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They had left the Core Wirlds a dozen junps ago, setting off across the Quter Rm
Territories with its barbarians and non-human nonsters and thinly-veiled contenpt for the
gl ory and benevol ence that was the Enpire. Four junps ago they had | eft behind even that
pal e caricature of civilization to enter the sparsely charted region called WIld Space.
Now, with this final junp, the Inperial Star DestroyerAdnonitor had | eft even that behind.

Ahead of themlay the Unknown Regions. Behind themlay the Enpire. And, for all practica
pur poses, the ruins of their careers.

"Forward sensors reporting, Captain, " an officer called fromthe starboard crew pit. "No
signs of spacecraft. "

"Acknow edged, " Captain Dagon Niriz said, glowering out the bridge viewort at the dul
red sun glowing in the near distance. The dying enbers of a once glorious star. How very
synmbolic. "Launch TIE fighter squadron, " he ordered. "As per the admiral’s orders.

"Yes, sir.
conmented. "Qur new tour of duty. Looks so very inviting, doesn't it.

There was a footstep beside him "Wll, there it is, " General Larr Havere

"Looks so very like slow death, Niriz said bluntly.

"Yes, " Haverel murrmured. "I suppose slow death is just what happens when you cone down on
the wong side of Inperial Palace politics. "

Niriz nodded sourly. He'd seen it happen hinmself, tine and tinme again: intrigues and
squabbl i ngs anong the ai des and advi sors and sycophants of the Inperial court as they
forever jockeyed for the Enperor’s ear and favor. The tension between two sides could
sometines build for years, then suddenly cone to a head and be over in a matter of days or
even hours, with the loser and his allies either executed or - if the winners were feeling
particularly lenient that day - sent packing off to effective exile on sone nudwater world
| i ke Abregado or Tat ooi ne.

And the admiral had been right in the mddle of the game, so the gossip said, playing it
with zest and a certain degree of finesse. To have pulled this exploration/ mpping
assi gnment in the Unknown Regi ons, he nust have | ost big.

But that was no reason why Niriz and Haverel and the rest of theAdnonitor’'s crew had to
lose with him No reason at all

Qut of the corner of his eye, Niriz saw the officers in the starboard crew pit stiffen,
their attention shifting aft. Niriz stayed where he was, watching the dark shapes of the
TIE fighters as they realigned into search formation, until he heard the soft footstep on
the command wal kway behind him "Adnmiral, " he said, only then turning around.

It was indeed, as he’'d surm sed, Admiral Thrawn. "Captain, " the admiral said in that
carefully cultured voice of his. "Report. "

"W've arrived, sir, " Nriz said shortly, eying himwith the m xture of fascination and
di staste that had foll owed Thrawn ever since Captain Voss Parck had found himon sone
mudwat er pl anet out here in the Unknown Regi ons and brought himback to the Inperia
Court. Basically man-shaped, Thrawn’s blue skin and gl owi ng red eyes neverthel ess marked
hi m enphatically as an alien. And the Enperor did not |ike aliens.



Par ck shoul d have been disciplined or executed on the spot for that kind of arrogance. The
only reason he hadn’t been was that Thrawn had apparently turned out to be quite a
conpetent tactician and strategist. He'd been given private Acadeny training, risen with
dramati c speed through the ranks, and ultinmately been nade a command officer

The Enperor had tolerated his presence. Wiy, Niriz wuld never know OQhers in the court -
a great many ot hers - had not.

"Yes, | see that, "Thrawn said dryly, those glittering eyes shifting nonentarily over

Niriz's shoulder. "But those fighters should be further out by now How soon after our
arrival did you order them | aunched? "

"Inredi ately, sir, " Nriz said, striving to keep his voice civil. Wether he liked this
assignment or not, he was still an Inperial officer, and he obeyed orders. "There m ght

have been some trouble with the pre-launch check list - the crews aren’t used to dealing
with the hyperdrives on these new TIE scouts. "
"If so, it's a deficiency they need to correct, "
begi nni ng now. Please see to it personally. "

Thrawn said. "Launch practice, Captain,

Niriz ground his teeth. "Yes, sir, " he nmanaged, catching the eye of the comm officer
"Call Conmmander Parck to the bridge. "

"Yes, sir. " Nriz |looked back at Thrawn, a small touch of spiteful satisfaction
flickering through him Parck m ght not have been disciplined at the tine, but Thrawn’s
enem es hadn't forgotten him Once the captain of his own Victory-class Star Destroyer,
he’d been sumarily stripped of that conmand, denoted to comuander, and put aboard
theAdnonitor as Niriz's first officer. Served himright.

The adm ral was watching him an unreadabl e expression on his alien face. "I gather
Captain, that you don't consider this mssion worthwhile. "

"No, sir, | don't, " Nriz said, lowering his voice out of habit to keep his words from
the ears of those in the crew pits. Differences between senior officers were none of the
| ower ranks’ business. "If | may speak freely, | think it’'s a conplete waste of the

Enpire’s time and energy and resources. Wth reports of unrest cropping up all across the
Enpire, sending a fully equi pped Star Destroyer out here on mapping duty is just plain
stupid. "
"Perhaps, " Thrawn said. If he was offended by Niriz's bol dness, his expression didn't
show it. "On the other hand, the Enmpire is a living entity. Al living entities must grow
if they’re to survive. "

"There’'s plenty of roomfor growth within our own borders, " Niriz countered. "There nust
be hundreds of worlds back there we've hardly even gl anced at. "

"The Exploration Corps can deal with those, " Thrawn said with a hint of disdain. "The
Unknown Regi ons are the future of the Enpire, Captain. It's only fitting that the Inperia
Fl eet |ead the way. "

Niriz bit down on his tongue. Thrawn was putting a good front on it, he had to give him
that. Perhaps he’d even convinced hinself that he hadn't in fact lost that last politica
fight. "OF course, " he said aloud. "Sir. "

A nmovenent at the archway |eading to the aft bridge caught his eye: Commander Parck had
arrived. "Wth your permi ssion, Admral, I'lIl start the hangar bay crews on their
practice. "

"Very good, Captain, " Thrawn said, his eyes again on the starscape outside. "Have them
concentrate on pre-launch drills for the nmonent. | don’t think we'll be spending nore than
an hour or two in this system and | don’t want the TlIEs caught outside when we're ready

to jump. "
"Yes, sir, " Nriz said. Stepping past the blue-skinned alien, he stal ked back down the
conmand wal kway, seething quietly to hinself. To send the ship's captain to dea

personally with TIE fighter crews was al nost as deneaning as a public slap in the face. No
wonder Thrawn had gotten hinself exiled out here. The only mystery was what had taken the
I mperial Courtiers so long to do it.



