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			THE ESSENTIAL LEGENDS COLLECTION

			 

			For more than forty years, novels set in a galaxy far, far away have enriched the Star Wars experience for fans seeking to continue the adventure beyond the screen. When he created Star Wars, George Lucas built a universe that sparked the imagination and inspired others to create. He opened up that universe to be a creative space for other people to tell their own tales. This became known as the Expanded Universe, or EU, of novels, comics, videogames, and more.

			To this day, the EU remains an inspiration for Star Wars creators and is published under the label Legends. Ideas, characters, story elements, and more from new Star Wars entertainment trace their origins back to material from the Expanded Universe. This Essential Legends Collection curates some of the most treasured stories from that expansive legacy.

		

	
		
			DRAMATIS PERSONAE

			 

			THE WRAITHS

			
				Commander Wedge Antilles (human male from Corellia)

				Lieutenant Wes Janson (human male from Taanab)

				Lieutenant Myn Donos (human male from Corellia)

				Jesmin Ackbar (Mon Calamari female from Mon Calamari)

				Hohass “Runt” Ekwesh (Thakwaash male from Thakwaa)

				Garik “Face” Loran (human male from Pantolomin)

				Ton Phanan (human male from Rudrig)

				Falynn Sandskimmer (human female from Tatooine)

				Voort “Piggy” saBinring (Gamorrean male from Gamorr)

				Tyria Sarkin (human female from Toprawa)

				Kell Tainer (human male from Sluis Van)

				Eurrsk “Grinder” Thri’ag (Bothan male from Bothuwai)
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			NEW REPUBLIC MILITARY

			
				General Edor Crespin (human male from Corulag)

				Captain Choday Hrakness (human male from Agamar)

				Lieutenant Atril Tabanne (human female from Coruscant)

				Dorset Konnair (human female from Coruscant)

				Tetengo Noor (human male from Churba)

			

			ZSINJ’S FORCES

			
				Warlord Zsinj (human male from Fondor)

				Admiral Apwar Trigit (human male from Coruscant)

				Captain Zurel Darillian (human male from Coruscant)

				Lieutenant Gara Petothel (human female from Coruscant)

			

		

	
		
			
				A long time ago, in a galaxy far, far away….

			

		

	
		
			1

			 

			Twelve X-wing snubfighters roared down into the atmosphere.

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

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

			He took a visual scan of his immediate surroundings. “Rogue Three, tighten up. We’re putting on a show here.”

			A green X-wing closed in tighter to the formation. “Yes, sir.” Though distorted by the comm system, the voice sounded indulgent rather than military.

			“That’s ‘Yes, Wedge’ until we’re formally returned to duty.” The commander smiled. “Or perhaps, ‘Yes, Exalted One.’ Or ‘Yes, O envy of all Corellia.’ Or—”

			A chorus of groans interrupted him. The voice of Nawara Ven, the squadron’s Twi’lek executive officer, cut through it: “Stop complaining. He’s earned his little vacation from reality.”

			Then the voice of Tycho Celchu, Wedge’s second-in-command, sharp and military: “Sensors register a squadron of fighters rising toward us. Speed is X-wing or better; sensor profiles suggest X-wings.”

			“Maintain formation,” Wedge said, then switched his comm unit over from squadron frequency to New Republic military frequency. “Rogue Squadron to approaching X-wing formation, please identify yourselves.”

			The voice responding was brisk, amused, and familiar. “Wrong designations, sir. We’re Rogue Squadron. You’re simply a rogue squadron. But for the next few minutes we’ll do you the courtesy of designating ourselves Red Squadron to avoid confusion. We’re your escort.”

			“Hobbie? Is that you, Lieutenant Klivan?”

			“That’s Captain Klivan…again, just for the next few minutes.”

			The other X-wing unit rose into view, gradually attaining the altitude of Wedge’s squadron. Wedge was startled to see that the dozen snubfighters were painted in Rogue Squadron’s traditional red stripes and twelve-pointed insignia. “Hobbie, explain this.”

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

			“Oh, no.”

			“—so set your new course to ninety-three, follow my rate of descent, and we’ll get you there in one piece. After that, you’re on your own.”

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

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

			As they descended toward the plaza, Wedge flipped his comm system back to the squadron channel. “Once around the park, outbound port, return starboard, at five hundred, Rogues. They’re here for a show; let’s give them one.”

			Immediately he heard Hobbie’s answer on the same channel: “Same, Reds, but starboard to port return at six hundred meters. Sloppiest flight group buys drinks.”

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

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

			Wedge smiled. “Your Red Squadron looks pretty good, Hobbie. A pity you haven’t had time to teach them anything about precision flying.”

			“What?’’

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

			After a moment’s hesitation—it had been some time since the unit had practiced the intricate parade formations—the Rogues split into their three flight groups, each group maneuvering into a diamond-shaped formation—one X-wing forward, one back, the two others side by side in the middle—with Wedge’s group forward and the other two side by side behind, making a triangle of diamonds, all facing eastward.

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

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

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

			“A little wobbly, Hobbie.”

			“We haven’t been together that long, Wedge, but we still know a few tricks. And you started this. Red Group Three, deny Rogue Group One!”

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

			“Not bad, Hobbie. Rogue Group Two, deny Red Group One!”

			Corran Horn, in his green X-wing with the black and white trim, led his group in a similar maneuver and positioned them directly beneath Hobbie Klivan’s group.

			“You mynock. Red Group Two, deny Rogue Group Three!”

			“Rogue Group One, substitute Red Two!”

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

			Their pilots climbed down from their cockpits into a whirlwind of celebration: New Republic diplomats and old friends dragging them up onto the speakers platform, clouds of confetti raining down from the skyscrapers ringing the plaza, roars of appreciation and exuberance from the thousands in the plaza. Wedge managed to get handshakes and backslaps from Hobbie and Red Squadron’s second-in-command, Wes Janson, before being dragged into line formation with all the pilots; the crowd’s roar was too overwhelming to allow them to hear one another’s words.

			At the front of the platform, at the speakers lectern, stood the New Republic Provisional Council’s best-loved speaker, Princess Leia Organa of Alderaan. Unlike most of the New Republic’s representatives present, she was dressed simply, in a belted robe of senatorial white. She caught Wedge’s eye and gave him a smile and half shake of the head, acknowledging their mutual dislike of public spectacles such as this, then turned back toward the crowd.

