguide, the
slver blade only penetrated the wal to the depth of twenty-nine centimetersinstead of piercing it
completely. Corran cut acrossfor about a meter, and then ran down for ameter and ahalf, burning a
black outline of adoorway into the wall. He shut the lightsaber off and handed therifle back to Nrin.

"There should only be a centimeter of tile between thewall and the gallery at the cut lines. I'll draw their
fire, you bresk through and caich them with flanking fire."

Nrin'stentacles curled up smartly. "For anidiot, you seem to think well."
"Hrg timefor everything.”
"Thanks, Ooryl."

Leaving histwo friends poised to act, Corran dove out through the doorway and triggered a burst of
blagterfire. He let himself continue to dide to the left, using the security cellblock corner to eclipsethe
guards fire, and then he sprinted forward to thewall of bars. Peeking around the corner he triggered
another burst of red bolts, and then ducked back asaflurry of bolts burned into the walls and scorched
metal bars.

He heard a crackling sound, and then heard the whine of more blasterfire. He scooted forward and fired.
His bolts nibbled away at the desk, but Nrin's heavier bolts burned clean through it. " One guard tumbled
back and another scrambled to maintain his balance. Hisarmsflailed, and then a bolt to the chest picked
him up and sent him flying deeper into the gdlery. A third guard took abolt in the shoulder, and the fourth
tossed his blaster out onto the floor before raising his hands.

Corran dashed the gate in the wall of bars open while Nrin and Ooryl kicked their way free of wall
debris. Asthe other two kept their weagpons on their captive, Corran used hislightsaber to cut away a



corner of the stairwell wall, allowing someone to cover the lower landing and the flight up to the door.
"Thisshould et you hold off reinforcements.”

Ooryl nodded and took up a position beside the corner hole.

Corran waved the man who had surrendered over to him. "Genera Dodonna, now!"
The man'sjaw dropped. "But | can't open the cell. | don't have acardkey."

Corran worked the humming lightsaber blade through an infinity loop. "I can handleit.”

The guard led him into the isolation cell areaand pointed at a cell about athird of the way down. Corran
stabbed the lightsaber into the lock mechanism, and then worked the blade around in a spird to sever the
latch. The door dowly swung open, the lightsaber's light seeding the recesses with dark shadows.

In the corner, on ahard pallet that served as a bunk, an old man raised hisleft hand to shield hiseyes
from the glare. The white hair and beard spoke to the man's age, and the way he straightened up in the
face of what seemed to be an Imperid pilot armed with alightsaber gave testament to hisinherent
courage.

"Generd Dodonna?'

The old man nodded. "'I'm Jan Dodonna."

"It'sbeen along time, Generd." Corran removed his helmet and smiled. "Are you ready to go home?"
35

The reddish glow from the fist Prince-Admird Ddak Kren-nd made with his mechanica right hand
painted hisfacein bloody highlights. Through the viewport on Reckoning he watched the New Republic
fleet beginitswithdrawal. Y es, they're running. Thisis better than | could have expected.

Krennd could not believe his good fortune. HeEd been staging for along grazing strike at Coruscant. He
expected it to embarrass the New Republic while they were waiting to ambush him. In redlity they struck
at Ciutric, expecting him to be away waiting to ambush another convoy. Their error, which was
compounded by the relative weakness of their taskforce, would allow him to crush them and then make
his strike at Coruscant.

"Weapons, target the Mon Cdl cruiser. Same ordersto Decisive and Emperor's Wisdom."
"Asordered, Prince-Admird."

A smile spread over Krenndl'sface as his forward gunners lashed Home One with heavy turbol aser
battery fire. Gold-tinged scarlet energy bolts battered the New Republic ship's bow and port shields. The
Mon Cd shield sphere dowly shrank asthe incoming fire boiled off layers of energy. Findly the bow
shield collgpsed and the hull itsalf crigped to ablackness as paint ignited and armor ablated. lon bolts
skittered, arced, and danced over the rounded ship's surface, and then a dozen concussion missiles from
Emperor's Wisdom tracked a series of explosions over the hull. Firesraged in acouple of craters,
prompting cheersfrom the bridge crew.

Krennd stared down at the crew pit from his catwak. "Why isn't Decisvefiring?"



The communications officer looked up from his station. " Decigve reports that Emancipator reinforced
their port shields and soaked off the damage that had to pass them to get to Home One. They request
leave to engage Emancipator.”

"No! Tell Decisivetorall to port, and then come up and over Emancipator.” Krennel thrust afinger at the
viewpoint. "1 want that cruiser dead!”

The Mon Calamari cruiser and Emancipator fired. The Mon Ca's turbolaser batteries concentrated their
fire on Reckoning'sforward shidd. Theinvisible energy bowl protecting the ship's bow suddenly filled
with atranducent pink that quickly evaporated as blueion cannon boltslanced through it. Blue lightning
crawled from corner to corner and glided aong lines over the ship's hull. Two heavy turbolaser batteries
exploded and Krennel saw at least two gunners gected into space as their stations ripped themsalves

apart.

Emancipator's wesgpons on both sides cut loose. The port gunners delivered afull broadside into
Decisve” port shield, shredding it. Turbolaser fire dashed black furrows aong the Imperia Star
Degtroyer'shull, and drilled deep at severd points. lon cannon bolts sent jagged lightning whips cavorting
over its hull, with a couple scurrying up the command tower asfast as Jawas after droids. The New
Republic ship's starboard batteries targeted Reckoning and peeled away its starboard shields. Krennel
felt the deck shift benesth hisfeet as a power surge momentarily knocked the in-ertial compensators
offline. Turbolasers vaporized portions of the hull. Warning srensblared and fires burned as atmosphere
vented.

Krennd clutched at the catwak railing. " Sensors, are they il withdrawing?!

"Yes, Prince-Admira. They're pulling out on an exit vector that will alow them to go to hyperspacein
thirty seconds.”

" Security, damage report.”

"Minimd, Prince-Admird."

Krennel nodded solemnly. "Helm, come about to a heading of ninety degrees, but keep her level. Well
give them our port shield to shoot at and afull broadside on the Mon Cal. Weapons, port on the Mon
Cal, starboard targets of opportunity.”

"Asordered, Prince-Admiral."

"Prince-Admird!" The man at the sensor station waved ahand at him. "I have the southern Daplona
shield down. Two of the New Republic ships are heading to ground.”

"Weagpons send asquadron of TIEs down to dedl with that problem.”

"Done, Prince-Admira."

"Two are running for the ground, and the rest for space. We can't have that." Krennel flashed teethina
cruel smile. "Communications, tell Binder to power up the gravity wells. Our dying enemies can't be
alowed to leave. After dl, the fun hasjust started, hasn't it?"

Recognition bloomed in the old man's eyes, bringing asmileto Corran'sface. " So you did escape



Lusankya after dl. Is-ard tossed us a skull and said you didn't makeit.”
Corran nodded. "I did, and even had ahand in killing her. At least, | thought we killed her."

Dodonnastood. "She's still beenin charge of us.” "That'saclone. Thered thing is<till out there, too."
Dodonnas eyes-widened. "Two of her?' "Y es, General. Now you know why we need you back.”
Corran tossed the Generd hisblaster pistol, pulled the comlink from hishelmet, and clipped it to hisflight
auit'slapel. He tossed the helmet on the Genera's cot, and then turned and poked his blaster carbine at
the guard. "Can you pop therest of these cdlls?' "Some.”