They were on their fifteenth system when they found their first sign of intelligent life.
O rather, when it found them
"There are three of them Captain, " the sensor officer reported. "About twenty-five
neters long - roughly the size of an Oracaian custonms frigate. Unfam liar configuration
unknown weaponry. "

"Acknow edged, " Niriz said, standing on the command wal kway wi th Thrawn and Parck and
gazi ng out at the approaching spacecraft. An alien design, but with the conpact and

ni nbl e-1 ooki ng shape of fighters. One squadron of TIE fighters was already on their way
out of the hangar bay, with a second standing by. "TIE control: order advance squadron to
warn t hem back. "
"Countermand that, " Thrawn said before the officer could acknow edge. "Advance squadron
is to take up open escort formati on ahead of theAdnmonitor . Comm officer, key externa
signal to nmy comink. "

He pulled his comink cylinder fromone of his tunic chest pockets. "I trust you realize
those ships out there are probably arned, " N riz warned him

"Ch, I'"'msure they are, Thr awn agr eed.

"Then shouldn’'t we do something about that? " Niriz asked, striving for patience.

"We're at full battle alert, " Thrawn rem nded him "For now, that should be sufficient. "
He lifted his comink and thunbed it on. "Unidentified spacecraft, this is the Al deraani an

Col ony Shi pAdnonitor. |If you understand, please respond. "
He switched off the comink

"Colony Ship? " Nriz repeated with a frown.

"W're a rather inposing sight,
them away. "

Thrawn pointed out. "I don't want our size to frighten

Niriz | ooked back at the approaching fighters. Not only did the admiral not want to fight,
he didn’t even want to worry them Maybe he’d change his m nd when they blew off the
conmand superstructure. "And you re expecting themto understand Basic? "

"They’'re cl ose enough to Wld Space to have run into traders or smugglers fromthe Enpire,
" Thrawn said. "If they haven't, | know a coupl e other |anguages we can try. "

Abruptly, the bridge was filled with noisy static. "Hello, Colony Ship, " a wheezing voice
said. "I amCreysis, ruler of this systemand lord of all | survey. How dare you invade mny
real mw t hout my permssion? "

"More ships, " the sensor officer called. "Incomng fromaround that small noon to
portside. Twenty... thirty... thirty-eight of themtotal. One |l arger ship, bulk freighter
size, falling in behind them "

"Launch second Tl E squadron, "
i medi ately. "

Niriz ordered. "And have two nore squadrons prepped

"Countermand that, " Thrawn said again. "Have advance squadron pull back to tight escort
formation. "
"Sir, | strongly suggest you reconsider, " Nriz said, one hand clenching into a

frustrated fist. Did this blue-skinned alien understand not hing about standard tactics?
"The whol e purpose of a fighter screen is to engage the eneny at a safe distance and force
himto disclose his weaponry. "
"I"maware of that, thank you, " Thrawn said, his attention clearly on the approaching
fleet. "Don't worry, they're not going to attack. Not until they have a better idea of our
capabilities. "

He switched on his conlink again. "Qur apologies, Creysis, " he said. "W didn't realize
we were intruding. We'll |eave at once, of course, as soon as our exploration ships are
back aboard. "



The static returned. "I accept your apologies, " Creysis wheezed. "Wat exactly is it you
seek? "
"“A new hone for our colonists, " Thrawn said. "One which would not intrude on you or

anyone el se, of course. Wuld you happen to know of any such worlds? "

"1 mght, Creysis said. "Perhaps we should neet personally for a discussion

"That woul d be nobst generous of you,
theAdnonitor for a neeting? "

" Thrawn said. "May | offer the hospitality of

"As a token of ny trust, I will cone,
prepared at once. "

the wheezing voice said. "I will have ny transport

“I"lIl look forward to neeting you, Thrawn said. "Farewell. " He switched off the comink
and returned it to his chest pocket. "Order two TIES to remain outside to escort our
visitor into the hangar bay, " he instructed the fighter control officer. "The rest will
return to the hangar bay but remain on alert. Al stations will continue at battle

r eadi ness. "

"Yes, sir.

"Commander Parck, you'll stay here, " Thrawn continued. "Captain Niriz, cone with ne. W
have preparations to nmake before our guests arrive. "

Niriz hadn't expected Creysis to be naive enough to board an unknown ship al one, and he
was right. When the piercing squeal of the alien gas-drive landing jets finally faded away
there were five alien ships resting on the Nunber 3 hangar bay deck: four of the fighters
they'd first encountered formng a square around a smaller one-nan craft.

O rather, a one-alien craft. The being that energed was | arge, ungraceful, and - in
Niriz's opinion - fairly revolting. H's m sshapen head was hairl ess and nosel ess, with
oval eyes that seenmed to be set too far apart across its face and a puckering nouth ringed
with undul ating, wormlike tentacles. Froma distance his skin appeared pinkish; close up
Niriz could see that it was in fact a creany white background covered with a crisscrossing
pattern of delicate red lines. He was dressed in a long vest of dark-furred ani mal skins
sewn together in an apparently haphazard pattern. Hangi ng around his neck on a cord was a
bent -t eardrop pendant of gold scattered with col ored gens; strapped conspicuously at his
side was a | arge hand weapon.