			With a few waves of her hand she managed to reduce the crowd’s roar to the point her amplified voice could be heard above it. “Citizens of the New Republic, I present to you Rogue Squadron!” Another protracted roar, and then she continued, “Before I bring Commander Antilles up to speak, I think I should put the squadron’s recent accomplishments in perspective. With their efforts, we now have, once again, a steady supply of bacta—a supply sufficient to stamp out the last lingering effects of the Krytos Plague. With their efforts—”

			Wedge tuned her out. This was all old news to him. Weeks before, he’d led Rogue Squadron—the true Rogue Squadron, the men and women now in civilian dress—on a mission that the New Republic military command could not support. Resigning their commissions, the members of Rogue Squadron and a handful of professional insurgents had mounted a civilian action against the new government of the world of Thyferra, the world where the overwhelming majority of bacta, the miracle medicine, was produced. That new government was headed by the Empire’s former espionage leader, Ysanne Isard, and could have become the core of a reunited Empire.

			But now Ysanne Isard was dead, and Rogue Squadron’s resignations had apparently been creatively misfiled—meaning that they were never civilians—meaning that, with the mission’s success, the New Republic was retroactively making the Thyferran mission an officially sanctioned operation.

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

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

			“Temporary.”

			Hobbie nodded. “We brought in some Rogue Squadron veterans—Riemann, Scotian, Carithlee, several more—and a couple of new pilots each out of Gauntlet and Corsair Squadrons. Now that you’re back, they all return to their original units. Except—”

			“Except what?”

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

			“Well, I’ll think about it.” At Hobbie’s stricken look, Wedge smiled. “I’m kidding you. Welcome home. Is Gauntlet Squadron active? I thought they were still in diapers.”

			“You’re behind the times. Corsair was our first squadron, Gauntlet our second, and our third, Talon, was just commissioned.”

			“Who’s commanding?”

			“Lieutenant Myn Donos. A good pilot, smart—”

			Lieutenant Wes Janson, still baby-faced despite his years flying for the Alliance and New Republic, leaned in grinning from Hobbie’s other side. “Smart, egotistical, self-centered, arrogant, insufferable—you know, a typical Corellian.”

			“As a fair, broad-minded officer, I should ignore that. But as a Corellian, of course, I’ll manage some sort of revenge.” Wedge turned back to Hobbie. “Before your Rogues are disbanded, I want to see their personnel files.”

			“Of course. Why? If I can ask.”

			“You can. I have an idea for another new X-wing unit…something based on our experiences taking Coruscant and Thyferra.”

			“You’re going to form a new squadron?”

			Wedge nodded.

			“Just like that? Wave your hand and it appears?”

			“Well, I thought I’d tell High Command so they’ll know what they need to give me.”

			Hobbie shook his head. “Wes, you were right. All Corellians are like that. Oh, Wedge, the princess—”

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

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

			“We were,” he said, straight-faced. “Liberating Thyferra didn’t take up much of our time.”

			“You’re such a liar. Go talk to these people so we can all go home.”

			

			—

			Twelve X-wing snubfighters roared down into the atmosphere.

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

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

			His communications specialist answered, “No, sir. He’s not broadcasting. As far as I can tell, he’s not homing in on any sort of a signal. And I’m still not picking up any engine emissions, other than his or ours, on the scanners.”

			“Very well.”

			The interceptor’s speed suddenly dropped and the vehicle began bobbing as if hit by heavy turbulence. It lost altitude, veering to starboard toward a cleft between two enormous volcanoes. Talon Leader saw glittering orange threads of lava crawling down the near slope of one of the black, fire-capped mountains.

			“Leader to squad, it looks like he’s losing thrust and going low to lose us with terrain-following flying. Don’t give him the opportunity. Get close and force him down.” He led his squadron in a lazy arc toward the same gap. He watched the numbers changing on his distance-to-target register: three kilometers, two point five; the interceptor was now emerging from the gap on the far side as the X-wings were entering it.

			Talon Eight’s voice broke, high-pitched and nervous, over the comm system: “Engines powering up, sir! Directly ahead! I count four, seven, thirteen—”

			“S-foils to attack position!” Donos shouted. “Scatter and—”

			Shiner, his R2 unit, issued a sharp squeal of alarm. Donos’s console echoed it with beeps and indicators showing that someone ahead had a sensor lock on him—two locks—three locks—

			Donos veered sharply to port—directly toward a volcanic flue and the impenetrable stream of gray-black smoke belching from it. As he hit the cloud he pulled back on the stick, rising straight up the concealing smoke. The sensor locks on him disappeared.

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

			No answer.

			There was other comm traffic: “Five, Five, he’s on your tail!” “Can’t get clear, vape him for me, Six—” “Can’t, I’ve got—I’ve got—” “Nine banked into the volcano wall, she’s gone—” Another explosion.

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

			No one was on his tail. He checked the sensor board—didn’t believe what it showed him, checked it again.

			He and Talon Twelve were the only New Republic forces remaining on the board. He counted twenty-three, twenty-four, twenty-five Imperial blips. A dozen were veering toward Twelve, the remainder toward Donos.

			In a matter of seconds, Talon Squadron had been all but destroyed. Glittering pieces of X-wings were still streaming down toward the planet’s broken surface. In another few seconds, he and Twelve would be vaped, and the destruction would be complete.

			Through the shock of it, he said, “Talon Twelve, dive for the surface. Trench Run Defense. Omega Signal. Acknowledge.”

			“Omega Signal understood. Diving.” The sensor register on Talon Twelve showed decreasing altitude. Donos followed suit, standing his X-wing on its nose and blasting toward the ground.

			He hadn’t even gotten a shot off at the enemy. Ten pilots dead and he had a full rack of proton torpedoes left, laser batteries charged to full. Time to change that.

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

			Within moments his sensors indicated that he was coming within range of the weapons of the rising cloud of TIE fighters. He switched his lasers over to dual fire, giving him greater recycling speed, and put the rest of his discretionary power on forward shields, then began firing as quickly as his targeting computer gave him the bracket color changes and pure audible tones of good target locks. He put his X-wing into a corkscrew descent, making it harder for him to hit his enemies, but making it much harder for them to hit him.

			Most of his shots hit the ground. One missed his intended target but vaped its wingman. Two more shots hit their intended targets, one shearing off a wing and sending the fighter spinning into the nearest volcanic mountainside, the other having no immediate effect Donos could see—but the TIE fighter ceased all evasive maneuvering, its flight path becoming an easy-to-calculate ballistic curve. Donos almost smiled: It had been a surgical strike, the pilot killed by a beautiful shot straight into the cockpit, leaving the rest of the fighter craft unharmed.