"Good, get them open and I'll get therest.” Corran crossed the hallway and started dashing open cdlls. A
motley assembly of individuals dowly shambled out. Some he recognized from histime on Lusankya
Forty cdlls produced atotd of ninety prisoners. "Isthis everyone, Genera ?'

Dodonna squinted, and then nodded. "We all managed to communicate despite the guards best effortsto
the contrary. A few here weren't on the Lusankya, but Krennel had them imprisoned for political crimes.”

"Wadll, you're dl free, courtesy of the New Republic." Nrin's voice rose above the husky cheering.
"Corran, come here, fast."

Corran sprinted back toward the stairwell and immediately identified the reason for Nrin'syell. Both he
and Ooryl stood at the corner hole in the wall, shooting down into the stairwell. Shots were coming back
up at them, but they managed to dodge back before any burst could hit them.

Ooryl pointed at the hole. "Guards and stormtroopers have worked their way up the stairs. We've been
keeping them back. | think they're going to get adoor from below to use asashield.”

"Got it." Corran pointed two of the Lusankya prisoners at the dead guards. "Get their blasters and come
withme"

Heran over to the stairway and dropped to one knee. He stabbed his lightsaber into the top landing and
cored out abig circle. It dropped down three meters, clanging off the heads of some stormtroopers who
fell back down the stairs. Thrugting his blaster into the hole, he triggered a burst that danced two guards

back againgt the wall, and then I eft them twitching on the landing ahdf afloor below.

He legped back asaflurry of shotsburned up at him. The blaster bolts chewed flaming holesin thewall
and scattered hot shards of ceramic tileal over. Corran felt asting on hisright cheek and his hand came
away bloody. He fired another burst down the hole, and then pulled back and let the two freshly armed
prisonerstake over.

Halfway between that hole and the other one, he met General Dodonna. The older man studied the
stuation for amoment, and then nodded. " One stairwell was put in to limit access of the prisoners hereto
any escaperoutes. If there was ariot, however, the guards probably would have come through the roof
to dedl with us. Y our lightsaber can cut us an opening to get out, but what then ?*

Corran shrugged, dousing hislightsaber and hooking it to hisbelt again. "I don't know. Let me ask." He
keyed the comlink on hislapd. "Five, we have the prisoners, but can't get down the northwest stairwell.
We're going to the roof. Can you get us off it?"'

"Negative, Nine. Things are hot up here. Welve got adozen TIEsinbound and thereis ground traffic.
Lookslikethelocal answer to CorSec coming to contest your hold on the prison.”



"I'm not liking what you're saying, Five."

"I'm not terribly keen on it mysdlf, Nine." A certain amount of strain came through Tycho's voice.
"Krennd's got us outgunned up-atmosphere, so you may well bein the best position of al.”

"Youch! | copy, Five. Let meknow when helpisavailable." Glancing over at Genera Dodonna, he
shook hishead. "If you have any ideas, Generd, I'm open to them. After dl, you saved the Rebdllion a
Y avin. By comparison, this should be child's-play.”

Wedge smiled as he keyed his comlink. "Nine, he saved the Rebellion by putting pilotsin the right place
at theright time. One Fight isinbound. Standby.” He flicked the comm unit over to the flight frequency.
"Two, Three, and Four, join Five and Six tackling those TIEs. I'll take care of theincoming ground
troops.”

"Asordered, Lead."

The other three Defenders pedled off, breaking starboard to intercept the TIE formation closing fast on
Tycho and Inyri. The Defenders launched a concussion missile each. The projectiles siresked through the
sky and hit their targets hard. Three small explosonstwinkled brightly and flaming debrisfdl from the
comets that were the burning remains of three TIEs.

Wedge flicked histargeting computer over to ground-search mode and immediately picked up flickering
readings from a convoy of landspeeders, acouple of gravtrucks, and a Chariot light assault vehicle. The
LAV wasthe most heavily armored transport in the convoy, but it might aswell have been made of
flimaplast asfar asits ability to ded with the Defenders wegpons was concerned. The commanders of
the convoy arelikely in that thing, and it looks as though they don't mind leading from the front. Right idea
just wrong place and time.

Wedge diaed histhrottle back down and brought up the power in the repulsorlift coils. A little rudder
graightened him out as hisfighter drifted down into acanyon of tal ferrocrete buildings. Half akilometer
eadt, battering smaller landspeeders out of the way, the Chariot LAV came boiling down the center of the
roadway. The wedge-shaped craft used its armored prow to push aside anything blocking the street.
Giventhe dightly erratic path it made, Sdedipping left and right down the road, the pilot clearly enjoyed
tipping smaller speeders over, dumping them into Sdewalks.

Wedge centered his crosshairs over the LAV's outline and waited until it reached the closer end of an
enclosed block before he opened fire with hislasers. The wegpons fired sequentialy, punching thefirst
two bolts through the transparistedl windscreens, which blackened, and then exploded back outina
geyser of goldenfire. A third bolt lanced through the starboard repul sorlift engines. They exploded,
dropping the craft'sright side to the ground, and then dewing it around to the left. The fourth bolt hit the
broads ded vehicle in the middle, melting enough of the support structure to crack the Chariot and dlow
flames to shoot skyward through the gap.

He kicked in abit more throttle and brought the Defender up so he could shoot over the burning
roadblock. He shifted from lasers to ion cannons and fired at the vehicle furthest back in the convoy. His
initid shot fell short, but wreathed agravtruck with blue lightning. It immediately grounded with sparks
shooting from the undercarriage.

The guards who had been in the back spilled out, most of them jerking and twitching with the energy.
One guard's clothes were smoldering. He sumbled into the street and the landspeeder following the



gravtruck hit him when it swerved to miss the dead truck. The guard pitched up and over the speeder
and landed in the road behind it, while the speeder went out of control and dammed into a storefront.

Wedge walked fire back down the convoy, hesitating a couple of times as guards legped from their
gravtrucks and sought shelter in doorways or behind ferrocrete benches or old monumentsto Imperid
glory. Theion blast would short out avehicle's electronics, and wasn't much kinder to any living cresture
it hit. He continued to target vehicles, stopping the ones he hit, bottling up the ones he did not.

A few of the men on the ground fired blasters at the Defender. Wedge scattered them with anion blast
and searched for more vehiclesto shoot, but something moving through the sky caught his attention. He
brought his sensors back into air-to-air mode and directed them at the object lifting from Daplonaand
heading out toward the prison.

The sensors reported it was an Imperid Assault Shuttle, with shidds at full, dl four laser cannons
charged, and concussion missile launchersin working order, with one lifeform on board. Bringing his
throttle up, he punched in arequest for acomm frequency scan of the ship and switched his comm unit
over to the unscrambled oneit was using.

"Thisis Generd Wedge Antilles of the New Republic. Y ou would be Y sanne Isard.”

There was momentary slence. "Generd Antilles? | thought you died a Distna."

"| thought you died a Thyferra, so were even.”

Pure venom poured through her voice. "If you think to make thisthe tiebreaker, you'l lose.”

Before Wedge could contradict her, fire blossomed in the shuttles concussion missilefiring tubes. Two
missiles jetted out and began agently curved flight toward the prison'stop floor "Corran Horn has
returned to be with to be with those he escaped” She hissed, "now it'stimefor dl of themto die.”

36

Admira Ackbar climbed back into his command chair. "Damage Control, report.”