"I am Creysis, " he wheezed as he |l unbered across the deck toward the Inperials waiting
for him "Which one commands? "

"I do, " Thrawn said, taking half a step forward. "I amcalled Thrawn. This is Captain
Niriz, in command of theAdnonitor itself. "

"Ah, " Creysis said, coning to a stop two neters away. For a nonment the nouth worns
wiggled a little nmore vigorously, perhaps sanpling odors or sounds. "How many col onists
have you? "

"Forty thousand, " Thrawn said. "Plus seven thousand crewren who run the ship. Do you know
of any planets nearby we m ght be able to col oni ze? "

"Not so quickly, red-eyes, " Creysis said, his eyes narrowing to slits. "Before talk do
you not honor me with a gift? "

"Of course, " Thrawn said, signaling to one of the troopers hanging a few neters back. The
ot her stepped forward and handed the admiral a small box. "I see from your pendant that
you appreciate beautiful things, " Thrawn said, opening the box and lifting out a
delicately carved gol den scul pture. "Please accept this as a token of our honor toward
you. "

"It is indeed beautiful, "
for a different gift. "

Creysis said, not making a nove to take it. "But ny w sh was

"My apol ogi es, Thrawn said. "Have you any suggestions? "

"One of those. " Creysis lifted his right arm bent tightly, and pointed the el bow t oward



one of the TIE fighters standi ng ready.

Thrawn shook his head. "I’msorry, but | can’t give you one of those, " he said. "W have
a limted nunber of exploration ships, and the path we will have to take before we reach
our final destination is still very uncertain. If it would soothe your feelings, though, I

could offer you a second or even a third scul pture. W have many such itens aboard for use
as trade goods. "

"That will not be necessary, " Creysis said. Again the mouth worns wi ggled; then, with an
el aborate shrug that seenmed to start at his hips and run all the way to the top of his
shoul ders, he stepped forward and plucked the scul pture from Thrawn’s hands. "Perhaps when

you have settled to your new world you will have an exploration ship to spare ne. "
"Perhaps, " Thrawn said. "Though that woul d of course depend on how quickly we find such a
world. "

"Of course, " Creysis agreed. "Have you a list of paraneters for the world you seek? "

"I shall convene the Council of Colonists inmediately,
able to come up with a proper list. "

Thrawn said. "I'msure they' Il be

"Prepare it at your |eisure, Creysis said, taking a step back toward his transport.
"Make sure it is exactly what you want. When it is ready, you may bring it to nme at ny
conmand ship. " The worns wi ggl ed. "Wen you conme, be certain you are also prepared to
strike a bargain. "

"What do you mean, a bargain? " N riz asked.

Creysis eyed him "Do you expect a world for free, white-head? " he sniffed, the wheezing
taking on an edge of contenpt. "If you wi sh your journey shortened by nme, you rust pay for
the information. "

"l understand, "
to deal with you.

Thrawn assured him "The Council of Colonists will arrive fully prepared

The nmouth worns stiffened one last tine, then Creysis turned and stalked into his ship
Thrawn notioned the Inperials back; and with another gale blast of gas-drive landing jets,
the five alien ships lifted fromthe deck and nmade their way out the hangar entry port.

"Eval uati on, Captain? " Thrawn asked.
"They’'re obviously primtives, " Nriz sniffed, strongly tenpted to quote for himthe old
I nperial dictumthat all non-humans were prinmitives. "Animal-skin clothing, and rather
haphazardly put together. "

"Yet the seamlines were straight and used a slender thread, " Thrawn said. "I'd say the
unevenness in the pattern was likely part of the style. Anything else? "
"They don’t seemto have repulsorlifts, "
weaponry. | counted at least ten |laser barrels on each of those fighters.

Niriz said. "But they make up for it in

"Ten barrels, yes, Thrawn said. "But | suspect no nore than two of themwere actually
| asers. The tips on the other eight | ooked nmore suited to projectile weapons or even
focused sensors. What about our visitor hinself? "

Niriz | ooked out at the departing alien ships, wanting very nuch to tell Thrawn that none
of this was really very inportant. But sonething in the admiral’s tone or manner demanded
a thoughtful answer. "Very confident, " he said. "Arrogant, even. Typical of a barbarian
| eader, whether he’s got anything to back up the bluster or not. You' re not seriously
going to send a delegation into his ship, are you? "

"He was willing to come here, "
taken as an insult. "

Thrawn pointed out. "Refusing to reciprocate m ght be

Niriz snorted. "I inmmgine you can guess how nuch |I care about that.

Thrawn said. "This is our chance to | earn

"More to the point, we're here to explore
nore about these people, and perhaps | earn something about the i medi ate area.



Niriz grimced, but Thrawn was right. "May | recomend, sir, that we at least try to find
out what we’re up against. W have three sensor-stealthed assault shuttles aboard - let ne
send one of them around the back of that mpon and see how many ships Creysis has. ™

"I'f that was actually their nain base, that mght tell us sonmething, " Thrawn agreed. "But
it isnt. Tell ne, Captain, you ve been dealing closely with theAdnonitor’s TIE pilots for
the past few days. Is there anyone in particular you' d consider especially good under
fire? "

Niriz frowned, the sudden change in subject throwing himnonentarily off track
"Lieutenant Klar's very good, " he said. "Excellent pilot, very cool

"Have himand two other TIE pilots report to my command roomin an hour, Thrawn sai d.
"And have General Haverel detail six of his troopers to neet with nme at that sanme tinme.
Sane criteria. "

Si x nmen especially good under fire. Thrawn’s nythical Council of Col onists, undoubtedly.
"Yes, sir, " Nriz said stiffly. "May | again suggest, Admral, that this mght instead be
the time for a show of strength. An assault shuttle with a squad or two of storntroopers
aboard, perhaps, plus a full wing of TIEs to escort them "

"Recomrendati on noted, Captain, Thrawn nodded. "Carry out your orders.

Niriz clenched his teeth briefly. "Yes, sir. " Nodding again, Thrawn turned and headed at
a brisk walk toward the archway | eading fromthe hangar bay proper to the cavernous
servi ce and mai ntenance area behind it. The bustling activity seemed to part before him
service techs and engi neers stepping respectfully out of his way and, nore often than not,
staring furtively after himas he passed.

Muttering a curse under his breath, Niriz turned and stal ked toward the turbolifts. He
didn’t like any of this, but service in the Inperial Fleet wasn't something you did if you
happened to be in the nood that day. He and theAdnonitor had been given an assignnent; and
if it meant putting up with a capricious alien commander, then they’ d just have to put up
with him

At |east, for now

"Three of the alien fighters have appeared fromthe far side of the moon, " the sensor
of ficer called. "Sw nging around the shuttle and TIE fighter escort and dropping into an
outer escort formation. "

"Acknow edged, " Thrawn said. "Watch for nore of them
"I'f they haven’t all fallen asleep fromboredom " Nriz muttered to General Havere
standi ng beside him He and Haverel had supplied the personnel Thrawn had requested wel |

within the admral’s specified one-hour tine imt. But then, for sone unexpl ai ned reason
Thrawn had taken another three hours to get this whole charade noving and out into space.