			His assault had its desired effect. The oncoming cloud of TIEs spread out and he shot through the gap in the center of their formation. They wheeled, an angry insect cloud, to follow, but now the TIEs pursuing Twelve into the rugged terrain below were in sight. Donos continued firing, vaping one starfighter before the others knew he was upon them; that fighter’s wingman, startled by the sudden explosion, reflexively banked rightward, directly into the side of the rift in which they were flying. His fighter also detonated, filling the rift with flame and shrapnel.

			Donos dropped into the rift, pulling out of his dive just before he could scrape his keel on the ground. He had stone formations to either side of him—black rock so blurry from his speed that he could make out no details. “Leader to Twelve, report condition,” he said.

			“Minor damage to lower port strike foil,” she answered. “It’s giving me a little vibration, which should go away if we can get out of atmosphere. Some starring on the canopy. Pursuit is hanging back—Wait, here comes one! He’s trying to get a lock on me!”

			Donos put on more speed, increasing the risk that he would not be able to make some difficult turn ahead. He whipped around a bend in the rift and almost slammed into the ion engines of a slow-moving TIE fighter immediately ahead. He snapped off a laser shot out of reflex, saw it lance straight into the starfighter’s starboard engine.

			The TIE fighter instantly became a glowing fireball of yellow and orange flame and debris. Donos’s X-wing rocked as he roared through the fireball; his helmet and hull were barely sufficient to keep the sound of the explosion from deafening him. Then he was through.

			One more turn, a tight starboard bank that almost flung him into the rock wall to port, and he had Twelve in sight. Twelve, and the vehicle pursuing her—the interceptor that had led them into this trap. This was the first time Donos had seen it visually, and he fleetingly noted the nonstandard red stripes painted horizontally on the starfighter’s wing arrays before something else occurred to him: there were no sparks or smoke plumes emerging from its engines now. With the deception done, all the false signs of the interceptor’s weakness had been shut off.

			The interceptor had crept up to within meters of Twelve’s aft end and was now skillfully matching all of the X-wing pilot’s frantic maneuvers. This was a demonstration of superior flying technique, a show of contempt by one pilot for his enemy, and there was no doubt that the interceptor could begin firing on the defenseless Twelve at any second.

			Donos fired off a desperate snap-shot. At the same moment, the interceptor took its kill shot.

			Donos saw his lasers strike and play across the interceptor’s main body, slashing across the engines and burning into the cockpit.

			The interceptor’s lasers intersected at Twelve’s X-wing, hitting her aft shields in spite of her desperate maneuvers…and then they penetrated. Both of Twelve’s starboard engines flamed out. The starboard strike foils, softened by the lasers’ intense heat, began to deform under atmospheric friction.

			The interceptor slowed. Sparks and flame, real ones now, issued from the engines. It rose, jumping out of the rocky rift, and was immediately lost to Donos’s sight.

			Twelve’s X-wing began a portward roll. Donos’s next command was half a shout: “Twelve, bail out! Twelve, eject!”

			“Ejecting now! Leader, get out of here!”

			Donos watched helplessly as Twelve’s cockpit filled with the fire of an ejection thruster, but the canopy failed to open. The ejector seat smashed Twelve into it. Its transparisteel construction kept the canopy in one piece as the X-wing continued to rotate to port. Under continued pressure from the thrust of the ejection seat, the cockpit finally broke away from the X-wing, but Twelve sat limp in the seat as the ejection seat carried her mere meters from the doomed snubfighter, slamming her into the rift wall to port. In a split second she was gone, lost behind Donos, and her X-wing was nosing over to crash into the rift wall below.

			Donos forced himself to look away, to return his mind to mission parameters.

			A few minutes of terrain-following flying and he should be able to jump free of these rifts and head for space. But suddenly the prospect of survival didn’t appeal much to him.

			Donos’s R2 shrieked at him. Startled back to attention, he looked around, saw that a pair of TIE fighters had gained on him during his reverie.

			He could stay and be killed, or flee and describe his failure to his commanders in cruel, humbling detail.

			He’d prefer to die. But the families of eleven good men and women deserved to know how their loved ones had met their fates. With an anguished cry, Donos hit the thrusters again and rounded the next turn.
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			The New Republic guard, his face as emotionless as a ferrocrete bunker, admitted Wedge to the office. Within, the walls were a soothing blue, the furniture smooth and rounded with colors of the sea, the air cool but uncomfortably moist. Still, Wedge was back in New Republic uniform, and that alone made him more comfortable than the office’s environment conditioner could have.

			Behind the desk, Admiral Ackbar, commander in chief of the New Republic’s military operations, returned Wedge’s salute. Like other Mon Calamari, with their outsized heads and rubbery skins, he looked to most people like a bipedal and intellectual fish, but Wedge knew him to be far more humane and courageous than many who fought for the New Republic.

			Ackbar gestured toward the visitors’ chairs. “Commander Antilles. Please, sit. Is it too humid for you? I can make adjustments.”

			“Not at all.” Wedge took the seat indicated. “Thank you for making time in your schedule for me so soon.”

			“It is not an imposition.” Ackbar leaned closer, focusing on Wedge, his two widely separated eyes sometimes moving independently. “I see no signs of hangover on you, Commander. Must I conclude that you did not celebrate adequately?”

			Wedge smiled. “Very adequately. Meeting old friends and new, old Rogues and new, and telling stories until we couldn’t string two words together. But I left the heavy drinking to the younger pilots.”

			“Wise of you. Younger pilots. I notice I did not recognize all their names.”

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

			“I’m sure you will employ your customary skill in finding extraordinary replacements. Well, allow me the impatience of office. What brings you to me? Your message hinted at—what was it? ‘Recommendations for a new type of unit, particularly well suited to the search for Warlord Zsinj.’ ”

			“That’s correct.” Warlord Zsinj, a onetime Imperial admiral still in possession of a Super Star Destroyer, an eight-kilometer warship capable of pounding a planetary surface flat, was now the New Republic’s most important military objective. His hit-and-run missions against New Republic sites were increasing in bold effectiveness and destructiveness, and the danger that he might assume Ysanne lsard’s role as the center of an Imperial resurgence was not an empty one. “I’d like to form a new X-wing group, sir.”