A Twi'lek femaeturnedin hisdirection. "Artificial gravity restored. Hull breachesforward, decks one
and three. The Mrlsst isdead in space; Sullust and Mantooine are badly damaged. Peacemaker isalso
dead in space.”

The human at the sensor station raised ahand. "Admira, Binder has brought its gravity well projectors
up. Nothing isleaving the system.”

The Mon Cdamari nodded dowly. "Signd the fleet. Begin the Thrawn Pincer.”

Inwaging hiswar againgt the New Republic, Grand Admira Thrawn had proved himself to bea
masterful martid tactician. Rumor had it that he credited the study of apeople's art as being the key to
understanding and defeating them. Ackbar didn't know if that were true or not, but what he did
understand was that Thrawn had a superior command of how to utilize the tools of histrade. Thrawn had
again and again used an Interdictor cruiser asthe equivaent of amagnet. He sent it into systemsto pull a
fleet from hyperspace with more precision than most navigators could plot.

Ackbar had learned wdl from him.



While Ackbar's main battle group had jumped directly into the Ciutric system, arriving to the sun sde of
the planet, the second part of the taskforce had exited hyperspace deeper in the solar system. When the
signal from Ackbar reached them, the two Victory-class Star Destroyers jumped in toward Ciutric and
were dragged from space by Binder's presence.

This brought the two ships out of hyperspace at Binder's aft. The second the crews oriented themselves,
General Garm Bel Iblisissued ordersto engage the enemy. They unloaded their beam weapons on the
Emperor's Wisdom and launched their concussion missiles at Reckoning. They did thisjust after
Reckoning completed its ninety-degree shift to starboard, presenting its undamaged side to Home One,
and its unshielded flank to the newly arrived Selonian Fire and Corusca Fire.

A terrifyingly beautiful garland of explosions rippled down Reckoning'sright flank and on up the
command tower. Heavy turbolaser batteries disntegrated, hull plates buckled, while even more missiles
stabbed deep into the ship'sinterior to detonate and tear holes that breached multiple decks. Firesraged
asthe void of space sucked air out of the ships. Pieces of the hull broke away or twisted out of place,
leaving the Impstar looking asif it had sideswiped an asteroid.

One missile shot past the front of the command tower, and then course corrected and circled around to
grike the forward viewport. The transparisted resisted theimpact at first, but the interior layer cracked
and spdled off ahail of crystdline fragments that stormed through the bridge. They passed over the
heads of those individuas at the action stations, but blew through Prince-Admira Krennd so fast that
they had exited his back without appreciably dowing down at all.

Krenne looked down to see hiswhite uniform covered with red dots dightly lighter than the scarlet trim
on his cuffsand hem. Only hisright forearm deeve remained pristine. He got asfar asredizing that it had
not changed color because the arm undernesth was purely mechanica, before blood running from his
forehead dripped down into his eyes, blinding him.

Then the concussion missile detonated.
The comlink on Corran'slape sguawked loudly. "Concussion missilesincoming prison east!”

"Everyone, down! Get down!" Corran screamed at them, waving hisarms at the ground. "Down,
DOWN!™"

A missle dammed into the prison at the southeast corner of the fourth floor. Corran saw abrilliant light
blossom in that direction and caught a fleeting glimpse of cracks gppearing in the mortar between the
building blocks that made up the isolation cdlls. Then the explosion’s shock-wave hit him, blasting him off
his feet and knocking him backward into the wall. He saw stars as his head hit, and then sputtered as
dust from the tops of the hanging lights drifted down to choke him.

Herolled to hisfeet and saw Nrin getting back up, too. The Quarren fired a short burst through the hole
in the floor, and then backed off to feed another clip into his blaster rifle. Ooryl took over for him, firing
off along burst that brought weak return fire. Corran ran to the corner cut hed made and triggered a
burst through it. He heard a scream and a clatter, but wasn't certain who or what held hit. More distant
sounds of sporadic firing cameto him, but no hot light burned itsway up toward his position, so he
wasn't certain what to make of it.

His comlink crackled again, thistime with avoice he could not instantly place. "Nrin, please advise asto
your stuation.”



The Quarren frowned, and then keyed his comlink. "Fourth floor is secure. Theisolation cells shielded us
from the missle blast. We're holding off the guards, but are running low on power."

"l copy. We'reincoming."

Corran keyed his comlink. "Who's ‘we and where are you incoming from?'

"Weve cleared the tower to the second floor. Team Oneis on the way up.”

Nrin laughed aloud. "Come fast, Kapp. We promise we won't shoot any Devaronians.”

"| like hearing that, Nrin." Kgpp Dendo's voice pulsed confidently through the comlink. "Sit tight and welll
have you out of therein no time.”

Wedge punched up the Rogue comm frequency. " Concuss on missilesincoming prison east!" Even ashe
shouted the warning, he ruddered hisfighter's front to starboard and dropped the aiming reticle over the
spark that wasthefirst missle. Hetightened up on the trigger and sent anion bolt Szzling out after it. He
cursed, switched to lasers, but by the time he tracked the second missile, it wastoo late.

Theion bolt succeeded in hitting the first missile, surrounding it with ablue energy web. Themissile
corkscrewed into aspira and climbed skyward before detonating. A sky-fal of burning sparks dowly
descended at the base of smoky snakes, faling among parks and homes.

The second missile dammed into the prison'stop floor at the southeast corner. The resulting explosion
ripped aholein the building that extended down two floors and shot debris hundreds of metersinto the
air. Bodies hung from the hole, and then were pitched to the ground as prisoners from the second and
third floors began a dash for freedom.

Wedge punched up One Hight'stactical comm channd. "Gavin, Myn, Hobbie, give mefull spectrum
scans of the shuttle. Myn, Gavin, moveto cut it off from the prison. Send the sensor datato me
immediately, and take the shuttle with ion cannonsif you can.”

Without waiting for areply, Wedge rolled his Defender to port and came up, leveling out & the same
dtitude asthe assault shuttle. His maneuver brought him in for a deflection shot that would hit the
starboard aft section of the ship. The assault shuttle ruddered around to present its aft to him, and then

Sidedipped to port.

Wedge switched to ion cannons and dropped his crosshairs on the shuttle. It juked up, and then
Sdedipped port again. The pilot made the ungainly craft dance with asurprisingly light hand on the stick.
There hasto be atargeting warning system in there. The moment my sensors pinpoint him, he getsalight
on hisHUD and jinks.

Getting the shuttle wasn't going to be easy, but the evasive maneuvers had moved the shuttle away from
the prison. Wedge keyed his comm unit. "Myn, stay ninety degrees off my position. Gavin, get aboveit.
Hes got an early warning system so well haveto herd it.”

He then punched up the shuttle's comm channd. "Niceflying, Isard.”

"Coming from you, that'sa compliment.”



"| gppreciate my foes and their abilities." Wedge hesitated for amoment, and then spoke with acold
confidencein hisvoice. "Then again, | would hope a clone would be an improvement over the origind.”

"Wha?'

"You didn't know you were aclone? No, of course not. Isard wouldn't trust the dispersa of her prized
captivesto just anyone: She gave the job to hersalf. With you she could actualy bein two placesat one
time"

"That'sinsane"

"So was she." Wedge triggered an ion bolt that laced aquamarine fire through the shuttle's aft shield.
"Corran's escape and her evacuation of Coruscant broke her, but you were imprinted before then, so
your brainwelds weren't loosened. Y ou did your job and she had you shot. She expected you to die, but
you didn't and hereyou are.”