But now they were finally off. And with the alien fighters form ng escort around them the
ganbl e had begun. Wth six troopers, a Zeta-class |long-range shuttle, and three
irreplaceable TIE fighters set out on the betting Iine.

And al ong with them Commander Parck. Nriz gazed out at the distant drive trails of the
I mperial ships and the fainter drives of the alien fighters flying beside them still not
bel i eving Thrawn had given such a risky assignment to a man who was supposed to be his
friend or at least his ally. But then, perhaps Thrawn didn't see it that way. Alien ninds
- who really knew how t hey worked?

"Creysis’'s command ship has nade its appearance, " the officer continued. "A so com ng
from behind the noon. Looks |ike a hangar bay’s opened just behind and beneath the nose. "
Pressed tightly against the side of his leg, Niriz's fingertips rubbed restlessly back and
forth across the material as he watched Parck’s shuttle maneuver into the dark opening. In
the past three hours theAdnonitor’s drift had taken it a considerable distance from

Creysi s’s headquarters noon. |If the alien was planning treachery, it would be precious

m nutes before either the Star Destroyer or its TIE fighters could get there to help

He’' d pointed that out to Thrawn an hour ago, suggesting they at |least partially close the
gap. The admiral had responded with sone nonsense about not spooking them and had ignored



t he recomrendati on

Just as he’'d ignored every other suggestion N riz had nmade about this whol e operation
Could he really be so reckless or inconpetent?

O could it be that he had sone private agenda?

The gl ow of the Zeta shuttle's drive vanished into the alien hangar bay. "Recall the
escort, " Thrawn ordered. The officer acknow edged, and a noment | ater the three TIEs
began curving away from, the command ship -

And in that nonment, the alien fighters abruptly struck. Abandoning their outer escort
formation, they dropped in behind and around the three TIEs, lasers spitting brilliant
bolts of red fire.

"Evasi ve! Niriz snapped. "Helm all ahead full. Mwve to intercept. "
"Countermand that, " Thrawn said. H's voice was still calm but it had taken on a
cryogen-whi p edge. "All ahead point one. "

"Point one? " Niriz echoed, spinning to glare at the other. "Admral -"

"We're supposed to be a colony ship, Captain, " Thrawn said. "Col ony ships are not
desi gned for rapid acceleration. "

"To bl azes with that! " Niriz snarled, twi sting back to | ook at the bel eaguered TIEs. Two
of them were ahead of their pursuers, slowy but steadily outdistancing them But the
third had been slower on the uptake and was | aggi ng dangerously behi nd. "Look behi nd you,
" Niriz nmuttered under his breath toward the other TIE pilots. Surely the other two pilots
realized their conrade was in trouble. "Wy don’t they fire back? "

"Because | gave them orders not to, Thrawn told himcoolly. "Helm all ahead point two.

"You what? Admiral -"

"He's hit! " the sensor officer shouted. Niriz spun back to the viewport. The | agging
TIE s starboard sol ar panel had disintegrated in a ball of savage fire, the fighter
twisting madly as its pilot fought to bring it under control. He succeeded; but the effort
cost himtoo much speed, and the rest of his inadequate |ead. Even as Niriz watched

hel pl essly, three of the pursuing fighters swarned around himlike a flight of quanmlla
swooping onto a crippled redjik. There was a nultiple flicker of grappling Iines, and then
t he whol e group swung around in unison into a tight curve back toward Creysis’s comrand
shi p.

Niriz swore under his breath, measuring the distance with his eyes. Now that they had
their prize, the rest of the alien fighters had broken off their pursuit of the other two
TIEs and were al so headi ng back hone.

The command ship was also turning to flee; but if Thrawn threw full power to
theAdnonitor’s drive right now, they might still be able to catch the fighters and the
crippled TIE before they nade it inside..

"Helm all ahead point two five, Thrawn ordered.

Niriz turned back to face the admiral, raw fury at Thrawn’s indifferent bungling battling
against the mlitary etiquette instilled in himby four generations of famly service to
the Fleet. The etiquette won, but just barely. "Admiral Thrawn, " he said, his voice

al nost steady. "I understand your reluctance to reveal our true nature to these aliens.
But enough is enough. "

Thrawn’s gl owi ng eyes m ght have sparked a little brighter at the word aliens. But when he
spoke, his voice was as calmas ever. "Actually, Captain, |I don’t think you do understand,
" he said. "The other two TIEs will be returning shortly; please go to the aft bridge comm
station and check on their status. "

"Admral, the command ship is nmoving away, " the sensor officer reported. "Thirty-eight
fighters have joined it, all of the ships we saw earlier. They're forming into a
screened-flight configuration around the command ship. "



"What's their speed? "

"One-si x-five.

"Hel m bring our speed to one-six-three, Thrawn i nstructed.

Niriz took a step closer to Thrawn. "What if they junp to |ightspeed? " he grow ed.

"We're watching them " Thrawn assured him "If they junp, we’ll have their vector. But |
don't think they will. " He raised a blue-black eyebrow. "I believe you were to check on
the TIE fighters. "

In other words, he was dism ssed. "Acknow edged, Admiral, " he bit out.

Turni ng, he stal ked down the command wal kway and through the archway into the aft bridge.
He turned toward the comm station -

“"Awrd with you, Captain? "

Niriz turned. CGeneral Haverel was standing on the other side of the aft bridge, between
the turbolift and the hol ogram pod. His face was tense with smol dering anger. "Wat is it,
General? " Niriz asked, stepping over to him

"I think you know as well as | do, sir, " Haverel said, nodding his head sharply toward
the main bridge. "I’'ve got six troopers aboard that shuttle. Six good troopers. Did you
know Thrawn insisted that they go there unarned? No hol d-out bl asters; not even any
knives. "

"I didn't knowthat, " Niriz said heavily. "But | can’t say |I'msurprised. He's trying to
maintain the illusion that we're a harmnl ess col ony ship. "

"I's he? " Haverel denmanded. "O this all sonmething else entirely? "
"Such as? "

"Such as maybe he’'s nade a private deal with this Creysis pirate, " Haverel said bluntly.