			Admiral Ackbar’s mouth bent in an approximation of a smile. A learned behavior—Mon Calamari did not communicate amusement that way. But Ackbar was well versed in human body language. “Rogue Squadron is no longer good enough for you?”

			“Rogue Squadron will always be good enough for me, sir. But in the last several years I’ve bumped repeatedly into a glaring weakness in our military. I’ve tried to address it before and want to try again.”

			“Please elaborate.”

			Wedge leaned back, settling in for a lengthy discussion. “You’ll remember when I reorganized Rogue Squadron a few years back, I took the best pilots I could transfer or steal…but when it came down to choosing between pilots of equal skill, I always chose the one who had useful ground-based skills as well.”

			“Yes. You wanted pilots who could also be commandos.”

			“I got them. And they got quite a workout as commandos, especially in the liberation of Coruscant from the Empire and then of Thyferra from Ysanne Isard.”

			Ackbar managed to smile again. “You have certainly justified our faith in your experiment. Rogue Squadron performed magnificently.”

			“Thank you. Speaking for my men and women, I have to agree. But I’d originally thought that Rogue Squadron would be used opportunistically: a strike mission would reveal a ground-based weakness, and we’d have the training and supplies to go down and perform the necessary ground mission. The way it turned out, we keep landing full-fledged commando missions. So I think we need another commando X-wing squadron, one where we choose pilots so as to have a full range of intrusion and subversion skills. Rogue Squadron was designed as a fighter unit first, commando unit second; this time, I want to go the other way around.”

			Admiral Ackbar’s expression, so far as Wedge could read it, was dubious. “Historically, we’ve had few problems coordinating the efforts of commandos on the ground and fighter pilots for aerial support.”

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

			Ackbar abruptly leaned back from him, his eyes half closing; it looked to Wedge like a frown of concentration. “What made you say that?”

			“Thinking about the subject on the long flight home, and during the time we were garrisoned on Thyferra before that,” Wedge said. “Even though the garrison assignment was cut short from the two months originally planned, it still gave me plenty of time to think.”

			“You haven’t heard any news?”

			“No, sir. About what?”

			Ackbar shook his head. “Please go on.”

			“Well, that’s actually about it. I can dress it up in a formal report for you. But one other thing I think is important—I can give you a unit like this for free.”

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

			“Yes, sir. First, the replacement Rogue Squadron is being disbanded, its pilots and X-wings being returned to their original units. Correct?”

			“Correct.”

			“So you’ll be issuing a dozen new X-wings to us, won’t you? To the original Rogue Squadron.”

			“Why would we? Your X-wings are in functional shape, are they not?”

			“Well, yes, but they’re not New Republic property any longer. They were sold to my second-in-command, Tycho Celchu, at the start of our operation against Thyferra. They’re his personal property, held in trust for all of us, until and unless he decides to vest ownership in their pilots.”

			“How uncharitable of you. You could donate their use to the New Republic. I believe one of your pilots has been using his personal X-wing all along.”

			“Yes, sir. Lieutenant Horn. And Tycho would be glad to loan his snubfighters to the New Republic, for the use of Rogue Squadron, if…”

			“If the next dozen X-wings out of the factories are assigned to your new commando squadron.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“That’s blackmail. It’s unbecoming.”

			“Most unconventional tactics are unbecoming until they succeed, Admiral. I direct your attention to the planet Thyferra…”

			“Be quiet. There’s still the matter of pilots. Fresh out of the Academy, their training costing hundreds of thousands of credits apiece. That is not ‘free.’ ”

			“No, sir. I don’t want new pilots. I want experienced ones.”

			“Which is an even more significant expense.”

			“No, sir, not with these pilots. I want pilots no one else wants. Washouts. Pilots staring court-martials in the face. Troublemakers and screwups.”

			Ackbar stared as if he couldn’t believe his tympanic membranes. “In the name of the Force, Commander, why?”

			“Well, some of them, of course, will be irredeemable. I’ll wash them out, too. Some of them will be good men and women who’ve screwed up one time too many, who know their careers are dead but would give anything for one more chance…”

			“You’re more likely to get a proton torpedo up your engines than you are to get a functional squadron out of such pilots. The torpedo might be launched accidentally…but that’s no comfort to a widow.”

			Wedge spread his hands, palms up, and smiled. “Problem solved. I’m not married.”

			“I know you’re not. You know what I mean.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“What would become of Rogue Squadron?”

			“I’d be happy to remain in charge officially, but for all squadron activities, Captain Celchu is more than qualified to lead…and now that he’s been cleared of the formal charge of Corran Horn’s murder and the informal charge of being a brainwashed double agent, there shouldn’t be any responsible objection to his full return to duties. I’d return Lieutenant Hobbie Klivan to Rogue Squadron as second-in-command and take Lieutenant Wes Janson as my own second-in-command. Once the new squadron is established, of course, I’d hope to return to direct command of Rogue Squadron.”

			“You’re committed to this idea, aren’t you?”

			“Yes, sir.” Wedge considered what he was about to say. “Since the battle at Endor, the military’s public relations groups have represented Rogue Squadron as if we were the lightsaber of the New Republic. A bright, shiny weapon to cut down any dark Imperial holdovers who still stand against us. But, sir, not all battles call for lightsabers. Some of them are fought with vibroblades in back alleys. The New Republic needs those vibroblades too, and doesn’t have them.”

			“I understand.” Ackbar nodded agreeably. “Request refused.”

			Wedge couldn’t speak; suddenly all the air seemed to leave his chest. He’d thought he was so close, thought he had convinced the admiral.

			“Unless…”

			Wedge found his voice again. “Unless?”

			“I’ll make a bet with you, Commander. You get your chance at forming this squadron. If, three months after it goes operational, it has proven its worth—in my sole estimation—you can do as you please. Continue with the new squadron, go back to command Rogue Squadron, whichever you choose.”

			“And if I lose?”

			“You accept promotion to the rank of general and join my advisory staff.”

			Wedge kept his dismay from his face. “I would seem to win either way, sir.”

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

			“Two.”

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

			Wedge sighed and thought it over. He needed to keep flying; he wouldn’t be happy in any other way of life. But the New Republic military needed this new tactic, needed many new ways of doing things, before they became as tactically fossilized as the Empire had been. “I accept, sir.”

			Ackbar ground out a laugh. “In a sense, you’ve already lost, Commander Antilles. You’re wagering your career for the good of the New Republic. You’re creating new tactics, new weapons for the New Republic, not just for your squadron. You’re already a general…you just don’t know it yet.”