The shuttle sdedipped starboard as gracefully as a hawkbat riding air currentsin Coruscant's citified
canyons. "No, not possible.”

"It'strue.” Wedge laughed doud. "Infact, | can proveit.”
"It'salie”

"Oh, and then explain why, inasmilar situation on Thyferra, 1sard was using her shuttle to run and you,
on the other hand, are ill trying to deny usthe Lusankya prisoners, as per her ordersto vow?"

He cut off her anguished scream by switching over to One Flight'stactical channel. "Myn, moveinto the
shuttle's aft port. Gavin, set up for shots after asidedip starboard.” Wedge punched an inquiry into his
tactica computer. "Takeit down, now."

The other two trips moved in for thekill like teopari on the hunt. Myn's Defender curled in past Wedge's
fighter and snapped off apair of ion boltsthat took the shuttle in the aft. Electricity played through the aft
shidd, shrinking it to atiny sphere that imploded in abrilliant flash.

Thelshuttle, as predicted, sidedipped to the right. Gavin'stwo bolts shot down at it and caught the shuttle
on the high dorsa stahilizer, gushing down asif afluid. Sparks shot from shield projectors as they shorted
out and smoke began to trail from the concussion missile launchers. Thelight in the engines died out as
the ship'selectrica system failed and a ship that had once been elegant in flight became a heavy congtruct
of metal and ceramics suddenly unable to defy gravity.

The left wing tip hit the ground first, gouging afurrow in abridge roadway. Scattered speeders whirled,
spun, and flipped away as huge chunks of ferrocrete decking dropped twenty metersto the shallow river
below. Portions of the wing whipped through the air asit hit the durasted supports at the bridge's edge.

The shuttles flattening spin would have dammed it into the ground, crushing the pilot's compartment
completely, but theriver valley meant there was no ground for it to hit. The ship continued to spin and the
right wing tip came down to splash through the water and strike riverbed. Thewing lodged asfirmly asif
the riverbed were solid stone.

Metad screamed and ferroceramic armor tiles sngpped adong the wing'sjoint with the ship's hull. Because
the wings were meant to fold up for ease of storage in the belly of a ship, the joint was not nearly as



strong as it would have been were the wings part of the basic hull. Hydraulic fluid sprayed out asthe
hinges parted and the wing tore completely off.

The hull whirled through the air, the nose dmogt kissing the water after thefirst revolution. 1t came up
again, sparing the pilot'slife, and then the shuttle hit on theright rear quarter. The section of the boxy hull
crumpled, splashing out grest torrents of the river water it displaced. The ship bounced up, and then
landed hard on the aft. The impact jolted the drive units, tearing them free of their mountings and
damming them forward into the passenger compartment.

The shuttle wavered there for a second, and then the last bit of its momentum pitched it over onto its port
sde. Water splashed up on both sides, and then the craft settled back, resting on its blackened dorsal
stabilizer. Water washed up around the ship's hull and steam rose from the drive units.

After ten seconds, though, aside from the splashing of debrisfaling from the bridge, the lazy Daplona
River had absorbed the violence of the shuttle's crash and wended on itsway.

Wedge glanced at his secondary screen and the answer to his computer inquiry. He punched up Isard's
comm frequency again. "'l know you won't reply since you're busy playing dead. Just to let you know,
there's one moreway | know you're aclone. Isard tried the same trick to escape us on Thyferra. Won't
work thistime. It'sover.”

He ruddered his Defender around on a course that directed it toward the Daplona base training center.
When held asked the othersin One Flight for afull scan of the shuttle, it had included data on the comm
frequencies being used, including their strength and the direction from which they were coming. By having
his computer compare the vectors, he triangulated |sard's |ocation and the place from which shewas
directing the shuttle.

"Oh, one morething," Wedge added. "Tell Colonel Lorrir he sdedipstoo much. That'swhy | got him.
Andyou."

Switching over to concussion missiles, Wedge targeted the building and tightened hisfinger on thetrigger.
A pair of concussion misslesjetted out on azure fire and another pair quickly followed it. All four hititin
sequence, blowing into the squat building'slower two floors. Brilliant explosions ripped through the
building, blagting out transparisted windows and cutting through support structures. The comm dish on
the roof tipped and broke off as the upper two floors twisted, and then descended into the dust cloud
bel ow them. Smoke, both black and white, rolled through the surrounding arealike surf bregking. Inits
wake lay amountain of rubble lesking thin vapors.

Wedge got nothing but static on Isard's comm frequency.

With a smile blossoming on hisface, Wedge brought his Defender around and headed it toward the
prison. Isard had betrayed them, and the individua that was adice of her tried to deny them the prize for
which they had worked so hard. Both Isards had been thwarted and, no matter what €l se happened, that
madeit avery good day.

Corran and Jan Dodonna were the last two people to come down the stairs. Because of the hole at the
top of the airs, Corran had used the lightsaber to widen the door and let folks mount the stairs from the
gdeingtead of thelanding. Nrin and Ooryl led the way down and the former prisonersfiled out without
incident.

Corran felt an odd chill asthey made their way to the lower floors. Stormtrooper and guard corpses



clogged the stairwell save for the narrow path that wormed its way between their bodies. It struck
Corran asvery odd that very few of the bodies showed signs of having been killed with blaster bolts.
Blood leaked from most of them, with knife wounds in the chest, or armpits, or any other location where
ablade could easily sever amagjor blood vessel. Broken arms and legs appeared on some of the corpses,
along with spinal didocations. A couple of guards had broken necks, with the damage so severethat it
appeared someone had tried to twist their heads right off.

They came out into the sunlight and Kapp snapped to

attention. He tossed a salute to Jan Dodonna, which Dodonna returned with acrisp grace. The
Devaronian extended his hand to the older man. "It isa pleasure to meet you, Generd."

"My thanksto you and your men." Dodonna smiled broadly and handed the borrowed blaster to Corran.
"I never doubted you'd make good on your promise, Corran. Y ou even got around to it faster than |

expected.”

"Not asfast as| wanted to, but Warlord Zsinj and Grand Admira Thrawn took up afair amount of our
time." Corran turned to Kapp, shifting his recovered helmet beneath hisleft arm so he could shake hands
with Team One'sleader. As he did so he glanced from the line of freed men making their way to the two
freighters parked beyond the twisted prison doors to Kapp. " Speaking of your men, where are they?!

Kapp smiled and opened hisarms. "They'redl here."

Corran looked around and only saw a haf-dozen bipeds he didn't instantly recognize. The small,
gray-skinned bipeds exposed legs and arms rippled with muscles and their large dark eyes watched each
passing individua with the closeness of apredator seeking prey. They smiled at men who nodded thanks
to them, exposing mouths full of sharp teeth, gathering their homespun robes at the waist, they wore a
belt that bore a bolstered blaster on one hip, a sheathed knife at the other, and a couple smaller throwing
blades shegthed at the small of their backs.

Corran frowned. "Those are dl the men you brought?”
Kapp laughed doud. "They're Noghri, Corran, ahdf dozenisal | needed.”

"Those are Noghri? I'm glad they're on our side." Corran glanced more closely at one and got a broad,
tooth-studded smilein return. “They are on our Sde, right?”

"They worked for the Empire because Vader had tricked them. Princess Lelamanaged to turn them to
our side. They're apeaceful people, but they're willing to act for usto atone for some of the thingsthe
Empire had them do."