Niriz felt his eyes narrow. "You nust be joking.

"Am | ? " Haverel countered. "Look at the facts. Thrawn agrees to send a contingent to talk
to Creysis; but instead of sending it right away, he holds off for three hours. Meanwhil e,
he has the Zeta shuttle and one of the TIE fighters | ocked away in the Number Six

mai nt enance area with about fifty techs swarmng all over them "

Niriz eyed him a cold feeling settling into his stonmach. He hadn’t heard anythi ng about
any work being done on the shuttle. "Which TIE was it? "

"Do you have to ask? " Haverel said darkly. "The one the aliens grabbed. "

Niriz | ooked forward, at the adm ral standing al one on the command wal kway with his back
to them The man who had i ndeed personally arranged all this.

And who was now deliberately allow ng the eneny ships to pull ahead of them "I don't
believe he’d betray us, " he said, |ooking back at Haverel. But even to hinself the words
sounded hol | ow.

As they obviously did to Haverel, too. "Wat other option is there? " the general demanded
scornfully. "He's given thema Zeta shuttle, a TIE fighter - both of them probably | oaded
tothe gills with extra technology - and is now letting themget away. And with ei ght of
our nen as prisoners, just as an extra bonus. "

Niriz stared at Thrawn’s back, the weight of four generations of service denying that such
bl at ant treason was possible froma senior flag officer

But agai nst that was the wei ght of the actual evidence. "Wy would he do it? "
"Who knows? " Haverel runbled, waving a hand in curt dismissal. "He's an alien. Wrse,

he’s an alien fromright here in the Unknown Regi ons. Maybe he’s known this Creysis for
years - could be he even set this charade up in advance. That doesn’t matter. \What matters



is what we’'re going to do about it.

The cold feeling in Niriz's stomach turned to sharp-edged ice. "Wat do you nean? " he
asked cauti ously.

"You know what | nean, Captain, "
out there have is for us to relieve Thrawn of conmand.

Haverel said. "I'msaying that the only chance those nen

"Or in other words, Niriz said quietly, you' re suggesting nutiny.
A muscle in Haverel’'s cheek twitched. "I’'m suggesting that the Enpire and our oaths have
been betrayed, " he said. "And |I'm suggesting that it’'s our duty to set things right.

"By sedition? "

"The crinme has already been comm tted,
doi ng is taking theAdnonitor back for the Enpire.

Haverel insisted. "And not by us. Al we'll be

Niriz | ooked back at Thrawn again. The wei ght of four generations of service... "Let's
give hima little nore tine, " he said at last. "Maybe he’ll - | don't know. Come to his
senses. "

“"It’s alnost too late for that, " Haverel said bitterly. "lIt's certainly too |ate for the

good nmen he sent out there to die.

he rem nded Haver el

Niriz took a deep breath. "We're warriors of the Inperial Fleet,
And remi nded hinmself. "It’s our duty to die when the situation requires it.

For a nonent the two nen gazed at each other. "All right, Captain, " Haverel said at |ast.
"You do what you have to. So will |."

Turning, he stalked into the turbolift. He turned around as the door closed, giving Niriz
a glinmpse of his inplacable expression, and then he was gone.

Wth a tired sigh, Niriz crossed to the conmstation. The two TIEs had nade it back
safely, hangar bay control infornmed him and the pilots would be available to talk to him
inafewmnutes. He waited until they had extricated thenselves fromtheir fighters,
confirmed that neither was hurt and that neither fighter was damaged, and ordered themto
report to debriefing.

He signed off, and for a few m nutes nore he stayed where he was, thinking about what
Haverel had said and fighting a silent battle within himself. But there was really only
one deci sion possible. Turning to the nmain bridge, he headed back down the comrand wal kway.

It seened a | onger wal k than usual before he reached Thrawn's side. "Captain, " the
admral said, his voice its usual snpothness. "Report. "

"Both TIEs have returned safely, " Nriz said, gazing out at the fleeing alien ships. Even
in the short tine he’d been gone, they d noved noticeably farther away. "Wat’'s the status
on Creysis? "

"Unchanged, "
mai ntai ni ng pursuit at one-six-three.

Thrawn said. "The aliens have increased their speed to one-seven-two. We're

Less than a quarter of what theAdnonitor could actually do. "Creysis is probably taking
both the shuttle and the TIE fighter apart right now, " he said. "I presune you know t hat.

"Yes.

"Possi bly taki ng Cormander Parck and his del egation apart, too.

Thrawn shook his head, an al nost inperceptible novenent of his head. "No, he won’t have
harmed themyet. Sinple caution dictates that. He won't have taken themfar fromthe
shuttle, either. "

Niriz frommed. He' d have thought an imrediate trip to Creysis’s detention center would be
in order. "Wiy do you say that? "



"Because one or nore of them could be carrying transm ssion caneras, Thrawn said. "Unti

he has a better idea of our technology level, he won't risk letting themsee nore of his

conmmand ship than necessary. "

"Per haps, "
presumably learn all he needs to about us and our technol ogy.

Niriz said. "On the other hand, between the shuttle and TIE fighter, he can

Thrawn nodded. "Presumably.

Niriz stared at that alien face, frustration sinmering within him Here he was, trying
desperately to give the admral every |ast benefit of the doubt. And yet here was the
admral, admitting with unashaned candor how badly he’ d handl ed this whol e operation

Did he want to be relieved of command?

"What it ultimately cones down to is a sinple matter of trust, " Thrawn said quietly.
"Whet her you trust me personally; whether you trust the officers who approved ny pronotion
to the rank of admiral; whether you trust the Enperor and his decision to place ne in
conmand here. "

Niriz grimaced. "It woul d have been easier if you hadn’t nentioned that |ast one.

Thrawn turned to face him and to Niriz's surprise the admiral sniled. A faint, enigmtic
smle, but a smle nonetheless. "Never assume things are necessarily the way they seem
Captain, " he said. "Particularly when dealing with the Enperor. " The gl owi ng eyes
glittered. "Or with ne. "

Niriz dropped his eyes fromthat unblinking gaze. Haverel’'s doubts about Thrawn's |oyalty
flashed through his mind, along with his own questions about a private agenda. O perhaps
the probl em was sonething nore i nnocent but no | ess dangerous: that Thrawn had nanaged to
convince hinmsel f that theAdnonitor’s mssion was nore than just an el aborate and wastefu

formof exile.