			“I guess I’ll accept that remark in the spirit in which it was intended, sir.”

			“I have another remark for you, Wedge. News, bad news that you’ll have to take to your subordinates. And I don’t envy you that task.”

			

			—

			Wedge met with the others in the hangar aboard the cruiser Home One where the Rogue Squadron X-wings were undergoing repairs and repainting. He watched with a trace of wistfulness as the black and green-and-gold checks of his snubfighter, colors his father had chosen for the family refueling station and never lived to see implemented, were erased and replaced by New Republic grays and the proud but strident Rogue Squadron red stripes.

			Tycho frowned, but not at the repainting job. “So how is this going to work?”

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

			Tycho winced. “Ah, yes, the center of New Republic entertainment and lunar beauty.”

			“Once it’s commissioned, the new X-wing squad will also join, covertly, the hunt for Zsinj, assuming he hasn’t been taken out by then. Both squads will fly together when circumstances dictate.”

			Wes turned to Hobbie, extended his hand. “Sorry to see that you’re stuck with the flying fossils, while I stay with Commander Wedge on the cutting edge of—”

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

			Wedge cleared his throat. “There’s something else. Tycho, Nawara, could you excuse us for a moment?”

			The two Rogues withdrew, leaving Wedge with Hobbie and Janson. “I have some news for you two,” Wedge said. “You’re not going to like hearing it. Talon Squad is gone.”

			Hobbie frowned. “What do you mean, gone?’’

			“Wiped out. Ambush. Everyone is dead except Lieutenant Donos.”

			Janson leaned against the near wall. Hobbie looked as shocked as though he’d jammed his hand into a power generator. “How?”

			“We don’t know all the details yet. Only that they were pursuing an anomaly, a standard TIE interceptor far from any hyperspace–capable ship, into an uninhabited system logged as recently secured by New Republic Intelligence. That secure designation turns out to have been false, sliced into our code at a point yet to be determined. The interceptor led them into a shooting gallery and eleven members of the squadron died. Lieutenant Donos is being debriefed now; I’m having him brought to Folor Base when that’s done. Even if he’s cleared, a lot of squadron commanders will have no use for him, so I want him evaluated for the new squadron.”

			Janson’s voice was ragged. “Eleven pilots we trained. Wiped out by a simple ambush. What a pair of incompetents we must be.”

			Wedge shook his head. “It was more than a simple ambush. We’ll know how much more soon. In the meantime, don’t tear yourselves up. Any one of us could have been lured into something like that—all we’d have to do is base decisions on Intelligence reports that seemed reliable. You understand?”

			Both men nodded.

			From a flight suit pocket Wedge produced a datapad; this he handed to Janson. “There are a couple of files on this. One is a set of pilot-data criteria. The other is authorization to run it against pilot profiles across records of all New Republic armed forces. Tomorrow, I want you to assemble a list of all pilots matching the criteria, then begin to contact them, find out how many of them are willing to put in for transfer to my new squadron for possible permanent assignment. I’ll bet pretty close to one hundred percent will be. Those who answer in the affirmative, send to Folor without informing them of their destination; we’ll meet and evaluate them there.”

			He turned to Hobbie. “As soon as you’ve had a chance to debrief Donos, I want you to work up a simulator run based on the mission that destroyed Talon Squad. It will be one of the first simulator training sessions the new squad attempts—and the next one Rogue Squad experiences. So it doesn’t happen again.”

			“Understood,” Hobbie said.

			

			—

			“After due consideration and review, I think it’s a terrible idea,” said General Crespin.

			It was weeks later, and Wedge Antilles stood before another military leader in another office and prepared to plead his case again. Wedge felt irritation well up within him. Crespin might be his superior, but did not have a grasp of small-unit fighter uses and tactics superior to Wedge’s. Few, if any, officers did. But he clamped down on his emotion. It was important to meet Crespin reason for reason, fact for fact; if he let emotion dictate his defense he would lose this argument.

			General Crespin, new commander of the fighter training base on the moon called Folor, and personal commander of two training squads of A-wings, paced behind his desk while Wedge remained standing at attention before it. Crespin was a tall, lean man who seemed to know only two expressions, impassive and stern. Since the last time Wedge had seen him, in the briefings before the assault on the second Death Star, Crespin had been promoted from colonel to general, had picked up a limp, and had had his left eye replaced by a glossy black optical; he usually wore a mirrored patch over the mechanical replacement, as the patch was far less ominous than the black, inhuman eye. Wedge suspected the general could see through the patch. Wedge had heard that Crespin had been injured during a bombardment by Zsinj’s Super-class Star Destroyer, Iron Fist, against a New Republic military base established near the border to Zsinj-controlled space.

			“We don’t need misfits representing the New Republic,” the general continued. “We need heroes. Men and women with proper character and clean records. Hologenic pilots who’ll look good in the broadcasts, good in the archives.”

			“With all due respect, General, that’s equivalent to piloting a course right into the dark side of the Force.”

			Crespin’s head snapped around and he glared at Wedge. “You’re insolent. Explain yourself.”

			Wedge took a deep breath. Contain your anger. Make him an ally, not an enemy. “First, since the Alliance was first formed, we’ve made it a policy to accept Imperial defectors.”

			“I know that. I’m one of them.” Crespin’s chin came up, as if he were inviting Wedge to address the question of his loyalty.

			“Yes, sir. So, as you know, sometimes these people had just been waiting for the chance to side with us. Like yourself. Sometimes they jumped when our position was stronger than the Empire’s. Sometimes they jumped for purely selfish reasons. We never cared, so long as they did their jobs, continued to aid the New Republic, and stayed loyal to our goals.”

			“So?”

			“So all these defectors are retreads, General. Many are men and women with spots on their records. Sometimes more than spots. Here’s an example. We pulled Black Sun criminals off Kessel, introduced them onto Coruscant, and kept the faith with them so long as they did with us. You seem to be saying that their contributions should be ignored, kept hidden—the only people whose efforts we acknowledge will be those with spotless records, uniforms, and faces.”

			“Ridiculous.”

			“Second, this idea that appearance needs to be a factor in the choice of new pilots so they’ll look good on holograms and broadcasts—sir, I understand your reasoning, and I approve”—the lie nearly stuck in Wedge’s throat but he accelerated past it—“but it exposes the New Republic, the Provisional and Inner Councils, to a danger I think you’ve overlooked.”