Kapp offered Dodonna his arm and the older man took it to steady himself. "Generd, if you'll come with
me, well get you off thisrock."

Corran pointed to the sky. "What happened up there?"

"Bd Iblis battle group blasted Reckoning and Emperor's Wisdom. Reckoning's bridge is gone, and
Krennd aong with it. The crews of Binder and Decisive found themsalves outgunned and decided
accepting aNew Republic amnesty was preferable to being reduced to scrap.” Kapp shrugged easily. "l
think the polsintend for the Hegemony to enter the New Republic as a unit, and these guys would get
gtationed here to maintain order. They still protect their homes and we don't have to kill them.”



"Win, win." Corran nodded, and then waved Kapp on toward the freighters. "I'll catch up with you--I
need to get air between meand dirt.”

Corran jogged over to where held landed his Defender and smiled as Wedge's ship set down easily. He
waited for Wedge to exit the bal cockpit and offered him his hand. "Thanks for the warning, Wedge. Air
got atad warm there, but no serious damage done.”

"Good." Wedge surveyed the prison and the line of men heading toward the freighters. "Got them al?’
"Asnearly aswe can tell, yes. Did you get Isard's clone?!

Wedge smiled. "She had Colond Lorrir flying ashuttle by remote-l recognized hislove of sdedips. Myn
and Gavin brought the shuttle down, | triangulated back to the point of origin of the control and comm
broadcasts and laced it with two concussion missiles. Brought the whole training center down.”

Corran arched an eyebrow at him. " Great, now I'll never get my deposit back for locker rentd inthe
recrestion area”

"Don't worry about it, Corran. If the New Republic ever comes through with our pay, I'll cover it."

"Worksfor me." The younger man looked around, and then shifted his shoulders uneasily. "Kapp says
our fleet took Krennel down and, without their leader, the others surrendered. Everything turned out very
nicdy."

"It did, so why the shiver there?!

"We did better than expected, muddling through without Isard's help." Corran's green eyes narrowed.
"So, whereis she, and just how good aday is she having?”

37

The daggerish hull of the Lusankya hung in the middle of the Bilbringi shipyard like avibroblade waiting
to be plucked up and used to kill an enemy. The eight kilometers of itslength had been restored fully,
with running lights burning around its edges, the prow returned to needle-sharpness, the armor restored,
and the ship painted an even gray tone. Two bloody Rebel crests graced the ship toward the aft, both on
top and bottom-marred it redlly-and destroyed any chance of the gray hull vanishing against the
backdrop of space.

But then, she thought, hiding a Super Star Destroyer has dways been impossible. Isard laughed lightly.
The New Republic had tried to hide Lusankyafrom her. They had circulated rumorsthat it had been
taken apart for scrap or cannibalized to repair countless smaler ships, but she had known from the Sart
that al such stories were deceptions. The Lusankyawas a prize they had sought to deny her. Such aship
could lay waste to fleets and project political power to the furthest reaches of the galaxy.

She pressed her right hand against the transparisted viewport on theincoming freighter Swift. Behind her
she heard the communi cations officer play out the watch code that alowed their freighter to approach the
larger ship. Her spiesin the New Republic had managed to produce it, aswell asacopy of the program

used to determine watch codes. Nothing the New Republic could do would deny her areturn to her ship.

"ThisisBilbringi Control. Swift, you are approved for docking on the command tower. Proceed on



vector three-three-two mark three-four-five, steady as she goes.”
" Swift acknowledges three-three-two mark three-four-five, Control. Swift out.”
Isard stared at the reflection of the bridge behind her. " Sensors, data please.”

"Only thirty percent of the ship has gravity and atmosphere, al aong the central spine and up into the
command tower. Only essential systems are engaged, with no power to wegpons. Enginesarein
station-keeping mode only." The sensor officer's reflection ducked its head toward the screen he was
sudying. "I have nearly five hundred mixed lifeform readings on board, human and other. They arelargely
confined near the bow, working on the restoration of areasthat were severely damaged at Thyferra”

"Very good. Captain, takeusin."

Isard watched, her eyes widening hungrily asthe Lusankyaloomed larger. She had not lied when shetold
Corran Horn that his escape from Lusankya had soiled the ship, disgraced it and tainted it. Sheredlly
didn't want anything more to do with it and had been pleased when the New Republic had pounded it
mercilessy. In fact, her command to Captain Drysso, telling him to flee before the New Republic killed
him and Lusankya, had been calculated to have just the opposite effect. As she intended, Drysso had
remained a Thyferraand had been killed in the battle.

Now, with years of hindsight, Isard redlized how Horn's escape and her forced evacuation of Imperid
Center had affected her. 1t had worn her down. She had not been thinking clearly during her time asruler
of Thyferra. She made mistakes that now she could see were clearly preventable. Theloss of Imperid
Center through her narrow escape from Thyferra had been a crucible in which her desperation and
insanity had been burned from her. During the time of Thrawn's campaign she had pulled herself together,
tapped into il existing sources of information, and had taken over one of the many hidden Imperia
ingdlations, from which she plotted her renewed riseto power.

Crucid to that rise had been the repossession of Lusankya. At ThyferraLusankya had likewisebeenina
crucible. Its defects, the taint Horn had left on it, had been burned out of it. The New Republic had taken
it away from Thyferra; first to ahidden Rebe ingtallation where the basic refits had been done, and then
to Bilbringi where the final work could be completed. The New Republic had fully restored Lusankya.

And now | shal use Lusankyato restore me to power. With the Super Star Destroyer under her
command, bringing the various warlords to hed would be smple. As powerful asthey were, shewould
threaten them with destruction unlessthey alied themselves with her. Teradoc and Harssk might posea
problem at first, but people like Tavira, with her Invidious, would flock to Isard's banner. With anew
Imperia force she would be able to negotiate with whoever succeeded Thrawn and even unitethe
disparate worldsthat ill claimed alegiance to the Empire. In avery short time shewould forge anew
Empire and pressin on the New Republic, shattering them. | will have aream which will makethe
Emperor proud.

The Swift dowed as the command tower loomed up over it. The freighter rotated ninety degreesto orient
its docking collar with the docking point at the base of the tower. Below her, booted feet clanked dong
grating as Mgor Telik's commandos positioned themsalves to move forward and take possession of the
ship. They would make immediately for the bridge aong with a hand-picked crew of Navd officerswho
had been training for months on how to run a Super Star Destroyer.

Her ears popped asasmall pressure wave pulsed through Swift. Isard turned from the viewport and
descended aladder to the lower deck. Commandosin dark gray armor poured through the docking



collar and into Lu-sankya. The black-clad sailorsjogged after them and soon were lost in the bowels of
thelarger ship.

Isard started toward the docking collar, but the Swift's Captain stopped her. "Colond Vessery's
sguadrons have made the jump in-system and have taken up patrolling in case garrison troops from
Bilbringi come up. I'vetold him you'll issue arecafl for hisfightersto dock with Lusankyaor that Hem
will send him coordinates for ajump when we leave the system.”

"Very good.” Isard eyed the man up and down. "Perhaps it istime for you to move up and command
something larger than thisfreighter.”

The man amiled. "It would be my pleasure.”
"Report to the bridge and let me know when you get there.”

The Captain straightened up to hisfull height. "1t would be my honor to escort you to the bridge, Madam
Director."

"I'm certain, but | am headed e sewhere.”
"We only have fifty commandos on the ship. Not al areas are secure.”

|sard drew back her left deaveto reved aholdout blaster concealed there. "'l am not without resources
to defend mysdlf, Captain Wintle. Contact me when you reach the bridge."