O perhaps the Enperor and all those approving officers really had known what they were
doi ng.

But it alnost didn't matter. Wth those four generations of service behind him there
still was only one decision possible.

He | ooked up again into Thrawn’s face. "Admral, | reconmend you call a storntrooper squad
to the bridge, " he said. "There could be trouble. "

"Yes, | know. " Thrawn gl anced back over his shoulder. "I believe the trouble has already
arrived. "

Niriz turned. General Haverel had returned and was marching stolidly toward them a
formati on of six black-clad troopers followi ng in his wake.

Hal f way down t he command wal kway t he general waved the troopers to a halt and continued on
to them al one. "Admiral Thrawn, " he said without preanble. "In the name of the Enpire,
ask that you relinquish command of theAdmonitor to Captain Niriz, and that you all ow these
troopers to escort you to your quarters. "

Niriz | ooked over Haverel’s shoul der at the troopers. Their faces were set in the
expressions of nen who’'d been given orders they agreed with but at the same tinme found

hi ghl y unpl easant. Behind them the officers and crewers in the crew pits were goi ng about
their duties, apparently oblivious to what was happeni ng here.

"I see, Thrawn said calmy. "I trust, General, that you' ve thought this through

"There are nmen out there,
them "

Haverel said harshly. "My nmen. |I'’mnot just going to abandon

"Your loyalty is admrable, Thrawn said. "How would you propose we rescue then? "

"Perhaps we should try attacking, " Haverel said, his voice dripping with sarcasm "An
I mperial Star Destroyer is supposed to be pretty good at that. "

"That’ s enough, Ceneral, Niriz said.



"No, |et himcontinue, Thrawn said. "All right, general, we go to full power and attack
How | ong do you think it would take Creysis to kill all of themwhen he saw us bearing
down on hin? O, alternatively, howlong would it take himto conpute a junmp to |ightspeed
and | eave us behind? "

Haverel's cheek twitched again. "Granted, it would be a risk, "
sitting here doing nothing guarantees their deaths. "

he sai d doggedly. "But

"That assumes | amin fact doing nothing, Thrawn said. "But |eave that aside a nonent.
Do you propose to take comand of theAdnonitor with yourself and six troopers? O have you
polled all 47,000 of the crew to see where they stand? "

"They don’t |ike what’'s happening any nore than | do, Haverel bit out. "Enough of them

would fall into line. "

"Really. " Thrawn shifted his gaze to Niriz. "Wuld you agree, Captain? "

Niriz braced hinself. "No, Admiral, " he said. "I don't believe nmy officers will go al ong
with mutiny. " He forced hinmself to | ook at Haverel. "Nor will 1."

For a | ong nonent no one spoke. "I'msorry, " Haverel said at last. "This is sonething

have to do. He started to raise his hand -
"Admiral! " the sensor officer called fromthe crew pit. "Eight of the fighters have
br oken out of formation, heading off on different vectors. "

Niriz turned to | ook out the viewport. He got just a glinpse of the drive trails headi ng
out fromCreysis's fleet before the eight fighters junped to |ightspeed. "Do we have junp
vectors for all of then? " Thrawn asked.

"Yes, sir, "
seventy-one mark five.

the officer replied. "Specter Two signals primary target has gone on vector

Niriz blinked. He hadn’'t been aware that Thrawn had | aunched any of their sensor-stealthed
assault shuttles. "What are the Specters doing out there? " he asked.

"Watching for precisely this nmoment, " Thrawn said, and there was no m staking the grim
satisfaction in his voice. "Conmofficer, signal on frequency forty-six. Message: now. "

Niriz | ooked at Haverel, who was | ooking as confused as he hinself felt. "Admral, if this
is sone belated attenpt to showa little resolve - "

"It’s not belated at all, general, " Thrawn cut himoff. "It's exactly the proper time. |
want three platoons of your troopers in the hangar bay in ten mnutes. There are two
squads of storntroopers already there - they' |l get theminto proper position. "

Haverel s cheek twi tched. "Yes, sir
headed for the aft bridge.

Turni ng, waving his troopers on ahead of him he

"Your turn, Captain, Thrawn continued. "Order the helmto full power and stand by battle
stations. " Hys eyes glittered. "The charade is over. It's tine to show them just who and
what we really are. "

Refl exively, Niriz came to full parade attention. "Acknow edged, Admiral. " He raised his
voice. "Helm all ahead full. Sound battle alert. "

They' d been sitting on the hangar bay deck for nearly twenty m nutes now, ever since the
out er hatchway doors had sl anmed shut behind the shuttle and the aliens had

uncerenoni ously herded them out here, and Parck’s | egs were starting to feel the strain
Slowy, carefully, he eased theminto a different position -

The barrel of a heavy handgun sl apped warni ngly against the side of his head. "You not
nove, " the alien wheezed.

One of the troopers sitting across fromParck stirred, his face darkening as he | ooked up
at the guard. "Patience, " Parck nurnured, just in case the other was thinking of trying

somet hing foolish or desperate. The time for action, Thrawn had told him would cone only
after Creysis’'s people had had tine to exam ne the shuttle and the damaged TIE fighter



they’ d brought aboard.

Fromthe | ook of things, that time nmust be getting close. The shuttle itself had been only
cursorily | ooked at, but the TIE had been practically disassenbled. The pilot, Lieutenant
Klar, had been over there with the aliens nobst of the tinme, a pair of weapons jamed into
his ribs as they kept up their running interrogati on. From where he sat, Parck coul dn’t
hear either the questions or Kl ar’s answers; he could only hope Thrawn had coached the
pil ot on what he was or was not to tell them

Across the way, a door irised open and Creysis stepped into the hangar bay. Parck eyed him
as he lunbered toward the group of prisoners, but the alien expression was inmpossible to
read.

The effort turned out to be unnecessary. "Parck, " he wheezed, those repul sive nouth
tentacles wiggling nore than usual. "So you were telling truth. Foolish for you. "

"What do you nmean? " Parck asked.