			“Which is what?”

			“If all our pilots have to look a specific way, meet or surpass some arbitrary degree of beauty, we’re exactly the same as the Empire, which kept hundreds of sapient species under its heel because they weren’t human. Because they didn’t meet specific human standards of appearance.”

			“Preposterous!” But Crespin looked a trifle shaken by Wedge’s last accusation.

			“Of course it is, sir. It’s more than preposterous, it’s idiotic. Especially in light of all the nonhumans in Rogue Squadron and other units. But put that argument into the hands of Imperial insurgents working within the New Republic and you’ll have insurrections, protests from every New Republic signatory race that isn’t represented in the cockpit of an X-wing or A-wing somewhere.”

			Crespin grimaced but didn’t answer.

			“Third, the new squadron’s makeup allows for better, not poorer, public relations. Every pilot who makes it will be a success story, a come-from-behind story, suited to a holodrama or series. Most importantly, they’ll be common—being stories. Not everyone can identify with Corran Horn from Corellian Security, or with Bror Jace, millionaire prince of the bacta-producing monopoly on Thyferra. But some tug pilot who joined the Alliance, fumbled his career into the gutter, and then recovered it, repaired the damage he’d done to his life—”

			“Yes, yes.” Crespin waved for him to be quiet. “Very well, Commander. Your passion for this experiment is obvious. Your reasons are sound. Do it your way for now. Do note that I expect this experiment to be a disaster…and I’ll be on hand to clean it up when it detonates in your face.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“You’ll have to be aware of some changes implemented since the last time you were stationed here. You may have noticed when landing that the base’s emissions are much more contained than they used to be; external visual beacons are lit off only when landing craft need them.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“We need the extra security, what with Zsinj’s raids increasing in frequency and boldness…and with occasional lapses such as your own pilot, Erisi Dlarit, turning out to be a traitor—”

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

			“Whatever. We still need the improved security. So long as this is border territory, we’re vulnerable to assaults like the ones Zsinj is so fond of making. All your pilots are being brought in without knowing where they are; the washouts will go out the same way.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Very well.” Suddenly Crespin looked inexpressibly weary. Wedge wondered how many officers regularly brought him arguments and back talk—even when it was as polite and well reasoned as Wedge’s. “Dismissed.”
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			“You look like you’ve fought a few rounds with a rancor.”

			“Thanks, Wes. I’m sure General Crespin will appreciate that comparison.” Wedge sat back in his chair with a sigh, put his booted feet up on his desk. His office was a former storeroom with dismal lighting and not even a holoscreen to display a soothing picture of some faraway vista. His chair was a recycled ejection seat mounted on a heavy spring and a cross-brace. His desk was a section of metal bulkhead suspended between two low filing cabinets. It was all typical of the decor in underfunded Folor Base. Janson sat in a similar chair against the wall, and a third ejection seat was situated opposite Wedge’s.

			“We have pilots today?” Wedge asked.

			“We have pilots, possibly the last group, if some late arrivals make it in.”

			“Let’s get started. Who’s first?” Since the first day of evaluations, Wedge had followed a simple interview pattern: Janson kept the data on the pilots, allowing Wedge to meet each one without any foreknowledge. It gave him a better opportunity to consult his gut with respect to each candidate.

			Janson consulted his datapad. “His name is Kettch, and he’s an Ewok.”

			Wedge came upright. “No.”

			“Oh, yes. Determined to fight. You should hear him say, ‘Yub, yub.’ He makes it a battle cry.”

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

			“He wears arm and leg extensions, prosthetics built for him by a sympathetic medical droid. And he’s anxious to go, Commander.”

			Wedge slumped and covered his eyes with one hand. “Please tell me you’re kidding.”

			“Of course I’m kidding. Pilot-candidate number one is a human female, from Tatooine, Falynn Sandskimmer.”

			“I’m going to get you, Janson.”

			“Yub, yub, Commander.”

			“Show her in.”

			

			—

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

			A Tatooine woman with excellent flying marks, already an ace, but a career in the incinerator because of what was listed as “chronic insolence.” An inability to keep scorn out of her voice when dealing with superior officers she didn’t respect. Failure to maintain military discipline. Wedge wondered how badly this would have affected her record a few years ago, when the New Republic was the Rebel Alliance and the military was a looser, rougher organization where rugged individualism was the norm rather than a common exception.

			He wondered, too, whether Falynn Sandskimmer’s attitude toward a certain Hero of the New Republic had contributed to the two demotions that had canceled her two promotions. Asked about Luke Skywalker, she’d said, “Can you imagine being compared to him all your adult life just because you’re another pilot from Tatooine? No, I’ve never met Luke Skywalker. In fact, I wish I’d never heard of him.” It was an attitude that would not endear her to many of Luke’s friends. Wedge, who was among those friends, simply shrugged it off. Her worth was in her performance, not her lack of appreciation of one good man.

			The second pilot, a human male from Etti IV, was facing a court-martial for theft. He expressed confidence that he would be cleared and asked for a chance to prove himself to Commander Antilles. A minute after he’d gone, Wedge noticed that the framed holo of his long-dead parents was missing from the tabletop. He sent Janson after the compulsive thief and scrubbed him from the candidate roster.

			The third pilot was a Talz, one of the white-furred humanoid inhabitants of Alzoc III. A former Imperial slave, he’d learned to pilot freighters for the Rebel Alliance and had transferred to fighters when the deadly pilot attrition of the year before the Emperor’s death had put a premium on good fliers. But his record showed a history of psychosomatic illnesses and the possibility of mental breakdown increasing in the last several years. His mental evaluations suggested that these problems resulted from conflict between the Talz’s basically gentle nature and the fighter’s mission of destroying enemy targets.

			Wedge and Janson put him through a simulator re-creation of the fleet action at the battle of Endor—a target-rich environment where the best fighter pilots racked up impressive kill scores. The Talz did well, but Wedge and Janson watched his biomedical readings climb into the red danger zone—a clear sign that even in simulators, stress was eating away at him. They wished the disappointed pilot a good flight home and recommended a transfer back into freighters.

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

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

			“No, he’s just arrived on base. I read Bobbie’s report, though. New Republic Military Intelligence has cleared him of error or wrongdoing.”

			“Good. Show him in.”

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

			“Lieutenant Donos, have a seat.”

			“Thank you, sir.” Donos sat, military-straight.

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

			“Thank you, sir.” Donos’s expression did not change.