"Asyou command." Wintle took off running into Lusankya, as eeger asalittle boy being given hisfirst
airspeeder.

Isard dlowed hersdlf to smile at that, lesstaking joy in hisdisplay of enthusiasm than in her redization that
alowing someoneto atain adream, or think adream iswithin grasping distance, createsavulnerable
period during which striking at and destroying them is easy. Intheir joy they let their guard down, and
that iswhen they die.

The solitary echo of her footfals as she entered L usankya reminded her of the first time she set foot on
the ship. The Emperor had brought her to one of his hidden sanctums, one of the various satellite palace
complexes he maintained on Imperia Center. Helet her enter Lusankyaal alone, being the first person
to touch it, thefirst person to seeit. If it wastrue that the very act of observing and experiencing
something changed the thing being observed, and then Isard had been the agent of changein Lusankya,
and it had changed her aswell. It became her source of power, hidden, lurking, much as she hid and
lurked and worked to preserve the Emperor's power.

She entered aturbolift and ascended to amidway point in the command tower. She exited the lift and
paced down a haf-lit halway. A couple of twists and turns|later she stood before a pair of red doors.
She pressed her hand to the center of them and they opened at her touch. She smiled. The ship's ability
to recognize her had been hard-coded into the basic systems and clearly the New Republic had not
found dl of them.

She entered aroom that was small by planetary standards, but huge when compared to the cabinson a
ship even aship the sze of asmdl city. The Emperor had ordered it finished in fine exctic
woods-something he knew would please her-and the New Republic had not stripped away his
handiwork. The dimmed lights glowed golden off the strips of panding, imparting awarmth to the room



that made her redlize that for the longest time she had felt terribly cold and disconnected from the world.

Stepping deeper into the room, she did notice one change. There, on the back wall, between the
hatchways to the rest of her suite and a small storage closet, the woodworkers had once used ebony to
create the Imperia crest. The whole of that inlay had been pulled out and, inits place; natural reddish
woods had been employed to display the Rebel crest.

She hated the Rebel crest's soft curves and languid angles. To her it had no strength, no ability to stir the
spirit. The Imperid crest, dl hard and angular, sharp and dark, radiated strength and commanded fedlty.
The Rebdls, they never could appreciate that fact. | will give them another chance to learn that lesson.

Isard strode to the high-backed chair set in the middle of the forward part of the room. She sank into the
thick nerf-hide cushions, letting the raw, wild scent of them take her back to more pleasant times. She
undipped her comlink from her belt and snapped it into the circular jack on one of the blocky chair's
arms. "Captain Wintle, report, if you please.”

A holoprojector mounted in the floor conveyed athree-quarterstal image of awinded Wintle to her,
placing it at her feet. "Forgive me, Madam Director, but | only just got here. The aimosphere hereisabit
lighter than expected-- the equivaent of amountaintop. We are working with environmenta controlsto
change that now. The atmosphere would be appropriate for Verpine technicians, and there is some
indication the creatures have been working here."

"l see” Isard's eyes narrowed. "Is there a problem adjusting the atmosphere? That should be asimple
metter."

"It should, yes, but environmenta and helm controls seem to be locked out up here. They are routed into
the auxiliary bridge. We're preparing ateam to go down there and shift control back up here.”

Isard's frown deepened. " Dispatch your team, and send commandos with them. Do it a once. | will meet
them at the auxiliary bridge.”

"Asordered, Madam Director."
"Be quick about it, Captain Wintle. Isard out.”

She plucked her comlink from the chair dot and stood, for the first time noticing the open door to the rest
of the suite and the woman standing there with adrawn blaster. 1sard thought for a second, and then
nodded dowly. "Y es, you are the Wessiri woman. Y ou work for Cracken. Y ou were married to one of

my people.”

lellaWessiri's brown eyes hardened. " Diric was never one of your people. Even a the end he defied
you."

"Ah, and then thereports| read of hiskilling Kirtan Loor and your killing him were incorrect?' Isard
dlowed hersdf asmile. "I cantell you about your Diric. He broke dmost immediately. Wed barely
gotten him strapped into the interrogation unit when he started babbling on about al manner of things. |
know more about you and the intimate details of your life with him than anyone should have been forced
toligento. Why..."

"Shut up.”



What surprised Isard was not what lellasaid, but how she said it. Isard expected a shrill, snapped
answer, uttered as censure and meant to inflict pain. Instead it came as amatter-of-fact comment, devoid
of emoation. Isard couldn't believe ldla could be so cam in the face of what she had been saying. And she
will not remain so forever,

lellashook her head. ™Y ou're not in control here, Isard. | have three peoplein the auxiliary bridge. Y our
peopleleft on the bridge will suddenly find themsel ves with too little oxygen to function and they'll drop
into adeep deep. Those heading down to the auxiliary bridge will find themsalves trapped in a section of
corridor in which the atmosphere will be pumped up to five timesnorma pressure. Even if they havether
own sources of oxygen, the pressure will prevent them from being able to breathe. They'll go out, too.

Isard twisted the bottom of her comlink, and then raised it to her lips. Her words burst out over the ship's
interna communications system. "Now hear this, | am Y sannelsard. To the three peoplein the auxiliary
bridge, | offer twenty-five million Imperia credits each to turn the ship over to my representatives. If your
compatriots object, kill them and the whole amount isyours.”

The holoprojector burned to life again, showing atal, white-haired man with amechanical |eft eye
standing between a dark-haired woman and a black Bothan with splashes of white over her fur. "Thisis
Boogter Terrik, Acting-Captain of the Lusankya. My loyal bridge crew and | agree there are not enough
creditsin the galaxy for you to buy control of this ship from us. Idlla, kill her and be done with it."

Asthe holograph faded, Isard looked over at Iella. "So, | forced you to murder your husband, and now
you will shoot mein cold blood? Isthat the plan?"

lellashook her head. "Booster'sideaof justice isabit more direct than mine, alittle lessrefined.”
"Redlly? No desire for revenge?’ |sard arched the eyebrow over her blueeye at I1dlla "I am the one who
warped your husband. | bent him to my will, shattered his mind, made him into my plaything. Don't you
want me dead?" .

"I'm not going to shed any tearswhen you die, Isard.” lellasmiled easily. "Killing you would be too easy,
though. It would deny you the time you'll spend agonizing over how we found you, how we knew you
were coming for thisship.”

A shiver ran down Isard's spine at the thought she was predictable, but she twisted a smile onto her face
to hide her congternation. "Actualy, | wonder how you even knew | was dive. Deducing the rest from
that fact | can imagine. None of Horn's messages got out.”

"No? And when was the last time you checked on the droids you had put into storage?"

Isard's head came up and an unfamiliar sensation of dread crawled through her belly on sharp, icy claws.
"The droids were restrained and used as hostages, but no one checked on them. So, one got away."

"Two, actudly."

"Base security will be purged for that." Isard nodded a sl ute to the other woman. "Next time, no such
mistake will be made.”

"Therewon't be anext time."

"No? The New Republic won't dare put me on tria. Too many of the people you rely upon to administer



the government could be exposed. | know al their secrets, and that includes many members of your
precious Senate.”" Isard allowed hersdf to smile broadly. "I'll never cometotrid inaMinistry of Justice
court.”