"“Your spacecraft is indeed a po'dorj, ripe for harvest, " Creysis said, pointing with his
el bow in the direction of the outer hatchway. "Slow and feeble and full of good things.
Soon it will be in the grip of the Ebruchi. "

"Ah, " Parck nodded. "So that's what you call yourselves, is it? The Ebruchi? We’'d
wonder ed about that. "

The nouth tentacles nmonentarily stopped their noverment. "Do you not hear me, Parck? " he
demanded. "I say we will take your spacecraft and all you possess. "

"Wth what? " Parck snorted. "The ships you have here? Don’'t be ridicul ous.
"Al'l the Ebruchi will soon be here, " Creysis snarled, or as close as the alien voice
could probably get to a snarl with that chronic wheezing. "Even now messengers have fl own
to sumon themto the kill. "

Parck nodded, a warm gl ow of satisfaction filling him Satisfaction, and the usua
adnmiration for his commander. Once again, as he had so many tines before, Thrawn had
anticipated his opponent’s noves down to the letter. " And what nakes you think
theAdmonitor will still be here when they arrive? " he asked.

"Because even now it continues to chase us, Creysis said. "Foolishly, for it is too slow
to catch us. They think to rescue you fromthe Ebruchi victory feast. Instead, they wll
| ose all. "

Parck swal | owed. An Ebruchi victory feast. Did that nean what he was afraid it neant?
"What sort of feast? "

The gloating alien never got a chance to tell him From across the room one of the other
Ebruchi suddenly shout ed.

Creysis turned and bounded over to him noving at surprising speed for a creature of his
bul k. "What’'s going on? " one of the troopers nuttered.

"The adnmiral nmust have nmade his nmove, " Parck nurmured back, watching the guards out of
the corner of his eye. At the nmonent their attention was on the ani mated conversation
goi ng on across the hangar bay, but that wasn’t going to |ast much [onger. "At a guess,
|’d say they suddenly found out just how fast theAdnonitor can really travel. "

The trooper glanced up at the guards. "So what are we supposed to do? "

Parck smiled. "Just get ready to duck.

And with a highly gratifying punctuality, the side of the Zeta shuttle directly over the
starboard fuel tank blew off.

And into the alien hangar bay swarned a dozen storntroopers. The first synchronized bl aze
of blaster fire took out the guards standing over the seated troopers.

"Klar! " Parck shouted, pointing across the roomto where the TIE pilot stood beside his
di sassenbl ed fighter. But Kl ar had already hit the deck, and the storntroopers’ second



vol l ey cleared away the aliens standi ng dunbf ounded over him

"Commander Parck? " one of the stormtroopers called.
"We're all here, " Parck confirmed, junping to his feet and nearly falling back down again
as fatigued leg nmuscles tried to cranp up on him "That doorway’'s the only exit fromthe
hangar bay. "

"Right, " the stormtrooper said. Six of his men were already noving to take up defense
positions at the door, while two others were busily setting explosives to blow the outer
hat chway. "Get your nen aboard the shuttle. "

"You heard him troopers, Parck called. "Get noving.

"They’' re com ng around, Admr al
their remaining fighters. Definitely an attack formation.

Niriz called, peering out the viewport. " Al thirty of

"Acknow edged, Captain, " Thrawn said, coning back forward down the comrand wal kway from
his brief private conversation with the conmofficer in his crew pit. "Launch one squadron
of TIE fighters to intercept. "

"Yes, sir, " Nriz said, gesturing confirmation of the order to the fighter contro
of ficer. "Do you think one squadron will be enough? "

"More than enough, "
for our pilots to be able to keep out of each other’s way.

Thrawn assured him "Wth those kind of nunbers, it’'s nore inportant

"Even with the aliens fully aware of TIE fighter capabilities? "

Thrawn smiled. "They're not aware of TIE fighter capabilities, Captain. They' re aware of
Lieutenant Klar’'s TIE fighter’'s capabilities. There's a considerable difference. "

"Ah, " Niriz said, understanding at last. So that was what that nysterious three-hour
del ay had been about. Rather than | oading extra technol ogy aboard Lieutenant Klar’'s TIE as
part of a secret deal with Creysis, as Haverel had feared, Thrawn had instead been
renoving the critical parts of what was al ready there.

The TIE formation was nearly to the cloud of incom ng eneny fighters, outnumnmbered three to
one by ships four tines their size. Unconsciously, Niriz held his breath.

And then the two forces collided, and the TIEs cut through the | eadi ng edge of the eneny
shock force like a drive exhaust through spun snow. El even of the twelve targeted alien
fighters were turned to instant fireballs by the Inperials’ first salvo, the twelfth
lasting just |ong enough to crab sideways into one of his conrades with a violent crash
that took out both ships. The alien attack faltered, their arrogant confidence breaking
visibly into sudden confusion. Taking advantage of the hesitation, the TIEs doubl ed back
with review stand precision, carving an equal ly devastating slash through the rear of the
eneny formation.

"Excellent, " Thrawn said approvingly. "My conplinents, Captain - your work with the
pilots these past few days has been well worthwhile. "

"Admiral, we have a Zeta shuttle registering now, "
away fromthe command ship. "

the sensor officer called. "Bearing

"Have the TIE fighters clear an escape path for them Thrawn ordered. "All turbol aser

batteries, engage eneny fighters at will, but |eave the command ship untouched. Hel m
prepare to junp to lightspeed; target is the first system al ong course vector seventy-one
mark five. Tractor stations, |ock on eneny command ship. | want it taken intact. "

The sky outside the viewport began to light up with the blaze of theAdnmonitor’s heavy
turbol asers, and the already one-sided battle collapsed conpletely into a rout. Creysis’s
conmmand ship was trying desperately to escape, zigzagging like a wounded fish as its
fighter screen literally disintegrated around and behind it. But it didn't have anywhere
near theAdnonitor’s speed, and within seconds the Star Destroyer had closed to capture
range. " Activate tractor beanms, " Thrawn instructed.

"Activated, " the tractor officer reported, gazing at the display over his subordinates’
shoul ders. "Connection... is good. W have them sir. "



"Reel it in, lieutenant, Thrawn ordered. "Order the troopers in the hangar bay to stand
by for boarding. Al TIE fighters are to break off and return. ™

Three tense mnutes later, it was done. "Hangar bay reports positive docking | ock on the
ship, Admiral, " the commofficer said. "Storntroopers have burned through in three
pl aces; boardi ng has begun. Al TIE fighters have returned with no casualties. "

"Hel n? "

"Junp calculated and laid in, sir
target systemis two point five ninutes.

the officer replied briskly. "Estimated tine to

"Acknow edged, " Thrawn said. "Helm jump to lightspeed. Fighter control -

There was the distant rising humof the hyperdrive, and the stars outside did their
fam liar surrealistic explosion into starlines. "Fighter control, confirmall TIE w ngs
are ready to launch, " Thrawn continued. "Turbol aser crews, doubl e-check battl e readi ness.