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

			“You’re aware that we’re forming a new X-wing squadron.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Interested in transferring over?”

			“Yes, sir.” There was no enthusiasm in the pilot’s voice, nor was there a trace of the pain he was doubtless still feeling from the destruction of his squadron. Wedge again checked Janson’s reaction; Janson was now leaning back in his chair, studying Donos curiously.

			“Wes tells me that before joining the Alliance, you belonged to the Corellian armed forces. Sniper for an elite counterinsurgency unit.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Are you still sharp as a sniper?”

			“No, sir. I haven’t had a chance to keep up my skills in the last three years.”

			“Do you think you can train up to your previous standard?”

			“Yes, sir.” There was no pride, no enthusiasm in his tone.

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

			“No, sir. Whatever my role, my task is the elimination of the enemy.”

			“Right. I also understand that you were decorated on Corellia for conspicuous gallantry. This entitles you to wear the Corellian Bloodstripes. Yet you don’t. Why?”

			Donos took a while to answer. “It just seems a bit silly, sir. I could also wear a sign saying ‘I’m a wonderful person and I give money to the needy.’ What’s the point?”

			“I see.” Wedge tried to discern some hint of anger, pride, regret, anything in the pilot’s expression or attitude, but he could not. “Well, then, for now, welcome to the squadron of candidate trainees.” He shook Donos’s hand. An exchange of salutes later, the lieutenant was gone.

			“He used to wear the Bloodstripes,” Janson said. “I didn’t notice until you mentioned it. This isn’t the Myn Donos I trained.”

			“Interesting. How long was it from the time Talon Squad left on its last mission to the time he returned? Was there enough time for him to have been grabbed by the enemy, to have been programmed?”

			“No, there’s not enough time unaccounted for in his report for him to have stopped into a cantina for a drink. No sign he ever left his cockpit. It’s him, but it’s not him. He wouldn’t even meet my eyes.”

			“Well, we’ll see how he performs. If he shows the slightest sign of cracking up, or of needing a protracted off-duty rest for psychological reasons, I’m going to scrub him.”

			“Understood.”

			

			—

			“Hypercomm signal detected, Admiral!”

			Admiral Apwar Trigit looked down from his command chair into the bridge crew pit. His expression was mild. “Its origin?”

			“Header code indicates that it’s straight from Zsinj at Rancor Base!”

			“I’ll take it in my private comm chamber.” He rose, aware that with his graying black hair and beard, his lean form, and the silver and black uniform he’d designed himself, he was an imposing figure. He kept his walk graceful and casual as he departed the Imperial Star Destroyer’s bridge—true, he served the Warlord Zsinj, but his chief officers must understand that he merely hired out his services and those of the Implacable, that he was his own master.

			In the spherical chamber reserved for his private communications, Trigit hit a switch on the main console. Immediately, a three-dimensional image appeared before him—Zsinj, twice human-sized, sitting in a black command chair, doubtless the one aboard Iron Fist. Zsinj wore the crisp white uniform of an Imperial grand admiral, a rank he had never truly attained—yet his current power was such that no one could protest this presumption on his part.

			Trigit smiled at the ego Zsinj routinely manifested. “My lord, you’re going to twist my neck from staring up at you.” He slowly turned a knob and Zsinj’s image shrank until it was just over human-sized. He kept from his face the sheer delight the action of shrinking Zsinj brought him; in the Imperial armed forces, it would have been construed as an expression of pure insolence. He would have been lucky merely to have been demoted to garbage scow pilot.

			The warlord—a corpulent man, balding and graying, with a florid complexion and drooping mustachios that gave him an exotic look—favored him with a smile. “I’ve just read the report from your last transmission. I wanted to congratulate you on the destruction of Talon Squadron.”

			Trigit gave him a sardonic little bow. “Thank you. The code-slicer who planted the false information about the security of the Gravan system later reported that they have decommissioned Talon Squadron entirely.”

			“The pilot who escaped the ambush—was that by your design? Or an accident? The report doesn’t say.”

			“No, we made every effort to kill him. His reflexes were just good enough to save him. In the final analysis, I consider it to be just as good as a clean sweep. He’s doubtless told his tale of woe to his superiors; now they can begin to fret about forces cunning enough to wipe out X-wing squadrons without significant loss or effort. A few more such missions, and they’ll begin to develop a supernatural dread about us.”

			Zsinj smiled. “What about your code-slicer? What if he’s caught and broken?”

			“Impossible. She has already left her Rebel station. I’m having her brought in and giving her a commission aboard Implacable.”

			“It would have been cheaper to have eliminated her. Your previous superior would have done it.”

			“Ysanne Isard kept all her officers and minions in a state of fear,” Trigit acknowledged. “And when they failed her, or proved in any way to be a liability, she did eliminate them. So they knew that there were no happy endings in their futures, no rosy retirements. They literally had nothing to look forward to except death or escape. That’s not a way to engender loyalty. That’s not my way.”

			“Good.”

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

			Zsinj’s smile grew broader. “I want to hear early results from the Morrt Project.”

			“Ah. Well, the first few thousand Morrt-class parasite-droids have been distributed. I’m getting preliminary reports already. Naturally, there’s a concentration of signal hits from known population centers—Imperial, New Republic, and independent. We’re also getting a few hits from unknown sites, and sites designated destroyed or abandoned. Once we get reinforcement on them, we can go looking.”

			“Good. Keep me up-to-date on all your interesting little operations.”

			“As always, my lord.”

			Zsinj gave him a gracious little nod and his image faded to nothingness.

			Trigit sighed. Zsinj was much easier to deal with than Ysanne Isard, also known as Iceheart, former head of Imperial Intelligence—now dead at the hands of Rogue Squadron. Unlike Iceheart, Zsinj understood something about the folly of waste—such as murdering subordinates on a whim. But Zsinj’s desire to be up-to-date on every operation, to have his fingers in each new plan and enterprise, was extremely tiresome.

			Ah, well. As long as Zsinj remained reasonable and kept Implacable stocked with fuel, weapons, food, and information, Trigit would remain with him. Far better than setting out on the lonely warlord’s road himself.

			That is, until he had power and advantages to match Zsinj’s.

			

			—

			“Any more?” said Wedge.

			Janson consulted his chrono. “It’s getting late. But we have only two more candidates to review.”

			“Today, or total?”

			“Total. Your slave-driving habits have gotten us almost through the first phase of the evaluation process.” Janson consulted his datapad. “Next is Voort saBinring, a Gamorrean.”