"No, youwon't." Iellas smile matched her own. "Y ou attempted to take control of this New Republic
ship. That's piracy, and that's an offense for which you can and will be tried in amilitary court. No public
trial, no chanceto stir up hysteria. Y oull just be convicted and sent to a very secure prison.”

The woman hesitated for amoment, and then nodded. "I understand they're thinking of keeping you here,
on Lusankya. You'll be an anonymous prisoner, cared for by droids, forgotten, locked away in the heart
of the very prison you yoursdlf created. For therest of your naturd life.”

That prospect stunned Isard and, in amoment's introspection, was what undid her. The terror inspired by
such afate prompted her to shoot her left arm forward, |etting the holdout blaster dide down into her left
hand. It was arash act, one only possible when the horror of life entombed outweighed the horror of
desth.

Her shock also made her abit dower than she should have been. Her first shot took IellaWessiri inthe
left shoulder, halfway twisting her around. The blaster in Idlasright hand remained steady, however, and
the shot from it caught 1sard square in the ssomach. She felt hersalf sngpping forward, and then flying
back. Pain shot down her legs as she struck the wall, and then stars exploded before her eyes as her
head rebounded. She heard the distant clatter of her blaster on the floor as she did down thewall.

Peering down, she saw her red uniform jacket was smoldering. Smoke rose to her eyes, which wasthe
only reason she began to shed tears. Blood soaked her jacket and began to seep into her trousers. Pain,
araw, fiery sensation, pulsed through her body, and every breath came with wringing agony.

She looked up at Ielaand opened her mouth to make yet one more taunt about Diric, but her lungs
couldn't project as much as a squeak. Isard tried to give her ahard stare, the sort of hard stare that had
broken Imperia nobles and invoked fear in her inferiors, but her gaze swam out of focus.

Then, before she could find any other way to try to hurt another human being, the world grew dark
around her. In that last moment, in the sanctum the Emperor had given her, she redised she had failed
him. With that redlization held solidly in her mind, she admitted to hersaf that death would not be so bad
after dl.

38

Standing in the midst of a party being held on the Lusankya summoned up for Corran Horn avariety of
conflicting emotions. The freed prisoners and anyone who had been in contact with them had been
brought to Lusankya and ensconced on a crew deck, being served by droids aone, for two weeks until
New Republic medicdl officials completed their scans and decided they were disease free.

The release of the prisoners from isolation became a cause for celebration that drew officials and
important people from dl acrossthe New Republic. At thefar end of the large reception room, with his
back to amassive trangpari-steel viewport that looked out over the vast expanse of the ship's prow,
General Dodonna stood flanked by Admird Ackbar and Generals Bel Iblisand Antilles. A congtant
stream of wellwishers moved past them, exchanging comments, glances, handshakes, and smiles.
Dodonnagreeted warmly those individuas he recalled from Y avin and before, exuding the warmth and
wisdom that had made him the natural |eader of the prisoners.



Corran smiled dowly. During his escape attempt from Lusankya, Jan Dodonna had killed aman who
tried to stop Corran. The way to freedom was clear and Corran offered to let Dodonna accompany him.
Dodonna had refused, knowing that if he escaped, Isard would have wiped out the rest of the prisoners.
Hetraded hisfreedom for their lives, a sacrifice that earned him two more years of captivity.

I'm not sure | could make that choice. Corran sipped Corellian whiskey. | hope | could, but | don't know
if I'm that good aman.

While everyone around him seemed to be very happy--with Booster's booming laughter echoing from the
far corner of the room--something felt out of place for Corran. The last party | was at, Urlor Sette died,
propelling al of us down the path that brought us here.

Friends died and countless people suffered. Through the milling crowd he caught sight of Gavin
Darklighter talking with Myn Donos and a couple of other people Corran didn't recognize. Gavin had a
smile on hisface, but the way he moved and his short responses told Corran that Asyr's death il ate
away a him. Gavin'sagood man and doesn't deserve such pain. I'm going to make sure to talk with him,
help share the burden. He's strong; he just needs someone to remind him of that fact.

Wes Janson came over and dapped Corran on the back. "We dresswell for dead men, don't we?"

"Wdll, better for me thistime than thelast one." Corran amiled at him. "But making a habit of being left for
dead isn't agood idea.”

Wes nodded solemnly, though his smile only eroded dightly at the corners of hismouth. "When | thought
you guyswere dl gone..." He shivered for asecond and his voice fatered. "Then to see you again, abeit
through atransparisted wall while you were inisolation, you don't know how happy | was."

"Oh, I haveaclue." Corran jerked hishead toward the front of the room. "My ears are ill ringing from
the happy whoop Wedge let out. He redlly couldn't contain himsdlf."

"Y eah, and that little Ewok dance of joy is pretty ugly to watch, isn't it?"

"Watch?| wastrying to get my feet out from under his." Corran and Wes both laughed, and then the
Cordlian pilot gave hisfriend anod. "Wish you'd been with us on Ciutric, and I'm very glad to have you
back with usnow."

"Y es, active duty beats being dead dl hollow." Westossed him awink, and then threaded hisway off in
Wedge's direction.

Corran shifted his shoulders to loosen them. Probably going to pull some Ewok prank on Wedge, and
Wedge will love hating every minute of it. Turning away from Wes's departure, Corran smiled asldla
and Mirax cut through the crowd and joined him.

Mirax looked radiant in along, deevel ess gown worn daringly off one shoulder. The garment appeared
black, but a shimmering rainbow of pinpricks channeled light over it and her. She wore her dark hair up,
and two tiny diamond studs sparkled from her earl obes.

lellawore awhite gown with a short jacket over it. A single diamond on aplatinum chain lay at the
hollow of her throat, casting off dazzling light darts as she moved. Her hair had been gathered loosely at
the back of her neck with asimple black cord. Her ouitfit, while not as flashy as Mirax's, had an elegance
to it that matched |ellas noble bearing.



Mirax dipped her right hand through the crook of Corran'sleft arm. "Enjoying yourself?'

"Now | am, yes" He smiled a hiswife. Her physical warmth and presence bled into him; pushing aside
the sense of foreboding he'd been feding. "How's the shoulder, 1dlla?!

She worked her |eft shoulder forward and back. "It's fine. Full range of motion and all. Nothing bacta
couldn't handle. Y ou know that--you've been wounded much worse and survived.”

"True, if therésaspark of life, bactawill keep you going.”

lellanodded. "Happy to be out of isolation?' "Very." Corran jerked his head toward General Dodonna.
"It was very weird to be a prisoner of sorts on Lusankya again. We got the run of the deck they trapped
us on, which happened to have been the deck where we were held the first time. The accommodations
were alot nicer thistime around, though.”

"Lusankyalooks nothing like it did when we were married onit." Mirax took hiswhiskey from him and
drank asip. "l definitdy think it'san improvement.”

Corran nodded. "I guessalot of refitting went on. There'sawhole forward areawhere living creatures
aren't dlowed to go. It'sjust serviced by droids."

Iellacoughed into her hand. "It's a bio-containment facility. It gpparently struck some of the designers
that in rebuilding the prow; they could put in scientific and medica suitesthat would alow Lusankyato be
more than just amilitary ship. | think their sense of irony prompted them to put an area on board that,

had it existed when the Krytos virus broke out, would have been useful in thwarting Isard's plan. Inthe
heart of that areathereis supposed to be a containment cell so secure that any breach in it will
immediately vent the whole areato pace. Nothing, no virus or germ, will be getting out of there dive.”