Niriz nodded toward the nmottl ed sky of hyperspace outside. "Wat are you expecting to find
out there? " he asked.

"Whoever Creysis answers to, of course, "
not the ruler of anything. Far less the lord of all he surveys.

Thrawn said. "Despite his earlier bluster, he's

Niriz frommed. "Are you sure? "
"Very much so, " Thrawn assured him "A genui ne commander woul d never accept an invitation
to board an unknown and possi bly dangerous ship. Nor would he stay in the vicinity so |ong
after inprisoning our vehicles and nen, running fromus instead of junping to |ightspeed.
He was deliberately presenting hinmself as a target, hoping to force us to revea
theAdnmonitor’s full capabilities. "

"Whi ch you of course were clever enough not to give him " Nriz said, grimacing with
enbarrassnent at how badly he’'d misread the entire situation
"Yes, " Thrawn said. A sinple fact, with no undertone of pride or reproof in his voice.
"Creysis is a subordinate. But he’'s an anbitious subordinate, willing to risk his own life
and those of his troops in order to gather as nmuch information as possible before calling
the rest of the pack in for the kill. "

"Al right, " Niriz said, forehead winkling with concentration. "I understand that. |

al so understand that it makes sense tactically for us to take the battle directly to their
headquarters instead of waiting for themto gather their entire force against us. But
Creysis sent out eight fighters, on eight different vectors. How do you know this is the
way to their headquarters? "

"I't comes down to information again, Captain, " Thrawn said, his tone that of an Acadeny

instructor trying to elicit the correct response froma student. "W’ ve established that

Creysis is the sort to send all the information his conmander will want or need. Not only
that he’'s found a weak and promsing target... " He lifted one eyebrow

And suddenly Niriz got it. "Not only that he's found a prom sing target, " he said, "but
hard evi dence of just how promising that target is. That scul pture you gave himhad a
transponder built into it, didn't it? "

"Very good, Captain, "
"Hel n? "

Thrawn said, and there was indeed a note of approval in his tone.

"N nety seconds, Adniral, the officer said.

"Have all stations report in, Thrawn ordered. "Woever we find here will be in the
process of nobilizing to go to Creysis’s aid. When we conme out of hyperspace, we'll cone
out fighting. "

N nety seconds | ater, they did.

The door to his quarters slid open, and Niriz | ooked up, expecting to see Adm ral Thrawn



step inside.

It was, instead, Conmander Parck. "Do you have a monment, Captain? " he asked.

“"I"'mlikely to have a great nany nonents, " Niriz said, suppressing a sigh as he waved the
other inside. "ls that what you've cone to tell nme? "
"Not exactly, " Parck said. "Actually, I'"'mhere to tell you that the admiral’s turned you

down. May | sit down? "
Niriz frowmed. "What do you nean, he’'s turned nme down? "

"Exactly that, " Parck said, pulling over a chair and sitting down. "He's not accepting
your resignation as captain of theAdnonitor "

"That’s ridiculous, " Niriz growed, not sure whether to be relieved or outraged. "I

di scussed nmutiny with another senior officer - that's a court-nartial offense. If he s not
going to send nme back to Coruscant with Haverel, he has to at the very |east denote ne. "
"As you may have noticed, Thrawn doesn’t always consider hinself bound by the manual, "
Parck said dryly. "Besides, all you did was talk about it. When the crunch canme, you made
the command decision to side with him That's what counts. "

"Il'sit? " Nriz demanded. "Fine - so | sided with himthis once. Wat about the next tine
he pulls one of these stunts? How does he know he’'ll be able to trust ne then? "

Parck favored himw th an odd | ook. "You ve got it backwards, Captain, " he said. "You're
an honorable officer, froma proud Core Wrld fam ly. There’'s never been any question in
Thrawn’s nind that he can trust you. "

"You could have fooled ne, " Nriz grow ed, thinking back to his conversation with Thrawn
on the bridge. "If he trusts me so nuch, why didn’'t he let ne in on what he was doing? "
"Ch, you were proving you were trustworthy, all right, " Parck assured him "But you
weren’t proving it to Thrawn. You were proving it to yourself. "

He turned to gaze in the direction of theAdnonitor’s bow. "There are trenendous things out
there waiting to be discovered, Captain. New species, rich worlds ripe for the taking, and
any number of potential threats to the Empire. Qur job is to find those threats, identify
them.. and elinmnate them "

He | ooked back at Niriz. "And that's why we're here. Because Thrawn is the best. "

Niriz eyed him "So you're saying this whole thing really wasn’t just the fallout froma
political battle. "

Parck snorted. "Hardly. |I'msure Thrawn’s enemni es thought so, but as usual they were at

| east three steps behind himand the Enperor. No, Thrawn’s been wanting to bring the

| mperial presence to the Unknown Regions for a long time. H's enemies nerely provided a
conveni ent excuse for the Emperor to send himhere w thout anyone know ng the real reason
behind it. Eventually, depending on how quickly the Emperor can put down all these
brush-fire revolts, we'll be getting nore ships and nen to assist us. Planting bases and
garrisons; maybe even a few full-range colonies. "

He smiled dreanmily, his eyes taking on a distant |ook. "The Enpire is on the nove,
Captain. And we’'re the ones who are taking it there. "

For a few m nutes neither of them spoke. Then, hunching his shoulders briefly as if

shaki ng hinsel f out of a pleasant daydream Parck stood up. "I suppose we' d best get back
to the bridge, " he said. "The interrogations of the surviving pirates should be finished
soon, and we'll want to be avail able when the adniral’s ready to discuss where we go next.

"Yes, Niriz agreed, getting to his feet with an inner enthusiasmhe hadn't felt in
years. Yes, his career undoubtedly lay in official ruins back on Coruscant. But that was
all right. What faced himnow was likely to be considerably nore interesting. "After you,
Conmander. "