			“Very funny. You had me going the first time, Wes, but that joke won’t work twice.”

			“He’s a Gamorrean.”

			The green-skinned, pig-faced Gamorreans were found among untrained guard and police forces on many worlds. They were technologically primitive, disinterested in any of the advanced sciences required for technological professions. “It’s impossible to train Gamorrean males to something as complicated as fighter piloting. They have glandular balances that make them very violent and impatient.”

			“He’s a Gamorrean.”

			“Just keep up your little joke, then, and show him in.”

			Janson spoke into his comlink. A moment later a Gamorrean—1.9 meters of glowering porcine presence, dressed in the standard New Republic pilot’s uniform, the bright orange of the jumpsuit clashing nauseatingly with the creature’s green skin—walked in and saluted.

			Janson smiled ingratiatingly at Wedge. “Yub, yub, Commander.”

			

			—

			Whenever the Gamorrean spoke, his natural voice, grunts and squeals not pleasant to the human ear, emerged first. Then, below it, cutting through it, was his other voice, the mechanical one, emerging from the translator device implanted in his throat. “No, Commander. I have not lived among other Gamorreans since I was a child.”

			Wedge cleared his throat. “I’m sure you understand that this is new to me. But I am curious, how you, well, overcame Gamorrean biology and learned to fly.”

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

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

			The Gamorrean nodded. “They also engineer animals to adapt to different planetary environments. They have less wholesome experiments as well. I was one of them. For purposes of espionage, the Emperor wanted Gamorreans with humanlike methods of self-control. They made alterations to our biochemistries. My attention span surpasses human norm. My mathematical acumen registers at the genius level. I do not lose control of my anger.”

			“This was an Imperial project?” Wedge thought that through. “How many like you are there?”

			“None. I am the only success.”

			“The other transformations were fatal?”

			“In a sense. All the other subjects committed suicide.”

			“Why?”

			“If I knew, I would be among them. But I am certain it has something to do with isolation. How would you feel if you were the only thinking human in the galaxy, forced to live among Gamorreans, and all the other humans you met were bloodthirsty primitives?”

			“A good point.” Wedge sat back and considered that unhappy prospect for a moment. “How did you come to join the Alliance?”

			“One of my creators, who had watched his other…children…kill themselves one by one arranged to have me put through a variety of different simulator training programs to measure my capacity. Or so he said. In actuality, he was doing it to teach me to pilot many different Imperial and Alliance vehicles. Then he arranged for me to escape the Binring compound. Eventually I reached Obroa-skai.”

			“The library world.”

			“I learned much there, and eventually chose to come to the Alliance.”

			“Your, uh, creator—he didn’t choose to escape?”

			“He was sad because of the projects he had led. He chose to follow his other children.”

			Wedge winced. “All right. To more immediate concerns. Your record states that you have temperament problems. You’re facing a court-martial for striking a superior officer, though that officer is willing to drop charges to get you transferred as far as possible from his command. What do you have to say?”

			The Gamorrean took a few moments to respond. “There are two types of pilots in the New Republic. Those who have been Imperial pilots, and may carry with them an irrational dislike of nonhumans. And those who have had bad encounters with Gamorreans.”

			“I tend to disagree.”

			“Your experiences do not match mine. And in my experience, a Gamorrean flyer tends to receive an undue amount of abuse from his fellows. Not just pranks. Sometimes sabotage. Lies. Challenges.”

			“You didn’t strike your officer?”

			“I have struck several fellow pilots in well-moderated challenge matches. I have never had to strike one more than once. You will notice that charges were filed against me within half an hour of the alleged incident. No one I have ever struck has been able to speak coherently within half an hour of my striking him. Sir, he struck at me; I blocked his blow. He has chosen to remember that as an attack. He is willing to drop charges only because he is not strong enough to accept responsibility for the full measure of his persecution of me.”

			Wedge considered. “Well, that’s about all for now. Candidate training begins tomorrow.” He rose. The others followed suit, and he shook the Gamorrean’s hand. “By the way, what do you like to be called? Voort?”

			“I am content with Voort. But many others call me Piggy. I am content with it, too, for I can ignore the definite derogatory component that goes with it.”

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

			“I will try to do so.”

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

			Janson shrugged. “We’ll know better when we’ve flown with him.”

			“Well, who’s next? A mynock? A womp rat?”

			“My, you are getting paranoid. No, next, and last, is a human male, Kell Tainer from Sluis Van. I think he’s exactly the leader type you want to replace you when it’s time to return to Rogue Squadron. Assuming Myn Donos doesn’t return to normal.”

			“Good. Show him in.”

			A moment later Flight Officer Tainer entered. General Crespin is going to love him, Wedge decided.

			Kell Tainer stood nearly two meters tall, with a handsome, sculpted face that holorecorders would adore. Dark hair cut short framed light blue eyes—a couple of shades lighter and they’d make him look like a madman, but at this shade they were piercing, mesmerizing. He was built like an athlete, actually a little too broad in the shoulders to be entirely comfortable in an X-wing’s cockpit, but that was a problem for which he would already have learned to compensate.

			Kell snapped to a precision salute and held it until Wedge returned it. “Flight Officer Tainer reporting, sir, and a pleasure to meet you.”

			“Likewise. Let me introduce you to my second-in-command, Lieutenant Janson.”

			Kell had turned toward Janson and was in midsalute as Wedge spoke. Wedge watched as the pilot’s back suddenly locked upright. Tainer’s salute pose and salute became iron-rigid. Kell did not meet Janson’s eyes, but he did ask, “Lieutenant Wes Janson, sir?”

			With a bewildered expression, Janson said, “That’s me.” He finally remembered to return the salute.

			Kell turned back to Wedge, kept his gaze focused above Wedge’s head. “I apologize, sir. I cannot join this squadron. I withdraw my application. Permission to leave?”

			Wedge said, “Why?”

			“I’d prefer not to say, sir.”

			“Understood. Now answer the question.”

			Kell seemed to vibrate for a moment as his muscles strained against one another. Then, his voice low, he said, “This man killed my father, sir. Permission to leave?”

			Janson, his expression shocked, came around to Wedge’s side of the desk. His gaze searched Kell’s face, and a shadow of recognition crossed his features. “Tainer—your name wasn’t always Tainer, was it?”

			“No, sir.”

			“Doran?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			Janson looked away, his eyes tracing something
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