"That'saplus." Corran smiled dightly, and then looked around. "Kind of funny about Isard coming back
here. | guessit makes sense, but she had me fooled. She told me she was glad the ship had been
destroyed, since | ruined it for her. How did you figure out she was coming back for it?"

The two women exchanged alaugh. "Actudly it was Mirax's father who figured it out.”
"Yourekidding."

"Nope." lellashook her head. "The process sort of involved logic, but it was abit twisted...”

Mirax sghed. "It was Boogter-logic."

"I hope you had a Three-Pee-Oh there to trandate.”

Mirax dapped Corran on the arm. "Easy, husband. If not for him you'd be fighting this monster.”
lellasmiled. "Boogter sarted from the idea that 1sard wanted to reestablish the Empire, and then he
started breaking it down into al the steps sheld need to succeed at to get there. Somewherein that list
was a serious need to be able to inflict heavy damage on her enemies. From there Booster got to the

Lusankya reborn, which hed figured the New Republic was refitting because of the prices being offered
for parts on the secondary commodities markets.



"Cracken provided us with authorization to commandeer whatever we needed, so the four of us came
here and took command.”

"Four of you?"

Mirax and |ella exchanged aquick glance, and then Cor-ran'swife gave his arm a squeeze. "Boogter,
Iella, me, and a Verpine tech who did some quick rewiring. We trapped I sard's people and lellatook
care of her in her own private quarters.”

Corran remained slent for amoment, and then nodded. "Y ou think Diricisfindly a peace?’

"I hope s0. Isard had reduced Diric to something he never wanted to be. Eliminating her won't bring him
back, but shelll never do that to anyone else, so that'saplus. | can livewithit."

"And live much better for it." Corran shivered. "I wonder if shell end up haunting this place.”
"I have no doubt part of her will always be with the Lusankya.”

"Right whereit belongs." Corran sipped more of hiswhiskey. "Any word on what happened to Colond
Vessery and his people?’

lellashook her head. "He vanished, taking his two squadrons of Defenders with him. Genera Cracken
isn't looking forward to hisreturn.”

"| can understand that, but | don't fear it." Corran smiled. "In hisown way Vessery isavery honorable
man. Hell do what'sright for his people.”

"Let'sjust hope that doesn't include piracy.” |ellalooked up toward the front of the room. "Looks like
Speeches are about to begin.”

Corran turned to follow her gaze. Borsk Fey'lyawas moving toward a podium, with Admiral Ackbar and
General Dodonna standing near him. Other officials lined up off to the right, and in the background a
disk-shaped freighter lazily cruised down the Super Star Destroyer'slength. 1 think we can get closer.”

"Y ou two go ahead. I'm going to dip out for amoment, get something from my room.” Iella patted
Corran on the shoulder. "It's another adventure we've survived, Corran. Twice now you've been
declared dead and come back. Impressive.”

"But that'sthe last time for that." Mirax gave Corran ahard sare. " Anybody goes missing and next time
it'sme. Y ou can do the worrying, okay?'

"Okay." Heturned to ldla. "Hurry back, well save aspot at our table for you for dinner.”

"Thanks." ldlaturned and headed for the hatchway |eading toward the turbolifts.

Corran took Mirax's hand in hisand led her forward to where they could see the speakers. She moved
around to stand in front of him and pressed her back against him. He rested his chin on her bare shoulder

and snaked hisarms around her waist.

Mirax turned her head and kissed him on the cheek. "It truly iswonderful to have you back. And | very
much appreciate the sacrifice you made in sending Whistler to find me and let me know you were dive.”



"| floated it asaplan, and Whigtler inssted. He's quite fond of you, you know."

"And | amof him." Mirax smiled and kissed him again as Fey'lya began to spesk. "After dl, hésmy aly
in keeping you safe and that's ajob we intend to continue for avery long timeto come.”

ldladipped into her small cabin on Lusankyaand inserted her comlink into the room's comm unit
holoprojector. "ThisisldlaWessiri cdling Starweb.”

The image of the disk freighter she'd seen from the reception hung above the projector pad for a second,
and then it shifted to Asyr Sel'lar's head and shoulders. "1 |eft amessage for you and for Mirax to et you
know I'm leaving."

"Y ou don't haveto, Asyr." lellaglanced out the room's viewport and saw the freighter hanging off the
starboard bow. ™Y ou can come back, we can explain things."

"No. I'm better off dead.”
"But, Gavin, he's...you can tell he hurtsingde.”

The Bothan looked away from the holocam for amoment, and then sniffed and turned back. "I know,
ldla | know how much he must hurt, but he will get over it. Hes astrong man. Hewill mourn, and then
recover and thrive. | know it. Y ou have to remember what | told you from the start, when you recovered
me at Distna, about why you had to tell no onel lived.”

"Borsk Fey'lyaisn't the Emperor.” |ella opened her arms wide with exasperation. "Y ou said he told you
he'd never alow the two of you to marry and adopt, and that he would make your lives miserable. That's
agross abuse of power. He can't be alowed to get away with that.”

"l know that, Iella, and | won't [et him." Asyr'slips peded back in asmile that reveaed sharp white tegth.
"I'll go to one of our colony worlds and assume anew identity. I'll work to make changes within Bothan
society that will guarantee paliticians like Fey'lya cannot ruin other lives. If | come back to life now and
expose what he's done, | will take oneindividua down. The system till fostersthat sort of power, and |
need to work to changeit.”

"Gavinwould beagreat hedptoyouinal that.”

"I know, but it will be adirty battle, fought the way only Bothans can fight." She blinked her violet eyes.
"It will consume my life, but | won't have it consume his. Gavin isagood enough man that he would
devote himsdlf to helping me, but | can't do that to him. He deserves better. Help him through it.”

"I will, wewill."

Asyr nodded. "Thank you. And | gpologize for putting you and Mirax through the pressure of keeping
my surviva hidden. Spouses shouldn't keep secrets from each other.” Iellaraised an eyebrow. "Never
been married, have your

Surprise showed on Asyr'sface, and then she laughed. "No, perhaps someday. Wdll, I'm clear ona
vector to hyperspace. Let Booster know this ship will be waiting for him at Com-menor, aswe
discussed. Good-bye, 1dlla, and thank you."



"Bye, Asyr, until we meet again.”

The Bothan'simage blinked out asthe freighter shot into hyperspace. 1ellabrushed atear from her right
cheek, and then took her comlink and headed toward the door. It did open, with aman standing there,
his hand poised over the door buzzer button.

"Wedge!" -

"lella, good, | did find you." The leader of Rogue Squadron gave her adoppy, boyish grin. "I saw
Corran and Mirax. They said you'd come down here."

"And you cameto find me." ldllagrinned. "L ooking to have me recommend to Genera Cracken that we
make you an intelligence operative based on thistracking experience?’

"Ah, um, no." Heraised his head. "I waswondering, | mean, | thought of this before, but never got a
chance to ask you... They said they would be saving a placefor you at their table, but I'm having to Sit
with abunch of Senatorswho | don't know..."

"And you want Someone on your wing?"
"Y eah, someone on my wing." He extended hisarm to her. "Interested in the job?"
"Sounds like a dangerous assgnment.” She squinted at him for amoment. "Think | can handleit?"

"Definitely, Iella. Y oure Rogue materid." Wedge smiled as she dipped her hand on hisarm and laid his
left hand over hers. "We both eliminated a Y sanne I sard from the gdlaxy and, after that, together, there's
nothing that can beat us."
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